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			Chapter 1

			An Elegant Life of Tea and Summons

			"Time for a break!"

Litt declared, tossing his quill pen aside.

"There are still one hundred and eighty-six invitations remaining, Lord Litt,"

Touli stated flatly to his master, who was slumped gracelessly in his chair.

"Didn't we just have a break?"

Not even an hour had passed since they'd finished their elevenses tea.

"That was then. This is now,"

Litt retorted with flawed logic as he stood up from his chair.

"Ah, it's as if an iron snake is coiled around my hand."

He flexed his right wrist, pacing around the office. His long, braided brown hair swayed behind him like a tail, following his every move. Touli sighed.

"Lord Litt. It would be the height of dishonor for the invitations to a night party hosted by the Royal Family to be delayed."

"Like I care."

"You're a Court Secretary!"

"I was perfectly content as a scrivener in the middle of nowhere."

"That was then, this is now. Get to work!"

Touli placed a stack of paper on the desk. Each sheet was bordered with a design of gold ivy topped by a crown—the Royal Family's special letter paper.

"Having such a capable young attendant makes me a happy man indeed. What an elegant life."

With a dry chuckle, Litt glanced out the window. Two thin wisps of cloud, as if combed by a brush, streaked across the early summer sky. The royal flag fluttered over the magnificent, white stone Royal Castle.

"Very well, we'll call it a short break until the ink dries."

Touli pulled out his pocket watch and dutifully checked the time.

"Ah, right. You can do as you please, too."

"As you wish."

Touli cleared the cup and saucer from the desk. He poured some tea, which had been kept warm in the fireplace embers, and handed it to Litt, who was standing by the window.

"Here you go."

"Mm. Thanks."

Long, slender fingers for a grown man accepted the cup and saucer. There wasn't a single ink stain on the hand that had been gripping the quill pen.

"That's the Court Secretary in you, I suppose."

"What are you talking about?"

Litt's jade eyes blinked. "Nothing,"

Touli deflected.

"Are you still avoiding iced tea because getting an upset stomach would interfere with writing the invitations?"

*Slurp.* Litt took a sip of the lukewarm tea.

"Well, yeah. If I miss the d-e-a-d-l-i-n-e, it'll cause trouble for a lot of people."

"If you truly believe that, you should get back to it immediately."

"We still have plenty of time before the deadline for the night party invitations, don't we? Haste makes waste."

"A fair point. However, Lord Litt, you still have one hundred and eighty-six to go."

"Ah, it seems windy today. We should be careful the papers don't blow away, yes, let's do that."

Ignoring Touli's upward gaze, Litt escaped reality by staring out the window.

'—Hmph, who goes there?!'

'Hahaha. It's a shame to give my name to a villain, but consider it a parting gift to the next world. I shall tell you.' The masked knight swept his white mantle aside.

'My name is Leon Lanlot Virtus!'

'What! You have a Secret Name (Virtus)?!'

'That's right. An honorary name bestowed upon me by the King. And the name of the one who shall bring you to justice!'

"Is that 'The Snow-White Knight's Tale'?"

Touli jumped out of his chair at the voice behind him.

"Hey, Lord Litt! Please don't sneak up on me like that!"

For a civilian official, he was strangely skilled in martial arts, which was bad for the heart.

"Is it any good?"

Litt leaned his arms on the back of Touli's chair, peering at the open page. It was a duel scene between the protagonist, the Snow-White Knight, and a villain. The facing page featured a black-ink illustration of the two knights.

"You don't know? It's incredibly popular."

"What's so popular about it?"

Touli's eyes instantly lit up.

"The Snow-White Knight is strong and has a great sense of justice, he's so cool! He's actually the former king's son, but he hides that fact and serves the current king with such loyalty. And the current king actually knows everything, which is why he trusts the Snow-White Knight's loyalty and gave him a Secret Name (Virtus)! And they have their own secret gestures and codes!"

Touli let out a long breath.

"Man, what an amazing relationship of trust. And he has a Secret Name (Virtus)... so cool."

"Hmm. Well then, Touli, why don't you become a knight? Perform some great military deed and receive an honorary Secret Name (Virtus) from the king?"

"Do you really think I could do that?"

"Running away before you even try is the coward's first move."

"I'm just being aware of my station. Besides, if I weren't here, who would light a fire under you, Lord Litt?"

"I suppose no one knows the carrot and the stick quite like you do."

"Do you not read stories, Lord Litt?"

"Not really."

A faint look came over Litt's jade eyes as they narrowed.

"In the end, this world is just a pipe dream. Lies are truth, and truth is a lie. Everyone is just a shadow, playing the role they've been given. That's enough for me."

"I don't really understand."

"That's fine."

Litt patted Touli's head. To hide his mixture of embarrassment and happiness, Touli pulled out his pocket watch.

"Alright, break's over."

"Yes, sir."

"You're the master, aren't you?"

"And where in the world would you find an attendant who calls his master 'you'?"

"Right here."

Touli placed a bookmark in his book. He stood up and returned "The Snow-White Knight's Tale"

to the bookshelf. Litt rolled his shoulders and sat down at his desk, picking up a sheet of the Royal Family's letter paper.

"...And where in the world is there a master who allows himself to be called 'you'?"

"Hm?"

Litt opened the lid of the inkwell and grinned.

"Right here."

"I see."

"You ask and then act so indifferent."

"Yes, well."

Touli pointed to the guest list on the desk.

"Next up is the Connes Family. It's addressed to the young lady, Lady Lilia."

"Hmm. The king is being quite generous."

Unable to grasp his meaning, Touli furrowed his brow.

"The Connes Family went bust three years ago."

"Please don't turn a noun into a verb."

Litt snorted at Touli's complaint and dipped the tip of his quill pen into the ink.

"They're not a suitable house for the princes' consorts. What could he be thinking?"

When you talked about night parties, the main purpose was finding a marriage partner. A drama of love and hate, a struggle for power, all played out by lavishly dressed nobles.

"Well, they weren't a powerful noble family to begin with. And they didn't have a Secret Name (Virtus) like you admire so much."

"Is that so?"

After tapping the excess ink on the rim of the well, Litt lowered the pen to the paper.

The letters flowed with ease.

Elegant and magnificent. The quill pen danced as if painting a picture. It was fast. Without hesitation or spelling mistakes, he formed the words. The shading of the black ink, the masterful variation between thick and thin lines... even someone illiterate would sigh at the beauty of his handwriting.

Touli watched his master in silence. Through his common brown hair, his jade eyes were visible, now fixed on the paper with a sharp light. Such concentration. When he held a pen in silence, he exuded the resolute dignity of a royal.

"There. That should do it."

Litt set down the quill pen.

Touli handed him a sheet of spoiled paper—one from another secretary. After letting it absorb the excess ink, Litt held up the Connes family's invitation, checking the overall balance of the script.

"Man, it's a relief when there's no Secret Name (Virtus) or abbreviated name to write."

"...Because it means less writing?"

"Yep. Why do the great and powerful have to make their names so long? The royals are royals, yet their names are short."

"You'll be thrown in jail for treason."

"Not having to work sounds like heaven."

Touli's eyes narrowed into a glare.

"He who does not work, neither shall he eat. What will you do if you get your head chopped off?"

"Hahaha. The words of the youth are so grim these days."

Litt laughed with genuine amusement and wrote the scrivener's name on the invitation with a golden quill pen.

"Just make sure you write me a letter of recommendation to the Knight Order before you're executed. You were a good man."

"Hey now, Touli. Don't go killing off your master prematurely."

"Then work, please."

Taking the completed invitation, Touli read from the list.

"Next is the Viscount family, Rufado..."

*Knock, knock.* A rap on the door.

"Come in."

Touli went to the door and opened it. A young attendant holding a letter box bowed.

"Pardon the intrusion. For Lord Litt Liton, from His Highness."

"Ah. Thank you."

Litt responded with a pleasant, public-facing smile. Touli took the letter and closed the door. The two of them listened as the young attendant's footsteps faded away. They grew distant, then vanished.

"What did you do?!"

Touli shouted, handing over the letter.

"How should I know?! I haven't done anything!"

"The timing is too perfect!"

"Gah, don't panic! Which Highness is it?"

Litt broke the wax seal. He unfolded the letter to find a single, concise sentence written on it.

—Come to the Hall of Crests if you're free.

"I'm not free!"

Leaping from his chair, Litt slammed the letter onto the desk.

"Hey, that's treason!"

"Hah! I'd rather not serve a master with so little magnanimity as to punish me for something like this."

"My future is on the line, too!"

"Agh, quiet, quiet! Let's go, Touli."

He snatched the mantle that was hanging on his chair and draped it over his shoulders, fastening it with a golden brooch of three white feathers.

"Wait for me!"

Touli scrambled to follow his master, who was already striding out of the room.



		
			Chapter 2

			The Scheming Daily Lives of Nobility

			"Pardon the intrusion."

As they stepped in from the antechamber, they were greeted by a room covered in all manner of crests. The crests of the Fulmia Royal Family and the ancient noble houses that had brought prosperity to the kingdom looked down upon Litt and his attendant in silence.

"So you've come."

A young man standing by the window turned around. His golden hair was translucent in the sunlight. His purple eyes were the mark of royalty.

"Sorry to call you when you're busy."

"Not at all."

Litt placed a hand on his chest and bowed his head.

"It is an honor to meet with you."

His jade eyes locked onto the young man.

"First Prince Raoul-sama."

A small "Oh?"

escaped Raoul as his purple eyes widened.

"For you to use a double honorific... You must be in a spectacularly foul mood."

"My apologies, Your Highness Raoul. I've been busy."

"Hmph. Busier than a royal?"

"They say when the sovereign faces south, the nation is not at peace, after all."

Despite his carefree tone, Litt delivered a cutting barb. It was a saying that meant a kingdom is stable when the king has nothing to do but sit on his throne. From a corner of the room, a small shriek escaped.

"Your master is as lively as ever, I see, Touli."

"Yes! Thank you for your kind words!"

"Please refrain from dragging my attendant into this."

*Heh.* Raoul chuckled. Touli just looked bewildered.

"So. What did you need?"

Raoul gave a wry smile at Litt's bluntness.

"I did choose the formal Hall of Crests for a reason, you know."

"It's just you and me here, isn't it? For the First Prince to dismiss even the guards..."

Touli noticed it then. The Hall of Crests was enveloped in silence. There was no sign of anyone else.

"If I were to accidentally cut you down now, I'd be sent straight to the dungeon, wouldn't I?"

At Litt's lighthearted remark, Raoul tapped the sword at his hip.

"You're not carrying a sword, are you? Court Secretary."

"They say the pen is mightier than the sword."

"There are others I'd rather you cut down with your rhetoric."

Litt's willow-like eyebrows shot up.

"Lady Valona Philbard."

Raoul stared at a point on the wall where the crest of a great noble house, loyal to the king for generations, was displayed.

"...What about the second prince's fiancée?"

"What do you think, Litt?"

"Ugh. So this is about intrigue, then."

Raoul looked exasperated at Litt's blatant grimace.

"You're lucky the guards aren't here. You'd be beheaded on the spot for treason."

"Ah, really?"

Litt glanced at Touli, who was frozen against the wall, and gave him a wink.

"What? Were you two plotting something?"

"No, sir!"

Touli cried out, his voice choked with tears.

"Well, let's set the jests aside."

Litt gracefully ignored his wailing attendant. *How could you!*

"The Philbard Family is the queen's family. That means they're a ducal house with deep ties to you as well, Lord Raoul. Is there some problem with their daughter? Wait, don't tell me—"

An expression of shock spread across Litt's face.

"You've fallen for her! Ugh, a sordid scandal!"

"Of course not."

Getting glared at by those purple eyes, Litt sighed.

"Thought so. Bummer."

"I don't have time to indulge your hobbies."

"Information gathering isn't a hobby."

Raoul snorted.

"It's good to be desperate to survive."

"The world of men is a difficult place to live."

"Litt."

Raoul closed the distance between them.

"It seems a certain type of 'villainous lady' is in vogue these days. I've heard that the foremost example is my own brother's fiancée."

The First Prince's finger pointed at Litt's chest. The three white eagle feathers, fastened with a golden brooch, shimmered in the sunlight pouring through the window.

"Write the truth. First-Class Court Secretary, Littrald Liton."

His full, unabbreviated name echoed through the Hall of Crests.

"Hm?"

Looking down at the garden from the corridor, Litt knitted his brows.

"Lord Litt. Please don't climb up there."

Litt was sitting with one knee up on the corridor's stone pedestal, which was carved with an arabesque relief.

"His companion is not Lady Valona."

In a corner of the garden, where flowers of every color bloomed, a young man and a young woman were smiling at each other on a bench.

"...That's definitely the second prince, Lord Tagi, isn't it?"

Touli placed his hands on the shoulder-high pedestal and peered over.

"Hmm. I don't recognize his companion. Common chestnut hair with a ribbon. Few jewels. Her light blue dress is not first-rate. The lace is... a double-layered knit. If she's a noble, she's of a lower rank."

"How can you tell all that?"

Touli breathed in admiration.

"She's also about the same age as the second prince. A curious choice for a conversation partner."

"Curious...?"

"As in strange."

"Why? They look good together, don't they?"

Tagi pointed to a book open on his lap. From this distance, they couldn't see what was written. Tagi would say a word or two, and the girl would cover her mouth with her hand and laugh elegantly.

"See?"

"No, I don't see."

Touli's brows drew down in dissatisfaction.

"Please don't skip the explanation."

"She's not carrying a Western Fan (Crim)."

"Now that you mention it..."

The girl in the light blue dress had nothing in her hands.

"An expensive Western Fan (Crim) is the mark of a highborn lady,"

Litt continued.

"Duchess's daughters, Marquess's daughters, at the very least a Countess's daughter—they always carry one. To them, it has the same meaning as carrying a sword. The privilege of the chosen. A display of wealth. A boast. Arrogance."

"What's arrogance?"

"Looking down on others with pride."

"Is there a hint of jealousy in that?"

Litt's eyes narrowed.

"I once had the flight feathers of a blue goose snatched away from me because they were going to be used for a Western Fan (Crim)!"

"Ah, for your quills,"

Touli said, understanding now.

"The grudge of a scribe is a scary thing."

"They're the tools of my trade!"

"You get paid a handsome salary. You can just find more blue goose feathers."

"They were a rare eight-year-old set!"

"A persistent man is disliked by the ladies."

"Hah! If there's a lady who can't be won over by my love letters, I'd very much like to meet her."

"—What are you doing?"

a grey-haired knight asked as he passed through the corridor.

"Oh, Jin. Perfect timing."

"Sitting up there like that. Stop troubling your attendant."

Touli nodded emphatically.

"If you get tired of Litt, you can always come to my unit, the Royal Knights."

"I'd be delighted!"

came the instant reply.

"Having such an honest attendant, I'm a lucky man indeed."

Litt beckoned Jin over with a flick of his fingers.

"What is it?"

"You're tall, so you stand out. Hide behind that pillar in the corridor."

Jin moved into the pillar's shadow and followed Litt's gaze. His grey-blue eyes caught sight of the young man and woman among the flowers.

"Peeping is a bad habit."

"Can't be helped. We can only see them from the second-floor corridor, and only from this angle."

Besides, Litt continued.

"When it's the second prince's companion, even you would want a look, wouldn't you? Lord Vice-Captain of the Royal Knights."

A wrinkle formed between Jin's eyebrows.

"...So it's Lady Sumika, not his fiancée, Lady Valona."

"You know her?"

Litt's eyes went wide.

"I heard the head of her family is a noble but has the disposition of a scholar. He had his only daughter, Lady Sumika, study abroad in the neighboring country of Cymbal, which values scholarship. Apparently, she returned recently."

"What's the family name?"

"The Scott Family."

"Ah..."

Litt's voice lost its energy at Jin's words.

"A family with history, but no power or money. The type to live modestly for a long, long time."

"If she's just a conversation partner, it's not so bad, is it? She's a talented woman who corresponds with learned people in a major country."

"Jin. You know the second prince's personality, don't you?"

The Vice-Captain of the Royal Knights gave a wry smile at Litt's upturned jade gaze.

"He is a bright, honest, and straightforward person."

"You're not going to call him a reckless dreamer?"

"I'll pretend I didn't hear that. You're going to be charged with treason one day."

*Eek*, Touli looked like he was about to cry.

"A welcome warning from a friend."

"Litt."

Jin's voice dropped low, contrasting with Litt's persistently light tone.

"You're a First-Class Court Secretary, entrusted with writing for the Royal Family. There are fellows who don't take kindly to that. What will you do if you're framed?"

"If that happens, give me a quick chop of the head, Jin."

A corner of Litt's mouth lifted.

"If you've died once, the second time is no different."

"Don't joke—*mmph*!"

Litt clamped his left hand over Jin's mouth.

"Idiot. Don't shout. They'll notice us."

"...Shorry 'bout that,"

Jin mumbled an apology. Litt removed his hand and looked at the bench in the garden.

"Oh? A third party has arrived. The curtain rises on Act Two."

"His fiancée, Lady Valona,"

Jin muttered. "Wow,"

Touli said in amazement.

"A bright red dress and gold jewelry. It's dazzling."

"Well, she is a duchess's daughter... and a central figure in high society... so she needs to be somewhat glamorous..."

In contrast to Jin's faltering explanation, Litt's face lit up.

"Ah! An Ostrich Fan (Crim)! Dammit, so she was the one who stole them!"

"What's wrong?"

Touli shook his head at the questioning Jin.

"It's nothing, absolutely nothing to worry about."

"You sure?"

Below the three of them, a dramatic melodrama was unfolding.

'—Good day to you, Lord Tagi.' Fanning herself furiously with her blue goose fan, Valona approached the bench. Three lavishly dressed handmaidens followed her.

'What lovely weather. Are you reading?' The second prince's expression stiffened.

'Oh my? And who might this duchess's daughter be, sitting beside you, Lord Tagi?' Looking flustered, Lady Sumika stood up from the bench.

'—P-pardon my intrusion! I-I shall take my leave now.'

'Wait.' Valona stopped Lady Sumika as she tried to depart with a bow.

'You, are you well-versed in literature?' Lady Sumika's eyes widened at what must have been Valona's words.

'...Y-yes.' As she timidly nodded, Valona smiled.

'But you seem to be rather ignorant of fashion. A dull, light blue dress? What season's trend is that, I wonder?' Valona glanced at her handmaidens, and the three of them began to titter.

'Did you see that yellowed lace? How shabby.'

'She's not even wearing a single ruby.'

'Oh my. She isn't even carrying a Western Fan (Crim).'

Lady Sumika's face flushed red with shame. She clutched the fabric of her dress in both hands.

'Now, now. You three are going too far. The lower classes have their own circumstances, you know.' At their mistress's chiding, the three handmaidens fell silent. But they did not stop smirking.

'You, there. If you'd like, I can give this to you. It's made with precious blue goose feathers, you see.'

Valona offered the blue goose fan she was holding.

'...N-no. I couldn't possibly accept such an expensive item.'

'Oh, really? I have many more expensive and rare fans. One or two makes no difference to me.' Lady Sumika looked down and shook her head.

'...Such a beautiful Western Fan (Crim)... I-I am not... worthy of it...'

*Ohohoho!* Valona's boisterous laughter echoed through the garden.

'Well, at least you know your place.' Valona glared with cold eyes.

'If you understand, then be gone with you.' With her face still downcast, Lady Sumika gave a parting curtsy. Then, she quickly walked away from the bench.

"—And that's probably how it went."

"Seems about right."

As Litt and Touli finished their performance, Jin buried his head in his hands.

"...Don't just start dubbing things on your own."

"We can't hear what they're saying from this distance,"

Litt said without a hint of remorse, turning to Jin.

"My Lady Valona was pretty convincing, wasn't she?"

Touli gave a small round of applause.

"Lady Sumika is like a typical ill-fated young lady from a story."

"Your part as Lady Sumika was great too, Touli. You've gotten better."

"Thank you!"

Unable to bear the master-and-attendant exchange any longer, Jin leaned an arm against a corridor pillar.

"Hm? What's wrong, Jin? Your usual headache, or is it a stomachache?"

"...Is the word 'irreverence' not in your dictionary?"

"The word 'absurdity' is."

Annoyed, but still curious, Jin asked.

"And its meaning is?"

"Hm? Nonsense, comical, cock-a-doodle-doo."

Jin drew his sword slightly from its sheath.

"Wait, wait, wait! We can talk about this!"

His face paling, Litt leaped down from the corridor's pedestal.

"Talking doesn't seem to work with you."

"You're too serious!"

He looked to Touli for help, but his attendant averted his gaze.

"You were a good master. I'll be joining the Royal Knights tomorrow."

"So quick to switch sides! I truly am blessed with a great attendant!"

"You reap what you sow."

Touli sighed. *Click.* Jin sheathed his sword.

"Alright, Litt. Back to the topic at hand."

With a serious expression, Jin crossed his arms.

"What are you doing?"



		
			Chapter 3

			Between Reality and Fiction

			"Oh! Isn't this 'The Snow-White Knight's Tale'?"

In Litt's office, Jin pulled a book from the shelf.

"Is this Touli's?"

"Yes. It was a gift from Lord Litt."

Touli poured steaming tea into a cup.

"How'd you get your hands on this, Litt? It's the latest volume, isn't it?"

"I have my connections."

Jin flipped through the pages.

"Connections I don't know about?"

"A secret ceases to be a secret if it is told, as they say."

Litt accepted the teacup and took a sip.

"The kind you can't talk about, huh?"

"Don't worry, Jin. It's for our sake."

"In times of ash and in times of flame, friends stand together... was that it?"

"Hey, wait a minute. You've been reading 'The Snow-White Knight's Tale' too, haven't you?"

"It's popular in the Royal Knights as well."

Jin returned the book to its place and sat across from Litt. Touli offered him tea, which he accepted with a word of thanks.

"There's also 'The Reformation Count ~Does This Crest Not Meet Your Eyes?~' and 'The Lion King Comes!'. Surprisingly, the romance stories 'The Name of the Flower' and 'Swearing Truth at the End of the World' are quite popular too."

"I've read them all!"

Touli's eyes sparkled.

"I want to punish bad guys just like the Snow-White Knight and the Reformation Count!"

"More and more young men are saying that and trying to join the Knight Order. It's a huge help."

"Lord Litt! A letter of recommendation to the Royal Knights—"

"Who do you think is going to write that?"

*Hmph,* Litt snorted.

"That's mean!"

"No, it's not. Anyway, is that really okay, Vice-Captain?"

"Hm? What is?"

Litt pointed a sharp finger at Jin, who was sipping his tea.

"'Swearing Truth at the End of the World' is about a commoner and a noble eloping. It's one thing for the common folk, but won't morale in the Royal Knights suffer if it's being read there?"

"Ah, there was one case."

Jin's casual reply made Touli's hand slip. *Clank.* The lid of the teapot clattered to the floor.

"M-my apologies!"

"Hahaha. Don't be so flustered, Touli. A young knight was dead set on eloping with a prominent merchant's daughter, so I gave him a condition."

"A condition...?"

While Touli looked puzzled, Litt grimaced.

"You won, didn't you?"

"Ah. Of course."

As the two men nodded at each other, Touli shouted.

"Am I the only one being left out?!"

"Do you really want to hear a story where you already know the ending?"

Litt leaned back deeply in his chair.

"You probably said something like, 'If you're going to elope, it's reckless unless you have the skill to protect her on your own. You can go after you defeat me,' and then beat him to a pulp with your sword, right, Vice-Captain?"

"Thirty-six bruises, countless cuts, and two cracked ribs later, he gave up on eloping."

"Scary."

"Scary."

Litt and Touli's voices were in unison.

"Apparently, the girl's feelings cooled off too. If that's all it takes for a love to end, then that's all it was ever worth."

Jin's eyes grew distant.

"It's the duty of an elder to teach the youth about the harshness of the world."

The master and attendant whispered to each other.

"...Lord Jin is usually so gentle. The gap between that and his sense of duty is intense."

"...He's the best swordsman in the country. For better or worse, his self-discipline is strong."

"...Does he become a different person when he draws his sword?"

"...You haven't seen him in a real fight yet, have you, Touli? It's better if you don't."

"...You have, haven't you? What did you do?"

"...Well, that's, uh, something I can't say."

"You did something, didn't you?"

Faced with Touli's accusing stare, Litt deliberately changed the subject.

"So, Jin. About that shining second-magnitude star, the brilliant red bird, and the light blue small bird."

"Ah."

Understanding the coded language, Jin nodded gravely.

"The red bird (Lady Valona) has been around for a while."

"As part of the Royal Knights, you must often hear the red bird's song. What do you think?"

"Hmm. That's a difficult one."

Cradling his cup with both hands, Jin searched for the right words.

"Her bloodline is impeccable. The Philbard Ducal family. They have history and wealth. The Royal Family can't ignore them."

"And now the light blue small bird has appeared. To His Reckless Dreamer-ness, she must look like the bluebird of happiness."

"Don't tell me—an engagement annulment? That's ridiculous!"

Litt sighed at Jin's surprise.

"You never know. He's a reckless dreamer who loves to read stories like 'The Snow-White Knight,' 'The Name of the Flower,' and 'Swearing Truth at the End of the World.'"

"Don't say it twice."

"Should I call him a young master who can't distinguish between fantasy and reality?"

"I swear I will be the one to execute you."

"Well, thanks for that."

Slouching, Litt propped an elbow on the armrest of his chair and narrowed his jade eyes. Jin finished his tea and placed the cup on the small table.

"Litt."

"Hm?"

"Do you know a writer by the name of Pillord?"

"Hmm, what was that one? A story about a noble lady who kicks everyone else down, only to be kicked down herself by a village girl in the end?"

Litt looked to Touli, who nodded.

"The villainess genre."

"My head started to hurt three pages in, so I stopped reading, but apparently, that kind of story is quite popular."

"Within the Royal Knights?"

Jin shook his head at Litt's question.

"No, mostly in the castle town. It seems to be a hit with the common folk. A few of our knights heard about it on patrol. Also... with the daughters of the lower nobility."

"Because it's a kind of poetic justice, I suppose. Hmm."

"You don't seem interested, Lord Litt."

Touli poured him another cup of tea.

"Did you enjoy reading it?"

"Me? Hmm..."

Touli's brows furrowed in confusion.

"If we're talking about poetic justice, I prefer the works of Lord Torito Lute."

"Ah, the author of 'The Snow-White Knight' and the others."

Jin nodded in agreement.

"...Don't go adding 'Lord' to a mere writer's name..."

"Jealous, Litt?"

"It's not like that."

"Lord Lute also has excellent literary talent and extensive knowledge. He's known only by name; no one has ever seen him. It adds to the mystery and wonder. Maybe he's actually a noble, or even royalty."

Jin's cheerful speculation earned him a sharp retort from Litt.

"Shut it, you blockhead! Have you forgotten the favor I did you, writing that rejection letter for you?"

"I don't know why you're bringing that up, but I'd prefer to forget it."

"A friend in need is a friend indeed. I'll have that carved on your tombstone."

"If you're going to carve it with that beautiful handwriting of yours, at least make it something more clever."

Litt pressed a hand to his forehead at Jin's casual reply. His head felt heavy.

"...You see, that's what does it. That's why women fall for you."

"What is?"

"You blockhead!"

At Litt's shout, Touli theatrically covered his ears.

"Please don't be so loud. It's hardly news that your best friend Lord Jin is a natural-born prince charming."

"Ah, Touli. There is no finer attendant in all the world than you."

"If you have time for theatrics, perhaps you'd like to continue writing those invitations?"

The attendant pointed to a stack of paper on the desk.

"One hundred and eighty-five to go."

Litt grimaced.

"Whoa, that's a long road ahead."

"Don't rub it in, Jin. My beautiful right hand will be devoured by an iron snake."

"Tendonitis. I've gotten used to your peculiar phrasing."

Jin shrugged.

"But that's a huge amount. Haven't you delegated any of it to the other secretaries?"

"Orders from a certain First Prince."

"What?"

Jin frowned, perplexed.

"Apparently, every single invitation for this night party is to be written by First-Class Court Secretary Littrald Liton."

"You're kidding!"

"If only I were."

Litt settled back in his chair, crossed his long legs, and looked up at the ceiling.

"What is Lord Raoul thinking?"

Jin muttered.

"The guest list for a royal-hosted night party must be more than one or two hundred—"

"Five hundred and fifty-six pairs,"

Litt answered, leaving Jin speechless.

All of them, handwritten.

Normally, the work would be divided among the other Court Secretaries. Otherwise, it would be impossible to get the invitations to the guests by the deadline. It was common practice for any type of invitation to arrive one month before the event date.

No matter how fast the couriers rode, it was meaningless if the invitations weren't finished. For the invitations to a royal-hosted night party to be late would be a tremendous disgrace. The person responsible would be punished.

To be clear, his life was on the line.

"Don't look so worried, Jin."

Jade eyes, like jewels, reflected his friend.

"It's not like you don't know how fast I can write."

"But... Litt."

Writing invitations was not a Court Secretary's only job.

Beyond writing personal letters for the royals, their duties were wide-ranging: correspondence with foreign countries, directives to various territories and their fair copies, revision of policies drafted by government officials, and oaths and contracts issued under the king's name.

"'Not a day goes by that we don't see Lord Litt's handwriting.' That is the assessment of the nobility,"

said a voice, mature yet still that of a boy. The attendant Touli's eyes were unwavering.

"That's something to be happy about, isn't it? Besides, it's interesting."

"Interesting?"

Jin asked. Litt laughed like a king.

"Regardless of the content, the world turns according to my script. —Don't you find that interesting, Jin?"



		
			Chapter 4

			Riddles During Lunch

			"I thought you were busy."

Jin sat down next to Litt, soup bowl in hand. Amidst the clamor of people, the long wooden bench creaked faintly.

"An army marches on its stomach,"

Litt said. Touli arrived with a bread basket and a pot of tea, pouring for both Litt and Jin. Jin sighed.

"I know it's lunch... but you don't have to come to the Knight Order's dining hall."

The voices of the knights mingled with the clatter of cutlery and cups. The smell of bread, the steam from the tea, the aroma of meat, fish, vegetables, and oil. The lively din was absorbed by the high, arched ceiling.

"It's more relaxing here, and convenient."

"You're sticking out like a sore thumb, Litt."

Even without his Court Secretary's mantle, Litt was clearly a nobleman-like pretty boy. Since he wasn't wearing a sword, it was obvious he was a civilian official.

"Jin. Most people think that an elegant meal is eating luxurious food in a luxurious room with luxurious company."

"And you don't?"

Litt pointed his spoon at Jin.

"Where you eat, what you eat, and who you eat with. Whether it's the Royal Castle or the countryside, it doesn't matter. My idea of *elegance* is just that."

"That's bad manners."

*Smack.* Jin slapped Litt's arm. He didn't slap his hand, out of consideration for the Court Secretary. For a man who wields a pen, his dominant hand is as precious as his life.

"What is it, Jin? Don't be shy."

"Do you have any idea how it feels to be put on display by the other knights?"

"Maybe they just don't like you."

Jin kicked Litt's leg under the table.

"I love you, Lord Jin!"

Touli leaned forward from his seat across the table, his innocent eyes sparkling.

"Thanks, Touli. So, still want to join the Knight Order?"

"Yes!"

"Tch. Am I the only one being left out?"

A sulking Litt noticed two knights watching them and beckoned them over.

"Do you dislike the Vice-Captain?"

"No, sir! Not at all!"

"We respect him greatly!"

As the knights declared this with ramrod straight postures, Jin's expression became blank.

"So popular, Lord Vice-Captain of the Royal Knights."

"Stop teasing me, Lord Court Secretary."

Jin rubbed the bridge of his nose.

"Targa, Yuri."

"Sir!"

"Sir!"

"No need to be so formal. Sit. Let's eat before the food gets cold."

"Pardon us!"

The two knights sat across the table. Touli stood and served them tea.

"Which one is Targa, and which one is Yuri?"

Litt asked while eating his soup.

"I... *ahem*. I am Targa."

The black-haired knight introduced his colleague next to him.

"This is Yuri. He's gotten a big head since he got a girlfriend recently."

The brown-haired knight bowed with a cool expression.

"My name is Yuri. Targa is just jealous, so please pay him no mind."

Targa and Yuri glared at each other in silence. Sparks flew.

"You have a girlfriend? Eh, a handmaiden? Is she pretty?"

Litt's eyes lit up.

"She sells flowers in town. And yes, she's beautiful,"

Yuri declared with a straightforward gaze.

"Hmm. If you need a love letter written, I'll do it for free, up to two times."

"Really?!"

"In exchange, I need you to tell me something."

"Of course, anything I know."

Jin and Touli exchanged a look.

"I heard there's a popular story in the castle town. My attendant here is just dying to read it."

Used as a convenient excuse, Touli's eyes narrowed.

"Lord Lute's 'The Snow-White Knight's Tale'?"

At Yuri's words, Touli looked at his master.

"Umm..."

Litt was holding his teacup with his right hand. His left hand, on the table, was lightly clenched. A no.

"N-no, that's not it. I heard it was interesting, but I forgot the name of the story."

Litt's left hand opened. A yes. *That's it*, it said silently.

"Could it be Pillord's 'The Villainous Lady Falls with the Crimson Rose'?"

At Targa's words, Litt and Jin looked up.

"Umm, yes, something like that,"

Touli stammered. Targa gave him a wry smile.

"The villainous lady who does whatever she wants gets her comeuppance in the end. Apparently, people like the 'serves her right' aspect. But it might be a bit much for you, my young attendant friend."

"I'm already fourteen. I'm not a child."

At Touli's pouting, Targa apologized lightly.

"Sorry, sorry. I was just worried if the attendant of a Court Secretary would be alright reading a story that makes fun of the fall of nobles."

Litt calmly brought another spoonful of soup to his mouth.

"I'm not a noble, so I don't really mind."

"Is that so?"

Targa and Yuri's voices overlapped.

"But you're renowned as a close aide to the First Prince..."

Litt snorted at the two bewildered knights.

"I'm just being worked to the bone."

"I'd say you've earned his trust, though,"

Jin muttered. Ignoring him, Litt continued with his spoon.

"Hey, stop that. Don't give me your carrots."

"You have to eat well to work well, don't you, Lord Vice-Captain?"

"Just get over your hatred of carrots already, Litt!"

"I've already eaten my lifetime supply. My friend, I shall share them with you."

Then, it dawned on Jin.

"Is this why you don't use the officials' dining hall?!"

"They don't go to waste this way. The carrots are happy too."

Litt nodded gravely. When Jin shot him a look of reproach, Touli just shook his head.

"I apologize for my failure to supervise him."

Targa and Yuri were trembling, their lips pressed tightly together.

"You can laugh. Don't suppress your emotions in front of me."

At Litt's permission, Targa and Yuri burst out laughing. A loud explosion of laughter that drew the attention of those around them.

"By the way,"

Litt said, taking a piece of bread from the basket. He tore off a small piece and brought it to his mouth.

"I heard that thanks to 'The Snow-White Knight' and stories like it, the number of applicants to the order has increased."

Targa nodded.

"Yes. Youth is a wonderful thing. They're so worth beating down."

"Oh my. So you were the black-hearted Targa."

Jin put a hand to his forehead as Litt looked impressed.

"He's always like this, Lord Litt, Lord Jin."

"And Yuri is the strategist who casually insults his colleague?"

"I'm honored,"

Yuri said, placing a hand on his chest and giving Litt a simple bow.

"The influence of stories is great, isn't it? At this rate, won't there be young ladies inspired by Pillord's 'Villainous Lady'?"

At Litt's words, Targa and Yuri's shoulders shook. Only Jin didn't miss the slight upturn of his friend's lips.

Acting casual, Litt continued eating his bread. Touli served him more tea. Targa and Yuri exchanged glances.

"...It's hard to say this in front of the Vice-Captain, but..."

"Don't worry about it. Targa. You too, Yuri. Consider this part of establishing a common understanding."

At Jin's words, Targa and Yuri's shoulders relaxed.

"On our patrols within the castle, we often see the nobility..."

Targa lowered his voice.

"There is a young lady who seems to have stepped right out of a story."

"Is that so? I had no idea."

Litt's eyes blinked.

"When you focus solely on administrative duties, you tend to become ignorant of happenings within the castle. Hahaha."

Ignoring the cold stares from Jin and Touli, Litt prompted him to continue.

"The fiancée of the second prince, Lord Tagi..."

Yuri picked up where Targa left off.

"Lady Valona Philbard."

"Oh. Is her behavior that atrocious?"

The two knights nodded.

According to Targa, she threw a cup of water on a castle handmaiden she didn't like. According to Yuri, she used her status as his fiancée to demand expensive jewels from the second prince.

"Her most recent target is Lady Sumika of the Scott Family."

Litt tilted his head at Targa's sigh.

"The Scott Family is a minor noble house, right? Why would a duke's daughter target them?"

"Because she gets along well with the literature-loving Lord Tagi. —Oh, the poor little bird! To be bullied by a peacock just for its beautiful song!"

"Targa has no talent for poetry."

"You are correct, Lord Litt."

Yuri elbowed his partner.

"I see. If you can't even write a single poem, you'll never get a girlfriend."

"Hah! I'll take that to heart!"

Yuri looked at Targa with the eyes of a dead fish.

"If it's a book that corrupts public morals, shouldn't it be banned, even if it's just a story?"

Litt propped his elbows on the table, resting his chin on his clasped hands.

"You... you really don't know?"

"Know what?"

Jin said, exasperated.

"Pillord is a pen name. His proper court name is Spirld Furas Virtus. He's the eldest son of a Marquess and, like you, a First-Class Court Secretary."

"Wow, how lame. To have your court name known. I didn't even know there was a guy like that."

Touli's face twitched at his master's lukewarm reaction.

"Don't tell me you forgot about your own colleague?"

"Ah... Spi-boy doesn't work in the Court Secretaries' main hall. He never comes out of that tacky, gaudy office of his."

Litt pressed a finger to his temple.

"He has an honorary Secret Name (Virtus), huh? Then it can't be banned. In fact, public opinion is probably not bad, seeing it as an upper-class noble personally writing a cautionary tale."

"If we're talking about influence, I think Lord Lute's 'The Snow-White Knight' is much more proper,"

Touli said, and the three knights nodded in agreement.

"Ah... that one, well, it's..."

At Litt's hesitant response, Jin tilted his head.

"What is it? Did you have some thoughts on it?"

"No, there's no need to read it. Hearing my attendant's passionate speeches is more than enough."

"I can talk about it for hours!"

Touli leaned over the table.

"...Are you just humoring him?"

Jin asked in a low voice.

"Whether in the main hall or my office, if my breaks go on for too long, he starts quoting the knight's loyalty, duty, and conduct, delivering grand speeches... hahaha."

With a weak laugh, Litt looked up at the distant ceiling.

"Ah, what an elegant life!"

"Wouldn't this all be solved if you just worked without slacking off?"

"My friend is bullying meee. I'm gonna quit being a Court Secretaryyy. I'm gonna go back to the countryyy."

Litt collapsed onto the table.

"N-no, he's not. The Vice-Captain was just joking."

"That's right. He's just concerned for you, Lord Litt."

As Targa and Yuri offered words of comfort, Touli held up a hand to stop them.

"Ah, this is normal for him. Please don't mind it."



		
			Chapter 5

			The Troublesome Daily Life of Court Service

			Litt yawned.

"Please compose yourself. We are about to meet with Court Secretary-General Bald."

"I know, I know."

Wiping the tears from the corners of his eyes, Litt walked down the passage.

Soft afternoon light streamed in through the large windows.

Rose-colored columns were adorned with gold. The contrast between the sunlight and the shadows of the pillars was stark. With each step, the three white eagle feathers on Litt's chest flashed.

"Is that not heavy?"

Litt asked, looking back.

"It's fine. It's large, but it's lighter than books."

Touli held up the ebony letter box he was carrying, which was large enough to require both arms.

The lid was tied with a golden ribbon, and the red wax seal holding it in place bore his master's crest.

"A reliable attendant."

Touli puffed out his chest with pride.

A glamorous party appeared from the other end of the passage. Litt looked up to the heavens.

There was only one path.

Magnificent tapestries depicting grasslands adorned the walls. There were no rooms to escape into.

"...We shall yield the path. We will blend peacefully into the background."

At his master's words, Touli quickly moved to stand beneath a decorative tapestry. With a natural gesture, Litt swept aside his rank mantle and yielded the way to the approaching group. He bowed his head slightly.

"Oh my?"

Valona, hiding her mouth with an ostrich fan, stopped. Her three handmaidens followed suit.

"Those three feathers on your chest. And that braided ponytail. You wouldn't be Lord Raoul's favorite, Lord Liton, would you?"

Only Touli heard the soft click of his master's tongue.

"The laurel tree that supports the celestial silver, the great wings that dwell in the sacred pillar. To be addressed by you, the treasured jewel of the Philbard Ducal family, Lady Valona, is a true honor indeed. I am Litt Liton, appointed as a First-Class Court Secretary by His Majesty."

Placing a hand on his chest, Litt performed a nobleman's bow. Valona shamelessly looked him up and down, from head to toe.

"For one without a title, you seem to have some manners."

*Flap, flap.* Valona fanned herself with the ostrich fan.

"You there. I hear you undertake the writing of love letters as a side business."

Litt smiled with terrifying gentleness.

"It is merely a hobby, my lady."

"A hobby in between writing night party invitations?"

Litt's jade eyes narrowed. A flash of white teeth.

"You knew? It was I, unworthy as I am, who was commanded to do so by His Highness Raoul."

"Is my invitation completed yet?"

Valona pressed closer.

"Now, I wonder about that."

Litt placed a hand over his mouth and turned his body to the side as if in thought, creating distance.

"Don't tease me so. You wicked man."

She hid her face with her fan, peering out with just her eyes. A perfect, coy upward glance.

"Hahaha. You see, the guest list is quite extensive."

At his master's frivolous smile, Touli couldn't help but scowl. It was disrespectful in front of a duchess's daughter, but to Valona, a mere attendant was beneath her notice.

"I simply cannot wait for it to arrive. Do you have it with you?"

"All completed invitations have been delivered to Court Secretary-General Bald. I imagine they are already being prepared for dispatch. Please wait just a little longer."

"The only ones who can make me wait are members of the Royal Family."

"My radiant lady."

Suddenly, Litt moved closer, his voice a whisper in Valona's ear.

"—Haste makes waste, you know."

Stared at from such a close distance by Litt's jade eyes, Valona was at a loss for words. A clear, incomparable color like jade. A mesmerizing abyss, different from any other green eyes.

"My apologies. That was the perfect distance for whispering sweet nothings, wasn't it?"

He offered a transparent apology for his rudeness.

Valona, who had been mesmerized by Litt's eyes, snapped back to her senses. She quickly gathered her pride and lifted her chin haughtily.

"V-very well. You are Lord Raoul's favorite, after all. I shall overlook a minor impoliteness."

"I thank you for your generous heart."

As the charade continued, Touli's face remained grim.

"Ah, by the way,"

Valona asked.

"This grand night party hosted by the Royal Family. How many guests will there be?"

"Let me see. Two or three hundred... no. I believe it will be more than that."

Litt feigned ignorance, but Valona's eyes lit up.

"Oh, how wonderful! To be invited to such a magnificent and prestigious night party."

"Indeed,"

Litt replied with a polite smile.

"But. I am worried."

Suddenly demure, Valona placed a hand on her cheek. Her three handmaidens chirped with concern.

"What is the matter, Lady Valona?"

"What troubles you? Your fiancé, Lord Tagi, will be in attendance."

"That's right. No matter what happens, His Highness will protect you."

Tilting her head, Valona gave a faint smile.

"Thank you, all of you."

She let out a sorrowful sigh.

"The reason my heart is not at ease is—"

She folded her fan and tapped it against her right shoulder, a coquettish gesture.

"I am worried that an ignorant little bird might wander into this glamorous Royal Castle."

"Oh, my,"

the three handmaidens gasped. Litt looked up at the ceiling.

"...Oh, Moon Goddess (Kuna). Please lower the curtain of night this instant,"

he muttered under his breath.

"...You can't hide even at night. The wolves will follow,"

Touli caught his lament.

"...Can't be helped. I'll have to use you as a decoy."

"...I'd rather not."

"...Your turn isn't until later."

Litt deliberately bumped into Touli.

"Oops! Ah, that's right. I'm keeping Court Secretary-General Bald waiting."

*You're making a fine decoy out of me right now!* Litt brushed aside Touli's piercing gaze with a wave of his hand and gave Valona a bow.

"I shall take my leave now. Good day, my lovely lady."

With his long legs, Litt elegantly strode past them. A magnificent gait. Touli hurried after him in a light jog.

"W-wait!"

Valona called out.

Still facing forward, Litt's mouth formed a grim line. *What a pain*, was written all over his face.

"Yes?"

Litt turned around with a perfect smile.

"...Scary."

Touli muttered at the sudden transformation.

"Is there an invitation for Viscount Scott?"

"I wonder. You see, the guest list is quite extensive."

"Stop feigning ignorance and answer me!"

"Pardon me, my lady Duke's daughter. The only ones who can make *me* wait are members of the Royal Family."

"What?!"

Leaving the speechless Valona behind, Litt did not look back again.



		
			Chapter 6

			The Rabbit, the Little Bird, and the Decoy

			He stood at the entrance to the room.

The large, ceiling-high doors were open. The two guards who saw Litt bowed their heads.

"Good work."

"Sir!"

With a flick of his rank mantle, Litt proceeded with a composed stride. Touli followed behind him. Past the connecting room was a large hall filled with desks.

"Hello, everyone. Working hard, I see."

The Court Secretaries all turned at once.

"Lord Litt!"

A young boy rushed over. His rank mantle bore a single pheasant feather—the mark of a Third-Class Court Secretary.

"Mizuha, is the Court Secretary-General in?"

"Yes. He's in the back room."

Mizuha's eyes fell on the letter box in Touli's arms.

"You're already finished?!"

A murmur went through the large room. Voices of amazement flew back and forth.

"—There are five hundred and fifty-six pairs, you know?"

"—As expected of Lord Litt, the speed-writer."

"—So he's not just loafing around all the time."

"—Hey, you'll be in trouble if he hears you."

"I heard every word."

A collective gasp went through the secretaries.

"Don't worry, I'm not angry. Besides, I hate to disappoint your expectations, but I still have about a fifth of them left."

"That's still incredibly impressive..."

Mizuha gave a wry smile.

"It seems you'll make the deadline."

"If nothing happens."

"Ah, a messenger from Lord Raoul was here earlier. He wants you to make a fair copy of the records he reviewed with the government officials."

Mizuha gestured with his palm, and another secretary held up a large, rolled-up sheet of paper.

"Do it yourself!"

"Lord Litt. Please don't contradict yourself,"

Touli sighed.

"You're a Court Secretary."

"I wonder if I can go back to the country."

"Before that, a letter of recommendation to the Royal Knights for me, please."

"Not a chance."

*Hmph,* Litt snorted.

"I'm sure Lord Raoul wouldn't allow it. Neither would the Court Secretary-General."

With a wry smile, Mizuha gestured toward the back room. Litt's face twisted in annoyance.

"What a load of 'an elegant life of drinking tea, working a little, drinking more tea, and the day is done.' His Highness tricked me."

As Litt grumbled, Touli and Mizuha exchanged a look.

"Isn't that more or less what you do?"

Mizuha let out a small chuckle at Touli's observation.

"He barged into my humble country life. He told me he'd have my head chopped off if I didn't come to the Royal Castle."

"Even now, if you don't work, you'll get your head chopped off,"

his merciless attendant said. Litt looked up at the ceiling.

"Ah, what a cruel world!"

"—And yet, while you lament so, you seem to have plenty of time, Litt."

At the clear, elderly voice, Mizuha bowed his head.

An old man sat at a rosewood desk in the back room. Bald stroked his long white beard with a wrinkled hand.

"The night party invitations?"

"Not all of them, but this is the completed portion."

Touli placed the ebony letter box on the desk. Litt took a list from his pocket and handed it to Bald.

"Hmm, indeed. The collation of the invitations and the list, and the sealing, I will leave to Spirld—"

The sound of confident footsteps echoed.

"Pardon the intrusion."

"Ah, Spirld. Perfect timing."

After bowing to Bald, he glared at Litt, who was standing before the desk.

"...Your presence here means you have finished, Litt?"

"Only a portion of them,"

Litt replied with a cheerful smile.

"My sincerest apologies for the d-e-l-a-y, Lord Furas. Thanks to you, I can finally hand over my duties."

Spirld's brow furrowed, and he looked at Bald, who nodded.

"I am entrusting you with the collation of the list and the sealing."

"...Yes, sir."

As if to say such work should be left to a lower-ranked secretary, Spirld glanced at Mizuha, whose shoulders flinched.

"That's right, Mizuha,"

Litt said, as if just remembering.

"About that fair copy from before, would you mind taking it to my office for me? Right now."

"Y-yes, sir!"

Looking relieved, Mizuha left the room.

"And Touli. Go to the library and find this document for me."

Litt handed him a memo.

"As you wish."

"Like a rabbit... and I mean that in terms of speed, too."

Touli glanced at his master. The jade eyes spoke volumes.

"Yes. Should I bring the document to the office?"

"That's right."

"Then, I shall take my leave."

With polished movements, the young attendant gave a bow.

When Touli peered into the library shelves, he found someone was already there.

"—Lady Sumika."

Dressed in a pale pink dress, she turned around. Her blue eyes widened.

"And you are?"

"Ah! M-my apologies. I... I mean, I am Touli, an attendant in service to the First-Class Court Secretary, Lord Litt Liton."

He stood ramrod straight, clutching two thin books under his arm.

"I am Sumika of the Scott Viscount Family."

She grasped her dress and dipped into a light curtsy. Touli panicked at Sumika's proper execution of a lady's curtsy.

"I'm just an attendant. Please, don't be so formal."

"But you are in service to the renowned Court Secretary, Lord Littrald Liton, are you not? You are of a higher standing than I."

"I do not hold a title!"

Flustered, Touli's face turned red. "Oh, my,"

Sumika said, placing a hand on her cheek.

"That will not do, Lord Touli. To say that you do not deserve courtesy because you do not hold a title is, in turn, to disparage your master, Lord Littrald."

"M-my apologies."

She's just as clever as the rumors say, Touli thought. She had admonished him with gentle words.

If this had been Spirld or Valona, they would have seized the opportunity to mock him with a sharp tongue. The thought sent a shiver down his spine.

Touli subtly observed Sumika. Her chestnut hair was tied up, falling in gentle waves. Her gaze was calm and blue.

Her pale pink dress was, in all honesty, not of the highest quality, but its modesty suited Sumika's atmosphere. A loveliness that stirred a desire to protect. An ill-fated young lady, like a character from a story.

"Are you looking for a document?"

Sumika's eyes fell on the books Touli was holding.

"Yes. Um, it's a collection of botanical sketches..."

"In that case, it would be this one."

Without hesitation, Sumika's white finger pointed to a single book. As she tried to pull it from the shelf, Touli stopped her.

"Please wait, Lady Sumika. The book is heavy, allow me."

Touli took it first.

"Oh my. Were you a knight, not an attendant?"

*Fufu,* Sumika smiled. At the clever compliment, Touli's eyes lit up.

"Thank you. —It would be rude to let a princess carry anything heavier than a rose."

"That's from 'The Snow-White Knight's Tale'! I absolutely love that story!"

Her previous loveliness was nowhere to be seen. Touli was overwhelmed by her forceful voice.

"Oh! My apologies! When it comes to literature, I tend to get a bit carried away."

Touli smiled.

"Me too. If I talk about it too much, Lord Litt gets annoyed with me."

"That must be because you are a person of talent, Lord Touli."

Praised for having talent, Touli was taken aback.

"You used an appropriate quote in an appropriate situation. That is difficult to do without a proper education. As expected of the attendant to a First-Class Court Secretary."

—*He's going to fall for her.*

Touli nodded to himself. She was too perfectly suited to the tastes of a certain story-loving prince. She was simply fun to talk to. Her knowledge of stories and literature was deep, and their verbal repartee was delightful.

"What do you think of Lord Tagi?"

At the unexpected question, Sumika's expression stiffened. A guarded light appeared in her blue eyes.

"My apologies for being so forward. I'm sure it's a persistent question you've been asked by many people."

"Yes. That is correct."

*Lord Litt is rubbing off on me*, Touli thought in a corner of his mind.

"I was just a little curious."

On top of the two books he was holding, Touli opened the collection of botanical sketches. A complex vine, a type of grape, was drawn in black ink.

"About the daughter of a minor noble house buzzing around the second prince?"

"Do you have romantic feelings for him?"

"As expected of an attendant. Your words are swords."

"Lord Litt says the pen is mightier than the sword. Well, that man is mighty with his deceptions."

"As a loyal subject, I hold him in high esteem."

Their gazes met.

"Besides, he has a fiancée. It is not my place to interfere."

"Then, what is it that you wish for, Lady Sumika?"

Touli closed the book and turned to face her.

"You called yourself a minor noble. Is it your wish to be recognized as a friend to Lord Tagi?"

"That is the most peaceful path. Allow me to be clear."

She stood tall with her chest out.

"I love books. I love stories and literature. And if I can share the joy of reading with someone else, there is nothing that would make me happier."

Sumika gave a soft smile.

"Are you not the same, Lord Touli?"

"That comeback... is unfair."

"Oh, my comrade!"

Sumika said playfully.

"I've read 'The Lion King Comes!', but for me, 'The Snow-White Knight's Tale' is still the best."

"I love 'The Snow-White Knight' as well! Isn't Sir Leon wonderful?"

Touli and Sumika walked along a stone-paved path lined with fresh green shrubbery.

Sumika's father, the Viscount, worked in the government building, which was some distance from the library. Touli had offered to escort her.

They bonded over their shared topic.

"I admire the amazing relationship of trust between Sir Leon and his lord, King Evon. I even pestered Lord Litt to play-act it out with me."

To hide his embarrassment, Touli readjusted the three books in his arms.

"Oh my. You mean how they communicate through their own secret codes and gestures, just the two of them. That is truly—"

Sumika placed a hand on her cheek, entranced.

"It sends shivers down my spine."

Sumika let out a rapturous sigh.

"The master-servant relationship is delicious enough on its own. But a secret between just the two of them. And one of them is a peerless knight, handsome and talented! That scene where King Evon is agonizing over whether to speak to a lady he fell in love with at a night party, no, the difference in their status is too great, and Sir Leon encourages him, saying, 'If you've been struck by love's golden arrow, you must be true to your own heart!' Ah, what a heart-pounding development! Something I could never experience in reality!"

She said it all without taking a breath. Then, *snap*, Sumika returned to her senses.

"My goodness, what an unladylike display. My apologies."

"You truly love stories, don't you, Lady Sumika?"

At Touli's smile, her blue eyes widened.

"Lord Tagi... said the same thing."

The stone path ran alongside a building. The elegant structure shone white, bathed in sunlight. In contrast, the stone path was cast in shadow.

"—Lady Sumika."

Touli stopped walking.

"What is it, Lord Touli?"

"Pardon me, but have you ever played tag?"

At Touli's serious expression, Sumika sensed the ominous atmosphere.

"I am a reader who admires the Snow-White Knight, you know?"

"Run back the way we came, along the building."

"And you, Lord Touli..."

Two men dressed as guards were walking toward them from up ahead.

"They're not official guards. Their steps are unsteady, their center of gravity is off."

The two men held long spears, the kind a guard would carry. The tips were dully gleaming blades.

"Run!"

At Touli's shout, Sumika bolted like a rabbit.

But another man emerged from the shadow of the bushes, pointing a long spear at Sumika.

Slowly, the three men closed their circle. Touli shouted.

"Who are you people?!"

"You think we'll answer?"

One of the men in front thrusted his spear forward. Touli twisted his body to dodge.

The books he was holding fell to the ground. Touli's face contorted.

"My master is going to be angry with me!"

"Don't worry. Dead men tell no tales."

The three men closed the distance at once.

"—Then we'll just have to make you talk while you're still alive."

The sky suddenly darkened. As he landed, his mantle spread like wings.

"As a friend of mine who loves quotes would say, heaven and hell are both here on earth."

The grey-haired knight drew his sword. A well-used longsword that glinted sharply even in the shade.

"Lord Jin!"

"Hey, Touli. Good job not trembling like a rabbit."

Touli did his best to shield Sumika behind him. The rest was over in an instant. Jin sheathed his sword. The three men were unconscious.

"Um, the Vice-Captain of the Royal Knights, Lord Jin...?"

Sumika said, bewildered.

"You know of me? I am honored."

Swishing his mantle, Jin placed a hand on his chest. At the perfect knightly gesture, applause rained down from above.

"Well done, Lord Vice-Captain, the charmer of all people."

"Lord Litt!"

"Lord Littrald."

Touli and Sumika looked up at the second floor of the building. Litt was leaning against the window frame.

"...Wait a minute, Lord Jin. Did you jump down from there?!"

"Yes. I did?"

At Jin's nonchalant nod, Touli was at a loss for words.



		
			Chapter 7

			The Master and Attendant's Secret Theater

			"Good work on your duties."

In the office, Litt sat in a chair by the window. On the small table beside him were three books. His long finger tapped the botanical sketch collection on top.

"Is that sarcasm?"

Touli poured tea into a cup and passed it, saucer and all, to his master.

"It's a genuine compliment. Just accept it."

"Coming from you, it sounds disingenuous."

"Don't you 'you' the master who just saved you from a dangerous situation."

"The one who actually saved me was Lord Jin."

The captured thugs had been moved to the Royal Knights' quarters. Jin was interrogating them personally.

"It would be nice if they just spilled everything without a fuss."

At Litt's words, Touli's brow furrowed. The speaker himself took a sip from his cup with an elegant motion.

"The Royal Knights don't... torture people, do they?"

"That kind of thing only happens in stories. In reality, a certain vice-captain threatens them by cleaving a large desk in two with one stroke, and then gets scolded by the property management official later."

"That sounds plenty like something out of a story."

Touli poured a second infusion of tea into his own cup. The aroma was significantly weaker than the first, but the tea leaves were of good quality, so it still had some color and flavor.

"Well. It was probably the work of the villainous lady or Spi-boy."

His hand slipped. Tea spilled from the cup onto the floor.

"Wh-what—"

"My bad. For using you as a decoy."

The jade eyes weren't smiling. They held a blade-like light.

"If you're really fed up, I'll write you that letter of recommendation to the Royal Knights."

"...No."

Litt's eyes widened slightly as Touli shook his head.

"It's not too late, you know."

"I don't know what any of this means. But I have no intention of leaving the stage halfway through."

He looked his master straight in the eye.

"No matter what kind of play it turns out to be."

Be it comedy or tragedy.

Litt's lips twisted into a smile.

"—Alright."

A pleased, enchanting smile.

"For now, wipe the floor. Then, I'll hear everything."

"The stories you've gathered with your rabbit ears, you mean."

Putting the cup aside, Touli picked up a rag. Meanwhile, Litt leisurely crossed his long legs.

"This master-attendant game is quite interesting."

"It's not a game, it's real."

"Looks like that letter of recommendation to the Royal Knights won't be needed for a while."

Litt brought the teacup to his lips.

"My apologies."

Jin bowed his head to Litt, who was seated at his desk.

"The three thugs are all subcontractors of subcontractors of subcontractors of subcontractors. We have no idea who the real client is."

"Figured as much. Don't worry about it."

Litt's quill pen flew across the paper. A large sheet of paper was spread across the entire desk. Touli looked at the draft in his hand, then his gaze fell to the fair copy paper.

"It's a common trick, isn't it, Jin?"

"If you put it that way, it makes the Royal Knights look bad, but..."

Litt said without looking up.

"Still, we learned something. It's someone who can hire a subcontractor of a subcontractor of a subcontractor of a subcontractor—a chain so long the Royal Knights can't trace it."

Jin stroked his chin and groaned.

"Someone with wealth."

"And someone who knows the ins and outs of the underworld."

Litt wiped the tip of his pen with a cloth. He set down the quill pen, picked up a golden quill pen, and signed the bottom right corner of the paper.

"My ink is running low,"

Litt murmured.

The silver-lidded bottle had about a quarter of its ink left.

"Guess I'll go buy some."

Putting away the quill pen, Litt stretched his arms up high, letting out a yawn.

"I'll go for you."

Touli skillfully rolled up the large sheet of paper he was holding.

"No, I have another errand to run while I'm out."

"This isn't just an excuse to slack off, is it?"

Touli's eyes narrowed.

"Call it a break that also serves a practical purpose."

"So it *is* slacking off."

"What would you do if a Court Secretary's lifeblood, his dominant hand, got tendonitis? It's a break that serves a practical purpose."

As Litt leaned back in his chair, Jin touched the sword hanging at his waist.

"Need a bodyguard?"

"I'm just buying ink. I'll be fine."

"Really?"

"You worry too much, my friend."

Propping his elbows on the desk, Litt clasped his hands and rested his chin on them.

"Save your doting for the ladies."

"Hey, wait a minute, I can't let that slide. It makes me sound like I'm always chasing after women."

"My mistake. It was the other way around."

As he put the rolled-up paper on a shelf, Touli continued his master's thought.

"The young ladies are the ones chasing you, Lord Jin. It must be tough being a popular man."

"Touli. Don't suddenly conspire with Litt."

"E-even if you say that, I am but a humble attendant."

Touli glared at Litt, who was imitating his voice.

"That doesn't sound like me at all."

"I know, right? I thought so too."

Touli's cheeks puffed out.

"You weren't even trying to sound like me from the start, were you?"

"Oh, you noticed?"

"Of course I did."

"Dubbing is hard, isn't it?"

"This is an office. Please don't fool around."

"...That goes for both of you."

They both looked at Jin. *What?* two pairs of eyes seemed to ask.

"Don't do it outside this room."

Jin let out a deep sigh at the master and attendant, who both had prior convictions.

"It's fine, it's fine. As long as we don't get caught, it's fine."

At Litt's carefree smile, Jin smoothly drew his longsword.



		
			Chapter 8

			A Day in the Castle Town

			The next day was overcast.

"It’s humid. The ink won’t dry properly." Litt hadn’t stopped complaining since he’d left the castle through the Shirone Gate.

"Not enough light. It’s hard to see what I’m doing. I hate this." He passed through the cobblestone streets and walked down the town’s main thoroughfare.

"Lord Litt…" Touli, carrying a satchel on his back, pressed a hand to his forehead.

"What is it?"

"Even if you don’t have a title, you still hold an Honorable Senior Position. Why are you using the back gate?"

"It suits my station. Besides, none of the nobles know about me," he said without a hint of shame.

"Try using the main Shirogane Gate. You’ll be bombarded with questions from the aristocrats—‘Are the invitations finished? Who’s been invited?’"

"I admit that would be annoying. But couldn’t you avoid that by taking a carriage?" A First-Class Court Secretary should have been able to use a royal carriage, even for personal matters.

"Hm? Walking is better for finding new material."

"New material?" Touli couldn’t help but parrot the words back.

"…For what, exactly?"

"For stories, obviously. I can use it at the night party, too."

"Huh…?"

It was hard to tell if he was being whimsical or diligent. The moment Touli looked away, Litt was already chatting with the girl at the bakery. They exchanged a few words, and he traded a few copper coins for a small paper bag.

"Hey, Lord Litt! We came here to buy ink!" Touli tugged at the hem of his master’s coat, earning a soft giggle from the shop girl. Heat flooded his cheeks with embarrassment.

"Lord Litt!"

"I hear you. Come on, let’s go."

He started walking at his own carefree pace, quickly rounding a corner into an alley.

"Oh, honestly! Wait for me!"

He was painfully reminded of the difference in their strides. Sighing, Touli hurried after him.

The alley was lined with a row of shops. Litt entered one with a sign shaped like an inkwell.

"Welcome."

A young man with distinctive curly black hair was sitting at the shop’s counter. There were no other customers inside.

"May the Moon Goddess Kuna’s blessings be upon you, Lord Liton." The young man closed the book he was reading.

"Kud. You look well." Litt leaned against the counter. His eyes fell on the book in Kud’s hands. "Oh?"

"Isn’t that *The Villainous Lady*? I didn’t take you for a fan of that genre."

"Please don’t tease. I’ll read anything," Kud replied with a gentle smile.

"Have you read Lord Torito Lute’s latest book, *The Snow-White Knight’s Tale*?"

"Ah, this one has." Litt gestured to Touli.

"Yes! It was fantastic!" Touli’s eyes sparkled. Kud squinted as if dazzled.

"Then we must have a chat about it sometime."

"I’d love to, Kud-san!"

As Kud put the book away, Litt placed the small paper bag on the counter.

"From that bakery. A little something for you."

"Thank you for your thoughtfulness. I’ll put on some tea."

"Oh, I’ll do it." Touli started to duck under the counter door, but Kud stopped him with a word.

"No, you’re a customer in my shop as well. I can’t have you troubling yourself."

"But…"

"It’s fine, Touli. Let Kud handle the tea. You go get us some chairs."

Litt tapped the counter with the pad of his finger. Touli’s brow furrowed in irritation.

"What are you, royalty?" he grumbled. Litt snorted.

"And what if I were of the Fulmia line?"

"Defy you, and it’s off with my head, I suppose."

"See? You get it. Now hurry up." Kud placed a pot over the charcoal fire and turned back.

"Touli. Please use those wooden chairs over there."

"Yes, Kud-san."

"Hey, hold on, Touli. Why are you more obedient to Kud than to your own master?"

"Because he is the master of this kingdom." Touli nonchalantly placed a small wooden chair in front of Litt.

"Oh, King Kud. Lukewarm tea is fine," Litt said as he sat down.

"As you wish, Lord Liton, First-Class Court Secretary."

"Don’t get sarcastic with me."

Litt rustled open the small paper bag he’d placed on the counter. His long fingers plucked out a rose-shaped cookie.

"That’s terrible manners, Lord Litt! And to be the first to touch a souvenir you bought for someone else!"

"It’s actually quite good." Litt shoved the cookie into the mouth of Touli, who had just sat down.

"Mmph!" Touli clamped both hands over his mouth and chewed vigorously.

Kud offered Touli a cup of tea. He bowed his head and downed it in one gulp. It wasn’t hot, just warm, and it slid down his throat to his stomach.

"*Phwah!*" His silent, glaring plea of *What the hell was that for?* was blithely ignored by Litt.

"The merchants certainly know how to ride a trend. Such dedication." Litt picked up another rose-shaped cookie and showed it to Kud.

"*The Villainous Lady Falls with the Crimson Rose* is quite a hit in the castle town," Kud explained.

"…Eh? Is that so?"

As Kud poured him a refill, Touli furrowed his brow.

"Is a story about a noble lady kicking everyone around really that interesting?"

"After doing whatever she pleased, she gets her engagement annulled by the prince at the end of the story, and her position as fiancée is stolen by a lady who was once a village girl. I imagine that satisfying conclusion is what makes it so popular."

Litt ate a cookie and sipped his tea.

"Poetic justice. She got what she deserved," he commented. Touli tilted his head.

"What do you think, Kud-san?"

"I agree with Lord Liton. Also, Touli, there is another core theme to the story. Do you know what it is?"

"Umm… a representation of the common folk’s voice, perhaps?" Litt burst out laughing.

"Like he’d ever write something like that!" As Litt continued to roar with laughter, Touli’s face turned red.

"Hey! Don’t laugh so hard!"

"Lord Liton, Touli’s answer wasn’t a direct hit, but it was close."

"It’s not close at all." Litt wiped a tear from the corner of his eye and took a breath.

"The other core theme is the village girl’s rise to power."

"Ah." Touli’s eyes widened.

*Now that he mentions it, that’s right.* The village girl becomes the prince’s fiancée in the end. From her perspective, it’s a happy ending. Kud nodded.

"It became popular because it’s a story you can enjoy twice in one book, with the contrasting fates of two women."

"Ooh!" Touli exclaimed, impressed.

"These look delicious as well." Kud arranged the rose cookies on a plate.

He placed it on the counter with a "please, help yourself." Litt’s hand immediately shot out. With a soft chuckle, Kud picked up a rose cookie and brought it to his lips.

"Ah, delicious. I’m so happy."

"Glad to hear it." A grin spread across Litt’s face.

"I’d appreciate it if you’d deduct the amount of happiness I’ve given you from my ink bill."

"As expected of you, Lord Liton. Even your haggling is elegant."

"It is a plea to King Kud of the Ink Kingdom, after all." He gestured to Touli with his fingertips.

Correctly interpreting his master’s intent, Touli took a letter box from his satchel and set it on the counter.

"The long love letter you were asked to ghostwrite. Make sure to keep the fact that *I* wrote it a secret."

"Of course."

Kud took the letter box. He used a key to open a heavy shelf at the far end of the counter and stored the box inside.

"Now, Lord Liton. May I ask what I can do for you today?"

"…And yet, you’ve already brought out my ink. As perceptive as ever."

"The honor is mine."

A large bottle of ink was placed on the counter in front of Litt. It was about the size of a fist, the black liquid inside sloshing gently.

Litt twisted open the lid of the square bottle. Kud immediately placed a quill pen and a sheet of test paper on the counter.

"Mm, thanks. By the way, Kud. Have you gotten your hands on any flight feathers of a blue goose?"

"Eh, you’re still obsessed with those?"

"Touli, be quiet!"

"I’m not being any louder than you, Lord Litt."

"Touli, be quiet!"

"You said it twice!"

Litt dipped the tip of the quill pen into the ink. With a smooth *sara sara*, he wrote his name on the paper. The ink was the color of the pre-dawn darkness, just as it began to lighten.

"They’re holding a night party at the Royal Castle," Kud mentioned.

"Hm?" The sudden change of topic made both master and attendant turn to Kud.

"The young ladies are so eager, they’ll start their preparations long before the invitations even arrive."

"Ugh. Is it about those *Crim* fans again?!"

Litt’s handwriting faltered. Annoyed, he scribbled the word *Crim*, *Crim*, *Crim* across the page.

"What cruel twist of fate is this! To be born only to miss out on blue goose feathers!"

With lingering regret in his script, Litt wrote out the words "blue goose."

"This isn’t test writing, it’s a curse, Lord Litt."

"Touli, be quiet."

"That’s the third time!"

"You two get along so well," Kud said with a gentle smile.



		
			Chapter 9

			A Bouquet for a Nameless Royal

			"Pardon the intrusion."

When they returned to the office in the Royal Castle, an esteemed guest was relaxing in front of the desk.

"Could you please refrain from trespassing, Your Highness Raoul?" Litt said with a weary expression. Raoul, seated in the chair, chuckled.

"You work quickly. I grew tired of waiting." A large sheet of paper was spread across the desk—one that Litt had transcribed.

"I had no idea you were so passionate about the Summer Palace renovations." Litt gave the frozen Touli a light pat on the head and hung his coat on the wall.

"Touli, please prepare some High Grown tea from the Catarhush estate in the southern territories."

"Y-Yes! Right away, sir!"

"Your words are all jumbled."

"But it’s His Highness Raoul! In person!" Touli cried, his voice thick with tears.

"It would have been nice if you’d sent an advance messenger, you know," Litt said, glancing sideways at Raoul, who simply recrossed his legs.

"Under normal circumstances, perhaps. But this is a private visit during my break. There’s no need for such formalities."

"Get back to work."

At his master’s casual remark, Touli let out a squeak of terror.

"What are you saying, Lord Litt?! You’re speaking to the First Prince! That’s treason! It’s off with your head!"

"When you get this flustered, it’s quite fun to tease you," Raoul said, his purple eyes narrowing.

"M-My apologies! I’ll bring the hot water at once!" Touli bolted from the office like a startled rabbit.

"Compared to him, you’re no fun at all."

"I’d rather not be compared to my attendant."

Litt sat in a chair by the window. Beyond the glass pane, a gray, overcast sky was visible.

"So, what can I do for you?"

"I do appreciate your directness."

"Ehh, I’d rather not be appreciated by you, Your Hiiiighness."

"Such clownish speech. One would never think you were in the presence of the First Prince."

"You’re on a break, aren’t you? Besides, Your Highness Raoul is not the Crown Prince. Sucking up to you offers no advantage."

A dangerous light flickered in the prince’s purple eyes.

"Oh my. Have I offended you, Your Highness?"

"…I’m surprised to learn you have any intention of pandering to royal authority at all."

"Of course I don’t. Just let me go back to my elegant life in the countryside already."

"That is up to His Majesty."

"I figured as much." Litt sighed, making no effort to hide it.

"What is His Majesty thinking?"

"He is certainly thinking *something*."

Raoul pointed to the large sheet of paper. It was a record of the discussions between government officials regarding the cost and process of the Summer Palace renovations.

"He intends to work on… the library as well?" A shadow crossed Litt’s green eyes, but only for an instant.

"Seems related to His Majesty’s crazy new order. The ‘Book Submission Decree,’ was it?"

"To be precise, it is ‘The Royal Decree for the Collection and Preservation of Books, Illustrations, and Materials within the Kingdom of Fulmia.’"

"It’s too long."

"Don’t tell me." Litt and Raoul sighed in unison.

"So. What’s the plan after collecting every book in the country?"

"What do you think, Litt?"

"You should stop trying to test people by throwing everything at them like that."

"I am selective about whom I ask for an opinion."

"I’m so honored. The succession and development of knowledge, perhaps?"

"…Correct," Raoul affirmed. Amidst their lighthearted banter were sharp blades. There was no room for carelessness.

"The neighboring country of Cymbal is promoting commercial development based on scholarship," Litt said. "Our Silver Snow Country, surrounded by snowy mountains, will likely follow suit. But not as a cheap imitation."

"Tell me, you haven’t dyed that hair of yours brown, have you? And those green eyes—they aren’t fake, are they?"

"Huh?" Litt was taken aback.

"Eh? What? They’re one hundred percent natural… What’s wrong, Your Highness Raoul? Are you feeling unwell?"

For once, his concern was genuine. As Litt started to rise from his chair, Raoul stopped him with a gesture.

"It’s nothing. Forget it."

"Is your younger brother causing you that much stress?" Words spoken without malice often cut the deepest.

Raoul rested his cheek on his hand, his elbow on the armrest of the chair.

"He’s a reckless dreamer, you know."

"Ah, yes. About *that*… I honestly do feel a little bad." Raoul’s eyebrows shot up.

"A little?"

"Perhaps it is wisest for me to keep my mouth shut here." A faint, crooked smile touched Raoul’s lips.

"It’s partly his temperament. An imaginative richness that allows him to superimpose stories onto reality, one might say. It’s a talent I, who can only see reality and not dreams, do not possess."

A bird flew past the window. It soared across the gray sky, on and on, relying on nothing but its own body and wings.

"Litt. You are—"

"Sorry to keep you waiting!"

Touli rushed in, out of breath.

"I’ll bring the tea right away!"

"No, that’s fine. I’m returning to my duties."

Raoul stood and walked toward the open door.

"My break is over. You, too, Litt. Drink your tea and get back to work."

Rising from his chair, Litt placed a hand on his chest and bowed deeply.

"As you wish." From beyond the window came the faint cry of a bird.

"Um… Lord Litt?" Touli alone was left out of the loop.

"Was my timing bad?"

"Not at all. Thanks for chasing away the pest."

"You’re really going to be charged with treason one of these days!"

"Hahaha. I’ll be careful."

Litt rolled up the paper on the desk, tied it with a string, and leaned it against the wall. He sat in his chair and opened a drawer.

"Eh? Are you going to start writing the invitations?"

"His Highness himself just lit a fire under me, didn’t he?"

He stacked the Royal Family's letter paper on the desk and prepared his ink and quill pen.

"Before that, Lord Litt. When I went to get the water, Mizuha-sama entrusted me with a letter for you." Touli handed him a wax-sealed envelope.

"From her? That’s unusual." He peeled off the seal with a *peri*. Inside the envelope was a single sheet of paper.

"Hmm…" His green eyes narrowed.

"What is it?" Touli asked while warming a teacup.

"A request to ghostwrite a love letter. Keep it secret."

"Of course."

Litt casually reached out, took a sheet of paper and his quill, and scribbled a reply. He placed both sheets back into the same envelope. He dripped wax onto it and sealed it without pressing a crest.

"Touli, once you’ve made the tea, take this to Mizuha."

"You’re so fast. Understood."

Touli took the letter, trading it for the cup of tea.



		
			Chapter 10

			Before the Curtain Rises

			As night fell, the Royal Castle was illuminated with lights.

More than twenty magnificent carriages pulled up to the main Shirogane Gate, and nobles, invitations in hand, arrived one after another.

The back Shirone Gate, used by attendants, cooks, and other workers, was also a flurry of chaotic activity.

"They don’t need me anymore," Litt muttered from his seat. He was dressed in the formal attire of a Court Secretary.

"I finished those invitations three days ahead of schedule, didn’t I?" he grumbled, crossing his legs in an unseemly manner.

"Yes, you did."

"Hey. It’s rude to just brush off your master’s words like that, Touli."

"Yes, it is."

The stool Litt was sitting on, though backless, was a high-quality piece upholstered in red velvet. It was certainly not meant to be sat on with one leg propped on the other knee.

His braided brown hair hung limply, as if to proclaim his lack of motivation. Even so, the three white eagle feathers on his chest brooch glinted sharply in the candlelight.

"Sit up straight, Lord Litt," Touli chided. He, too, was in formal wear, a short black tailcoat. Around them, similarly dressed attendants bustled about.

"The guests are arriving, all holding the invitations you wrote. Please stop wasting time here and go greet them."

"Don’t want to." Litt turned away with a huff.

"Are you a child? What is a grown man like you doing?" Attendants kept glancing over at Litt. He knew exactly what their looks meant, yet he chose to ignore them.

Touli let out a massive sigh.

"Lord Litt Liton, First-Class Court Secretary. Allow me to be blunt."

"What’s with the formality?"

"This is no time for ‘what’s with the formality’?!"

Touli spread his arms wide.

"This is the Attendant’s Waiting Room!"

The backless stools were for attendants to take a short rest. They were by no means a place for a First-Class Court Secretary to be sitting.

"You should be in the Grand Hall!" The attendants all nodded in unison.

"I know. I’ll go in a little bit."

"How many minutes have you been saying that? It’s been thirty-six minutes!"

"You’re being too precise, Touli. My chronic back pain will be better soon, just a little longer." Touli’s eyes narrowed into an icy glare.

"…Shall I call for the Court Physician?"

"No, wait. That won’t be necessary. It’ll heal if I just sit here quietly."

"You’re just making excuses." Touli grimaced, pressing his fingers to his temple.

"When are you going to the Grand Hall? If you’re not there before the Royal Family, it’s off with your head, you know."

"A sudden stomachache…"

"Then to the castle infirmary with you. Quickly."

"Ugh, my chronic back pain is acting up!"

"If you’re not going to the infirmary, then at least go be a decorative tapestry on the wall in the Grand Hall! You’re in the way here!" A murmur went through the attendants. Touli, for speaking so plainly to his master, received a strange round of applause.

"…Damn it, you’ll all pay for this later!" Litt snarled as Touli pushed him out the door.

"…What was Lord Liton trying to do?" a young attendant asked a black-haired colleague standing beside him.

"The usual."

"I see."

"Lord Liton is on the side of us workers. He sees us as people, not just as fixtures."

"Is that so?"

"Is this your first night party?" The young attendant nodded, and the black-haired one smiled.

"I see. Then you should remember this. The *only one* who does things like this is Lord Liton."

"Hey, you two! A little help over here!" one of their comrades called, beckoning.

"It’s a gift from the Person with Three White Feathers!" The attendants’ faces lit up. One of them was holding a large wicker basket, overflowing with rose-shaped cookies.

"There are still ten more baskets to go!"

"…The Person with Three White Feathers."

"See? What did I tell you?"

The black-haired attendant gave a wink and ran to join his comrades with a speed that didn’t sacrifice his elegance.

The young attendant smiled and followed after him.



		
			Chapter 11

			The Stage of Dancing Silhouettes

			The Grand Hall was overflowing with people. Young ladies in vibrant dresses hid their mouths behind *Crim* fans, indulging in gossip.

"—My dear, have you heard? They say His Majesty is planning a major renovation of the Summer Palace."

"—Is that true? That sad place where his sister passed away?"

"—Yes, that’s the one. The palace with the famous Tower of Tragic Love."

"—A princess and her lover, torn apart by their difference in status…"

"—They say her lover, an official, incurred the former king’s wrath and was beheaded…"

"—And the princess, overcome with grief, threw herself from the tower where she had spent time with her beloved…"

"—Oh, what a heart-wrenching tale!"

The hall was a spectacle of gorgeously dressed ladies, colorful flowers arranged in vases, over three hundred candles, and eight chandeliers glittering like silver.

A particularly magnificent grand chandelier hung from the center of the frescoed ceiling.

The ceiling depicted a beautiful dawn. Purplish clouds were rendered with a delicate touch, and the fresco’s border was silver.

Though darkness spread outside the windows, the hall was as bright as if a piece of daylight had been cut out and placed within.

Musicians played string music. The sound mingled with the chatter of the guests, creating a unique harmony. The rustle of clothes, the echo of shoes on the polished floor, the *sharan* of jewels.

"—Why has His Majesty not yet named a Crown Prince?"

"—Isn’t it to be the First Prince? I thought tonight was for that announcement."

The heads of noble families exchanged words in hushed tones.

"—Could the dark horse be the Second Prince?"

"—Surely not. He’s a reckless dreamer."

"—He ignores his fiancée to dote on some young girl."

"—There’s a rumor that the Royal Sister’s child is actually alive."

Several people gasped.

"—The princes’ cousin?"

"—Would that not be the Third royal heir?"

"—No, I don’t believe it. It’s just a rumor. No one has ever seen such a person."

The voices of the crowd murmured like the tide. Rumors, flattery, compliments, laughter, whispers. The flowing melody of the strings. It was the concerto of a royal night party.

And in the midst of it all.

"…What are you doing?" Jin asked, exasperated.

"Can’t you… see?"

"I’m asking because I can’t."

Touli was shoving his master’s back, trying to push him away from the wall. Litt was using all his strength to stay put.

"To think you’d actually become a wall tapestry!"

"Is it… fine if I’m a flower on the wall?!"

"Enough with the excuses! Just go and make your rounds!"

"No."

"Are you a child?!"

"My job should have been over when I finished ghostwriting the invitations! Why on earth do I have to attend the party itself?!"

"If you do, I’ll make you some Cymbal-produced High Grown tea when the party’s over!"

"What did you say, Touli?!" Litt’s eyes flashed.

"What connections did you use to get your hands on such high-class tea?!"

"That’s what I’m saying, don’t underestimate an attendant!"

"Out with it, confess!"

"I’ll tell you later! Stop trying to buy time like some writer padding their page count with drivel!"

"A fine piece of sarcasm!" Jin, who had been watching the exchange, gave a single nod.

"Then allow me to offer my humble assistance, Touli." With that, he grabbed Litt by the scruff of his neck.

"*Gueh!* Ch-Choking…" Litt surrendered, tapping Jin’s arm. Jin released him two seconds later.

"…I thought I was going to be hanged."

"Would you prefer beheading?" Jin gripped the hilt of his longsword, and Litt shook his head. From close range, Litt’s brown braid slapped Jin in the face.

"*Guh!*"

"Ah, sorry. Not on purpose."

"…It’s fine," Jin said, pressing a hand to his nose. It had apparently been surprisingly painful.

"Lord Litt." Touli’s eyes were set in a firm glare.

"Fine, I’ll go. The Court Secretary-General has just arrived, anyway."

Bald, wearing a magnificent silver brooch—a single wing—on his chest, had just entered the Grand Hall, accompanied by Spirld.

"The Court Secretary-General looks rather grim. Did you do something, Litt?" At Jin’s words, Litt tilted his head.

"I can think of so many possibilities, I don’t know where to start."

"I see. That’s good to know." Jin tugged on Litt’s rank mantle.

"Let’s go ask him in person."

"No, really. I can’t think of anything I’ve done to trouble Court Secretary-General Bald."

"To *trouble* him, perhaps. But it seems you may have angered him."

"Picky men aren’t popular, my friend."

"Nor are men who make excuses, my friend."

Jin’s retort silenced Litt. Behind him, Touli gave a silent round of applause.

"Litt!" Bald called his name.

"A pleasure to see you, Court Secretary-General Bald."

"This is no time for playing the fool." Bald’s voice was like steel, and the expression vanished from Litt’s face.

"Something’s happened, hasn’t it?" When his face was blank, he looked as if he were radiating killing intent. Spirld swallowed hard at the sight of those cold, sharp green eyes.

"First-Class Court Secretary Liton, do you recall how many invitations you wrote for this party?"

"Five hundred and fifty-six pairs," Litt answered without hesitation.

"Oh, Moon Goddess Kuna!" Bald looked to the heavens. The surrounding people glanced over, wondering what was happening.

"Is this world truly not perfect?"

"Compose yourself, Court Secretary-General Bald," Spirld said with an obsequious smile.

"After all, Litt is only human. Mistakes happen."

"What did you say?!" Jin took a step forward.

Litt stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. He silenced the attendant, who was about to speak, with a single glance.

"May I have the details, please?" Spirld snorted.

"You don’t remember? I suppose that’s to be expected."

"Court Secretary-General Bald." Litt looked at Bald. Growling, Bald stroked his white beard.

"Do not make the Court Secretary-General speak of such dishonor. I shall tell you." The green eyes finally fell on Spirld. Spirld held up the guest list and declared:

"The number of invitations His Majesty decided upon and His Highness Raoul ordered you to write was five hundred and fifty-seven pairs!"

Litt’s eyes widened. At the bottom of the list Spirld was holding was a name he had no memory of writing an invitation for.

—Lady Sumika Scott, daughter of a Viscount.

The invitation list also served as the checklist for guests arriving at the Royal Castle.

"What is the meaning of this, failing to write an invitation?!" The loudly proclaimed scandal sent a murmur through the crowd.

"Weren’t you the one who was supposed to cross-reference the list and the invitations?" Litt’s voice was as calm as ever, which made Spirld’s brows furrow.

"Shifting the blame? How pathetic, Litt."

"No. To be precise, it’s a shared responsibility. And," Litt added.

"A failure of supervision."

Bald sighed deeply.

"Listen, Litt. Spirld apparently sent an invitation to the Scott family by express rider."

"Oh? So Lord Furas cleaned up my mess for me?" Litt’s face remained impassive, but his voice turned icy.

"—When did you notice?" The Grand Hall fell silent.

"I finished all the invitations three days before the deadline set by His Highness Raoul. Lord Furas, you should have noticed one was missing then."

Jin turned to Touli.

Touli silently nodded, confirming that Litt had indeed met his work deadline. Spirld sneered.

"I noticed immediately. However… I couldn’t believe that you, the only other First-Class Court Secretary besides myself, could make such a mistake. My heart ached for you, and I couldn’t bring myself to tell the Court Secretary-General right away." *Well, thanks for that,* Litt muttered under his breath.

"So. On the off chance, the one-in-a-billion chance that a wolf and a whale did a waltz and I made a mistake, has Lady Sumika arrived?"

Spirld’s smile deepened.

"Unfortunately, not yet." Spirld held the unchecked guest list high.

"Oh, and it’s almost time for the Royal Family to make their entrance!" At his theatrical lament, Jin clicked his tongue.

"You’ve been framed, Litt."

"Yes. I’ve walked right into it."

"This is no time for jokes. Write an apology to Lady Sumika."

"And what will you do?"

"I’ll go get Lady Sumika. Someone! Fetch a horse!"

At the Vice-Captain of the Royal Knights’ command, several people started running. Targa and Yuri were among them.

The musicians lowered their instruments. In their place, musicians holding gleaming trumpets appeared in the Grand Hall.

"Vice-Captain Jin."

The crowd parted. Valona, holding a golden *Crim*, walked forward gracefully, followed by three ladies-in-waiting.

"There is no need to trouble yourself for the Scott Viscount family."

"But—!"

"The Royal Family will be arriving shortly. Who cares about some Viscount’s daughter?" The Duchess’s daughter, from the Philbard family, let out a booming laugh, *O-ho-ho-ho*.

"What should we do, Lord Litt?!" Unable to bear it, Touli grabbed the edge of his master’s clothes.

"At this rate, it really will be off with your head!"

"—Calm down, Touli." A smirk played on Litt’s lips.

"Haste makes waste." His green eyes were laughing.

The trumpets sounded a fanfare, a solemn and majestic call.

"Hey, Litt!"

"Lord Litt!" Jin and Touli cried out.

The trumpets fell silent. The Master of Ceremonies announced:

"May the Moon Goddess Kuna, who governs the night sky, grant her protection! His Highness, the Second Prince Tagi… has arrived!"

The people in the Grand Hall all bowed deeply toward the upper seats. A finely dressed Tagi appeared.

"Ah," Touli gasped, quickly clamping a hand over his mouth.

"…Hey."

Litt gave Jin, who had nudged him with his elbow, a silent wink.

Bald let out a hiccup as if his soul were about to depart his body. Spirld and Valona were both pale as ghosts.

Tagi’s brownish-blond hair was adorned with a silver ornament befitting the splendid night party.

His purple eyes, the mark of royalty, darted around restlessly. He kept glancing behind him. A young lady, who was *not* royalty, followed Tagi.

"May the Moon Goddess Kuna, who governs the night sky, grant her protection! His Highness, the First Prince Raoul, has arrived!"

Raoul appeared, his golden hair flowing. From his high station, he surveyed the crowd with his imposing purple eyes. When he spotted Litt, his eyes narrowed slightly.

"May the Moon Goddess Kuna, who governs the night sky, grant her protection! Their Majesties, the King and Queen, have arrived!"

As the King and Queen took their seats on the thrones, the people spoke in unison.

"May the Moon Goddess Kuna’s protection be eternal! O, Silver Snow Country! May you prosper, may you shine!"

As the voices were absorbed into the ceiling of the Grand Hall, only silence remained.



		
			Chapter 12

			Farce and Formality

			"…Before any greetings, is there not something you must say to me, Tagi?" the King began, his voice heavy.

"Yes, Your Majesty." Tagi bowed his head. The Queen, seated beside the throne, narrowed her eyes as if dazzled.

"My, when did you become so distinguished?" she murmured with a smile. Tagi’s brow furrowed slightly.

"…Mother, your words are off the mark."

"Oh, are they? His Majesty will call me an airhead again, won’t he?" With a light laugh, the Queen hid her mouth behind her *Crim*.

"Don’t you agree, Raoul?" Raoul, suddenly addressed, didn’t bat an eye.

"I think Mother is being mischievous."

"Oh, my. To speak to your mother in such a way. What a mischievous prince."

"That should be enough of this farce," Raoul declared, clicking his heel sharply.

He turned to face Tagi.

"I ask my younger brother: who is that woman you keep by your side?"

"…This is still very much a farce," Litt muttered under his breath. Jin’s elbow dug into his side. He fell silent.

"She is not your fiancée, the daughter of Duke Philbard, is she?"

Valona, standing on the main floor, snapped her golden *Crim* shut and clenched it tightly. The fan groaned, *mishimishi*. The force of her anger made the ends of her coiffed hair tremble.

"…Scary," Touli whispered. Jin gave a silent nod. Litt couldn’t speak from the pain.

"N-No… it can’t be…" Spirld’s lips trembled.

"What is the matter, Spirld? This is proof that the invitation you sent by express rider in Litt’s stead reached her hands, is it not?"

Bald, having regained his composure, caused Spirld to shake his head. His gaze remained fixed on the dais.

"—I shall answer, brother!" Tagi’s voice rang out loud and clear.

"Her name is Lady Sumika of the Viscount Scott family."

Sumika, in a crimson dress with her chestnut hair tied up with gold filigree, gave a demure yet elegant curtsy.

"She is the one I, Tagi Fulmia, wish to be my true fiancée!"

"Ooh!"

The crowd gasped in astonishment. All eyes darted between Sumika on the dais and Valona on the floor. With a sharp *CRACK*, the golden *Crim* broke.

"Wait just a moment!"

She threw the broken fan to the floor. As Valona took a step forward, the crowd silently parted to make way for her.

"Lord Tagi’s fiancée is myself, the daughter of Duke Philbard!" Valona pointed an accusatory finger.

"She is merely a Viscount’s daughter! She is not worthy of His Highness, the Second Prince Tagi, who holds a right of succession to the throne!"

"…Impressive stage presence. This is in front of His Majesty and the entire Royal Family, you know." Litt’s unnecessary commentary was silenced by Jin’s left fist to his solar plexus.

"Ah, you went easy on me. Your left hand." Even so, Litt clutched his chest and crumpled to the ground.

"It would be bad if I knocked him out, right, Touli?"

"His consciousness? Or his life?"

"That too."

"…Scary." Despite having asked the question himself, Touli’s face twitched.

"Look, it’s almost the climax. Don’t miss it." Jin grabbed Litt’s braid and pulled.

"Hey, you idiot, stop! My tail will come off!"

"Spoken like a true horse." Jin let go. Litt clutched his hair and stood up, glaring.

"Are you calling me a deer?"

"If anything, wouldn’t I be the horse? I’m a knight, after all," Jin replied. Litt nodded.

"I see. So I’m the deer. I do have a pen made from a horn."

"*Kaku kaku*," said Litt.

"*Shika jika*," replied Jin.

"…Could you two please stop fooling around? This is getting out of hand!" Touli cried out.

"Things are getting more out of hand over there."

With a calm expression, Litt gestured to the dais. Valona was arguing heatedly.

"Quite the dramatic scene," Jin observed, as if it had nothing to do with him.

"Think the reckless dreamer will show up?" Jin shrugged at Litt’s excited expression.

"Don’t say that."

"But he’s about to?" Litt’s lips curved upwards.

"—Valona Philbard, daughter of the Duke!" Tagi declared, his cheeks flushed.

"I hereby annul my engagement to you!" A moment of silence, and then—

"Oooooooohhhhh!" The Grand Hall descended into chaos.

This was no longer a party. Screams, confusion, murmurs.

While some young ladies of the lower nobility sneered, *serves her right*, the three ladies-in-waiting who had been following Valona began whispering amongst themselves about their future prospects.

Valona’s father, Duke Philbard, his face a mask of fury, appeared before the King.

"Why, brother. Your already fearsome face looks even more so," the Queen said with a giggle. Duke Philbard squeezed out a trembling voice.

"…My dear sister. I have no time… to entertain… your airheadedness!"

"Oh, what a wonderful *accelerando* in your voice. As expected of you, brother, a master of the violin."

"Your Majesty!" Duke Philbard ignored his sister.

"I wish to discuss this matter with you in detail in another room!"

"Very well." The King rose from his throne.

Instantly, the people bowed. Looking out over the bowing guests, the King spoke.

"Everyone. I ask for a moment of your time. Please, relax and enjoy yourselves." He looked at the First Prince, who stood at attention.

"Raoul. Bring those involved to the Hall of Crests."

"Yes, Your Majesty." Raoul bowed his head, accepting the command.



		
			Chapter 13

			Introductions and Entrances

			There were two lavish, silver chairs, though no one could sit in them.

"Why am I being summoned, too?" Litt grumbled, looking up at the high ceiling of the Hall of Crests.

"You’re one of the ‘involved parties,’ I suppose." Jin’s footsteps echoed as he came to stand beside Litt.

Looking up at the crests of the royal and noble families, Litt snapped at the taller Jin.

"Why?!"

"I don’t know. Don’t take it out on me. Ask His Highness Raoul." Jin surveyed the assembled group.

Near Tagi stood Lady Sumika and her father, Viscount Scott.

Across from them, their eyes blazing with anger, were Valona and Duke Philbard.

Spirld stood by the wall near the lower seats, pale as a ghost, not responding even when Bald offered words of concern.

Though the attendant Touli had prepared a small table with tea, wine, and fruit liquor, no one touched it.

The doors to the adjoining room opened.

"Captain." Jin turned to face the Captain of the Royal Knights, who was the first to enter.

"Thank you for keeping watch, Jin. Take your post."

"Yes, sir." With a swirl of his cloak, he left Litt’s side and stood at attention near one of the chairs.

Following Raoul were the King and Queen. Raoul stood at the head of the room, while the King and Queen sat in the opulent silver chairs.

The air in the Hall of Crests grew tense.

"May the protection of the Moon Goddess Kuna be upon the Silver Snow Country for all eternity."

Raoul bowed his head and recited the formal address. The King nodded.

"Let us hope that not a single dark cloud is reflected in the sacred ice mirror of the moon."

"*Tsk*." Spirld’s face tightened. Bald’s eyes slowly widened.

"…Surely not, Spirld. You didn’t…"

"You are in the presence of the King!" Raoul’s voice rang out.

"All of you, state your names!" Tagi was the first to kneel.

"Tagi Fulmia, Second Prince of the Kingdom of Fulmia. This is—" He quickly prompted the woman beside him.

"Sumika Scott, daughter of the Viscount Scott family." She offered a perfect curtsy, unfazed by the powerful figures before her. The gold filigree in her chestnut hair chimed softly.

"…Nild Scott, Viscount, at… your… service…"

Normally, his rank would not permit him an audience with the King. To be summoned so suddenly, and for a matter concerning his daughter, it was no wonder his voice trembled with anxiety.

Raoul gave a magnanimous nod. The Viscount let out a small sigh of relief that he hadn’t committed a breach of etiquette.

"And you?" Raoul gestured with an open palm, granting permission to speak.

"Valona Philbard, daughter of the Duke, fiancée to His Highness Tagi!"

"…And I am Monteland Philbard, Duke and brother-in-law to the King."

"My own dear brother by blood," the Queen added with a giggle.

"Mother. Please do not interrupt. We have not yet heard from everyone." The Queen merely smiled at Raoul’s frown and fell silent.

"The shining single wing and the three feathers upon your chests. Your names?"

Bald and Spirld knelt before Raoul and the enthroned King and Queen.

"I am Bald Talon, humbly serving as Court Secretary-General."

"I-I am Spirld, First-Class Court Secretary and heir to the Marquis Furas family." Raoul’s eyebrow twitched in puzzlement.

"First-Class Court Secretary Furas. You have a proper royal court name, do you not?"

"M-My apologies! I was so nervous my mind went completely blank."

His usual arrogance was nowhere to be seen. Trembling, he stated his name again.

"I was granted an honorary name by His Majesty. I am Spirld Furas Virtus."

"Bearer of the glorious Secret Name. Do not be timid. If you have nothing to hide, you should stand with confidence."

"…Yes, Your Highness." Spirld bowed his head deeply to Raoul.

"Now then." Purple eyes clashed with green.

"You who does not kneel before the King. Who are you?"

"My, what a grave discourtesy. I was so certain it was a dream, that one such as I, with no title, could have an audience with His Majesty."

How transparently false.

"Shall I punch you to wake you up?" Jin clenched his fist.

"No, no, I couldn’t possibly trouble the Vice-Captain of the Royal Knights, Jin Jikitalia-dono."

His tone was flippant, but his green eyes were as clear and sharp as the moon’s reflection in a silver mirror. With a defiant smile, he announced his name.

"A humble First-Class Court Secretary. Littrald Liton Virtus."

Spirld was not the only one to gasp.

Touli, Bald, the Philbards, the Scotts—everyone but the Royal Family froze, their faces masks of astonishment.

"A Secret Name is meant to be a secret, you know. There’s no need to be so surprised, everyone."

"You’re one to talk," Raoul snorted.

"There is a fact that will surprise you even more, Your Highness Raoul."

"What?" Raoul’s purple eyes glinted sharply.

"—Tell me, Lady Sumika."

"Yes!" Called upon so casually by Litt in such a tense setting, Sumika jumped.

"What is my full name?"

"Huh?" She blinked like a little bird.

"Umm, Lord Littrald Liton, isn’t it?"

"Correct." Litt approached her with long, graceful strides.

"But, Lady Sumika, how is it that you know my full name?"

"Well… you announced it before His Majesty, did you not?"

"Yes, I did. Just now, I did." Litt stopped directly in front of her.

"Before this moment, the only ones who knew my full name were the Royal Family, the Court Secretary-General, the Vice-Captain of the Royal Knights, and my own attendant. Spi-boy over there wouldn’t know."

Touli’s eyes widened.

"Now that you mention it… in the library, and when we were attacked on the way back… Lady Sumika, you called him Lord Littrald…" Litt nodded.

"Well, only the Royal Family knows about the Secret Name, of course."

"Why didn’t you tell me that?!" Touli demanded.

"A Secret Name! You have a Secret Name?!"

"See? I knew you’d latch onto that." He shrugged.

"That’s why."

"It’s because you keep everything a secret, Lord Litt!"

"Can’t be helped. There are more things between heaven and earth than you can imagine, Touli."

"You always try to obscure things like that!"

"I’ll clear up your questions later. Right now, it’s time to clear up some suspicions." All eyes focused on one person.

"Isn’t that right, Lady Sumika Scott?"

"You may call me Sumika, Lord Littrald, First-Class Court Secretary."

"You may call me Litt. Let’s keep it simple." Tilting his head, Litt spread his arms in a theatrical gesture.

"I’d like to reach the finale before the curtain of night has fully risen."

"You’re quite the poet," Sumika returned, her voice cold.

"Or perhaps… you’re the writer who chronicles the truth."

"I’m just a Court Secretary."

Litt placed a hand on his chest in a formal gesture. Sumika responded with a perfect curtsy.

The second act had begun.



		
			Chapter 14

			The Villainess and Her Exit

			"Suspicions! Yes, all evil stems from Lady Scott!" Valona pointed at Sumika with a new black ostrich *Crim*.

"That little wench seduced Lord Tagi! What a wicked woman!" At her outburst, Sumika’s shoulders flinched.

"Wait," Tagi said, stepping forward. With a sweep of his cloak, he stood in front of Sumika, shielding her.

"I annulled the engagement of my own free will, daughter of Duke Philbard." At Tagi’s formal address, Valona gasped.

"You may call me Valona, Lord Tagi!" Tagi’s purple eyes, the mark of royalty, narrowed.

"I would ask that you use my title. We are no longer betrothed."

"But—!"

"Have you forgotten you are in the presence of the King?"

Tagi was, after all, the Second Prince. To disobey royalty was to invite suspicion of treason against the King himself.

"M-My apologies, Your Highness Tagi…" Valona fell silent, her lips trembling. If the engagement were to be officially and justly annulled after she’d given him cause, it would be unbearable.

"B-But, could this not be some sort of conspiracy?" Valona stammered, trying to recover.

"Why is a mere girl from a minor noble family, with no backing, wealth, or power, able to attend a prestigious night party hosted by the Royal Family?" Jin, who had been watching the events unfold, tilted his head.

"Wasn’t it because she received an invitation from the Royal Palace?"

"That’s impossible!"

Valona shrieked. Overwhelmed by the furious Duchess’s Daughter, Jin recoiled.

"N-No, but… Lady Sumika’s name was on the invitation list Lord Furas had, wasn’t it?"

Spirld shuddered. With unfocused eyes, he looked up at Jin, who stood near the dais.

"Is that not so, First-Class Court Secretary Furas?" Stared down by the earnest Jin, Furas gave a slow nod.

"…As you say, the list I possess does have… the name of the Viscount Scott’s daughter."

"Give it to me, Spirld." Spirld took the list from his breast pocket and handed it to Bald.

"Hmm. Indeed… no matter how many times I look, the name Lady Sumika Scott is here." Bald stroked his white beard, troubled.

"In the Grand Hall, you explained that Litt had forgotten to write it. And that you, upon noticing, sent an invitation to the Scott family by express rider… That was your account, was it not, Spirld?"

"…Yes." Spirld’s complexion had gone beyond pale to the deathly, ashen color of a corpse.

"Did you know, Touli? Beheading someone is actually quite difficult." Litt cut through the flow of conversation with stunning irrelevance.

"Lord Litt! It’s your head that’s about to be chopped off!"

"The neck is thicker than the arm, and depending on the angle of the blade, it can hit bone and bounce off. If it’s a sloppy cut, it’s excruciatingly painful, there’s screaming, blood sprays everywhere, the blade gets stuck and won’t come out… it’s a total mess."

Litt tapped his own neck with his right hand.

"To get a clean cut like in the stories requires a high level of skill."

"Why are you telling me this now?!" Touli pleaded, half in tears at his master’s outrageous behavior.

"This is no time for jokes!"

"Alteration of public documents is a capital crime."

Litt’s ominous words were anything but light.

"Did you think the invitation list His Majesty decided upon and His Highness Raoul ordered me to write was the only one in the world?"

Raoul held a list sealed with the royal crest.

"This is a copy. It was destined to be burned once the night party concluded without incident." Raoul broke the wax seal. The folded paper opened with a series of soft flaps.

"The invitation list," Raoul stated, "also serves as the guest list for the night of the party. Only the list with attendance checked off is preserved as a public document."

*Flap, flap, flap, flap.*

The folded list cascaded from Raoul’s hands to the floor. The list, bearing over five hundred and fifty names, was long. It spread lightly across the floor.

*Flap, flap, flap, flap. Flap, flap, flap. Flap, flap. Flap-flap-flap.*

"Oh?" Raoul picked up the end of the paper, a puzzled look on his face.

At the very end of the list. Number five hundred and fifty-seven. The name Lady Sumika Scott was—not there.

"What is the meaning of this?" The First Prince’s purple eyes shot toward the trembling First-Class Court Secretary.

"…In consideration of… His Highness Tagi’s feelings… I added it," Spirld confessed, as if spitting blood.

"Spirld! How could you!" His master’s words finally connecting, Touli turned pale.

"…Alteration of public documents… is a capital crime."

"Take him away."

At Raoul’s command, the Captain of the Royal Knights forced the collapsing Spirld to his feet. Accompanied by guards who had been waiting in the adjoining room, he vanished from the Hall of Crests.

"He used the Second Prince as an excuse, so I suppose they’ll add a charge of high treason to the list?"

"Hmph. We’ll consider it."

Raoul snorted at Litt’s comment. He shoved the unfolded copy of the list at Bald.

"Oh, how could this happen?" The Court Secretary-General’s tears fell onto the paper.

"Your Highness Raoul," Bald said, looking up at the First Prince.

"First-Class Court Secretary Spirld Furas is my subordinate. This was due to my failure of supervision. Please punish me as well. And I ask that you lighten Spirld’s sentence." Raoul grimaced.

"Have you gone senile, Court Secretary-General Bald? You plead to the wrong person." All eyes turned to the King. All authority rested with him.

"A judgment will be rendered in due time. You are dismissed, Bald."

"…Yes, Your Majesty."

Still kneeling, Bald made his parting salutations. He rose slowly and looked at Litt. The old man said nothing.

"Silence can be eloquent," Litt commented. Bald left without responding.

"Now then." Litt’s voice was disconcertingly light for the situation.

"Let’s move on to the main event." Litt’s green eyes focused on her.



		
			Chapter 15

			Truth and Falsehood

			"Why are you at this night party, Lady Sumika?" Sumika’s blue eyes sharpened.

"Because I received an invitation from the Royal Palace." Sumika produced an envelope. She unfolded the invitation and showed the text.

"—‘A night party will be held on the twelfth night of the month of clear winds. I long to see you, my beloved, and await you at the Royal Castle with the longing of a thousand nights in a single day.’

‘The beautiful Shirogane Gate will be opened for you, and the people will kneel before you, who are blessed by the Moon Goddess Kuna.’

‘In the Grand Hall, I wish to dance a love waltz with you in your splendid dress. Tagi Fulmia, Second Prince of Fulmia.’ …Mm."

Litt gave a single nod.

"An invitation of love. Well written."

"That’s impossible!" A shrill voice shook the Hall of Crests.

"Valona, calm yoursel—"

"How can I be calm, Father?! There’s no way Sumika received an invitation!"

"And why is that, Duchess’s Daughter Valona?" Litt asked. Valona answered without a moment’s hesitation.

"But of course! Because I—" Time seemed to stop.

The Hall of Crests fell silent. Everyone understood what she had been about to say. Valona, her face drained of color, could only tremble her lips in silence.

"—‘Because *I* intercepted the letter,’" Litt finished the line, perfectly mimicking Valona’s tone.

"To betray oneself by talking. I’m not fond of clichés, but that phrase seems made for you, doesn’t it, Lady Valona?"

"Silence!" A thunderous shout vibrated through the air.

"I-I am a Duchess’s Daughter! The fiancée… of His Highness Tagi!"

"Then you should have just held your head high with confidence, shouldn’t you? Instead of resorting to a cheap trick like swiping letters."

At Litt’s words, Viscount Scott flushed with anger.

"How cowardly! Is that how the great nobles do things?!" Despite the Viscount’s accusation, the seasoned Duke Philbard remained unfazed.

"A pity, everyone." The Duke let out a conspicuous sigh.

"Father…?"

"Calm yourself, Valona. Do not be deceived." Duke Philbard pointed at the letter in Sumika’s hand.

"That invitation is a forgery!"



		
			Chapter 16

			Lies and Truth

			"What did you say?! Is that true, Father?"

"It is, Valona."

"Oh my, oh my," the Queen murmured, her hand to her mouth. The King, his expression grim, watched the proceedings in silence.

"All of you, look closely. Lady Sumika’s invitation has no scrivener’s name written on it!" The letter ended with Tagi’s name.

If Spirld had ghostwritten the invitation, his name should have been noted on the paper as the scrivener.

But it wasn’t there.

"The Royal Family’s letter paper appears to be authentic, but I have no doubt it was stolen through some underhanded means," Duke Philbard said with contempt.

"Perhaps she coaxed that attendant over there into doing it."

"What?!" Touli’s cheeks flushed with anger. He shook his head violently.

"I would never do such a thing! Steal? Never!" His mouth couldn’t keep up with his raging emotions. Duke Philbard gave a faint, cruel smile.

"It seems I’ve hit a nerve. If an attendant commits a crime, his master is equally guilty. No, the crime is even greater."

"Ah, don’t worry about me."

At Litt’s nonchalant attitude, Duke Philbard’s brow furrowed.

"Have you forgotten, Your Grace, Duke Philbard?"

"What?" A glint like a blade flashed in his green eyes.

"This letter requires no scrivener’s name."

"What do you mean by that—"

Litt raised an index finger to his lips, cutting off the Duke’s protest. It was a gesture for secrecy, or silence.

"*I* wrote it," Tagi himself confessed.

"Tagi?"

"It’s true, brother. I sent the letter on my own initiative, without consulting His Majesty." Raoul’s eyes widened slightly.

"…However, I didn’t know what to write, or how to write it. I sought Litt’s advice through another Court Secretary." Litt smiled.

"It’s very well written, Your Highness Tagi. I only advised you on the necessary points to include, yet the passion of youth comes through vividly in your words."

"Litt, you bastard!" Duke Philbard roared.

"Have you forgotten the duties of a Court Secretary, Your Grace?"

His smile vanished, replaced by a voice of absolute zero. Cold, green eyes. The spines of everyone present went cold. Duke Philbard’s breath caught in his throat with a gasp.

"It is an honorable position, responsible for the Royal Family’s correspondence. Of course, that includes ghostwriting invitations for night parties. In such cases, the scrivener’s name is included to denote responsibility." Litt paused.

But there was an exception.

"—A letter handwritten by royalty would not have a scrivener’s name." If the letter Sumika received was written by Tagi himself…

"So it’s real!" Touli shouted, his face beaming.

"That explains why her name wasn’t on the list! Even without her name on it, Lady Sumika can attend the party with a handwritten invitation from His Highness Tagi!"

Having said this, Touli realized his master was looking at him with a faintly mocking expression.

"Huh? Did I say something strange?"

"Your reasoning is flawed." Litt sighed deeply.

"She has the invitation, and she’s here at the Royal Castle. So why wasn’t she checked off the guest list that Spirld altered?"

"Oh, right." Litt tapped Touli on the head.

Sumika, the focus of everyone’s attention, looked down. Her hands, clenched in the fabric of her dress, trembled like a small rabbit.

"Sumika." Tagi took her hand.

"It’s alright. No matter what happens, I will protect you."

"Your Highness…" The Second Prince and the Viscount’s daughter gazed at each other, transcending their difference in status.

"I don’t like to spoil things," Litt said, cutting through the sweet atmosphere.

"You came in through the Shirone Gate, not the Shirogane Gate, didn’t you?" That was the castle’s back entrance.

"Why?" Litt asked.

"I-I misread it. They sound so similar."

Shirogane Gate and Shirone Gate. The names were similar, but their purposes were completely different.

The main gate of the Royal Castle was the Shirogane Gate.

Naturally, since invited guests entered through the Shirogane Gate, the officials checking attendance were stationed only there.

"So that’s why you weren’t marked on the guest list. Hmm…" Sumika bravely met Litt’s probing gaze.

"I thought it was a consideration from His Highness Tagi, to ensure I wouldn’t be obstructed upon entry."

"Ah, because you’re a guest not even on the invitation list." Sumika glared at him.

"Nevertheless, I have a formal invitation from His Highness Tagi!" Tagi nodded deeply, looking at Litt with a puzzled expression.

"Is there a problem?"

"I have a question." Litt raised his right index finger.

"Why would a Viscount’s daughter, a noble no matter how minor, know about the back Shirone Gate?"

The air froze in silence.

"…Umm, well, I mean… wait a minute." Touli, though stunned, managed to speak.

"Lord Litt, you use the Shirone Gate too, don’t you?"

"I have no title. I’m not a noble, so using the back gate suits my station. Even if I hold an honorable senior position, I’m still just a worker—a laborer."

Those words were not humility. They were imbued with pride in his own duties.

"That’s why I’m a little ticked off that my work was criticized."

"Not just a little, I think…" Touli muttered in a barely audible voice. *He’s angry. Royally angry.*

Litt’s expression was calm, but his eyes were not smiling at all. His green pupils held a sharp, dangerous glint, like a drawn blade.

"The talented lady who corresponds with a neighboring country." Jin’s eyes widened. Why was that relevant now?

"Hey, Litt."

"You’re the one who told me, my friend." Litt’s lips twisted into a smirk.

"Is your correspondent the Third?" At the sound of the word "Third," Raoul looked up as if struck.

"…Yes." Sumika gave a weak nod.

"In that case, I understand about the Shirone Gate. The Third told you about it, didn’t he?"

"Yes. And that with a handwritten invitation, I wouldn’t be questioned even if I wasn’t checked off the guest list."

"Hmm. How kind of him. Speaking from experience, perhaps?" Litt glanced at the King. The King said nothing.

"Well, whatever." Litt turned back to Tagi.

"So, Your Highness. Joking aside, are you truly considering annulling your engagement to Lady Valona?"

"Yes. My heart will not change."

"How could you—"

The black ostrich *Crim* fell from Valona’s hand with a soft *thud*. Duke Philbard caught his daughter as she was about to collapse.

"Pardon me, Your Majesty. My daughter is not feeling well." He glared at his brother-in-law as if to bite him.

"I will have her rest in another room." Without waiting for the King’s permission, Duke Philbard led Valona out of the Hall of Crests.

In their wake remained the Royal Family, the Viscount family, the Vice-Captain of the Royal Knights, and the Court Secretary with his attendant.



		
			Chapter 17

			Truth and the Reverse Side

			"Tagi." The King’s voice was grave.

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"You understand the gravity of this situation, do you not?"

A public annulment of an engagement. The unease among the nobles. A rift with the Ducal family was now inevitable.

"Yes. I will accept any punishment." Tagi’s purple eyes looked directly at his father, the King.

"I ask for your approval of my engagement to Lady Sumika."

"…Hmph." The King exhaled.

"Sumika of the Viscount Scott family."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"Do you understand that your status is different from Tagi’s?"

Tagi, who was in the line of succession, and the daughter of a minor noble with no wealth or power.

"With all due respect, Your Majesty—I believe that ‘when struck by love’s golden arrow, one should be true to one’s own heart.’"

"*The Snow-White Knight’s Tale*," the King said with a faint smile.

"Litt."

"Yes, Your Majesty." The King’s purple eyes bore down on Litt’s green ones.

"It seems you bear some responsibility here as well."

"Now, wait a moment… I believe that’s a bit of a leap in logic."

"The tale you spun has brought my son and this lovely young lady together, has it not?"

"The power of stories is a frightening thing," Litt said, shrugging as if in resignation.

"Was Your Majesty’s sister anything like this?" The Queen was the one who giggled.

"Oh, yes. My dearest friend Ilika and her lover Safirld would go on and on about stories together. I admit, I was quite bitter, as if she’d been stolen from me. Hehehe."

"Thanks to that, Your Majesty was able to marry the King."

"Ilika is known to the world as a tragic princess, but the truth is rather different, you know."

"That’s because the official who was supposedly beheaded is still alive," Litt said, mimicking the Queen’s tone.

"…I have so many questions," Jin muttered, pressing a hand to his forehead. He had a massive headache. Physically, mentally, his head ached.

"Litt."

"What is it, Jin?"

"I’ll lecture you about your attitude in front of the King later, but—"

"Use words, please. Spare me the sword."

"What did he mean, ‘the tale you spun’?"

"He’s talking about *The Snow-White Knight’s Tale*, obviously," Litt answered breezily.

"Oh, or in this case, was it the romance stories, *The Name of the Flower* or *Swearing Truth at the End of the World*? It’s probably not *The Reformation Count ~Does This Crest Not Meet Your Eyes?~* or *The Lion King Comes!*, which are about correcting injustices."

His headache throbbed. His stomach churned.

"What’s wrong, Jin? Your usual headache or a stomachache?"

"Both!" Jin snapped.

"You were Lord Torito Lute all along?!"

"Don’t use the title. It’s embarrassing."

His lack of denial was an admission. Touli and Sumika were speechless.

"No way!" Touli refused to accept it.

"That Lord Lute, who wrote those wonderful stories, is the same Lord Litt who does nothing but drink tea all day… I won’t believe it!" Touli’s eyes were set in a hard glare.

"Hey now, Touli. I perform my duties as a Court Secretary perfectly well. I even finished the invitations some prince sprung on me three days ahead of the deadline."

"That’s right. You did meet the deadline."

"Yes. But because of that, *my* deadline was cutting it close."

The subtle difference in his choice of words made Touli furrow his brow.

"Remember when we went to the castle town for ink? That day was the final deadline for a manuscript I’d been commissioned to write."

"Ah!" The letter box he’d given to Kud.

—*The long love letter you were asked to ghostwrite. Make sure to keep the fact that I wrote it a secret.* The words from the ink shop came flooding back.

"Look forward to it. I’ll bring you the next book first again." As soon as a new book was published, he would immediately receive a copy. No matter how popular, Litt always managed to get it.

"So you always get the book right away because you’re the author…"

"Yep. First edition, too."

Touli felt faint. If he were a delicate young lady, he surely would have fainted—

"Please give me your autograph, Lord Litt!" Sumika rushed forward, her eyes sparkling.

"Ah, she’s resilient," Touli mumbled. Jin chuckled.

"Amazing. Litt’s actually getting overwhelmed."

"—Should I call you Lord Torito Lute? I’ve read all your stories! To think I would actually meet you, whose name was all I knew, I am overcome with emotion my favorite is *The Snow-White Knight’s Tale* I’ve read it so many times my favorite scene is—"

"Wait. Wait, wait, Lady Sumika! I get it! I’ll give you an autograph later, I promise!" He held up his hands in surrender.

"Is that true?! An autograph for me, too!"

"Aaargh, His Highness Tagi is the same!"

Caught between the two of them, Litt looked to Jin for help, but Jin just watched the scene unfold.

"Hey, Jin!"

"I shall keep Lord Lute’s true identity to myself. I wouldn’t want to disappoint the members of my order."

"Have you forgotten the favor I did you, ghostwriting that love letter?!"

"Yes. I have."

"You heartless fiend!" Litt’s cry echoed through the stately Hall of Crests.

"—Save all of that for later. This is not an autograph session."

At Raoul’s exasperated voice, Tagi and Sumika snapped back to reality. They hastily composed themselves and glanced toward the King on his silver throne.

"It seems the farce is over."

"M-My apologies…" Tagi’s voice was barely a whisper. Sumika bowed her head as well.

The King’s eyes glinted like an eagle’s.

"To borrow a phrase from our popular writer over there, the main event has also reached its finale."



		
			Chapter 18

			Deprivation and the Finale

			"My son, Tagi."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"You said you would accept any punishment." Tagi swallowed hard.

"Yes." The King nodded.

"Sumika of the Viscount Scott family."

"Yes, Your Majesty." Her blue eyes, which hinted at a strong will, met the King’s purple ones.

"Do you love Tagi?"

"Yes." The Queen smiled faintly.

The King rephrased his question.

"Do you love the Second Prince of Fulmia?"

"No," Sumika answered clearly.

Viscount Scott’s face paled.

"Sumika! Such disrespect!" The King silenced the Viscount with a gesture.

"It is fine. This has told me what I need to know." He rose from his throne and made his proclamation.

"Tagi Fulmia, Second Prince. I hereby strip you of your rank!" Tagi’s expression went blank.

"Furthermore, I revoke your right of succession to the throne. Do you have anything to say in your defense?"

"…I do not." He knelt on the spot. Tagi bowed his head, showing his obedience.

"Very well. I command you further." Tagi looked up, his face clouded. Was another punishment to be handed down?

"You shall become Tagi Scott, and you will take responsibility for overseeing the renovation of the Summer Palace."

"What?!"

Tagi cried out in surprise. Those words were more than an engagement; they were an order to marry.

"Viscount Scott, you agree to this as well."

"Y-Yes, sir!" The Viscount’s voice cracked. In an instant, it was decided that Tagi would marry into the Scott family.

Tagi and the Viscount’s eyes met. Though stripped of his rank, he still possessed the golden hair and purple eyes that marked him as royalty. The noblest bloodline was about to enter a viscount family with no backing, wealth, or power.

Tagi stood and moved to stand before Viscount Scott.

"Not with the power of the Royal Family, but with my own power, I will make Sumika happy." Viscount Scott’s face crumpled. A tear traced a path down his cheek.

"…Please, take care of my daughter."

"Yes, Father!"

The two men embraced. When the Viscount released him, Tagi rushed to Sumika, who was crying with joy. He lifted her up and they shared a kiss.

"What a nice story," Litt said, clapping slowly.

"However, Your Majesty, the Viscount Scott family does not have the funds to cover the palace renovations." At Litt’s words, the King sat back down and rested his cheek on his hand.

"My, how unusual. To see Your Majesty sulking. Hehe."

"I am not sulking, my Queen. I merely have a headache at the thought of the dreadful chirping I will have to endure from the Philbard Ducal family."

"Oh? So you intend to have the Ducal family bear the cost?"

"It is punishment for intercepting a letter from the Royal Palace—an invitation written by a Court Secretary, no less. Besides, we have the assets of the Marquis Furas family."

"My, how frightening. Will they be stripped of their title?"

"The original sentence was death," the King stated. The Queen smiled.

"You are a kind king, Your Majesty. Don’t you agree, Raoul?"

"The most frightening one here is Mother, who can smile while watching this drama of intrigue unfold."

"Oh, my." Everyone silently agreed.

"Is that so? As a mother, I am more concerned that even at this stage, Raoul is not the Crown Prince." The King’s eyebrow shot up.

"Is that a threat, my Queen?"

"No, Your Majesty. I was only joking. This night party has been so full of schemes and plots, I thought I might lighten the mood a little."

"It is having the opposite effect, Mother." At Raoul’s stern voice, the Queen opened her *Crim*.

"Hehe. Then I shall remain silent and be a mere ornament in my chair."

Her lips curved into an arc, like a crescent moon in the night sky.



		
			Chapter 19

			The Truth Outside the Curtain

			"Shouldn’t you be returning to the Grand Hall, Lord Litt, Lord Jin?" Touli asked, placing a plate of biscuits on the small table.

"I have no obligation to attend a disaster." Litt stood by the office window, his hands resting on the frame.

The clamor of the Grand Hall didn’t reach this far. Beyond the windowpane, lanterns lit with candles illuminated the corridor in the night’s darkness.

"A crescent moon tonight," Jin commented from his chair, looking up at the window. A thin moon hung in the early summer sky, surrounded by many clouds.

"So, Touli. I’ve done my duty," Litt said, turning around and leaning back against the windowsill.

"Well, I suppose you have."

"So where’s my Cymbal-produced High Grown tea?" Touli let out a pointed sigh.

"I’ll go get the hot water now."

"Where are the tea leaves?" Litt’s eyes shone with anticipation.

"In my personal box in the Attendant’s Quarters. I’ll bring them with the water, so please wait patiently." Touli opened the door and left the office.

Now, only Litt and Jin remained in the room.

"Litt."

"Hm?" Jin’s left hand rested on the sheath of the longsword at his hip.

"Who are you?"

"You’re too young to be going senile. I’m a Court Secretary."

"No." Jin shook his head, his gray hair stirring.

"In the Hall of Crests, you didn’t kneel before the King. And yet, neither His Majesty nor the Queen reprimanded you. Why?"

"Perhaps they’re just magnanimous people."

"Is it because you bear a Secret Name?"

The honorary name was bestowed by the King. Only royalty could know of it.

"No, that’s not it." Jin refuted his own words.

"Spirld has a Secret Name, too."

"His honorary name is ‘Phalanx.’ Spirld Furas Phalanx. It was from the spring hunt two years ago, when he skillfully brought down the stag that had escaped with the King’s arrow still in it."

"…How do you know something like that?"

"I don’t take on ghostwriting love letters from inside and outside the castle for nothing. All sorts of interesting stories come my way."

"That’s not something an official or a common citizen would know," Jin said, glaring at Litt.

"The Secret Name is an honorary name. Only royalty is supposed to know it."

The long, brown braid swayed on Litt’s back. The green eyes that met Jin’s were of a beauty sometimes compared to jewels.

And yet, they were not the golden hair and purple eyes that marked royalty.

"Are you in search of lost time, Jin?" A smirk played on Litt’s lips. That bewitching smile sent a shiver down Jin’s spine.

"You… you have a connection to the rumored Third, don’t you?"

"The rumored Third?"

"Don’t play dumb. You’re a Court Secretary, aren’t you? You must know the rumors circulating within the court."

"Ah. The one about the Royal Sister’s child being alive." Jin nodded.

"The tragic child left behind after the princess died and her lover was executed. Their fate was unknown until a few years ago, when people started talking. The princes’ cousin is alive, they say."

"Yes. He is."

"Is that true?!"

The chair toppled over with a loud crash. Jin, who had shot to his feet, hastily righted it.

"He’s right here." Litt placed a hand on his own chest.

"Huh?"

"I’m telling you, I’m the Royal Sister’s child, Jin."

"Stop joking!"

"I wish it were a joke." Litt shrugged.

"B-But your hair isn’t gold, and your eyes aren’t purple."

"Thankfully, I take after my father. I was saved by my plain brown hair and green eyes." He laughed, a frivolous *ha-ha-ha*.

"If my hair were blond, His Highness Raoul would have chopped my head off by now."

"No, wait. Wait, wait, wait. I’m having trouble processing this." Jin held his head in his hands.

"Can I try to sort this out?"

"Be my guest."

Litt picked up a biscuit from the small table and began to eat it with a crunch. Jin took a deep breath.

"Litt. If you are… the Royal Sister’s child, who else knows?"

"The King and Queen. His Highness Raoul investigated and hunted me down until he found me. I was living a perfectly quiet, elegant life as a scrivener in the countryside, and he just barged in. Gave me a choice: serve at the castle or die. I saw a glimpse of the tyrant he could be."

With a biscuit still in his mouth, Litt wrinkled his brow.

That explained why he hadn’t been charged with treason for not kneeling in the Hall of Crests.

"Hmm? Then the person from the neighboring country Lady Sumika was corresponding with—the Third—is that you too?"

"That’s different." Litt licked the biscuit crumbs from his fingers.

"Third is a person’s name. An abbreviated one."

"A noble from Cymbal? What’s his full name?"

"The Queen told you, didn’t she? Safirld. Safirld Liton."

"Your father?!"

"Yep."

Litt nodded nonchalantly, without a trace of emotion.

"Wait a minute!"

"If I wait for you to get ready, the sun will rise, Jin." Jin groaned, knowing he’d hit the mark.

He wanted to ask. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it.

"Come on, hurry. Touli will be back soon." Prodded by the man himself, he made up his mind.

"The rumor is that her lover incurred the former king’s wrath and was beheaded. Is he alive?"

"Rumors are usually built on a foundation of half-truths."

The crescent moon disappeared behind a cloud. In the growing darkness, Jin couldn’t see Litt’s expression clearly.

"His right wrist was cut off." A wrist was still part of the neck of the arm, in a way.

"Having lost his dominant hand, his life as a Court Secretary was over. He managed to escape to the neighboring country with me, but, well, a lot happened, and here we are." The edge of the crescent moon peeked out from behind the cloud. The light slowly returned.

Faint moonlight fell on Litt’s profile. His face, which looked as if it held a quiet killing intent when expressionless, was a familiar sight. But now, his friend seemed like a distant being.

"…Hey, Litt," Jin began slowly.

"I am… your… friend."

"What’s with the sudden formality?"

Litt was gazing out the window. The night sky was cloudy, but a wind must have been blowing, as the clouds obscuring the moon were thinning.

"No matter who you are, or what happens from now on, I want to be your friend. But… I don’t know if I should ask this…"

"About my Secret Name?" Jin nodded, his expression serious.

"My friend. There are some things between heaven and earth that are better left unknown."

"…You’re right." At Litt’s solemn tone, Jin’s brow clouded.

"My mistake. Forget I asked."

"Oh? I never said I wouldn’t tell you."

"You really enjoy teasing people, don’t you?!"

"I’m selective about who I tease."

"I don’t need that kind of consideration." Litt’s throat rumbled with amusement.

"It’s because I wanted to be the same as you."

"Your literary turns of phrase are getting tiresome, First-Class Court Secretary."

"The fact that you don’t call me Lord Lute shows your sincerity, Vice-Captain of the Royal Knights."

"Give an autographed book to Touli."

"I’ll think about it."

The clouds cleared. The crescent moon revealed itself.

"…I suppose it’s not much of a secret name anymore."

Litt turned to face the puzzled Jin. His long braid followed the movement like a tail. The brown hair, bathed in the pale moonlight, was dyed gold.

"My Secret Name is Fulmia." His green eyes were laughing.



		
			Chapter 20

			Character List

			● Litt Liton (First-Rank Court Secretary)

A young man with long, braided brown hair and green eyes.

He loves black tea and hates forced labor.

He holds no title, but is very well-informed.

● Touli (Attendant)

Litt’s attendant. Fourteen years old.

Loves stories.

His favorite book is *The Snow-White Knight's Tale*.

● Jin (Vice-Captain of the Royal Knights)

Tall, with grey hair. He is the most skilled swordsman in the country.

Litt’s best friend, who has a knack for casually saying things that sound like they came from a prince.

● Raoul (First Prince)

His golden hair and purple eyes are the mark of royalty. Tagi is his younger brother.

A magnificent tyrant who makes unreasonable demands of Litt.

● Tagi (Second Prince)

A reckless dreamer with golden hair and purple eyes. Raoul is his older brother.

He is engaged to a haughty duchess's daughter, but has taken an interest in the young lady of a minor noble house.

● Valona Philbard (Duchess's Daughter)

Tagi’s fiancée.

The foremost example of a villainous lady, admired by the public.

She is always accompanied by three handmaidens.

● Sumika Scott (Viscount's Daughter)

A talented woman with chestnut hair and blue eyes.

She was studying abroad in a neighboring country but recently returned home.

She loves literature and stories, and enjoys discussing them.

● Targa (Knight of the Royal Knights)

The black-haired, scheming Targa. He has no talent for poetry.

He has a more mischievous personality than Yuri.

Currently looking for a girlfriend.

● Yuri (Knight of the Royal Knights)

The brown-haired strategist, Yuri. His girlfriend is a flower girl from the town.

His demeanor is gentler than Targa's.

Perhaps that’s why he got a girlfriend first.

● Mizuha (Third-Rank Court Secretary)

A young boy who wears a single pheasant feather.

A good, capable, and honest child.

● Bald (Court Secretary-General)

Has a habit of stroking his long white beard.

He is fond of his rosewood desk. A man who has seen many hardships.

● Spirld Furas (Marquess's Heir, First-Rank Court Secretary)

His formal name is Spirld Furas Virtus.

Under the pen name Pillord, he wrote *The Villainous Lady Falls with the Crimson Rose*.

He despises the titleless Litt for his frivolous attitude.

● Kud (Ink Shop Owner)

A young man with distinctively curly black hair. A book lover.

He has commissioned Litt to write a "long love letter" for him.

Secretly has a sweet tooth.

● Nild Scott (Viscount)

Lady Sumika’s father. A man of scholarly disposition.

His rank would not normally permit him an audience with the king. A man who has seen many hardships.

● The King of Fulmia (His Majesty the King)

The king who rules the Silver Snow Country (Fulmia).

His older sister, who was also the Queen's best friend, is deceased.

As the Queen is Duke Philbard’s younger sister, the Duke is his brother-in-law.

● The Queen of Fulmia (Her Majesty the Queen)

A woman with a charming smile.

As Duke Philbard is her older brother, Valona is her niece.



		