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    Chapter 1 



    



    Tick, tock, tick, tock.



    



    



    



    What should I do? Cold sweat trickled down.



    



    



    



    Tick, tock.



    



    



    



    It was the first time the sound of the clock's second hand was so loud. Swallowing dry saliva, I gulped.



    



    



    



    "I'll ask again. Viscount. No, Lady Cele."



    



    



    



    "....."



    



    



    



    "Is Valeri my child?"



    



    



    



    Karl's gaze relentlessly scanned my face.



    



    



    



    "Celeste."



    



    



    



    Each syllable of the name was pronounced with force. His voice was ice-cold, yet strangely affectionate. However, under his piercing gaze, my shoulders involuntarily shrank.



    



    



    



    When did he find out? No, when did he start to suspect? Had he been pretending not to notice all this time? My palms started to sweat as I clenched my fists.



    



    



    



    "...I didn't know either."



    



    



    



    After much contemplation, those words finally came out. They sounded absurd to anyone's ears. An unmarried mother not knowing who the father is.



    



    



    



    But it was truly unfair. It had only been a little over half a year since I was possessed by Celeste in the novel. How could I have known whether the real Celeste had a child or not?



    



    



    



    I lost my original life and suddenly became Celeste, and now, as Celeste, a child appeared out of nowhere in the novel. All the wrongdoings committed by the original Celeste were being attributed to me, who was only Celeste in appearance!



    



    



    



    "Are you trying to get away with saying you don't remember this time?"



    



    



    



    Karl's condemning gaze intensified. Everything Celeste had done was now being held against me. But how could I have known whether Celeste had really given birth to a child or not?



    



    



    



    "I really didn't know! It's not all a lie."



    



    



    



    Not all of it. Does that mean some of it is? Damn it. Realizing the ambiguity in my own words, I quickly shut my mouth.



    



    



    



    Karl's scrutinizing eyes narrowed even further. They seemed to ask, 'You really don't remember?' or 'You really have no recollection?'



    



    



    



    "That night."



    



    



    



    "Yes?"



    



    



    



    "Don't say you forgot about that night. Celeste."



    



    



    



    What is he talking about? My eyelids moved rapidly.



    



    



    



    "I haven't forgotten a single moment of that night."



    



    



    



    It sounded incredibly strange to hear. What night? What was he talking about?



    



    



    



    "Answer me, Cele. Is Valeri...."



    



    



    



    I shouldn't get involved with this man. Karl is the male lead in the novel I was reading, "The Rose of Rahart," the one who kills the villainess Celeste. A warning bell rang loudly in my head. What should I say?



    



    



    



    "Is she my child?"



    



    



    



    I couldn't say yes or no. As I swallowed dryly, Karl took something out from his pocket.



    



    



    



    As soon as I confirmed what that something was, I made my decision for the next step.



    



    



    



    I must flee. Absolutely!



    



    



    



    * * *



    



    



    



    About a month ago, Southern Urentum.



    



    



    



    Our eyes met.



    



    



    



    Two bright blue eyes that sparkled like inserted gems.



    



    



    



    "Hmm...."



    



    



    



    I was utterly perplexed.



    



    



    



    "Abuuh."



    



    



    



    "No way."



    



    



    



    "Abu, abubu."



    



    



    



    "That can't be."



    



    



    



    "Abubu. Bubu."



    



    



    



    "That's impossible."



    



    



    



    I couldn't understand what was happening.



    



    



    



    As I exchanged meaningless sounds with an unresponsive counterpart, I suddenly felt a headache coming on and tightly closed my eyes.



    



    



    



    "There's no way. I have a child."



    



    



    



    I was just about to leisurely enjoy my morning tea, as usual. Putting tea leaves in, pouring hot water, then closing the teapot lid and waiting for 3 minutes. This has been my morning routine for several months now.



    



    



    



    Even if someone had knocked on the door, I would have been calmly preparing my tea by now.



    



    



    



    "Is this a dream?"



    



    



    



    Although I went outside at the sound of knocking, there was no one to be found. Only a large basket with a blanket draped over it was there.



    



    



    



    'I hope it's not a bomb or something,' I thought cautiously as I lifted the blanket, and to my surprise, there lay a baby, sparkling with bright eyes.



    



    



    



    Until that moment, I had thought someone had simply come to the wrong house. That is, until I found the letter attached to the baby's necklace.



    



    



    



    Miss Valerie, daughter of Lady Louisette and I am bringing her to you as promised.



    



    



    



    The short note, written in a neat handwriting, was enough to clutter my mind with countless questions.



    



    



    



    Celeste Aisha Louisette.



    



    



    



    She was hailed as the most beautiful woman in the empire and at the same time dubbed the most wicked in imperial history.



    



    



    



    In people's memories, she was barely remembered and quickly forgotten, the prime villainess in a romance fantasy novel called "The Rose of Rahart."



    



    



    



    Yet, no matter how much I thought about it, there seemed to be no mention in the original story of Celeste having a child.



    



    



    



    "Babubu, buu."



    



    



    



    The baby continued to babble, and I couldn't understand a word.



    



    



    



    The purple hair matched perfectly with the shining turquoise eyes.



    



    



    



    The chubby cheeks looked like they needed to be nibbled on, and the large eyes, almost occupying half of the face, looked like jewels.



    



    



    



    The plump arms and legs resembled stacked slices of bread. If you were to nibble on them, they might taste sweet.



    



    



    



    "No, no. Snap out of it."



    



    



    



    Unwittingly, I was about to be enchanted by the baby's cuteness. I shook my head vigorously. Snap out of it!



    



    



    



    "I don't have a child."



    



    



    



    Yeah, there was definitely some misunderstanding.



    



    



    



    The last heir to the Countess of Louisette, who was one of the first to capitalize on the Empire's mining industry and amassed vast wealth.



    



    



    



    She was hailed as one of the Empire's finest, but her greed for power led her to be executed for the murder of her own kin.



    



    



    



    These were all the words that followed her name in the works.



    



    



    



    But nowhere in those modifiers is there the phrase "married," or "had children.



    



    



    



    With a sense of embarrassment, I sighed. I had muttered at least ten times that I needed to wake up from this dream.



    



    



    



    I wasn't the "real" Celeste.



    



    



    



    Although I resembled the villainess from the novel on the surface, inside, I was a completely different person. I was just an ordinary citizen of South Korea, living in the 21st century, far removed from the empire or nobility.



    



    



    



    Even though my memories of modern life had become faint, my mind was like a messy blank slate that had been erased with an eraser.



    



    



    



    I sighed in resignation. After all, I had escaped the predestined death as Celeste. I had chosen Urentum, the southernmost place even in the south, as my hiding place for a reason.



    



    



    



    "Babupubu, buube."



    



    



    



    The baby continued to babble incomprehensibly, but it was undeniably cute. It stretched out its short arms as if asking to be held, and I briefly looked down at the baby before shaking my head vigorously once again.



    



    



    



    Cute as it may be, it was ridiculous.



    



    



    



    Oh, dear. My head is pounding.



    



    



    



    It had been exactly six months since I became Celeste.



    



    



    



    In the original story, Celeste was a beautiful woman who had everything, but ironically, she ended up facing death as a very one-dimensional villainess.



    



    



    



    Was it because she would do anything to get what she wanted? Blinded by her insatiable desires, she committed regicide and was mercilessly executed by the newly crowned king.



    



    



    



    It wasn't exactly pleasant to think about my impending death as soon as I came back to life. So, I decided to start a new life and made a big decision within a week.



    



    



    



    If you don't want to die, just don't create situations where you'll die. I immediately left the capital and disappeared to the countryside.



    



    



    



    You could call it recuperation.



    



    



    



    Fortunately, Celeste, being the daughter of a wealthy count, owned villas and farms all over the country.



    



    



    



    As long as I didn't get greedy and didn't run into the heroine, living as Celeste didn't seem too bad.



    



    



    



    Beautiful appearance, overflowing assets. And maybe a little bit of intelligence. Why did she only do bad things with such good conditions?



    



    



    



    As an ordinary citizen, I couldn't understand Celeste from the original story. Of course, she had to act according to the given character settings to make the story interesting, but still.



    



    



    



    "Hey, little one, can you speak? Where did you come from?"



    



    



    



    "Ba-ba."



    



    



    



    "Who brought you here?"



    



    



    



    "Buu, bu-ba."



    



    



    



    "Who's your mom?"



    



    



    



    At the mention of "mom," the child widened its eyes and looked at me, as if understanding the meaning of the word.



    



    



    



    "Um... mu-ma."



    



    



    



    "What did you say?"



    



    



    



    
      "Um-ma."
    

  
    Chapter 2



    



    "What?"



    



    



    



    "Um mam ma. Um ma, um mam ma."



    



    



    



    I didn't know if she was saying mamma. I didn't know what to make of this kid who was looking straight at me and sounding vaguely like I am her mom.



    



    



    



    "Ugh... this is crazy, seriously."



    



    



    



    Louisette's child.



    



    



    



    Miss Valerie.



    



    



    



    I read and reread the letter. It's not like by scrutinizing it repeatedly, I could decipher the identity of the person who wrote it.



    



    



    



    But if I pretended not to know, I feared that whoever had brought the child here knew exactly who I was, which meant that at the very least, he or she knew exactly who I had run away from.



    



    



    



    "No, but not this. Baby, if you stay here, your real mom, the one who brought you here, will come."



    



    



    



    Surely they wouldn't have left a baby like this alone. They might have left the baby, knocked on the door, and hid nearby to gauge my reaction.



    



    



    



    I took only the letter with Celestine's name and covered the basket with the blanket again.



    



    



    



    The cute face of the baby disappeared under the blanket.



    



    



    



    "Kya, boo-boo."



    



    



    



    Even with the cloth flipped over the face, the baby made giggling sounds, unaware if this was a game or not.



    



    



    



    For a moment, I felt like it wasn't right to leave such a young child like this, but I couldn't bring a stranger's baby into the house.



    



    



    



    "It was nice to meet you, but let's not meet again."



    



    



    



    Yeah. I shouldn't play along with someone's malicious prank. With that thought in mind, I quickly went inside and closed the door.



    



    



    



    Ignoring the baby's giggling from behind me.



    



    



    



    "...The tea must have gone cold by now."



    



    



    



    I took a sip of the already cooled tea. But the relaxed feeling of enjoying its aroma had long vanished.



    



    



    



    Five minutes later.



    



    



    



    I wasn't going to close the door and leave until she was gone, but after five minutes, I couldn't help but open the door wide and pick up the teary-eyed baby.



    



    



    



    "Waaaah!"



    



    



    



    "I'm going crazy."



    



    



    



    The baby, who had joyfully waved its hands just until I closed the door, was now in tears, apparently frightened by the five minutes left alone.



    



    



    



    When I hugged the baby, who had been crying with all its might for the house to leave, the crying stopped as if asking when it had cried and started to smile brightly.



    



    



    



    "Giggle, giggle. Kya!"



    



    



    



    That's when I sensed it.



    



    



    



    My comfortable and cozy rural solo life had come to an end.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    I have no family.



    



    



    



    I didn't have one before, and I won't have one in the future.



    



    



    



    Parents? I've never seen their faces since I was born, and I don't even know if they're alive.



    



    



    



    When I say I have no family, people initially look surprised, then their faces mix with sympathy.



    



    



    



    "Without parents, how did you manage?" They threw comforting words that didn't resonate with me, saying it must have been tough and lonely.



    



    



    



    Tough and lonely? Well, I didn't particularly miss parents whose faces I didn't even know.



    



    



    



    Feeling a sense of loss due to someone's absence was only possible when there were memories of being together. People like me, who had no memories of family whatsoever, didn't know what it meant to miss them.



    



    



    



    So, being alone since I was very young became familiar to me.



    



    



    



    It was truly sad that a child not even ten years old could get used to being alone without parents.



    



    



    



    If I had parents, I thought while enduring unnecessary harsh words and cold stares, that it would be nice to have a real family.



    



    



    



    I also wanted a real family.



    



    



    



    But I really, really didn't know it would turn out like this.



    



    



    



    "Ah boo, boo."



    



    



    



    "Sure enough. This child is indeed the madam's baby. No, it's the mistress's child."



    



    



    



    "...Is that so?"



    



    



    



    Muttering to myself with a serious expression, I looked at the man in front of me.



    



    



    



    "I haven't been married. Moreover, this is the first time I've seen this child. How can this be my baby?"



    



    



    



    "I'm not sure about the madam's past, but it's been proven that this child shares blood with the madam."



    



    



    



    "...I asked you to find out who abandoned the baby in front of our door. Not to confirm paternity."



    



    



    



    Maybe I should have just gone to the police. My head was pounding.



    



    



    



    Bringing the baby inside when it cried was the first step, but what to do next was the problem. It wasn't my place to just take care of a stranger's child, especially when I didn't even know who the parents were.



    



    



    



    I don't know who left the baby on the doorstep, but I don't think anyone is going to be convinced by a letter saying, "We're going to return the baby.



    



    



    



    The best option would be to find the real parents through the police, but I couldn't act rashly because the letter addressed me directly.



    



    



    



    Living incognito in a rural village, it wasn't good to get involved with the police for no reason. After much thought, I decided to trace the child's identity through a detective agency.



    



    



    



    Luckily, I had plenty of money, so without hesitation, I commissioned Alfonso’s Detective Agency, reputed as the best in town, to find and bring the child's family.



    



    



    



    Compared to modern times, it might seem like a private detective agency. People who would do anything for money have always existed. It was a fact, but somehow it felt bitter.



    



    



    



    But oddly enough, this nobleman, recognized for his abilities in this rural village, mistakenly concluded that this child was mine. How should I accept this?



    



    



    



    "It seems Madame doesn't understand, so let me explain. This is a magical potion that determines blood relations. When a drop of blood from each of the two test subjects is mixed in here, and if the color becomes transparent... you can determine if they share blood relations. Just like this result."



    



    



    



    The detective shook a flask containing a transparent potion.



    



    



    



    "Boo boo."



    



    



    



    So, he pricked my finger once, and the baby's finger once. Was it to alternate the pricks?



    



    



    



    According to the detective, with the increasing cases of child abduction lately, the empire has started a large-scale crackdown. When a child of unknown identity appears, the adult accompanying them becomes a target of investigation...



    



    



    



    Perhaps that's why it seemed like they were trying to determine if this baby and I shared blood relations, with some sort of magical potion or something.



    



    



    



    "No, let's say this child is mine. But how could I, the one who should know, not recognize this child, and be separated for over half a year?"



    



    



    



    "I don't know about that, Madame. All I can tell you is that this child is yours."



    



    



    



    The detective's expression became more suspicious. It seemed like he thought I was some scheming woman who secretly gave birth and then abandoned the child.



    



    



    



    "If you wish, I can inquire about who left the child at your door."



    



    



    



    It seemed like he would reluctantly do it just to satisfy me.



    



    



    



    "Um ma, mam ma."



    



    



    



    While exchanging futile conversations with the detective, the baby cooed quietly in my arms.



    



    



    



    What on earth is happening? This is truly a baby I've never seen before.



    



    



    



    The headache around my temples gradually spread throughout my entire head.



    



    



    



    The baby seemed to be about a year old. But considering I had only been possessed by Celestine for barely six months, the possibility that Celestine might have secretly given birth and hidden the baby... wasn't entirely impossible.



    



    



    



    In the original work, Celestine was clearly not a mother, let alone married. But since I had already become Celestine, comparing it to the original content was futile.



    



    



    



    So, where exactly did the original story go wrong?



    



    



    



    "If there's nothing else you'd like me to do, Madame, I'll leave you to it. I'm not going to charge you for the consultation, and I'm not going to charge you for the potion either, so you're going to have to settle down and accept the child."



    



    



    



    As if pushing us out, the detective pushed me and the child out and closed the door. Just before it closed, the detective's eyes met mine through the gap, as if saying, "You're a despicable person who abandons their own child."



    



    



    



    No! This isn't my child, and I'm not the mother! I wanted to say that, but I couldn't.



    



    



    



    "...Unfair."



    



    



    



    Left standing on the street with the baby in my arms, a sense of injustice welled up in my disappointed and helpless heart.



    



    



    



    It was unfair to die without enjoying my youth, and it was especially unfair to be possessed by a villainess character with a doomed fate. And to become a mother without ever experiencing love. What could be more unfair than that?



    



    



    



    "Unfair!"



    



    



    



    "Babba, babba."



    



    



    



    As if echoing my thoughts, the baby cooed cutely. The warm feeling from its small body against my chest slightly, just slightly, eased my sense of injustice.



    



    



    



    Yeah, what could you have done wrong? If anyone's at fault, it's the adults.



    



    



    



    "I wish I had a family."



    



    



    



    Suddenly, a wish that I had silently repeated countless times in my previous life came to mind.



    



    



    



    "Mama, mama."



    



    



    



    My child... The pronunciation came out quietly from my lips, sending shivers down my spine. My child. My child!



    



    



    



    This isn't the family I wanted.



    



    



    



    I wanted someone who would protect me and hold me, not someone who would hold me accountable!



    



    



    



    I screamed inwardly, but it was just a silent cry.



    



    



    



    The small child in my arms. No, the baby, who was closer to being a toddler, suddenly appeared and shattered my peaceful and beautiful life.



    



    



    



    "What should I do now? Baby, what should I do with you?"



    



    



    



    Even though the baby couldn't answer, I asked aloud to the child in my arms. It was more of a complaint than a question.



    



    



    



    Then suddenly, a thought crossed my mind. If there's a child, doesn't that mean the child's father is somewhere too? Unless Celestine is the Virgin Mary, she couldn't have conceived a child on her own.



    



    



    



    "...I need to find the baby's father."



    



    



    



    I would have to commission the detective again.



    



    



    



    
      To find the baby's father.
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    "Um ma, um mam ma."



    



    



    



    "Wait, I'm getting it now."



    



    



    



    While grumbling with my mouth, there was no hesitation in giving milk with my hands. Since being with the child for some time...



    



    



    



    "Oh my, it's already been a week. This is insane."



    



    



    



    I entrusted the request to the detective to find the child's father, giving him the impression that I wouldn't mix words with a despicable act like abandoning my child. When I asked him to help find the child's father, the contemptuous look in his eyes vanished as if it never existed. Perhaps the detective now saw me as a somewhat caring mother rather than an unyielding human garbage.



    



    



    



    Nevertheless, everything was unfair, but what could I do? In this rural village where I fled without anyone knowing, especially in a situation where I had to hide my identity, there was no one to help me other than that obnoxious detective.



    



    



    



    Despite urging the detective to hurry by adding extra money and entrusting the request, there was no news from the office for a week.



    



    



    



    While I waited to hear back, my week was a living hell.



    



    



    



    Could you call it 'parenting hell'?



    



    



    



    Marriage was out of the question, and in my previous life, I hadn't even experienced love, let alone dating. Taking care of a baby alone was truly maddening.



    



    



    



    "Mum mwa!"



    



    



    



    "I said I'm coming!"



    



    



    



    Reflecting on the past week, having a baby was truly a miraculous existence.



    



    



    



    It would be happy one moment and then suddenly burst into tears. Moreover, why did it have so much energy? It would crawl around the house in a flash, making it impossible for me to relax.



    



    



    



    Raising a child was much harder than I thought. Moreover, being a complete novice without any childcare knowledge, in my twenties, and alone in the world without even a humble maid, it was truly, truly difficult.



    



    



    



    She was sobbing like she was going to cry at any moment, but when I handed her the bottle, she was as calm as ever and sucked the milk with fierce intensity.



    



    



    



    Teardrops dangled from the tips of her long lashes.



    



    



    



    When I ran my finger over the teardrop that looked like it was about to fall, it tickled, and she let out a cute little giggle as she drank the milk.



    



    



    



    "...... You're such an angel when you're so calm."



    



    



    



    I empathized with the saying that the most adorable time for a child was when they were asleep.



    



    



    



    I was extremely grateful for the momentary tranquility and peace. Remembering the hard work I had gone through all morning to make the baby's formula, I sighed deeply. It gave me chills.



    



    



    



    "When is that darn detective going to contact me?"



    



    



    



    It has been about a week, so shouldn't there be some news by now? They said he was the most skilled detective in the village, but was it too much to expect competent help in this small rural village where I had hidden my identity?



    



    



    



    As the baby's belly filled, it seemed sleepy, so it blinks its eyes slowly.



    



    



    



    "Are you sleepy because you're full?"



    



    



    



    It wasn't nap time yet, but it seemed sleep came earlier today. Carefully picking up the baby so as not to drop the bottle and cautiously patting its small and delicate back, I walked toward the stairs.



    



    



    



    The small log cabin I chose as my refuge wasn't large, but it had a living room, kitchen, and a small guest room on the first floor. On the second floor was a bedroom, suitable for living alone.



    



    



    



    "Mmm."



    



    



    



    I patted her tiny, delicate back to burp her, and laid her down on the bed, making sure to make a wall of pillows so she wouldn't toss and turn and fall down.



    



    



    



    The baby's lips, which had been sucking the bottle vigorously, had turned redder.



    



    



    



    The baby's face, flushed with color, was so lovely that I lost myself in it for a moment.



    



    



    



    Thud, thud, thud.



    



    



    



    At that moment, someone knocked on the door downstairs, snapping me out of my reverie.



    



    



    



    "Who is it?"



    



    



    



    Who could it be...? Ah! Finally, it must be the baby's father!



    



    



    



    Since there was no one else to come for me other than the detective, I ran downstairs without asking twice and opened the door.



    



    



    



    "Why did it take you so long! I entrusted you with the request, even adding extra money. If I knew it would take this long, I shouldn't have paid extra. Goodness, how much have I suffered over the past week..."



    



    



    



    As I poured out all the fatigue accumulated over the week into anger, I fell silent as soon as I opened the door and faced the sight of a tall man.



    



    



    



    ...This person isn't the detective?



    



    



    



    The man who looked down at me was completely different in height, build, and even face from the detective I met a week ago.



    



    



    



    And he was fully armed.



    



    



    



    "...Who are you?"



    



    



    



    "It's been a while, Viscountess Louisette."



    



    



    



    The name flowing from the man's mouth sounded so natural. It felt like a voice I had heard many times before.



    



    



    



    "Who are you? Do you know me?"



    



    



    



    At my question, the man's face stiffened. Did he know me?



    



    



    



    "I didn't expect to receive hospitality anyway."



    



    



    



    "What?"



    



    



    



    What is this man saying?



    



    



    



    "I'm not in a position to be greeted at the door."



    



    



    



    The unknown man's words immediately set off a red flag in my head. This man should be avoided. Dangerous! This was probably Celeste's instinctive warning to me.



    



    



    



    With all the complications because of the child, I didn't have the mental capacity for other thoughts.



    



    



    



    I reached for the door handle to close the door and pushed it, intending to leave.



    



    



    



    "I think you're in the wrong place, so goodbye."



    



    



    



    "I thought you said you weren't in a position to be slammed in the face."



    



    



    



    However, the man's hand moved faster. In that fleeting moment, he quickly inserted his hand into the gap and pulled the door open the other way. Wide open.



    



    



    



    "It's been a while. Almost two years."



    



    



    



    With a brief sigh, the greeting he gave didn't seem to require a response from me.



    



    



    



    "But, why are you leaving me out here like this?"



    



    



    



    "Uh, well..."



    



    



    



    I quickly rolled my eyes. Should I lie and say I'm not Celestia, or should I ask him to leave because I can't receive guests right now?



    



    



    



    At least until I knew who the man was and what he came for, it didn't seem wise to let him into the house.



    



    



    



    "Excuse me!"



    



    



    



    But my hesitation was unnecessary. Before hearing my answer, the man strode into the house with long strides.



    



    



    



    "I didn't give permission for you to come in like this. What are you doing?"



    



    



    



    "Whether it's two years ago or now, the Viscountess tone is still sharp."



    



    



    



    Pushed aside by the man who walked confidently into the house, I stepped aside.



    



    



    



    Only two years? Then this man must be someone I met two years ago... What was Celestia doing back then?



    



    



    



    It seemed that the muddy footprints on the dirt road indicated the man's path. For a moment, I felt annoyed. After struggling with childcare all day and finally taking time to clean the floor all night last night, how could I feel good about someone sweeping in with muddy feet indoors?



    



    



    



    Regardless, the man looked around the house before heading to the table in the center of the living room.



    



    



    



    Anyone would think this was my home. There are all sorts of impudent people out there. Since it didn't seem like he was going to leave right away, I closed the door.



    



    



    



    But who is this man really? Is he a character from the original work? I know all the content of the original, so if he's a character who appeared in the original, I might recognize him.



    



    



    



    Now, let's think. Two years ago, Celestia had a lover. A handsome Grand Duke with blonde hair and ashen eyes, Franz Albrecht Toskur Grand Duke. Although his name was too long to remember well, he was commonly referred to as the Toskur Grand Duke. He was the ultimate villain character in the novel.



    



    



    



    "Franz?"



    



    



    



    No, quietly mumbling his name, when I looked at him properly, this man wasn't blonde.



    



    



    



    With jet-black hair and eyes far from ashen, it was clear that he wasn't Franz. So, who among the men around Celestia had black hair?



    



    



    



    "If you called me that name to deliberately make me angry, you succeeded, Viscountess."



    



    



    



    The man stopped in his tracks at the mention of Franz's name and turned around, his brow furrowed deeply.



    



    



    



    Not only was he not Franz, but it seemed there was also some bad blood between them.



    



    



    



    Seeming displeased, the man still gestured for me to come over, as if to say it was my turn.



    



    



    



    Pretending to approach him closely, I narrowed my eyes and scrutinized him.



    



    



    



    His neatly combed black hair, just covering his forehead, disappeared between the strands whenever his face moved. His eyebrows, as black as his hair, seemed to either protrude sharply or his eyes were deep, casting a dark shadow below them, making his face look even sharper.



    



    



    



    His long eyelashes sparkled as they caught the sunlight coming through the opposite window. Beneath them, mysterious turquoise irises captivated the gaze.



    



    



    



    The black uniform complemented the man's skin tone perfectly. From his broad shoulders and firm chest muscles to his slender, elongated legs, the man's appearance resembled a painting.



    



    



    



    I tried to recall from my memory for a moment. In fact, aside from the protagonist or supporting characters of equivalent importance in the novel, there weren't many characters described in detail. Among them, the one person who had black hair, turquoise eyes, and a bad relationship with Franz...



    



    



    



    ...was none other than the protagonist.



    



    



    



    I mean, the original male protagonist who beheaded Celeste had black hair and blue eyes like this.



    



    



    



    Karl Rudolf Johann Albrecht.



    



    



    



    He was the Archduke of Otaka and the older cousin of the young emperor, ascending to the throne by outmaneuvering Celestia and Franz, the typically capable male protagonist.



    



    



    



    But why was he here?



    



    



    



    
      My mind stopped thinking further, overwhelmed as if overloaded.
    

  
    Chapter 4



    



    In the original work, Celeste was executed for the crime of regicide.



    



    



    



    In the original story, Celeste was not only the successor of Count Louisette but also the last descendant of the Schwaben Marquis, her distant relatives.



    



    



    



    Of course, she was not a direct descendant of the Schwaben Marquis, but if you look closely, she was about eight cousins, practically distant relatives.



    



    



    



    But how did Celeste become designated as the last descendant of the Schwaben Marquis?



    



    



    



    The Schwaben Marquis, who died early without a successor, was an only child. His father, the previous Marquis, and his grandfather, the previous Marquis, were also only children, so the Schwaben Marquis's family was indeed a very precious lineage.



    



    



    



    By tracing back up to three generations and searching for cousins, siblings, and descendants of those cousins, Celeste Aisha Louisette was eventually found.



    



    



    



    So what happened?



    



    



    



    From her father's side, Celeste inherited all the property and title of Count Louisette, and from her mother's side, she inherited the title of Schwaben Marquis. Celeste was destined to become the most powerful woman in the country.



    



    



    



    However, when the male protagonist of the original work, Duke Albrecht, revealed something suspicious about the death of the Schwaben Marquis, the situation took a new turn.



    



    



    



    Unable to be satisfied with just being a Viscountess, Celeste, who found evidence that her relative, the Schwaben Marquis, was murdered, was executed by Duke Albrecht without a moment's hesitation.



    



    



    



    And luckily, I was able to possess Celeste before the death of the Schwaben Marquis.



    



    



    



    I stayed in the capital city for a while, but if I had stayed, I would have been inevitably involved with the Schwaben Marquis in some way, so I used illness as an excuse and disappeared to the countryside. That's why I hide my identity and name, living alone here. But...



    



    



    



    "Viscountess Louisette."



    



    



    



    From the rural village of Urentum, where no one knew, a person strongly suspected to be the male protagonist came in and called my name. Oh, dear.



    



    



    



    "I never expected you to hide here in such a rural and shabby cabin."



    



    



    



    I casually pull back my chair and sit down. Anyone would think this was my house. I don't like the casualness of the man who gestures for me to come over and sit across from him.



    



    



    



    The reason I chose this cabin as a refuge was that, despite being a bit shabby, it had excellent sunlight. Among them, the living room, also serving as a reception room, was so sunny that the expression "flooded with sunlight" was perfect.



    



    



    



    The reason I placed the table over there was also because of that.



    



    



    



    "... Huh."



    



    



    



    I sighed, feeling uncomfortable, but nothing changed.



    



    



    



    The sunlight coming in through the window reflected on the medals on the man's uniform. Whether the man looked unusually bright because of the medals reflecting light or because of the clear protagonist buff on his handsome appearance, it was hard to tell.



    



    



    



    I tried to have a cup of tea in the morning but gave up because the baby was crying, and I left the teapot on the table. The man naturally tidied it up. From the way he crossed his long legs and leaned back, his dignity overflowed.



    



    



    



    I had no intention of sitting down obediently as ordered. Although it wouldn't make much of a difference, I refused to sit and crossed over to the window, pulling the curtains closed. The man seemed uncomfortable with my attitude of not moving as he wished, so he sat still, furrowing his brows.



    



    



    



    He said he had a hateful relationship with Celeste, and it seemed his temperament was indeed foul. What's the use of being handsome? Even if you look like that, with that personality.



    



    



    



    After closing the curtain and returning to my seat, I dragged the chair as far away from the man as possible. I could feel the man's gaze following my movements.



    



    



    



    Silence lingered for a while. Since he came and asked me to sit, it's his turn to speak, and I wasn't going to open my mouth until then.



    



    



    



    There was a plausible reason behind my decision to stubbornly hold out.



    



    



    



    Fortunately, knowing the future, I came here with the confidence that I could avoid death at any cost. But just in case, I had set up some traps in this small cabin for situations like the one I found myself in now.



    



    



    



    That was the magical stones hidden in the living room floor.



    



    



    



    If someone tried to harm me directly, the magical devices would use the power of magic to retaliate against them and buy me time to escape while dealing with them. I glanced discreetly at the right corner of the living room wall. There were four magical stones hidden under the living room floor. With the right activation spell, they would instantly trap this man.



    



    



    



    I had come here for a reason. I couldn't just let things slide.



    



    



    



    The only thing I found satisfying after possessing Celeste was her immense wealth. That's why I could afford to buy several expensive magical stones like these.



    



    



    



    Money truly is the best!



    



    



    



    From living without any wealth in my past life, I suddenly inherited the life of a wealthy heiress, so how could I not be content? Except for the fact that she was destined to die, it was an incredibly satisfying life.



    



    



    



    So I had to survive by any means necessary to avoid my predetermined death.



    



    



    



    The locations where I hid the second and third magical stones were the pillar in the opposite corner of the living room and the floor near the entrance.



    



    



    



    And the last fourth magical stone was located...



    



    



    



    In this suffocating silence, the man was sitting elegantly, staring at me with a relaxed expression as if nothing was amiss.



    



    



    



    Unaware that there was a time bomb under his feet.



    



    



    



    "Once again, it's been a long time, Viscountess."



    



    



    



    Breaking the tension, the man spoke.



    



    



    



    It was exquisite timing. If he had continued to glare at me, I might have woken up the fourth magic stone sleeping at his feet.



    



    



    



    "Have we...... met before?"



    



    



    



    Given the circumstances, I had to assume that this man was the main character. But I had to make sure it was really him.



    



    



    



    I sneaked a glance at the man to try to guess his identity based on his reaction. On further reflection, I realized that there shouldn't be any contact between Celeste and the male protagonist, Karl Albrecht, at this point.



    



    



    



    As far as I knew, it would be after the death of the Marquis of Schwaben that Celeste and Duke Karl Albrecht would come face to face.



    



    



    



    But I, as Celeste, came down here before the MArquis of Schwaben died, so in effect, Duke Albrecht and Celeste should never have met.



    



    



    



    Of course, the original story could have been changed. Like how Celeste secretly gave birth to a child in a different way from the original.



    



    



    



    "Ha."



    



    



    



    The man was amused.



    



    



    



    For whatever reason, he looked incredulous.



    



    



    



    "...Are you coming out like that? Fine, I understand."



    



    



    



    He muttered to himself with an even more uncomfortable expression than when I called him Franz.



    



    



    



    Judging by his reaction, it seemed that he had met Celeste before I possessed her.



    



    



    



    ...Then he's not the male lead?



    



    



    



    "Then from now on, I will treat you as a public figure."



    



    



    



    The man straightened up expectantly and raised both hands on the table, looking at me with a relaxed face.



    



    



    



    "Viscountess Celeste Aisha Louisette. I came here because I received an imperial decree to summon you to the capital immediately. A formal imperial knight will be dispatched soon to take you into custody."



    



    



    



    "What? Me? Why?"



    



    



    



    Why would they want to bring me to the capital? There was no reason for that. And to "take me into custody" by imperial decree? It was hard to understand.



    



    



    



    "Because you are under suspicion of murdering the Schwaben Marquis."



    



    



    



    Thud.



    



    



    



    My heart sank.



    



    



    



    What kind of nonsense is this?



    



    



    



    I clearly left the capital before the Schwaben Marquis died and fled here. How could that nobleman who was just correcting himself have returned already! But what was even more shocking was that the suspicion of murder was being pinned on me again.



    



    



    



    This can't be happening. Something is wrong. I pushed my chair back with force from where I was sitting.



    



    



    



    Screech. An unpleasant friction sound pierced my ears.



    



    



    



    "T-That can't be true. How could I have murdered the Schwaben Marquis?"



    



    



    



    "It's not confirmed. You're just under suspicion."



    



    



    



    I could feel the sharp gaze of the man piercing through me. It felt like my whole body was being scrutinized by him, even though I had done nothing wrong. It made me feel jittery, even though I hadn't done anything wrong.



    



    



    



    It's no use. Now's the time, the fourth magical stone...!



    



    



    



    "The exact truth can only be determined through investigation in the capital..."



    



    



    



    "Aaargh!"



    



    



    



    
      That was it. The moment the man froze in his seat at the sudden sound of a child's cry coming from upstairs.
    

  
    Chapter 5



    



    The sudden sound of a child's cry startled me as much as it did the man.



    



    



    



    If the child hadn't cried, I would have recited the spell to trap the man.



    



    



    



    "Waaah, waaah."



    



    



    



    It seemed like the child fell asleep faster than usual and woke up immediately, unable to sleep deeply.



    



    



    



    "I, I'm sorry. Just a moment. The child is crying."



    



    



    



    I got up from my seat, but I wasn't really seeking the man's understanding.



    



    



    



    The child's crying sounded unusual, as if something had startled them greatly. Hurriedly climbing the stairs, I couldn't read the man's face, obscured by bewilderment and shock.



    



    



    



    I rushed upstairs to the bedroom. As I opened the wooden door, the child with a flushed face turned towards me.



    



    



    



    "Waaah!"



    



    



    



    Then, they burst into tears again, extending chubby arms towards me. It seemed like they wanted to be held.



    



    



    



    "Shh, shh. I'm here. Don't cry. There, there."



    



    



    



    "Waaah. Waaah. Mommy."



    



    



    



    "Um...?"



    



    



    



    The moment I faced the child, I realized the source of the unease I had felt when looking at the man's face downstairs.



    



    



    



    Deep, ocean-like blue eyes. They were the same eyes as the man sitting downstairs.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    The Marquis of Schwaben, one of the Empire's four most prestigious families.



    



    



    



    The young marquis, who had inherited his title less than ten years ago, was discovered as a cold corpse just two months ago.



    



    



    



    The cause of death was determined to be shock due to acute drug poisoning. It was a murder committed by someone.



    



    



    



    Because of his noble status, an investigation team was immediately assembled at the palace to uncover the truth behind the incident. Given the prominence of the Schwaben Marquis House, leaving the investigation solely to the capital's security department was deemed inadequate.



    



    



    



    Since the marquis had left no successor to inherit his title, it posed a significant problem, as both his father and grandfather were only children without siblings to pass on their titles and estates.



    



    



    



    The investigation team split into two groups: one tasked with finding the culprit behind the Marquis’s death, and the other with finding a successor to inherit the title. The overall responsibility for this investigation fell to Duke Albrecht.



    



    



    



    Renowned for his exceptional intellect and unwavering pragmatism, Karl was considered a competent investigator within the current imperial authority. Therefore, there was an expectation that he would swiftly resolve the murder case of the Schwaben Marquis.



    



    



    



    Upon receiving his new assignment, Karl immediately headed towards the Schwaben Marquis House. Despite the vastness of the marquis estate, the mansion itself appeared surprisingly modest.



    



    



    



    "The first principle in suspecting a murderer in a case like this is to identify who gains the most from the victim's death."



    



    



    



    Karl instructed his investigators to find the person who benefited the most from the death of the Marquis. Interestingly, this task intersected with the second investigation team's mission.



    



    



    



    The successor to the Schwaben Marquis’s title would inevitably be the one who gained the most from his death. In other words, the one who benefited the most from the Marquis' death would be the successor. It was an ironic twist of fate.



    



    



    



    "Louisette Viscountess."



    



    



    



    "What?"



    



    



    



    "Her full name is Celeste Aisha Louisette. She inherited the title a few months ago and became a Viscountess."



    



    



    



    When Celeste's name was first mentioned by the investigators, Karl's ears pricked up with suspicion.



    



    



    



    He hadn't expected Celeste to be connected to the Schwaben Marquis House in this way.



    



    



    



    At the unexpected mention of her name, Karl was momentarily lost in thought, recalling a night from two years ago.



    



    



    



    "However, Viscountess Louisette has been missing for some time now. No one in the capital has seen her."



    



    



    



    "From now on, the Alpha Investigation Team will immediately track down Viscountess Louisette's whereabouts with me. Beta will focus on identifying other suspects."



    



    



    



    "Yes, Your Grace."



    



    



    



    And after a month-long search, Karl successfully tracked down Celeste's whereabouts.



    



    



    



    In fact, he had been making efforts to meet her for the past two years. However, Celeste's reclusiveness as a Viscountess had made it difficult for him. And for the past few months, her sudden disappearance had made it even more challenging.



    



    



    



    Though numerous estates owned by the Louisette Viscountess were traced and visited, Celeste was nowhere to be found. Despite visiting dozens of estates, the investigators began to grow weary.



    



    



    



    Eventually, in the remote village of Urentum, Karl finally discovered traces of Celeste's life.



    



    



    



    Urentum, located at the southernmost tip even within the south, was such a small village that residents knew each other's business well enough. This lack of privacy worked to the advantage of the investigation team.



    



    



    



    The residents of Urentum readily provided information about the woman with purple hair who had appeared in the village about six months ago, even divulging details without being prompted. In truth, there was little need for further description after mentioning a beautiful woman with long purple hair. After all, purple hair was a hallmark of the Louisette Viscountess.



    



    



    



    "Finally found you, Lady Cele."



    



    



    



    Looking up at the two-story cabin where she resided, Karl was engulfed in a strange mix of tension and excitement for a while.



    



    Concerned that Celeste might be startled by the presence of unfamiliar visitors, Karl dismissed the investigators and approached her alone.



    



    It had been two years since they last met.



    



    



    



    As he stood facing her, Karl wondered how to begin the conversation. He had rehearsed several scenarios in his mind, but his thoughts were interrupted by the sound of footsteps approaching the door. He couldn't help but feel nervous.



    



    



    



    But...



    



    



    



    "Oh, just hold her properly!"



    



    



    



    Caught off guard by the sudden commotion, Karl snapped out of his reverie.



    



    



    



    "How...?"



    



    



    



    "It's uncomfortable for her if you hold her awkwardly like that. My, she might just lose an arm. Can't you hold a baby properly without being all clumsy about it?"



    



    



    



    It was a reunion scenario that hadn't crossed his mind.



    



    



    



    "Can't you just hold her for a while until the water boils?"



    



    



    



    "No, I haven't held a baby before..."



    



    



    



    He had come here intending to have a private conversation. Yet, there was someone else besides Celeste here.



    



    



    



    "Waaah, aaah, ummaa, ummammaa."



    



    



    



    Suddenly, the crying echoed upstairs, and Celeste returned with a baby in her arms. The baby, with a flushed face, cried angrily.



    



    



    



    In a bewildered state, Karl watched as Celeste approached and handed him the baby, urging him to hold her for a moment.



    



    



    



    His posture holding the baby was truly awkward, to say the least.



    



    



    



    The baby squirmed in discomfort against his stiff and unyielding embrace, struggling as if going mad.



    



    



    



    To think that Albrecht, the next in line for the imperial succession, would be comforting a mischievous child in such a rural cabin...



    



    



    



    "I'm almost done warming up the milk. Can't you handle the baby even for a moment?"



    



    



    



    Celeste poured water into the teapot and placed it on the stove before walking over to him.



    



    



    



    "Here, sweetie. Have some of this."



    



    



    



    Then she offered the baby a freshly sliced apple. As if to ask when she cried, the baby stopped crying and started eating the apple.



    



    



    



    "She almost falls asleep without drinking all the milk. Looks like she's not getting enough. She usually sleeps soundly after her nap."



    



    



    



    Celeste explained about the baby without being asked, as if she assumed he would want to know.



    



    



    



    With the noise that had been ringing in his ears suddenly gone, Karl could finally think a little. He alternated his gaze between Celeste, who was feeding the baby, and the baby sucking on the apple, his face serious.



    



    



    



    Celeste and a baby? What kind of combination was this?



    



    



    



    "Can you check her diaper? She might have pooped, and I didn't even realize."



    



    



    



    "Uh... pooped?"



    



    



    



    Surely the word "pooped" that came out of her mouth wouldn't refer to what he was thinking.



    



    



    



    No, it couldn't be.



    



    



    



    Could there be a woman of such high standing as Albrecht, the second in line to the throne, asking him to check a baby's diaper?



    



    



    



    
      But Karl momentarily forgot. Celeste always surpassed his expectations.
    

  
    Chapter 6 



    



    "What are you staring at so blankly? Don't know how to change a diaper?"



    



    



    



    "No, it's just..."



    



    



    



    She was so dumbfounded that she couldn't even think about what to say. Celeste approached Karl, who was behaving like a fool, just staring at her.



    



    



    



    "You can tell by looking like this. Whether the baby has pooped or not. If you can't see underneath, you can just smell it."



    



    



    



    He didn't really want to know. Karl furrowed his brow.



    



    



    



    "But this child..."



    



    



    



    The question of whether it was his child almost slipped out, but Karl couldn't bring himself to ask.



    



    



    



    In fact, he didn't need to ask; he could tell that this baby was Celeste's.



    



    



    



    The baby's hair was exactly the same shade of purple as Celeste's. Purple, wasn't that the symbol of the Louisette family? Was her disappearance from the capital perhaps for this reason?



    



    



    



    "Babab. Ababababa."



    



    



    



    The baby, who had been nibbling at the apple with her pea-sized teeth, soon seemed to feel better and began babbling with the apple in her mouth.



    



    



    



    The tiny movements of the baby's body wriggling in his arms felt strangely overwhelming. Even though it was small enough to fit in one arm, this tender being tickled his heart. Karl met the gaze of the babbling baby.



    



    



    



    But then, at that moment.



    



    



    



    "Are you busy?"



    



    



    



    "What...... what?"



    



    



    



    "Bababa, papa. Bubu."



    



    



    



    The baby called him 'papa.' Surely, he must have misheard, Karl thought, squinting as if to confirm. But the sound that came again sounded like a heartbeat in his chest.



    



    



    



    "Papa!"



    



    



    



    "Papa...?"



    



    



    



    Karl doubted his own ears. Papa. Wasn't that the word for dad? He looked at the child smiling happily at him. It was an innocent face, without a trace of suspicion, just full of sunshine and loveliness.



    



    



    



    "Did the child just call me dad?"



    



    



    



    He raised his head and looked ahead. Celeste, with a bewildered expression, glanced back and forth between him and the child.



    



    



    



    "To me?"



    



    



    



    For a moment, silence fell. Amidst the quiet, the adorable cooing of the child echoed repeatedly between the man and woman staring at each other.



    



    



    



    Papa, bubu, baba. Mama. Maa, maa. Paa, pa.



    



    



    



    It wasn't a mistake. The child definitely called him dad. Karl's face stiffened.



    



    



    



    * * *



    



    Tap, tap.



    



    



    



    Thud, tap.



    



    



    



    Inside the temporary tent meeting room set up on the outskirts of Urentum, in the meadows. Every time Karl's fingers tapped on the table, the knights' shoulders twitched, stiffening.



    



    



    



    They were enduring an unusual hardship, trying not to catch the attention of their distracted commander lost in thought.



    



    



    



    The journey to find Viscountess Louisette to the southernmost part of the empire, especially to Urentum, without a moment's rest. In the relentless march that lasted for over a month, the knights began to show signs of weariness little by little.



    



    



    



    When public opinion began to form that it was truly outrageous to harass the empire, which they didn't even know the whereabouts of, just to find one person, Karl decided to give the knights an unexpected break.



    



    



    



    After giving them such an abrupt break, Karl disappeared into solitude, only to return a few hours later, lost in thought.



    



    



    



    He skipped meals and remained silent even to the words of his closest knight, Clovis, for a while. He remained in the same upright posture, tapping on the table, tap, tap, without getting disheveled.



    



    



    



    Due to his meticulous and sensitive nature, the knights speculated whether there was some issue bothering Karl regarding the investigation work, even though he hadn't expressed anything directly.



    



    



    



    It would have been better if he just said what was bothering him.



    



    



    



    Their superior, Duke Albrecht, was not a forgiving person. If anyone seemed displeasing to him for even a moment, their future would be as good as dusted off.



    



    



    



    "Clovis, do you know anything?"



    



    



    



    "Yes."



    



    



    



    "Do you know where he's been?"



    



    



    



    "Yes."



    



    



    



    Even if he knew, he would say he didn't. The knights sighed deeply.



    



    



    



    "Clovis."



    



    



    



    "Yes, Your Grace!"



    



    



    



    Did he hear the submissive tone? Karl, who had been silent, reached out and called Clovis. Clovis, who had been waiting for him to call, immediately sprang up and stood by Karl's side.



    



    



    



    "You called, Your Grace?"



    



    



    



    "Just...now...."



    



    



    



    "Yes?"



    



    



    



    "A baby just starting to walk....how old do you think they are?"



    



    



    



    "....Yes?"



    



    



    



    What a random question. Clovis blinked rapidly.



    



    



    



    On the journey to find the murderer of Marquis Schwaben their commander, who seemed to be deeply troubled by something, suddenly asked such a question about the age of a child who had just started to walk.



    



    



    



    "Are you referring to a child?"



    



    



    



    Clovis's pupils moved around. He was trying to guess the intentions behind Karl's words.



    



    



    



    It was said that nobles were trained from an early age not to reveal their inner thoughts easily, but rather to express emotions or thoughts in a roundabout way.



    



    



    



    But even so, this was too much. What could possibly be the meaning of asking a question related to a child in this situation...?



    



    



    



    "It seemed like they had just started walking. They had to hold onto something to stand up, and if they didn't, they would fall straight down..."



    



    



    



    Karl looked up at Clovis, who was standing next to him. It was a look asking what he would do, rather than a response.



    



    



    



    This doesn't seem like a question intending to express intentions in a roundabout way; it seems like a question asked out of genuine curiosity.



    



    



    



    Clovis's lips twitched as he pondered what to say, unable to formulate a response.



    



    



    



    "You have a nephew who is about that age, don't you, Clovis?"



    



    



    



    "Yes? Yes, Your Grace. My second nephew was born recently and is celebrating his first birthday..."



    



    



    



    "Right, it was an infant of about that age. So, that means they're about one year old."



    



    



    



    Tap, tap. Karl began tapping on the table again, as if he got the answer he wanted.



    



    



    



    'What is he thinking?'



    



    



    



    Clovis anxiously waited for Karl's next words.



    



    



    



    "About one year old... If they're about that age, they should be able to recognize and call their parents, right?"



    



    



    



    "Um...well, it may vary from child to child. It can certainly recognize the mother though.”



    



    



    



    "And the father?"



    



    



    



    "Yes?"



    



    



    



    "The father? If it can recognize the mother for sure, then it should also be able to recognize the father, right?"



    



    



    



    "Well, that's... "



    



    



    



    "If a child has been in this world for a year, they should at least know what they're saying, shouldn't they?"



    



    



    



    Why is His Grace acting like this today? Did he eat something wrong while he was out alone? Clovis found Karl's behavior unfamiliar.



    



    



    



    Rational and competent, Duke Albrecht was known as a cold duke who shed no blood or tears, making him a far cry from anything as cute and endearing as a 'baby.'



    



    



    



    "In any case, that's what I heard."



    



    



    



    "Yes? What did you say, Your Grace?"



    



    



    



    "I clearly said... "



    



    



    



    Knowing it wasn't directed at him, Clovis quietly closed his mouth. Even though he didn't know what was bothering him, it seemed like Duke Albrecht wouldn't be able to have a proper conversation without resolving his inner conflict.



    



    



    



    "I heard it clearly..."



    



    



    



    Even the person standing right next to him wouldn't hear the voice unless they listened carefully. As Clovis pieced together Karl's muttered words, he made his own guesses.



    



    



    



    "...called me dad."



    



    



    



    Dad? He definitely said 'dad' just now.



    



    



    



    Child, 1 year old, parents, dad. When Clovis roughly combined the murmured words, these were the key terms. Well, gathering them like this didn't provide much more insight.



    



    



    



    "Clovis."



    



    



    



    "Yes, Your Grace."



    



    



    



    "If... "



    



    



    



    "Yes, please go on."



    



    



    



    "If a woman reunites with someone after 2 years and appears with a child..."



    



    



    



    "Yes?"



    



    



    



    "But if that child calls me dad..."



    



    



    



    "...."



    



    



    



    A short sigh brushed Karl's lips. At that moment, Clovis blinked several times, unsure.



    



    



    



    "What would you do in that situation?"



    



    



    



    "......?"



    



    



    



    The elite knights of the Royal Palace who rushed to the southern end of the empire to find Viscountess Louisette, the Alpha Investigation Unit, and Clovis, the leader of Alpha and the right-hand man of the commander of the knights, Duke Albrecht. After seven years of serving as the assistant to his superior, Duke Albrecht, facing the most difficult question.



    



    



    



    No matter how difficult and challenging the case, it never felt as sudden and daunting. Not knowing where to start, Clovis, who could only roll his eyes around, finally opened his mouth slowly.



    



    



    



    "Who... brought the child... Your Grace...?"



    



    



    



    "...."



    



    



    



    This time, Karl's silence.



    



    



    



    "And that child... calling you dad...?"



    



    



    



    Still no answer to Clovis's question, despite Karl's throwing of unanswered questions.



    



    



    



    "Were there enough suspicious circumstances to warrant doubt? In the past...?"



    



    



    



    Silence is an affirmation. Understanding from the uneasy expression on Karl's face, Clovis straightened his bent back with determination.



    



    



    



    What to do, how to handle this?



    



    



    



    The answer is clear.



    



    



    



    
      "You have to take responsibility, Your Grace!"
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    "What?"



    



     



    



    Like a deflating balloon, a perplexed laugh escaped Karl's lips. Responsibility?



    



     



    



    "When I consider everything you've just said, it seems like that's the only advice I can offer."



    



     



    



    "Responsibility?"



    



     



    



    For the first time, Karl shifted his posture completely towards Clovis. There was a hint of displeasure on his face.



    



     



    



    "I simply... because a woman with suspicious circumstances appears with a child calling you dad."



    



     



    



    "Isn't that a bit of a stretch? Why is your speech so erratic?"



    



     



    



    Wasn't he asking a question with a predetermined answer? If there was such a woman in question, and she appeared with a child calling him dad?



    



     



    



    Even though it was always difficult to read his superior's thoughts, today it seemed particularly challenging. Just as he was about to respond, Karl interrupted Clovis's words.



    



     



    



    "And above all..."



    



     



    



    "Above all?"



    



     



    



    "That woman is publicly known to have a lover."



    



     



    



    "Yes? You mean, a woman with a known lover and such... events...?"



    



     



    



    A brief expression of astonishment flashed in Clovis's eyes, who usually regarded his superior with reverence.



    



     



    



    Has he ever seen this bold Duke like this? He thought the Duke was as cold as stone towards women, but now... dealing with a woman with a lover? Such thoughts flickered across his face and disappeared.



    



     



    



    Though brief, Karl didn't miss the momentary change in Clovis's expression.



    



     



    



    "Why are you looking at me like that?"



    



     



    



    "What do you mean?"



    



     



    



    "Your usual reverent gaze towards me seems distant."



    



     



    



    "That can't be. Your Grace, you've always been an object of reverence to me."



    



     



    



    "You're still a terrible liar."



    



     



    



    What seemed like a serious conversation turned into light banter. Even the knights who had been tense at Karl’s serious expression relaxed a little now.



    



     



    



    Perhaps there was a big problem at hand, but seeing them bantering like this made it seem like something they didn't need to worry about too much.



    



     



    



    "So, who is it?"



    



     



    



    Since the moment the word 'woman' came out of Karl's mouth, Clovis had been eager to ask this question. Lowering his voice to a level that wouldn't be heard by the knights standing apart, Clovis asked the most crucial question.



    



     



    



    So, who is this extraordinary woman who has captured the iron-hearted Duke? Clovis's eyes blazed with curiosity.



    



     



    



    There was a reason why Clovis was asking with such intensity.



    



     



    



    Karl was a man who seemed to have little interest in women. He hadn't even taken a common lover, let alone allowed any scandals, unlike other noble gentlemen of similar age.



    



     



    



    Perfect looks, noble lineage, and lofty reputation and status.



    



     



    



    This perfect Duke lacked nothing, or rather, had so much that he overflowed with it. Clovis simply couldn't understand why this perfect Duke, who had everything, would be unable to look at a woman.



    



     



    



    Not only Clovis, but many members of the imperial court, including those who serve Duke Albrecht, began to create strange rumors about Karl.



    



     



    



    They questioned if there was something wrong with him, a man in the prime of his life who showed no interest in women.



    



     



    



    Even Duke Toskur, often mentioned as Karl's rival, was no different. Both men were of similar age and rank in the imperial hierarchy, often compared in various aspects. They were so similar that it was impossible to determine who was superior, except in one aspect— their attitudes towards romantic relationships.



    



     



    



    One was a man who showed no interest in women whatsoever, while the other was like an open revolving door, welcoming women without any barriers.



    



     



    



    The latter wasn't very nice either, but if you had to choose, it was better than the former.



    



     



    



    It was better to have a lot of offspring than to have the imperial family line broken. Even if they were half-brothers.



    



     



    



    "What? You're not going to tell me?"



    



     



    



    Silence. Karl's lips firmly sealed shut again. It was quite serious, indicating that this wasn't just a joke. Clovis, who had been half expecting playful banter, also found his mouth unconsciously tightening.



    



     



    



    Karl and women. The most mismatched pair of words imaginable.



    



     



    



    This wasn't a laughing matter. As Karl's aide, Clovis couldn't simply overlook this. The original purpose, such as investigating the murder of Marquis Schwaben, had long been forgotten.



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



    I offer him an apple, and he falls silent as if he's been crying for home. I've heard it said before that she won't eat milk or baby food if she eats this sweet fruit first, but I can't help it.



    



     



    



    "Why do you let anyone in so easily?"



    



     



    



    Hannah's displeased voice echoed loudly.



    



     



    



    "Sorry, sweetheart."



    



     



    



    In pretended, half-hearted sincerity, I focused my attention on Valerie.



    



     



    



    "It's fortunate that I returned just in time. Oh, I made a mistake; you almost ended up being wrongly accused and dragged off to jail."



    



     



    



    "Surely not on purpose?"



    



     



    



    "Of course not, Duke Albrecht himself told me so, that he suspects you of the murder of Marquis Schwaben"



    



     



    



    "But..."



    



     



    



    Hannah's discontented footsteps approached, and with a thump, she loudly snatched the apple from Valerie's hand.



    



     



    



    Valerie, having her snack stolen, began to pout, her lips trembling as if she were about to burst into tears, but she soon burst into laughter at the sight of the milk bottle being snatched back.



    



     



    



    "I'm glad he's gone quietly now, but he'll be back tomorrow, I'm sure."



    



     



    



    "Most likely...?"



    



     



    



    The man's identity was indeed the protagonist of the novel, Duke Albrecht. Hannah had just returned after running errands, and when she saw the man, she knelt down and called him "Your Grace," how surprised she must have been.



    



     



    



    Hannah was a member of the Countess de Louisette's family and one of Celeste's closest confidants.



    



     



    



    An aide-de-camp, lawyer, and ace in the hole, she had followed me down here to Urentum when I tried to sneak out of the capital on the pretext of recuperating from my possession.



    



     



    



    There was nothing I could do to stop her as she packed up her tools of self-defense, arguing that it made no sense to send the heir to the earldom alone.



    



     



    



    In truth, it was her company that got us here safely. Hannah was so strong that most men couldn't even square their shoulders in front of her.



    



     



    



    Moreover, Hannah was the eldest daughter of a respectable artist, raised as the protector of her nine-year-old brother.



    



     



    



    In other words, she was highly knowledgeable in law and common sense, had excellent martial arts skills to directly guard the Viscount, and even knew how to take care of a child. She was not only the most needed person to me right now, but also the best ally I could have asked for.



    



     



    



    Thanks to her, I was able to adapt and survive in this world depicted in the book.



    



     



    



    Besides, without Hannah, I wouldn't have been able to spend a single day with Valerie. Imagine my relief when Hannah returned five days ago after being gone for two weeks to attend the Count's capital.......



    



     



    



    〈Waaah!〉



    



     



    



    〈Oh, miss. No, my lady...〉



    



     



    



    〈Hannah! The baby keeps crying, what should I do?〉



    



     



    



    Thinking back to that chaotic day made me dizzy.



    



     



    



    Anyway, Hannah, who had taken it upon herself, had stopped commuting at regular hours since that day, practically staying here with Valerie and me, taking care of us.



    



     



    



    "By the way, what's the matter, really? What happened to that duke?"



    



     



    



    "That's what I'm saying."



    



     



    



    When I read the novel, I thought Celeste was the real culprit because she was described as being executed for the murder of Marquis Schwaben.



    



     



    



    But now, Celeste is gone, and I haven't harmed anyone. Still, if the Marquis is dead, doesn't it mean there's another 'real' culprit?



    



     



    



    "Don't worry too much. Even if His Grace decides to mobilize the investigators and return tomorrow, I, as the Viscountess lawyer, will ensure that he doesn't take our Viscountess away arbitrarily. Just like today."



    



     



    



    I nodded. Valerie, who had shouted "Papa!" while clinging to Karl, acted so familiarly as if he could really be her father, and Karl looked at me with a bewildered expression, about to say something.



    



     



    



    But thanks to Hannah entering the room at that moment, I didn't hear what he wanted to say.



    



     



    



    "Detective Alfonso's still off the hook today, isn't he?"



    



     



    



    "Yes. I opened the door for the Duke because I thought he was the detective."



    



     



    



    "He said he'd find it quickly and even added extra money for it."



    



     



    



    "That's right."



    



     



    



    "When I went to the office today, it was empty. Could it be that they took the money and ran? You should never pay upfront to people like that. You always have to pay half upfront and half afterward so they don't run away."



    



     



    



    Crackle. The veins in Hannah's tightly clenched fist bulged. It was a fearsome fist to behold. Somehow, the detective felt sorry for him.



    



     



    



    
      "His Grace will probably come back tomorrow with the warrant he forgot to bring. Of course, he won't come alone, and today was just a preliminary visit, but next time, he'll come with the Imperial Investigative Division. If there's a warrant with the Emperor's seal on it, you have to go with the Investigative Division without question."
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    "Even though I haven't done anything?"



    



     



    



    "I know best that the Viscountess is not the culprit, and you were down here with me long before the Marquis of Swabia was murdered, so don't worry. Even if you were taken away, I'll testify as a witness that you are innocent, by the way."



    



     



    



    "By the way?"



    



     



    



    As Hannah spoke, her gaze shifted to Valerie.



    



     



    



    "...Miss Valerie, is she not your father's daughter?"



    



     



    



    "Who?"



    



     



    



    "His Grace."



    



     



    



    "What...?"



    



     



    



    "Actually, I can't tell you how surprised I was to see Miss Valerie at Your Grace’s feet earlier, the two look exactly alike."



    



     



    



    "Is that so?"



    



     



    



    It wasn't just my imagination.



    



    "......."



    



     



    



    "Why are you staring like that?"



    



     



    



    "Are you sure you don't remember?"



    



     



    



    "Remember what?”



    



     



    



    "No, because the mother doesn't remember the biological father."



    



     



    



    "......I wish I could remember, I really do."



    



     



    



    A memory before I became Celeste. If only I could remember that, this would all make sense.



    



     



    



    "Hold still, Viscountess."



    



     



    



    "What?"



    



     



    



    "Wouldn't it be better to ask your father if your mother doesn't know?"



    



     



    



    "......Huh?"



    



     



    



    "Haven't you noticed, Viscountess? The Duke's gaze toward you and Miss Valerie wasn't quite normal."



    



     



    



    "What..."



    



     



    



    "I've learned something while marrying off my little sister at the age of five. It's like a sixth sense, feeling the sinister aura from those who come to take away my precious treasures."



    



     



    



    "...Huh?"



    



     



    



    "As I speak, I become more suspicious. Why did His Grace personally come all the way here? Even if it's under the Emperor's orders to find the murderer of Marquis Schwaben, there's no way the next in line to the throne would travel this far out into the countryside, when he could have had his knights or investigators under him do the job."



    



     



    



    Hannah was evolving her thoughts alone.



    



     



    



    "It's clear, Marquis. If His Grace comes again tomorrow, I'll find out about the past between you and him."



    



     



    



    Her pupils seemed a bit off.



    



     



    



    Based on past experience, when Hannah had this look in her eyes, nothing anyone said would get through to her.



    



     



    



    This is serious.



    



     



    



    * * *



    



     



    



    Predictions inevitably become reality.



    



     



    



    I alternated my gaze between the woman next to me and the man opposite. The tense standoff had been going on for an hour.



    



     



    



    "Sigh..."



    



     



    



    Karl and I, along with our spokespersons, sat facing each other again at the same table as yesterday. Our side had, at most, just Hannah and me, while their side seemed to have at least a dozen.



    



     



    



    One, two, three, four... silently counting the knights, I hastily averted my gaze when Karl and I made eye contact. I couldn't understand why my heart felt so uneasy every time our eyes met.



    



     



    



    As soon as the day broke, Duke Albrecht, accompanied by his knights, stormed back into the house. With a single gesture, he nullified all the defenses and arguments that Hannah and I had prepared. How could he do such a thing?



    



     



    



    "I'll say it again, this is a warrant stamped with the Emperor's seal."



    



     



    



    Yes, that warrant! That was the reason. That warrant, stamped with the Emperor's seal, was enough to shut down any argument, turning Hannah, the brilliant lawyer, into a powerless spectator.



    



     



    



    There was nothing left but testimonies from those around me to prove my presence in Urentum during the time of Marquis Schwaben's murder. Therefore, even the claim of having the right to refuse compulsory summons lost its weight.



    



     



    



    But Hannah was still holding her ground.



    



     



    



    "If you do not willingly comply with the investigation by the investigative team, we also have the authority to carry out compulsory execution."



    



     



    



    A large man, standing next to Karl with an expression as cold as stone, extended the warrant towards us. What was his name again?



    



     



    



    "The investigation must proceed as quickly as possible, given the seriousness of the matter. That's why the warrant, stamped with the Emperor's seal, was issued, isn't it?"



    



     



    



    "We're not refusing to cooperate with the investigation. We simply wish to negotiate the date and location..."



    



     



    



    "Given the nature of the case, it is necessary to proceed with the investigation as soon as possible. Hence, the warrant was stamped with the Emperor's seal."



    



     



    



    "So you shouldn't rush things. You should conduct the investigation with caution and thoroughness, considering the gravity of the matter."



    



     



    



    Well done, Hannah.



    



     



    



    In the midst of the heated debate between the two representatives of each faction, Karl remained silent, observing the situation. What was he thinking? His brow furrowed deeply.



    



     



    



    "......When did you get married?"



    



     



    



    The question, barely audible, seemed out of place.



    



     



    



    "Pardon?"



    



     



    



    It was a small voice, but it was enough to stop both Hannah and the man in their tracks. Everyone's attention shifted towards us, following the unexpected question about marriage.



    



     



    



    "I don't think there has ever been news of a marriage from Viscountess Louisette."



    



     



    



    The question, aimed at Valérie, was intended to be about her. 



    



     



    



    It was an unkind question, cutting to the chase without any preamble. The real intent behind it was clear to me.



    



     



    



    No, wait. Our perceptive Hannah... She also started sending me signals, indicating she had caught on to Karl’s intentions.



    



     



    



    Discussing personal matters like marriage at a gathering to debate the Emperor's decree seemed odd, especially considering the private nature of the topic. It would be seen by the knights, who knew nothing of the child, as a personal agenda creeping into their public duty.



    



     



    



    Regardless of the intent, Karl’s attention was solely focused on my lips, waiting eagerly for my response, as if the answer lay solely in my words.



    



     



    



    "Ababua."



    



     



    



    The attention of the knights, who had gathered around me, was suddenly diverted.



    



     



    



    "Abababa."



    



     



    



    Hannah quickly got up from her seat, and behind her, the eyes of a curious child, barely able to reach an adult's knees, clung to the door frame with pudgy hands, looking puzzled.



    



     



    



    It seemed that Valérie, awakened from her sleep, had ventured out of the guest room on the ground floor, where she had been laid to rest on a cot.



    



     



    



    I left the door to her room slightly ajar to avoid startling her, but she got up without looking for her mother and walked toward the sound with wobbly steps.



    



     



    



    As the door swung open with a creak, Valérie's full figure was revealed. At that moment, someone gasped audibly, inhaling sharply. It was probably one of Karl’s knights.



    



     



    



    "Ah, when did you wake up? You didn't even cry. Oh, you're so sweet."



    



     



    



    Hannah rushed to the guest room and swiftly scooped up the child in her arms. The sight of Valerie's face against Hannah's sturdy bicep was reassuring.



    



     



    



    "I-I'm sorry. I couldn't leave Valerie alone."



    



     



    



    Holding the child, Hannah returned to the table and sat down. The knights maintained their silence, but the atmosphere around them had changed. Their eyes, tinged with slight confusion, darted back and forth between Valerie and me.



    



     



    



    Oh, yes. Mother and daughter, obviously.



    



     



    



    They wouldn't entertain any other possibilities, especially with our matching purple hair. Purple was the symbol of the Viscountess Louisette.



    



     



    



    As the knights processed these thoughts, their confusion and bewilderment deepened, spreading slowly through the air.



    



     



    



    "Baba, papa, daddy."



    



     



    



    Valerie began reaching out and babbling. Her hand pointed diagonally across the table, toward where Karl was seated.



    



     



    



    From a group assembled to arrest a suspect, suddenly appeared the child of an unmarried suspect. It was truly unexpected.



    



     



    



    Moreover, the baby was calling someone unexpected "daddy." It was addressing someone who looked just like them—their superior. The knights exchanged perplexed glances.



    



     



    



    During this awkward and confusing silence, there was a sudden knock.



    



     



    



    "Are you there, madam?"



    



     



    



    Someone had arrived.



    



     



    



    "Madam!"



    



     



    



    It was the detective, of all people, at this moment.



    



     



    



    With the sound of knocking on the door, Karl’s movements momentarily froze. Amidst the dilemma of whether to go and open the door or to sit quietly and ignore it, a grim shadow fell over Karl’s face.



    



     



    



    Of course, I couldn't fathom the reason for his anger, so I simply assumed that Karl's furious expression was merely instinctual caution towards a stranger.



    



     



    



    "Madam! It's me!"



    



     



    



    As I glanced at Karl, pondering my next move, the detective continued knocking persistently. Pretending not to be home seemed futile. It would be better to open the door and send him away for now.



    



     



    



    Perhaps sensing my thoughts, Hannah nodded and rose from her seat. I reached out and handed Valerie over to her.



    



     



    



    "The child... Is she calling you 'dad'?"



    



     



    



    "Pardon?"



    



     



    



    
      Karl muttered something, but I couldn't quite catch it. Nonetheless, he remained silent, keeping his mouth shut.
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    Hannah was about to open the door but was stopped, and two of Karl’s knights went outside. Then, there was a rush of noise from beyond the door, as if something was tumbling down—sounds like clatter, thuds, and bumps.



    



     



    



    After a few moments, the door opened slowly. Peering anxiously at the opening door, it was Detective Alfonso who revealed himself, brought in by force.



    



     



    



    "Identify yourself."



    



     



    



    "W-Who are you to ask such a thing?"



    



     



    



    Dragged inside and forced to kneel in front of Karl, the detective stammered, "W-Who are you..."



    



     



    



    Then, one of the knights beside him drew his pistol and aimed it. Not only the detective but everyone was taken aback by the sudden threat.



    



     



    



    "Geez, what's with pulling out a gun?"



    



     



    



    "State your name and identity."



    



     



    



    "W-Why are you... Why? Isn't this Madam Rebecca's house?"



    



     



    



    "Madam Rebecca."



    



     



    



    Madam Rebecca— the alias I had used since hiding in Urentum. But more importantly, the knight's gun was too close to Valerie. I discreetly moved away from the knight while still holding Valerie.



    



     



    



    "Lower your gun."



    



     



    



    Karl raised his hand to restrain the knight. At his command, the knight immediately lowered his gun, tucking it behind his back.



    



     



    



    "Are you the Madame Rebecca he's looking for?"



    



     



    



    "Uh, um..."



    



     



    



    As I hesitated on how to respond, the detective, who recognized me, interjected confidently.



    



     



    



    "Yes, Madam Rebecca. I'm here just to provide answers regarding the matter madam commissioned me for."



    



     



    



    That rascal. What kind of detective talks so loosely? Aren't detectives supposed to be discreet about their clients and the cases they're working on?



    



     



    



    Facing a slight threat, he spilled the details of the commission without hesitation, and with that, any remaining trust in him quickly dissipated.



    



     



    



    "Da-da, papa-ba."



    



     



    



    Valerie's whining, which had momentarily paused due to the arrival of strangers, started again. Oblivious to the severity of the situation, she giggled and grabbed my hair, then suddenly began sucking on it.



    



     



    



    "Daddy, daddy."



    



     



    



    And now, she started reaching out to Karl, calling for him. Just like yesterday, she called out "daddy" while reaching for him.



    



     



    



    The poker face of the large man, who seemed to be Karl’s closest aide, finally cracked. His furrowed brow conveyed how bewildering the situation was.



    



     



    



    The knights' gazes shifted between Valerie, Karl, and then to me.



    



     



    



    Those alternating glances felt uncomfortable for some reason... No, it's not what you're thinking...! I feel unjustly accused!



    



     



    



    The atmosphere became strange. No one spoke up to ask what was going on, making the situation even more unfair.



    



     



    



    The outcry of injustice in my heart was drowned in silence. One of the knights hurried to the door and closed it.



    



     



    



    ---



    



     



    



    After a period of bewilderment, Karl was the first to break the silence.



    



     



    



    "...So someone left the child in front of the house?"



    



     



    



    "Yes, that's correct."



    



     



    



    Karl sighed, as if exasperated.



    



     



    



    "And you tried to find the child's identity and parents through the detective?"



    



     



    



    "That's right."



    



     



    



    "Wouldn't it be more appropriate to go directly to the authorities?"



    



     



    



    "I didn't— I mean, I couldn't. Why would I hide in this rural area and even use an alias?"



    



     



    



    "Exactly. Why did you run away and hide here?"



    



     



    



    Uh-oh.



    



     



    



    I was speechless. The more I tried to explain, the deeper I dug my own grave.



    



     



    



    Hannah quickly moved her hand under the table and poked my thigh, signaling me to keep quiet unless necessary.



    



     



    



    "So, do you really not know anything about this child? This... baby."



    



     



    



    "Well..."



    



     



    



    "That child is Madam Valerie's child!"



    



     



    



    That rascal, again, without a clue!



    



     



    



    Just as Hannah tried to explain or perhaps make excuses, the oblivious detective's outburst cut her off. Despite my attempts to glare at the detective, his gaze remained fixed on Karl and the knights.



    



     



    



    It seemed like he sensed that these men were the ones holding the power here, not me. I thought he was clueless, but it turned out to be the opposite...



    



     



    



    "The first day she came to me with the child, I confirmed the paternity of the child with Madame Rebecca. The child is indeed Madame Rebecca's."



    



     



    



    In the end, everyone knew that this baby was Celeste's daughter. Once again, the knights' gazes shifted to me after the detective's revelation.



    



     



    



    Ugh, this is driving me crazy. I let out a deep sigh.



    



     



    



    Since Valerie started calling Karl "daddy," the atmosphere inside the hall had become unsettled.



    



     



    



    Without saying much, Karl began interrogating the detective. Although I pretended to be disinterested, I could sense all the knights' attention was focused on me.



    



     



    



    Karl’s expression wavered, as if he was angry, surprised, or feeling an inexplicable discomfort. But soon, any hint of displeasure vanished behind his poker face.



    



     



    



    "How did you find out?"



    



     



    



    "Well, you see..."



    



     



    



    As if asking for permission to speak, the detective squirmed, but before he could say anything, the brown-haired knight approached and untied the detective's hands. Although it was just a moment, the bound arms looked stiff as the detective winced and then slipped his hands into his pockets.



    



     



    



    Then, he pulled out a long glass vial. It looked exactly like the one he had shown me a week ago, claiming it could determine the child's parentage by observing changes in the blood when a drop of it is mixed.



    



     



    



    "What's this?"



    



     



    



    "It's a potion that helps identify parentage. By dripping blood and observing color changes, we can determine if there's a biological relationship."



    



     



    



    "Magic potions are prohibited for personal use. How could you have it? You're not affiliated with the Ministry of Law, so how?"



    



     



    



    "Well, you see, it's just that... It's difficult to regulate personal belongings in such a rural area..."



    



     



    



    Is that detective for real? Doesn't he realize that saying such things might incriminate himself?



    



     



    



    With each word, my trust in the detective diminished.



    



     



    



    Hannah shook her head vigorously, clearly exasperated by the detective's increasingly questionable behavior. Karl let out an incredulous sigh.



    



     



    



    "You're brazenly admitting to committing an illegal act under the premise that you took advantage of lax security. You dare to challenge the royal knights and commit a crime in front of them."



    



     



    



    "What? The royal knights?"



    



     



    



    His eyes widened more than before. With a horrified look, the detective finally noticed the golden insignias on the knights' shoulders and chest. He quickly bowed his head as if he realized he was disrespecting them.



    



     



    



    "N-no! No, it's not! This potion has been in our house long before it was banned by the law. I didn't defy the royal law or commit any illegal acts!"



    



     



    



    Upon hearing "royal knights" from Karl, the detective turned pale and banged his head on the ground.



    



     



    



    How can such an inexperienced detective handle this job? His face turned blue for a moment, then he trembled and shivered, even shaking his hands. Watching him, I couldn't help but feel a pang of sympathy.



    



     



    



    "From now on, Viscountess Louisette. I'm going to need to hear this from you."



    



     



    



    "What? Me, me?"



    



     



    



    Why is the spotlight suddenly back on me again? I blinked in surprise at the sudden surge of attention, feeling flustered. While inwardly cursing, I glanced at the detective, who seemed to have drawn everyone's focus back to me.



    



     



    



    "What explanation......."



    



     



    



    "The sudden reason for leaving the capital and hiding in the urentum. And how can you prove that if it's been over six months since you arrived here, that you didn't murder Marquis Schwaben, as you claim. And..."



    



     



    



    I didn't need to hear the next question to know what it was about. Since Karl’s gaze was pointedly on Valerie.



    



     



    



    "And about that child."



    



     



    



    As expected. The first two questions felt like mere smoke screens. What he truly wanted to know seemed to be the last question. But what should I say? I bit my lip in frustration at the sudden surge of attention.



    



     



    



    I'm not from around here. In fact, I just found myself inside the novel I was reading, and that's why I fled here after fearing I might be executed following the Marquis’ death. As for Celeste, I don't know why, when, where, or with whom she had the child because it's not in the book. Should I tell the truth like that? ...If I do, they'll probably think I'm insane.



    



     



    



    "I don't know either. That's all I can say," I replied, feeling the pressure of the situation.



    



     



    



    One of Karl's eyebrows rose, his expression clearly asking what nonsense I was talking about.



    



     



    



    "Well, um. You see, uh... I..." 



    



     



    



    
      I needed to think. I had to come up with something, anything, a plausible excuse to get through this situation!
    

  
    Chapter 10 



    



    "Th-there's been an accident!"



    



     



    



    It was a sudden outburst. Before my mind could even catch up, my mouth began to improvise to navigate the crisis. Ah, I don't know. Let's just babble and see.



    



     



    



    "An accident? What accident are you talking about?"



    



     



    



    "Well, um. It was a carriage, a carriage accident. I fell from the carriage..."



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    Karl's eyes narrowed. I could tell by the look in his eyes that he was going to see where this was going.



    



     



    



    "I hit my head a bit. I'm... I'm having trouble remembering..."



    



     



    



    "You lost your memory? Because of hitting your head?"



    



     



    



    "Yes, exactly."



    



     



    



    A classic drama plot, an accident and amnesia. I must have reached the limit of my improvisational skills by now.



    



     



    



    "So, I lost my previous memories. And I still have lingering effects from the accident, so I came here quietly to recuperate. But suddenly, someone brought a child and claimed it was mine... I didn't know what was happening, so the best I could do was to call a detective. That's roughly the situation."



    



     



    



    "Hah. And you expect us to believe that now?"



    



     



    



    "Even if you don't believe it, there's nothing I can do. Because that's the truth."



    



     



    



    What if you don't believe it? If I claim ignorance and can't even ask a baby, "Am I your mother? Who is your father?" 



    



     



    



    I glanced at Hannah beside me. Hannah sent me a look that said, 'Well done, my lady!'



    



     



    



    Karl, still seated, only moved his eyes to look at the child in my arms. Nestled in the warmth of my embrace, it seemed the child was dozing off again, making gentle cooing sounds. It was a typical behavior when feeling sleepy.



    



     



    



    Yes, sleep, sleep. Sleeping helps.



    



     



    



    I handed Valerie back to Hannah and asked her to put the child back to bed.



    



     



    



    As Hannah tried to put the child to sleep by patting her back, Karl spoke up, rising from his seat.



    



     



    



    "We need to verify this."



    



     



    



    As Karl stood up, I raised my head and noticed the knights' eyes fixed on my face.



    



     



    



    "What? What is it? Why are you guys staring at ......?"



    



     



    



    This time, the knights' gazes flicked to the potion on the table, then back to my face.



    



     



    



    Finally, I understood. Ah, so that's it. They want to use that potion to directly verify if Valerie is Celeste's daughter?



    



     



    



    "We need to determine if the Viscountess is lying or not."



    



     



    



    I had to watch as the knights swiftly pinned one of the detective's arms to the table and aimed a knife at him.



    



     



    



    What's going on? Why a detective for testing our blood relations...



    



     



    



    Unable to understand their actions, I blinked, then suddenly realized.



    



     



    



    Karl clearly suspected something between me and the detective.



    



     



    



    The potion test required a blood sample from the test subject. Their current actions were to obtain that blood.



    



     



    



    A short groan escaped the detective's lips as he was held firmly by the knights, unable to move. Red droplets of blood began to form on his hand.



    



     



    



    Did they really need to resort to using a knife?



    



     



    



    The detective's previous action of extracting a drop of blood from me with a needle had been rather gentle. Seeing him now, struggling and whimpering with unnecessary wounds, I couldn't help but think that.



    



     



    



    As a crimson drop of liquid fell onto the clear potion, the knights' eyes moved again. There were three vials of potion on the table. All of them were confiscated from the detective.



    



     



    



    Why does that detective carry around multiple vials of potions like that? The more I knew, the stranger he seemed.



    



     



    



    "Bring the child here."



    



     



    



    "Oh, no, wait..."



    



     



    



    As the man's command fell with terrifying finality, the knights surrounding us immediately closed in on Hannah. They snatched the child away and forcibly pressed down her arms and shoulders, immobilizing her.



    



     



    



    The child was transferred to the arms of the tallest knight, who seemed to be the lieutenant of Karl's retinue. Unlike the other knights, he wore a red emblem on his chest, presumably indicating he was some sort of deputy commander within the knights' order.



    



     



    



    In any case, the large knight with a sharp, almost chilling gaze skillfully lifted the child into his embrace. It was somewhat unexpected.



    



     



    



    ""Abubu."



    



     



    



    Although his face was mostly obscured, the child seemed to take a liking to the emblem on his uniform. She eagerly grabbed at it, making joyful noises and playing with the emblem without pause.



    



     



    



    "Anyone is good as long as you give them a ...... hug."



    



     



    



    As a strange sense of betrayal began to creep in, I snapped back to attention at the knight's voice, delivered devoid of any emotion, almost as if reading from a textbook.



    



     



    



    "Now, we need to extract a drop of the child's blood."



    



     



    



    Even adults find it uncomfortable and painful when pricked by a needle, yet they were about to do it to that tiny baby?



    



     



    



    Karl nodded in agreement to the knight's words. It meant he allowed it.



    



     



    



    Were all the men here sociopaths? The sight of them approaching the tiny child, ready to extract a drop of blood without even batting an eye, was chilling.



    



     



    



    But there was nothing I could do. We were outnumbered, and all of them were knights, with a considerable difference in strength. I had no means to resist such a display of power.



    



     



    



    But I couldn't just stand by.



    



     



    



    "Why are you poking a needle into that tiny hand?"



    



     



    



    "Yes, please refrain from touching Miss Valerie's body recklessly!"



    



     



    



    I protested, and Hannah joined in, but the knight simply glanced at Hannah before continuing his actions.



    



     



    



    I looked at Karl, as if asking him to intervene, but Karl remained impassive. He just stood there, arms crossed, staring down at me in a stoic manner.



    



     



    



    Unaware of the impending pain, the child remained cheerful.



    



     



    



    One man, who had wiped the needle tip with a handkerchief, took the child's hand in his grasp. Annoyed by the interruption, the child squirmed and began to whimper.



    



     



    



    "Waaah, waaah!"



    



     



    



    As the needle grazed the child's tiny fingertip, followed by tears streaming down her flushed cheeks, her cheerful laughter disappeared in an instant. Tears dripped onto her red face.



    



     



    



    Her hand was small, but the drop of blood wasn't insignificant. When it didn't seem enough to drop onto the potion, the knight forcefully squeezed her finger to produce more blood.



    



     



    



    The cries of pain from the child struck my heart like arrows.



    



     



    



    I remembered his face. Let's see. Glaring at the knight who made Valerie cry, I silently vowed futile vengeance.



    



     



    



    "These sociopaths..."



    



     



    



    "Here, take her back."



    



     



    



    After finishing their task, the knights returned the child to me. Valerie, still startled by the sharp pain, didn't calm down easily.



    



     



    



    "There, there. Good girl, it's okay. It's okay."



    



     



    



    Despite my attempts to comfort her while holding her close, she continued to cry loudly. She, who usually played so happily, was now crying so bitterly. It infuriated me to see her crying like this.



    



     



    



    Unable to contain my frustration, I cradled Valerie and tried to soothe her, but she kept crying loudly. How could those people act so indifferent when she was crying so sorrowfully?



    



     



    



    With a heavy heart, I held Valerie, comforting her as she wept.



    



    "Is it just a matter of waiting now?"



    



     



    



    "Since we've added two drops of blood, all you need to do is let the potion swirl well for a few minutes."



    



     



    



    The knight swirled the vial a few times and carefully placed it back on the table.



    



     



    



    "If the blood spreads and the potion turns red, it means the two blood samples are unrelated."



    



     



    



    "And if they are related?"



    



     



    



    "They'll be absorbed and the potion will turn transparent."



    



     



    



    "So if it turns red, it's not blood related. If it turns transparent, it is blood related."



    



     



    



    "That's right."



    



     



    



    The man took out a pocket watch from his pocket and placed it next to the potion bottle.



    



     



    



    Tick. Tock. The sound of the second hand ticking filled the air.



    



     



    



    I wasn't the only one here with a complex mindset. No matter how tangled the original story was, there was no way the rural village detective and Celeste could have had any connection. After all, she was portrayed as a serious-minded aristocrat in the novel.



    



     



    



    So the most likely match here is Duke Albrecht. An unnecessarily, overly handsome leading man.



    



     



    



    Tick. Tock.



    



     



    



    Everyone held their breath, watching the potion for any change. It was so quiet that I briefly forgot about the magical stones I had hidden on the ground floor.



    



     



    



    Among the four magical stones hidden, the closest one was... right under the pillar behind where the knights were standing.



    



     



    



    Was now the time to use those magical stones to escape, or was it not yet the right moment to gauge? The potion mixed with the blood of the detective and Valery turned red.



    



     



    



    "The color of the potion has changed."



    



     



    



    
      Of course. Of course. How could you ever suspect anything between the detective and Celeste. What was the spell that activated the magic stone, anyway?
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