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Chapter 1 Rose Cigar 
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The sun rises over Kurfürstendamm—this is a truth unquestioned by all within the Empire.

Kurfürstendamm lies at the heart of Mourwood’s central district, the most splendid street in the Imperial Capital. Castle Theater, Imperial University, the Municipal Museum, the Classical Observatory—here, from Gothic grandeur to Baroque elegance, the Empire’s most poetic architectural treasures converge. Atop the tallest bell tower stands a statue of the New God, the right hand extended eastward, its forefinger wrought of pure gold; on each Sacred Alignment Day, the first ray of dawn is born between the god’s fingers.

It is now the Beginning of Summer; the sun’s rising angle is still seven degrees shy of sacred alignment. The bell tower has just tolled seven times, and Kurfürstendamm’s most celebrated Zharra Café has already opened its doors, the scent of the first batch of charcoal-baked bread drifting over the coal fires.

Morning has come to the Imperial Capital.

“You haven’t been back to Mourwood in five years.” The black-haired young man took the seat by the window, accepting the menu handed to him by the waiter. “Five years ago, white coffee had just become fashionable in the city. I remember it all began here, at the Zharra Café.”

He set the menu aside and looked at the waiter. “Can one still order it now？”

The waiter offered a polite, regretful smile. “I’m sorry, sir. We stopped serving white coffee two years ago.”

“Then bring me a pot of tea,” the young man said, unfazed, producing a small paper packet from the inner lining of his coat—inside, his own tea leaves. “The water should be seventy percent hot, no sugar.”

He glanced across the table. “And you？ After all this time away—fancy a coffee？”

The man on the other side set down his pen. “A bucket of ice, if you please.”

“Still drinking ice water？ All these years and you’re exactly the same.” The dark-haired youth shrugged. “Fair enough.” He tapped the menu, adding, “Four baskets of charcoal-grilled bread, and ten eggs—half boiled, half raw.”

Once the waiter had stepped away, Alejandro Gallegos stretched lazily, a smile playing at his lips. “I can never stomach Mourwood’s local fare. If it weren’t for seeing you, my first basket of shrimp dumplings would already be steaming on the stove at this hour... So, tell me—what’s the matter？”

Tristan looked at him evenly. “The model you found for me isn’t suitable.”

“Not suitable again？” Alejandro Gallegos chuckled. “My dear sir, I’ve practically combed all of Mourwood for you. The one I introduced last time was none other than the personal muse of Master Devin—why, even the new Sacred Temple’s statue of the Holy Maiden was modelled after her...”

“In the end, a holy maiden is still human,” Tristan interrupted. “What I wish to paint is God.”

“Careful with that kind of talk,” Alejandro Gallegos laughed outright. “I know the subject you drew is the Virgin—granted, she’s a notch above a holy maiden—but God is one and indivisible. Neither maiden nor Virgin can truly be called divine.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Tristan had no interest in engaging him in a theological debate. “In short, I need a new model.”

Alejandro Gallegos scratched his cheek, looking a little troubled. “Can’t you just switch to a different subject？”

“It’s too late,” Tristan replied. “There’s only a month left before enrollment at Imperial University. I have to hand in my work before then.”

“What about the Admiral？ Can’t he pull some strings for you？”

“The Admiral would much rather see me enroll in the Military Academy.”

“Fair enough.” Alejandro Gallegos nodded with evident sympathy. “If you fail to get into Imperial University, I’m afraid the Admiral would be popping champagne to celebrate.”

“That’s why I need a new model,” Tristan said, his words crisp and measured. “As soon as possible.”

“Middlemen are human too, you know,” Alejandro Gallegos muttered, rubbing his face with a sigh. “Alright, let me think.”

A waiter set down the dishes—soft- and hard-boiled eggs with charcoal-grilled bread, both specialties of Zharra Café. Alejandro Gallegos cracked the shell from a top-cooked egg, sprinkled it with black pepper and a dash of lemon juice, and scooped it out with a spoon. “No matter how many times I eat this, I’m reminded that the Empire’s food is truly dreadful...”

He devoured ten eggs in one go, spoon still hanging from his lips. “Honestly, is this painting absolutely necessary？”

Tristan poured half a cup of ice, unscrewed the white-brass flask he carried, filled the porcelain cup to the brim, and gave a soft, affirmative hum.

Alejandro Gallegos clicked his tongue and turned his gaze toward the window.

It was already seven-thirty. Students were starting to appear one after another along Kurfürstendamm, many carrying musical instruments or drawing boards. Not far off stood Imperial University, its white Baroque architecture stately and grand, the main building surrounded by Queen’s Rose. On the day when the sunrise aligns with the sacred orientation, these roses would be harvested in full and pinned to the lapels of every Imperial University student.

Ever since the war ended seventeen years ago, the Empire had been nurturing the artistic talents of its youth in earnest. As the highest academic institution in the Empire, the university requires every applicant to be proficient in at least one art form. The finest theaters and galleries are clustered along Kurfürstendamm, and the city boasts countless concert halls and studios. Across the entire Western Continent, Mourwood remains the most celebrated City of Art.

Yet the martial spirit left behind by the war remains deeply ingrained. As beneficiaries of that great conflict, many families in the Empire place great emphasis on physical training for the younger generation. The Juvenile College of Arts and Sciences even offers an eight-semester military Physical Training Class. All ambitious young people share a common understanding: if one fails to enter Imperial University, the next best choice is the Military Academy.

Tristan hailed from a long line of generals. Five years ago, he left the capital Mourwood to attend the Officer Preparatory School in a neighboring province—a decision arranged by his family. Under Imperial Law, the young have no autonomy until they reach adulthood. Now, at nineteen, he meets the age of majority under Imperial law, though he remains under the jurisdiction of the military court. From here on, any act of recklessness could lead to execution by firing squad.

But he had at least gained the most basic rights and personal freedom.

Alejandro Gallegos finished his eggs, then tore into a piece of toasted bread. He and Tristan had met six years ago—close enough to be the sort of friends who know each other’s secrets inside out. Even after Tristan left Mourwood, they kept up a steady correspondence, sometimes smuggling each other hard-to-find goods from neighboring provinces. “By the way, I remember you played the cello back then, didn’t you？”

Alejandro Gallegos suddenly remembered. "Can’t you just put cello in the arts proficiency column? Why insist on painting?"

“The cello slots for this year are already full.” Tristan drained his glass of ice water in one swallow, picked up the charcoal and paper beside him, and began sketching a quick street scene once again. “I came back too late—painting was the only discipline still open.”

It was barely a fortnight ago that Alejandro Gallegos saw Tristan. By rights, the Officer Preparatory School should have been on break by then. “The Admiral did that on purpose, didn’t he？”

Tristan’s hand moved without pause. Calmly, he said, “That’s not important.”

“Right.” Alejandro Gallegos poured himself another cup of tea, leaning back in his chair, drifting in thought as he watched Tristan draw.

When he first arrived in the Holy Empire, he’d thought this dual-track education system—where one must excel in both—was oddly fractured. But after growing close with Tristan, he had to admit: it was near to a perfect golden ratio of mind and might.

Tristan embodied the Empire’s archetype—blond hair, blue eyes, a privileged upbringing, solid learning, and systematic military training. He was austere without being discourteous. Now, as he filled the white paper with black strokes, his gaze was restrained yet rational—the very image of the youth the Empire idealized.

Like snow falling upon a blade’s edge.

Tristan had drawn the assignment of painting a life-size Madonna for his entrance examination. Each applicant was given fifty days to prepare. The Imperial University’s review process was notoriously strict; cheating was virtually impossible.

During this period, Alejandro Gallegos had already sought out more than a dozen potential models—yet they were either wrong in appearance or ill-suited in temperament. In the end, he spent heavily to secure the personal model of Master Devin, the Empire’s most celebrated painter, famed for the ceiling fresco of Castle Theater. This time, he thought, it must surely be right—yet it was still rejected.

Chewing his bread, Alejandro Gallegos wondered what sort of celestial beauty this young lord had in mind. He’d only been told to find a Madonna—but what should a Madonna look like？ He, a man from the Far East, could hardly know, and he certainly wasn’t of the New Revelation Faith... Truth be told, Tristan didn’t look like a man of faith either. In a soldier’s mind, was the Madonna perhaps Kellie？ Should they be looking in a hospital？

Tristan began adding cross-hatched shading. “Why have you been staring at my face？”

“Because you’re handsome. Looking at you makes the meal taste better,” Alejandro Gallegos muttered through a mouthful. “If you ask me, if all else fails you should just face a mirror and paint yourself. Blond hair, blue eyes—if not a Madonna, at least an angel...”

“I’ve tried. It doesn’t work.”

Alejandro Gallegos choked, coughing hard. “Cough—cough—damn it—wait, you actually tried？ You seriously tried？” He leaned back in his chair, a little dazed, eyes fixed on Tristan’s face. “If even you can’t do it, then I’d wager there’s no one in all of Mourwood who can...”

“Looks are secondary; the essence lies in bearing.” Tristan set down his pen, pondered for a moment. “The records in New Revelation mention that the Virgin was once a Geisha in Sacred City, and that the divine was born of her.”

“Geisha？” Alejandro Gallegos blinked. Well, that part was easy enough to find—except that even the most exquisite courtesan in Mourwood possessed not an ounce of the Virgin’s aura. He’d been to the new Sacred Temple; the statue of the Virgin upon the altar was practically the Holy Empire’s very emblem—half goddess of beauty, half goddess of war, so grand it bordered on androgyny.

Push the comparison far enough, and only Tristan himself came close. The rest couldn’t hold a candle. Asking him to find a Geisha with the Virgin’s bearing was about as reasonable as asking him to produce a hen that lays golden eggs.

Tristan, clearly unconcerned with his plight, said flatly, “Time is short. We must hurry.”

“Alright, alright, I’ll do my best.” Alejandro Gallegos turned the matter over in his mind, but no suitable candidate came to him. At last, almost ready to throw up his hands, he said, “Listen... what about me？”

Tristan didn’t even glance up. “No.”

“You’re kidding, right？ You do know my face is famous all over Caspian Reach？”

“Appearance doesn’t matter,” Tristan replied. “You’re from the Far East; you don’t have the air of the Western Continent.”

Alejandro Gallegos was nearly laughing in exasperation. “I could parade every beauty in the Western Continent before you and you still wouldn’t be satisfied... wait a moment.”

A sudden name crossed his mind.

Tristan gave him a sidelong glance and put away his paper and pen.

“I’m free tomorrow,” he said, calling over the attendant to settle the bill. “Tell the model to meet me at three o’clock tomorrow afternoon, in the Rose Hall of the new Sacred Temple. I’ll be there.”

Whether it was the model’s lofty airs or Alejandro Gallegos simply mishearing, no one could say—but the next day Tristan waited till six in the evening before his guest finally deigned to arrive.

They came by leaping straight in from the skylight.

Barefoot, scattering crimson across the floor.

“My apologies—your new Sacred Temple’s wine cellar has some truly fine vintages. I drank too much, just woke up.” The newcomer’s eyes, hazy with drink, curved in a smile; they licked a finger. “I thought I’d take a shortcut through the orchard, and ended up toppling a whole basket of freshly harvested grapes.”

They spun in a circle before Tristan, stopped, and with a playful squint said, “So, what do you think of me？”

Tristan studied the figure before him—heavy makeup masking their features, gold dust thick upon their lids, the air around them heavy with roses and strong drink.

Most striking of all was the cascade of red hair, like a dagger driven through the dusk, spilling brilliant blood that hardened into a beautiful scar.

After a brief silence, Tristan’s voice echoed through the prayer room.

“I think...it’s a perfect fit.”

From then on, they met every day. Alejandro Gallegos had somehow found this Geisha, and with business evidently booming, Tristan almost always had to wait a long while. Sometimes the Geisha would arrive tipsy, her makeup half smudged; sometimes she wore a crimson dress, hopping across dusk-lit squares in a game of hopscotch, always barefoot, her feet stained with bright, chaotic pigments; sometimes she lounged by the window, smoking a pungent cigar. Smoking was forbidden in the prayer room, and the clergy often ushered them out. At such times, Tristan would set up his easel beneath the cloister, watching as the Geisha plucked a rose, rolling the petals together with tobacco leaves into a single, grandly theatrical cigarette that never failed to draw a crowd.

Some recognized that the Geisha was Tristan’s model. Art was revered in Mourwood, and models commanded considerable fees, prompting quiet inquiries about the Geisha’s rate and schedule. Whenever asked, she would smile and reply, “Sorry, I’m fully booked for now.”

Later, Tristan learned that the cigar the Geisha smoked most often was the Rose Cigar—some made in Empire itself, others hand-rolled. Mourwood was a city of roses, and with tobacco leaves at hand, one could roll a cigar on nearly any street corner.

Once, he saw her dismantle a cigar, scraping the gold dust from its wrapper into a rouge box. “These cigars are expensive, but their packaging uses real gold,” she explained. Seeing Tristan’s faint curiosity, she teased, “Try one？”

“Thank you,” Tristan declined politely. “I don’t smoke.”

“Just teasing.” The Geisha twirled the cigar between her fingers. “It’s too strong—if you’ve never smoked, it’s best to start with something milder.”

When the painting reached the coloring stage, the Geisha, on a sudden whim, seized a handful of pigment and smeared it from her jawline down to her collarbone, then leaned close to Tristan and asked, “Does it look nice？”

“It’s beautiful,” Tristan replied softly from behind the easel. “I’ll need you to wear a golden headpiece tomorrow.”

The Geisha laughed, dipped her brush into red pigment, and painted her lips.

Then, without warning, she leaned in and kissed him.

Tristan’s hand froze for a moment over the canvas before he said, “Please don’t interrupt my progress.”

His remark sent the Geisha into fits of laughter, her joy spilling over in unrestrained mirth.

Until one day, when the work was nearly complete, Tristan painted from sunset deep into the night. At dawn, rain began to fall. They stood at the entrance to the Sacred Temple, and Tristan, borrowing an umbrella, asked, “It’s late—may I walk you home？”

“No need.” The Geisha took from her bag a pair of even higher-heeled shoes and slipped them on. “Where I live would probably startle a gentleman like you.”

“I spent four years at the Officer Preparatory School. I doubt there’s much out there that could frighten me,” Tristan said. “And if there is, I’d rather like to see it.”

“Actually, I’ve got business to attend to later,” Geisha murmured, a hint of embarrassment in her tone as she tucked a loose strand of red hair behind her ear. “So I’d better not trouble you.”

Tristan tightened his grip on the umbrella handle. “...Have I kept you from something important？”

“It’s all right—your time is valuable too.” Geisha pulled out a cigarette case, her eyes—usually hazy with a trace of allure—seeming unexpectedly sincere under the lamp’s glow. “I hope you get into Imperial University. Your paintings are beautiful. I truly like them.”

The ends of Tristan’s hair were damp, hanging in slight disarray against his ears. At that moment, he looked more like a young man just stepping into adulthood. Still, his voice remained composed and courteous. “Is there anything I can do for you？”

Geisha thought for a moment, tapped a cigar out of the case, trimmed the end, and held it lightly between her lips.

Then she leaned a little closer. “In that case, would you light it for me？”

Tristan had once read about cigars—the lighting process was different from ordinary cigarettes. The flame should be even, ideally from a special lighter. For a more refined aroma, one could ignite a cedar spill with a match, then use that to light the cigar, allowing the faint scent of cedar to blend into the smoke and linger longer on the palate.

Watching as she leaned in, Tristan took a set of matches and a thin cedar strip from his pocket and set them alight in turn.

He then passed the glowing wood to her, one hand cupped gently around the flame.

Smoke unfurled in spirals; within the flicker of crimson light, her dark hair glimmered like a rose blooming at dawn.

Geisha took a slow drag, stepped closer, and to Tristan’s slight confusion, slipped the cigar into the breast pocket of his coat.

“I did say I’d have you try a mild one sometime.” With that, she took the umbrella from his hand and strode into the night. “See you tomorrow!—no, wait, this afternoon!”

Tristan watched her silhouette fade into the darkness, then slowly removed the cigar from his chest.

He studied the glowing tip for a moment and lifted it to his lips.
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Alejandro Gallegos was summoned once again to Zharra Café early in the morning.

This time he came prepared, bringing his own breakfast—a stack of steaming bamboo baskets that he set on the table. “Come on, come on, try my homemade shrimp dumplings and sticky rice sausages—”

As usual, Tristan asked only for a bucket of ice, poured himself a glass of water from his white-bronze canteen, and said, “I want his file.”

“Huh？” Alejandro Gallegos took a sip of tea, perplexed. “Whose file？ Who’s in trouble this time？”

“The model you recommended,” Tristan replied. “I’d like to know more about him.”

“Oh, the model’s profile.” Alejandro Gallegos repeated instinctively. “Wait, what？! Whose profile do you want？!”

He immediately broke into laughter—somewhat mischievous—and asked, feigning ignorance, “Which model？ The one for Devin, the master？ That girl is quite good-looking—”

“I mean the official model for the Madonna statue,” Tristan cut in calmly. “You understood me. Don’t play dumb.”

"Why do you want her profile? Don’t tell me you’ve taken a fancy to her—" Alejandro Gallegos paused mid-sentence as realization dawned. "Hold on, did you just say him?"

“I’ve been trained for this,” Tristan replied with a quiet sound of assent. “I saw it the moment we met—he’s male.”

“Good eyes, as expected from you.” Alejandro Gallegos gave him a thumbs-up. “Then do you know who he is？”

“I don’t.” Tristan finished his water and poured himself another glass. “That’s why I’m asking you for his profile.”

“Since you don’t know, I can’t tell you.” Alejandro Gallegos shoved a handful of ice into his mouth. “I introduced him to you just as a favor, to help you out—not for you to fall for him. Even if it’s you... forget it.”

He waved a hand dismissively. “Your painting should be almost done, right？ Then I’d say it’ll be over these next couple of days.”

Tristan asked, “What do you mean？”

“Don’t ask.” Alejandro Gallegos chewed the ice loudly. “You’re all noble gentlemen, and I’m just a small-time merchant. I don’t want trouble from anyone—give me a way to survive, young master.”

“I see.” Tristan mused. “That’s good.”

Alejandro Gallegos: “Good？ What’s good about it？”

“If his identity differs, then I’ll need time,” said Tristan. “Now that you’ve said so, it will make things much easier.”

“Easier for what？” Alejandro Gallegos had meant not to ask, but couldn’t help himself. “Just what are you planning to do？”

Tristan: “Keeping secrets is the most fundamental virtue.”

“You can skip the secrets—I’ll say it for you. You’re simply smitten.” Alejandro Gallegos leaned back, amused. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you: infatuation is fine, but don’t fall truly in love. I’ve seen far too many of you military-academy Romeos and Juliets—each one a hopeless romantic...”

Tristan: “Slandering others behind their backs is sinful.”

“Sin, my foot.” Alejandro Gallegos waved at the waiter. “More dishes! You’re paying for this meal!”

Alejandro Gallegos’s words—“these next couple of days”—came true sooner than expected.

Tristan returned to the new Sacred Temple that very evening and spent the entire night waiting, but the person he sought never appeared. He stayed overnight in the Sacred Temple, and after breakfast and lunch the next day, he went back at dusk, where Geisha stood by the window.

Rose Hall held seven immense stained-glass windows, each depicting in vivid color the seven stages of the Virgin’s life—from childhood to her passing from the mortal world.

In the grandeur of twilight, seven luminous figures were reflected across the floor.

The other man saw him and smiled. “Sorry, had something urgent yesterday—didn’t keep you waiting too long, did I？”

Tristan had long grown used to his delays and broken appointments. “It’s fine. We’re already at the final stage. We can wrap things up today.”

"I’ve noticed you speak with great certainty," Geisha said lazily. "You rarely use words like maybe or not sure."

Tristan paused in the middle of opening his sketch board.

He lifted his gaze to meet Geisha’s eyes and said slowly, “You flatter me.”

“I have uncertain things too.”

Geisha tilted her head, a touch of curiosity in her eyes. “Such as？”

Tristan said, “Do you really want to hear？”

“Oh.” Geisha laughed softly, then walked right up to Tristan. “Looks like this is what you’re uncertain about.”

She was wearing a pair of large, round gold earrings today; as she stopped before Tristan, the sunset streamed through the stained glass windows, casting a golden shimmer over them.

It was almost mesmerizing.

Suddenly, Geisha leaned in and pressed her lips close to Tristan’s ear.

At that moment, a ray of gold gathered at the top of the stained-glass pane—passing through the Virgin’s halo and lining up perfectly with Geisha’s earrings.

Tristan heard her whisper:

“Lower your head.”

The next instant, she gripped the back of Tristan’s neck, her elbow striking with force—back at the Officer Preparatory School, his reaction time and upper-body strength had always been top-tier. Since turning sixteen, no one had ever managed to touch his neck so easily. Once, a classmate had tried to pat his shoulder from behind as a greeting; Tristan’s instincts had reacted first, and by the time his reason caught up, the poor classmate was already flat on the ground.

But the person before him found his weakness effortlessly—lifting him as easily as one might pick up a kitten.

Tristan felt a surge of pressure at the nape of his neck and was forced down onto the floor.

The mosaic patterns swelled before his eyes, and overhead, glass exploded.

The stained window shattered into a burst of colored light; a bullet screamed through the air.

Countless glass shards leapt across the floor, clattering like a torrential rainstorm. Amid the roar, Tristan thought he heard someone laugh.

It was Geisha.

A wild, brazen laughter—with a metallic ring to it. He was exultant, no mistaking that; his laughter burned with the taste of fire and blood. Tristan heard the click of a trigger, the sound of a bullet chambering. He couldn’t lift his head yet—not knowing the sniper’s position outside. The brilliance pouring in from the glass windows made the room blindingly bright; any false move could mean a clean, fatal shot.

Within Rose Hall stand seven stained-glass windows devoted to the Virgin, each depicting her life from childhood to her final repose. Now, the first panel—showing a wreath-crowned young girl—has been shattered by a bullet to the head. A volley of rounds bursts through the ruined pane, aimed squarely at the figure standing at the center of the great hall—

A sharp, unmistakable click of high heels striking stone rings out.

Geisha spins aside in a fluid motion, then surges forward instead of retreating, charging toward the stained glass as if on a battlefield. Countless dazzling beams streak before his eyes like arrows loosed from a bow. It is the zenith of dusk: the Virgin smiles, the Virgin dances, the Virgin kisses the wounded, the Virgin brandishes a blade. He hurls himself at the final window, upon which the Virgin, moments before death, reaches her arms into the void—as if to embrace the one rushing toward her.

A thunderous impact reverberates; Geisha had fired several shots at the pane the instant his run began. His heels tower high, and just before striking the glass he lashes out with a kick. His gaze pierces the storm of shattering shards, locking unerringly onto the jungle beyond.

He lets the glass cut across his cheek, vaults to the ground, and instantly breaks into a run, leaping again—covering an impossible distance in the blink of an eye. The ambusher has only just realized he’s been targeted; there’s no time for another shot before the killing intent is upon him like a blade’s edge.

It is the fierce, metallic scent of roses turned to blood.

The sniper senses disaster and begins to withdraw—too late. Geisha springs upward, his thigh hooking around the fugitive’s neck; with a twist of his body, he drags the man down, slamming him to the earth. The impact is so powerful that his knee shatters the opponent’s jaw.

The captive loses consciousness instantly. Geisha pries at the man’s mouth, finds no suicide pill, and slaps his face with the side of his gun. “Really？ That’s all you’ve got？”

Producing a cigar, he lights it and presses the tip against the man’s cheek, eliciting only a muffled scream in the haze of unconsciousness—it’s clear this one won’t wake any time soon.

With a click of his tongue and an air of dissatisfaction, he settles into a seat, cigar clenched between his teeth.

Then he glances toward Tristan, standing a short distance away. “How does it feel？”

Tristan is holding something in his hand. “You dropped this.”

It is his earring.

“Oh, thanks.” Geisha taps ash into the captive’s mouth, wringing another garbled sob from him.

Exhaling in satisfaction, he thumps his gunstock against the ground; the magazine drops free. Reaching beneath his skirt, he draws fresh rounds, reloads with the cigar still clenched between his lips, and murmurs, “Your entrance exam begins now.”

Tristan stopped in mid-step.

“First question—my identity.”

Tristan fell silent for a moment, as if assessing the situation before him—though in truth, there was no situation to speak of, only Geisha’s absolute dominance in the field. At that moment, Geisha was seated atop the captive, skirt bunched around the waist, revealing thigh holsters stuffed with bullets and, on the inner side, a combat dagger strapped in place.

He sat there with legs apart, exhaling smoke, blood trickling unnoticed down his face, his red hair blazing like fire in the twilight.

Such a person could only belong to one faction. “...You’re with the Military Department.”

Geisha chuckled, laughter laced with something unreadable. “Second question—why do I serve as your model？”

“You often step outside on the pretext of smoking,” Tristan replied. “It should be a cover for reconnaissance work carried out under the guise of the modeling assignment. The target’s activity zone lies near the new Sacred Temple, and likely involves a larger plan—otherwise the surveillance period wouldn’t be so prolonged.”

“Third question.” Geisha drew on his cigar. “Who was the sniper today？”

“Before I came,” Tristan said, “I reviewed recent briefings from the Military Department. The new Sacred Temple area—requiring elite infiltration agents and an extended reconnaissance period—these match the parameters for the diplomatic document theft in May. According to the investigation progress, suspicious individuals were sighted near the new Sacred Temple.”

“But yesterday, there was new intelligence released. The missing document reportedly reappeared as a duplicate—apparently there’s dissent within the theft group, with one faction eager to sell the copy ahead of the others.”

He looked steadily at Geisha. “You didn’t come yesterday.”

“My deduction,” he continued clearly, “is that you leaked the information yourself—to lure the snake from its hole. The true thieves, fearing the duplicate would be sold first, would strike to eliminate the holder of the copy. Even within the new Sacred Temple, killing a Geisha doesn’t cost much.”

“Everything unfolded as you intended.” Tristan glanced at the unconscious captive. “Even if he’s not the true thief, you’ll still wring the mastermind’s identity out of him.”

Geisha listened, then scratched his head with the barrel of his gun. “You’re well-informed. Seems Admiral’s library doors are pretty open to you.”

“I have my own channels.”

"You just used the word deduction. That's not ideal." Geisha slid the magazine into place. "Barely sixty points."

With that, he raised his gun and pulled the trigger cleanly in Tristan’s direction.

A thud sounded behind. Tristan was sprayed with blood and bone, his hair and face splattered from the explosion at his back.

“Didn’t they teach you that at Officer Preparatory School？” Geisha dragged the captive closer, the scent of Rose Cigar thick in the air. “Snipers often work in tandem with close-combat teams—if you’ve taken down one, always stay alert for the other.”

Tristan felt a lump rising in his throat. “...It was my mistake.”

“Strong logic, average judgment, average physical ability—reaction and adaptability need work.” Geisha brushed past him, voice trailing from behind. “Once you’re enrolled, you’d better train hard, young man.”

After speaking, he kicked off his shoe; the heel snapped off in a pool of blood. With a sigh, he murmured, “Cleaning this up won’t be easy. The new Sacred Temple clergy are notoriously short-tempered—looks like the Military Department’s in for another scolding.”

Then he stepped over the windowsill, tossing both the captive and the broken high heel aside. To Tristan outside, he said, “Don’t just stand there—cleanup crews will be here soon. Rose Hall’s bound to be sealed off; with this kind of damage, it won’t be repaired for at least a year.”

Tristan came closer. “...What do you mean？”

Geisha tore open the oil paper wrapping around the canvas. “Your painting, of course! You haven’t finished it yet, have you？ Hurry and complete it while you can—I’ve long wondered how you’d decide to paint me.”

When he finished speaking, he lifted his gaze—and met the painted eyes staring back at him.

For a long moment, he smiled faintly.

Then, raising his hand to his face, he slid his fingers across his cheek, touching the bleeding wound. When his hand was fully stained crimson, he extended one finger and pressed it to the lips of the portrait.

“The Holy Mother nourishes humankind with her blood,” he intoned softly, “so that the land may prosper.”

“Do you like it？” Tristan asked.

“Not bad,” Geisha replied, holding his cigar between his fingers. “Your performance as a soldier may be unimpressive—but as an applicant to Imperial University, your painting is commendable.”

“Thank you for your praise,” Tristan said. “If it pleases you, please accept it.”

“Why should I？” Geisha turned to glance at him. “Isn’t this your admission piece？ Without it, how would you get into Imperial University？”

Then he laughed again, exhaling a smoke ring. “Young man, you truly do like me, don’t you？”

Tristan fell silent for a moment. “I thought you were sent by Admiral.”

“Ah, I’ve heard of that,” Geisha said, suddenly enlightened. “Admiral often assigns people to follow you, right？ I recall a few years ago, when you went to the Officer Preparatory School—it was Admiral who had you taken away. Nearly turned into a kidnapping scandal; the Military Department still jokes about it.”

He let out a sharp laugh. “So you thought I was here to drag you into the Military Academy for Admiral？”

Tristan said nothing, looking faintly embarrassed.

“Relax.” Geisha nudged a shard of glass with his boot. “When I was at the Officer Preparatory School, I escaped midway too. The instructors hunted us at midnight; I hid in the mountains without food or water for three days before they gave up. Ever since, that escape path has been famous.”

Tristan’s eyes flashed with surprise. “So that route was yours.”

“Once you get into Imperial University, it won’t be nearly as tough—at the very least, the cafeteria’s worth looking forward to,” Geisha said. “That, I can still guarantee.”

Tristan froze at her words. “You’re a professor at Imperial University？”

“Ah, forgot to introduce myself.” Geisha snapped her fingers. “Military Department Mobile Affiliation, currently on leave, picking up odd jobs now and then. Imperial University’s granted me an honorary title, so occasionally I step in to teach.”

“I have a seat on the admissions board. You’re certain to get into Imperial University this year. Physical Training Class is compulsory in your first semester.” She looked Tristan in the eye. “I hope your skills will have sharpened by then—freshman.”

From far down the corridor came urgent shouts, and the sound of caution tape being pulled back; the personnel from the Military Department charged with wrapping things up had arrived.

Tristan met her gaze. “May I know your name？”

Geisha tossed her finished cigar to the ground. Barefoot, she crushed the smoldering tip without so much as a blink. “That’s the kind of question you should ask at a first meeting, young man.”

She gathered her hair into a tie, took the gold ring Tristan handed her, and threaded it back through her ear.

“I am Bob Alexander.”

“You may call me Professor Alexander.”
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After learning Alexander’s name, Tristan began to dream of him often.

In the dream, he was in Rose Hall. A vast circular dome was painted with a gold-lacquered image of the Madonna. Laying out paper and pen, he traced the portrait stroke by stroke. At some point, the idol enshrined in the room had been removed; he set his easel atop the altar, studying the way twilight spilled across the paper. Tristan’s instinct told him the painting should be rendered in gold and crimson, and he sought to capture the one perfect instant for coloring.

Each time he felt he was on the verge of seizing that most brilliant angle, gunfire would erupt in the dream.

Someone fired a shot from behind. The bullet screamed past his ear, shattering the Madonna’s head, and twilight began to bleed. Thick scarlet spilled from the white paper, mingling with the dark golden shadows, the violence deepening.

At last, the image began to burn.

It burned in the twilight—a conflagration swallowing all. Within the flames surged gunshots, the snap of broken heels, the crunch of knees breaking jawbones, the metallic click of a magazine loading, the crash of the collapsing dome, the sudden shatter of stained-glass windows. Countless sounds overlapped and ascended in repetition at his ears. He could not name the vast, tangled resonance—it was like a deafening castanet, the sun at war with the firestorm, a blade slashing through a crimson curtain. Shards of glass cascaded onto marble with a sharp patter, spiraling into the fiercest flamenco.

And in that sea of scarlet blaze stretching to the horizon, he would suddenly hear a sharp, final snap.

It was the sound of a cigar being cut.

A match struck, igniting a sliver of cedarwood, followed by the soft crackle of burning tobacco. Someone took the mouthpiece between their lips, drew in a breath, and exhaled a plume of smoke.

Then the cedarwood chip was brought to the lips and blown out in a sudden breath.

In that instant, all the flames vanished. An immense stillness settled over the space—he found himself alone in a vast hall devoid of portraits, without stained glass, even the twilight gone. All around was a pure, featureless white; only the architecture retained its contours. At the center of the domed ceiling yawned an opening, a deep, white well directly above the bare, empty altar.

Suddenly, a bell tolled through sky and earth.

A great barrel of roses came tumbling down through the oculus.

“Every dream ends this way,” Tristan said from his seat by the window. “I hear the bell, and the roses fall like rain.”

School Doctor wrote down his account, pen scratching across the paper. “And the dream is always exactly the same each time？”

“Identical,” Tristan replied. “I remember every detail.”

School Doctor paused in thought. “Mr. Manuel, I think I understand your situation. At your age, it’s hardly unusual for a dream to be replete with such imagery—so long as it hasn’t disrupted your daily life.”

Tristan met School Doctor’s gaze without a word.

School Doctor smiled faintly. “Of course, having the exact same dream repeat itself isn’t common. Given the artistic atmosphere at Imperial University, many young people may face certain nervous functional symptoms. If you feel you require medical intervention, I can prescribe treatment.”

“Will this be recorded？” Tristan asked.

“No, certainly not,” School Doctor assured him gently. “Those admitted to Imperial University are all exceptional young people. The Empire respects your rights.”

“Good.” Tristan nodded. “Then I’ll leave it in your hands.”

“No need for thanks—it is my duty.” School Doctor turned to a fresh page in his logbook and continued, “If you wish for a more thorough diagnosis, I’ll need to know more. Forgive me for being direct—before these dreams began, did you experience anything unusual？”

Tristan said, “I graduated from Officer Preparatory School; unusual circumstances were hardly rare. What kind did you mean？”

School Doctor hesitated, then gave a gentle smile. “I believe you’ve misunderstood me. Your dreams contain imagery worth pondering—take roses, for instance. I doubt what roses symbolize has much to do with military academy life. Unless, of course, the neighboring province’s Officer Preparatory School grows as many roses as Imperial University？”

“Of course not.”

“Exactly.” School Doctor thought for a moment, then finally closed the notebook and set his pen aside. “Mr. Manuel—no, Tristan.”

He switched to a different form of address, his voice gentle and composed. “When you first began having these dreams, did anything related to roses appear in your life？”

Tristan remained silent for a moment, hands clasped together.

“I met someone.”

It was Tristan’s first semester at Imperial University, and just as Alexander had said in the new Sacred Temple, his admission had gone through smoothly. Even Admiral had not objected—merely remarking upon hearing of his enrollment, “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

Imperial University offered its students exceptionally fine living conditions—almost decadent compared to the Officer Preparatory School. Tristan’s room in the Freshmen Main Building was on the ground floor, facing south, with windows looking out onto a profusion of Queen’s Rose. On the day of the Sacred Orientation, he was roused at dawn by a commotion—scores of upperclassmen clustered outside his window, noisily plucking the roses.

This was an Imperial University tradition: on the Sacred Orientation day, every rose on campus could be picked and worn as decoration on one’s lapel.

Tristan pushed open the window and locked eyes with the rowdy crowd outside. “Gentlemen, this is sleeping hours.”

The upperclassmen were clearly drunk, teasing him with boisterous laughter; one even let out a sharp whistle. “Don’t be so stingy, handsome! Queen’s Roses belong to the whole school—growing by your window doesn’t make them yours! Now, if they bloomed by your bedside, well... that’d be another matter.”

That remark sparked uproarious laughter, someone egging the others on: “Why not let us in and buy us a drink？”

Imperial University, for all its reverence for the arts, harbored certain ailments common to universities—such as the aestheticism that bred same-sex inclinations, or the hierarchies shaped by societies and year groups. With internal self-governance, there were matters even the council could not touch. For the three months Tristan lived on the ground floor, visitors came constantly—most of them upperclassmen borrowing space. Some left their spare clothes for later use; others dropped by, parched before heading out, to wheedle a glass of wine. It was an unspoken agreement: the Freshmen Main Building was a free service station, and ground-floor rooms were its most accessible stops—no knocking required, a quick climb through the window would do.

Tristan spent little time in his room, so it rarely troubled him. While late-night attempts to sneak in for certain upperclass pranks were common, the training at Officer Preparatory School had taught him to secure his windows with utmost precision. As for the noise, swift sleep was basic discipline. Until that night—when a drunken crowd forcibly shattered the quiet—he had never lost a moment’s rest.

In truth, it was not the drunken voices that woke him.

He had dreamed the same dream once more—and awoke in the deep of night.

Tristan paid no heed to the babble from the crowd beneath his window. His gaze drifted to the rose bushes by the sill, and he stood lost in thought for a moment before speaking: “Gentlemen, I’ll say this one last time—this is quiet hours.”

Immediately, shouts broke out again. Tristan slid the window shut, turned, and walked back inside to get a drink of water.

He drained the white-brass kettle in a single gulp, then refilled it. By that time, someone had already jumped in through the window and was rummaging through his desk. “What are you even reading？ Meeting minutes？ What nonsense...？” The intruder’s voice suddenly shifted to a gleeful shout: “Come look at this! I found a love letter—to Courtney—”

By now the room was packed with people. Tristan let them carry on reading aloud, finished his water, then went to the window to make sure no more were loitering outside. He lowered the sash and locked it.

One senior finished reciting the entire poem, then exaggeratedly wagged his brows. “Freshman, who’s Courtney？”

Tristan: “That’s classified.”

Senior: “...What？”

Tristan said nothing more. He picked up a billiard cue from beside the window, weighed it lightly in his hand.

“Wait—what are you doing？” The senior reflexively took a step back. “I’m warning you—”

Whatever else he meant to say was swallowed by the rush of air as the cue struck. The ceiling seemed to flip above his head—and then all went dark.

The others stared at the body sprawled against the window frame, and fell instantly silent.

Tristan strode forward, nudged the unconscious figure aside with his foot, and drew the curtains shut.

“Gentlemen,” he said evenly, “the night is still young.”

“Let’s take this one at a time.”

Few ever learned what truly transpired that night; it was only noted that during the Sacred Orientation Day celebrations, more than half the year from the History Academy were absent. When disciplinary action was taken, they all insisted they had simply drunk too much at the tavern and missed the festivities—that nothing else had happened.

In the aftermath, the Freshmen Main Building grew unexpectedly quiet, especially the rooms on the southern side. Senior students scarcely disturbed them again.

At Imperial University, first-years take only general courses and cannot yet choose a major. Tristan’s Physical Training Class was scheduled for Mondays. It was nominally compulsory, yet for the three months since term began, lessons had been cancelled each week due to the instructor’s absence.

Since their parting that day at the new Sacred Temple, Tristan had not laid eyes on Alexander.

He inquired at the academic office, receiving evasive answers, and eventually resolved to search on his own. Tristan gathered whatever information his reach allowed, until at last he came upon an archival record.

In it was a single codename—

Courtney.

That day at the new Sacred Temple, Alexander had told him he was with the “Military Department Mobile Affiliation.” The title was complex; the very term “mobile affiliation” implied links to numerous divisions and carried immense authority. People of this kind were rarely listed on the Military Department’s public roster, and even in classified archives, they were often identified only by a codename.

Alexander’s codename was Courtney.

If not for their earlier acquaintance, Tristan would have found it difficult to link Alexander to the figure described in the archive. “Courtney” had held many identities. The file Tristan obtained was already outdated, bearing a final entry seven years ago: Courtney had traveled to the Kingdom of Rivenell.

The Kingdom of Rivenell lay in the southwest of the Holy Empire, and the two nations had long been at odds. Tristan could find little about what Alexander had done in Rivenell, yet the scattered clues carried the scent of an approaching tempest. Alexander had remained there for three years, during which the kingdom endured unceasing political unrest, culminating in a sweeping purge.

Afterwards, the Kingdom of Rivenell established diplomatic relations with the Holy Empire.

Tristan knew that, for now, uncovering Alexander’s whereabouts was impossible; he would need time. He kept to his routine—attending classes, visiting the library, meeting Alejandro Gallegos each week for breakfast at Zharra Café. At times, he went to the new Sacred Temple, where the Rose Hall was under renovation. The clergy recognized him and offered a small prayer room where, at dusk, he could practice the cello.

At night, the same dream returned again and again: a great barrel of roses toppled down from the skylight. Each time the dream broke, Tristan would rise for water, then return to sleep—only for the vision to repeat: a barrel of roses falling, water, then slumber, over and over, until dawn bled into the sky.

By the second month of this repetition, Tristan visited a boutique on Kurfürstendamm and purchased a large box of Rose Cigar, which he tucked beneath his pillow. He also ordered an assortment of cedarwood chips, filling his desk drawers to the brim, and each morning before going out, he would slip a box into the inner pocket of his jacket.

But none of it helped—in truth, it only seemed to intensify his affliction.

By the third month of dreams, Tristan knocked on the door of the School Doctor’s office.

After listening to Tristan’s account, the School Doctor nodded. “I believe I understand, more or less.”

“You witnessed a shooting at the new Sacred Temple—even though you are an outstanding graduate of the Officer Preparatory School,” he said, turning through the files. “If you’ll forgive me for speaking plainly, in these peaceful times, even an officer would rarely encounter killing at your age—let alone witness a murder firsthand.”

“I could prescribe you some medication, if you’d like,” said the School Doctor, twisting open his fountain pen and jotting down a few lines. “Or, if you prefer something gentler, certain teas and essential oils can help calm the mind and promote sleep. I’ll make a note of them for you—there’s a boutique on Kurfürstendamm where you can find them.”

“If anything else comes up, you’re welcome to drop by anytime,” the School Doctor said, handing Tristan the diagnosis slip. “I’m on campus from Monday through Saturday.”

“Thanks,” Tristan replied, folding the diagnosis slip and glancing at the School Doctor’s name badge. “Mr. Roger.”

A few days later, Tristan and Alejandro Gallegos were having breakfast at Zharra Café.

“So you actually went to see a doctor？” Alejandro Gallegos chuckled as he listened. “How many times？”

“The current plan is once a week,” Tristan said, dropping ice into his glass. “The first stage of treatment lasts a month.”

“Treatment？” Alejandro Gallegos looked as if he’d just heard some sort of international joke. “Come on, you seriously think you’re sick？”

“Human existence itself is a kind of illness,” Tristan said. “It’s just that the symptoms differ from person to person.”

“Oh, give me a break,” Alejandro Gallegos scoffed, unwilling to entertain such nonsense. “Remember that time in the neighboring province？ I had to show up in the middle of the night to bail you out—how many people died that time？ And yet you kept eating, sleeping, and even grew five inches taller in the next half-year! Now you’re telling me you can’t sleep just because you saw someone get killed？ You might as well say you’ve got lovesickness!”

“That incident in the neighboring province was due to the Military Department’s mistake,” Tristan said. “And you’re right.”

Alejandro Gallegos stared at him for a moment before sighing. “What did I do to deserve this... If I introduced you to someone better-looking than Alexander, would you go for it？”

Tristan: “You think you could find someone？”

Alejandro Gallegos: “No. Damn.”

With that, there was no point in going further. Alejandro Gallegos downed three buns in quick succession, perhaps swallowing what little conscience he had left, then washed it down with a cup of tea. He decided to adjust his mindset from then on—to sit back and watch the show from across the river. “Fine, I won’t meddle. Suit yourself, my lord. But I still have to ask—why get a doctor involved in this？ Afraid the Admiral might not know about your mental state？”

Tristan: “I asked the School Doctor—medical diagnoses aren’t officially recorded.”

Alejandro Gallegos: “And you believe that？”

“Of course not,” Tristan replied calmly. “He’s lying.”

“I embellished certain details so the School Doctor would think I was showing psychological symptoms that require ongoing treatment—or, in other words, some form of trauma response. This will definitely be recorded, and before long, the paperwork will be sent to the relevant parties.”

Alejandro Gallegos: “So you’re hoping the Admiral will hold a parent-teacher conference for you？”

Tristan: “Whether the Admiral knows or not doesn’t matter. And he wouldn’t care about such a trivial thing.”

“Then what are you—” Alejandro Gallegos began, then suddenly realized, “Damn.”

He glanced at Tristan, lifted his teacup for a sip, and after a moment muttered, “Damn.”

“You son of a bitch.” Alejandro Gallegos suddenly laughed, settling into a more comfortable position, watching him with an almost appreciative gleam. “I’m starting to think you and Alexander are made for each other. Go ahead and ruin each other—I can’t wait to see it.”

“I’m glad you understand.” Tristan took a sip of cold water. “Imperial University will keep me under surveillance; that creates plenty of opportunities to turn the situation to my advantage. For instance, this health report—aside from Admiral, the Military Department will likely receive a copy as well.”

Even if Admiral or the Military Department never read this health report,

Alexander himself would certainly know about it.

So, whatever the motive—whether Tristan was merely an accident to him, or something to be used—

Tristan allowed himself a faint, nearly imperceptible smile. “He’ll come.”

When he smiled, there was a restrained sort of allure in it; his blue eyes seemed at once innocent and full. Eyes like a deer’s.

Soon after, Tristan received a notice from Imperial University.

The Physical Training Class, suspended for half a semester, would resume next week.
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Chapter 4 The Ballet Studio
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In the second week, the Physical Training Class began.

At five-thirty, Tristan rose, went for a morning run, stretched, and finished with a cold shower. Then he had breakfast at Zharra Café. The owner always reserved the window seat for him, and his order never changed: a bucket of ice, three eggs—some cooked, some raw—five plates of toasted bread, and the morning paper.

Classes at Imperial University began at nine o’clock. Tristan’s Physical Training Class was on Mondays, the earliest session among freshmen. After breakfast, he returned to the dormitory to change into his training uniform, and as he put on his jacket, his hand instinctively reached for a small box of cedarwood chips, which he tucked inside his lapel.

He hesitated, then took the box out again and placed it back into the drawer.

He arrived neither early nor late—just on time. A teacher, wearing a silver whistle around his neck, stood in the center of the training hall taking attendance. Upon seeing Tristan, he handed him a pen. “First-year student？ Sign in here.”

Tristan found his name on the list, unscrewed the pen cap, and asked, “Excuse me, when will the professor arrive？”

The teacher looked briefly taken aback, then chuckled. “Professor？ That’s not me. Imperial University doesn’t assign professorships for the Physical Training Class.”

Tristan paused mid-signature.

“I see,” he said quietly. “My mistake.”

The instructor for the Physical Training Class was not Alexander.

The training itself was quite light, giving Tristan plenty of room for his thoughts to wander. He recalled his conversation back at the new Sacred Temple, when Alexander had said, “Imperial University granted me an honorary title; occasionally, I substitute for classes there.”

“I hold a seat on the entrance examination committee. You’ll be admitted to Imperial University for sure. The Physical Training Class is a required course in your first term.”

“Let’s hope your skills improve by then, freshman.”

Tristan suddenly understood—it was a simple form of psychological suggestion: place certain sentences together, remove the connecting words, and it easily misleads people into forming a false logic.

From beginning to end, Alexander had never said that the subject he taught at the Imperial University was the Physical Training Class.

After class, Tristan decided to go to the records room, where all the registered faculty lists were kept. Although, with Alexander’s level of clearance, he was likely not listed there, Tristan had to try. It was the fastest way.

The records room was located on the second floor of the library. Normally, Tristan’s student privileges did not allow him to access the staff directory, but he had his ways of slipping through. The administrator led him to a room at the end of the corridor, handed him the key, and said, “You have two hours of viewing time.”

The records room was vast and deep, rows of shelves stretching endlessly into the dim space, each row marked by a metal plate, some already rusted.

Tristan walked from one end to the other, memorizing the arrangement of the nameplates, then closed his eyes and stood still for a moment of silent thought.

Then he stepped toward one of the shelves, drew out a large ledger, and began to search through the entries.

In the end, Tristan did not find any record of Alexander, but he did uncover something else.

It was a photograph from the New Year’s Ball, taken several years ago in the grand hall. The moment was captured at night—people gathered, toasting and laughing. In the upper left corner of the image, Tristan noticed a person dancing. She wore a gown like shifting tidewater, its hem fluttering in motion.

The light in the records room was dim; heavy curtains surrounded the walls to preserve the paper. Tristan walked to a desk and tugged the lamp cord.

Light rippled softly beneath the emerald lampshade, washing over the black-and-white photograph, tinting the edges of the skirt with a faint, ghostly green.

Tristan gazed at the dancer in the upper left corner.

It was Courtney.

A voice suddenly spoke behind Tristan. “It is indeed a green dress.”

Tristan startled, reflexively rose, and then heard the sharp rustle of curtains pulling open.

Daylight surged in; Tristan instinctively lifted a hand.

Alexander was standing by the window.

He wore a finely tailored double-breasted suit, his hair slicked back, gold-rimmed glasses framing his face. He plucked the photograph from Tristan’s hand and examined it under the sun. “If I recall correctly, that dress was made of Far East silk—once stained, nearly impossible to clean. The logistics department stopped using that fabric afterwards.”

It took Tristan a while before he could find his voice. “When did you come in？”

“From the moment you lied to scare the administrator,” said Alexander. “I’ve been following you ever since.”

“...I didn’t notice at all.”

“That’s perfectly normal.” Alexander braced a hand against the windowsill, sat down, and raised an eyebrow at Tristan. “In the entire Military Department, there’s barely anyone capable of that.”

He crossed one leg over the other as he spoke. “Half a semester has passed and you never noticed—your reflexes and powers of observation could use some work.”

“Half a semester？” Tristan was taken aback. “You’ve been at Imperial University all this time？”

“Stop staring at my face, young man.” Alexander drew a work ID from the pocket on the right side of his chest. “You’ve been borrowing books from the library for half a semester, passing right in front of me every day. The time you borrowed a volume on military history, I even chatted with you about the weather—but you still didn’t recognize me.”

Tristan caught sight of the name tag in Alexander’s hand—it was an Imperial University librarian’s identification card.

That jogged his memory. The library’s lending desk did indeed have an administrator who spent most of the day asleep, hat pulled down over his face. To borrow anything, one had to ring the bell to wake him, often without success. He frequently left early, hanging a “Closed” sign in the window by two in the afternoon. Some students, desperate for crucial reference materials to meet paper deadlines, resorted to hiding in the library until the staff locked up at night, then emerging to work under the desks until dawn. The next day, visitors to the reading room would often find candleholders tucked at the desk’s base, remnants of those clandestine vigils.

Tristan had exchanged a few words with the librarian on occasion, but had never paid him any real attention.

He lowered his gaze. “I didn’t recognize you.”

Alexander repeated himself. “Young man, you can’t judge people by appearances alone.”

Tristan paused, then suddenly asked, “Does that matter to you？”

Alexander: “Does what matter？”

Tristan: “That I only noticed your face.”

Alexander: “Oh？ Is that truly the case？”

Tristan: “...Not exactly.”

Alexander smiled.

“I’m on leave at the moment, and in all of Mourwood, the most comfortable place to sleep is the Imperial University Library.” His tone shifted. “It seems you’ve had quite an eventful half-semester—I saw you dig through nearly all of the Military Department’s old archives.”

Tristan: “I didn’t find much.”

“You found more than enough. Some of those materials are classified even within the Military Department.” Alexander gave the photo between his fingers a light
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