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    Chapter 1

    Prologue

    The girl dreamed of the day she would be freed from her cage. And so, she waited, ever waited, for the "someone" who would make it so. That was why, when the boy appeared before her, she had to fight to hold back tears of joy.

"Please, take what you desire."

An unusual painting hangs in His Majesty the King’s study. It is a portrait of a pale, gaunt girl dressed in black mourning clothes. The town of Regis, depicted in the background, is bathed in brilliant light, but this only serves to emphasize the girl’s gloominess. It is not a pleasant picture to look at.

Leon, the king’s grandson, had always been terrified of it. From the moment he first saw it, he couldn’t shake the feeling that the girl in the painting was glaring at him. Leon was particularly frightened of ghosts and the like.

Today, too, he had started off quietly reading a picture book, but he grew more and more unnerved by the girl’s gaze until he couldn't stand it any longer and leaped into his grandfather’s lap.

"Grandfather, I’m scared of that painting. Please, can you take it down?"

The king, having already ceded more than half of his authority to Leon’s father and begun considering retirement, was spending more and more of his time peacefully with his visiting grandson. Still, with a mountain of work to do, he could only entertain the boy in between his duties in the study. Renowned as the Wise King, his very presence was so significant that a complete retirement remained out of reach.

"Oh, my," the king said, pausing his writing as his grandson jumped onto him. He lifted the small boy onto his lap.

"Leon, is it the woman in the painting that frightens you?"

"Because she’s glaring at me…"

"Hm… She is not glaring at you, Leon. She is watching over you. Though," he added, "she may well be glaring at *me*."

"At you, Grandfather?"

"That’s right, Leon. This woman was a very admirable person. Your grandfather made an important promise to her. She is watching over me to make sure I keep that promise."

"…She isn’t a bad person? Not a witch or a ghost?"

"Haha, I suppose she might look a bit like a witch," the king chuckled.

Whether due to being spoiled or simply by his own nature, Leon, who had just turned six, was a timid child. His education as the next crown prince had already begun, but he was often so frightened of his strict tutors that he would flee to this study. Leon adored his grandfather, who was called the Wise King and held the immense trust of his people. Two out of three times, his grandfather would gently persuade him to return to his tutors, but that third time, he would give him sanctuary. The stories his grandfather told were far more interesting and full of wisdom than any of his lessons.

"Listen closely, Leon. This woman wears black not because she is a witch. These are mourning clothes."

"Mourning clothes?"

"Indeed. Today, I shall tell you about this woman. It was a long, long time ago, long before your father was even born."

And so, the old king began his tale. A story of a girl he met when he himself was just a hot-blooded young boy…



    Chapter 2

    The Last Princess of the Old Royal Family

    The girl’s father was the last king of a ruined dynasty.

When her father was killed by rebels, the girl was but a newborn. Thanks to this, her nursemaid was able to spirit her away in secret, and she escaped without anyone knowing.

The girl had many brothers and sisters, but all of them had perished at the hands of the rebels.

She might have been able to live as a nameless commoner, but she was still just an infant. And the nursemaid who raised her would not allow her to become a mere commoner.

In a small, hidden village nestled in the mountains, the girl grew up listening to her nursemaid’s bitter grievances.

The second floor of the small residence belonging to a former knight, now the village chief—that was the entirety of the world she was allowed.

If she looked out the window, she could see the village children running about, their cheerful laughter echoing through the air.

All the girl could ever do was watch.

"You must understand, Your Highness. You are the bearer of the legitimate royal blood of this country. For now, we have no choice but to resign ourselves to these circumstances, but one day, you must lead the truly loyal knights and bring divine retribution upon those wretched rebels."

*More than that, I just want to play outside like those children.*

"Absolutely not! Your Highness, do you understand? The difference in status between you and them is as vast as heaven and earth. Even to exchange words with them is improper. To run about outside as they do is utterly unthinkable!"

*But they all look like they’re having so much fun. I want to laugh like that, too.*

"It is not ‘I want,’ but ‘I wish,’ Your Highness. It seems Milene is ill-suited to be your handmaiden after all. For one of noble birth, even a minor one, to be only slightly better than a commoner is truly lamentable."

*Stop, Milene didn't do anything wrong. I’m sorry, I’ll be careful with my words.*

"No, Your Highness. That girl laughs with her mouth wide open like a commoner. Such vulgar behavior will have only a negative influence on you. The reason you say such dreadful things, like wanting to laugh in such a manner, is surely because she is near you. I have tolerated it until now… but Milene must leave."

*Nurse, please, stop!*

"Your Highness, a person of noble birth must not show tears like that! It will compromise your dignity. Milene simply cannot remain by your side. This is a good opportunity; we shall have Karen replace her."

*No, Karen is mean!*

"You must not raise your voice so. Besides, while Karen may be a commoner, as the daughter of a wealthy merchant, she has an education that rivals any noble. To call her mean, I can only assume, is a result of your own lack of effort. When I am not here, you will listen to what Karen says. Do you understand, Your Highness?"

And so, the girl was caged within a world she did not want.



    Chapter 3

    Karen

    Milene, the only one who would give the girl a warm embrace when her nursemaid wasn’t looking, was sent away. The gentle hours spent listening to countless fairy tales before bed were lost as well.

In her place, the girl’s time with Karen grew—Karen, who would use every moment the nursemaid was away to make snide remarks and play petty, cruel tricks.

"As expected of a princess, that silk dress is simply divine. The best I can manage is a cotton dress."

Looking down on the girl clad in an old-fashioned, somber black dress, Karen, herself wearing a vibrant, light pink cotton dress, curled her lip in a malicious smirk. Though her father had forbidden the comfortable silk dresses she once wore, the rising number of wealthy commoners meant that even cotton dresses now featured cutting-edge designs. And anything was leagues better than a dreary black mourning dress, silk or not.

Karen’s father, a wealthy merchant, had fallen from grace due to his close ties with the executed former king. But he was still extremely rich, and in a way, the girl and her nursemaid were being supported by him. Born a princess, yet she wore clothes shabbier than Karen’s. Compared to Karen, who had known fine things since childhood, the girl knew nothing and was far inferior in the accomplishments of a lady. Being forced to serve such a girl was irritating enough, but she also deeply resented her father for being cooped up in this backwater village. So, she took every opportunity to look down on the girl, assuaging her own frustrations with sharp barbs and mean-spirited pranks.

"These are Cranberry Baked Sweets, all the rage in the capital now. My father sent them for you, Your Highness. Oh, but… these are relatively inexpensive sweets, popular with the common folk. They would hardly be suitable for a princess, would they? I’m sure your nursemaid would scold you, so I shall dispose of them for you."

In the hidden village where sweets were nearly impossible to come by, she would make a show of displaying them only to take them away immediately. Karen knew the nursemaid’s temperament well and was an expert at preventing the girl from ever saying she wanted something. In front of the nursemaid, Karen feigned meek obedience, never failing to act with an expression of profound respect. Karen knew that for royalty, a nursemaid was far more than just someone who provided milk.

Though now a plain-looking middle-aged woman, the nursemaid had once been the star of high society. Many had admired the marquis’s daughter hailed for her beauty and intellect. Karen’s father was among them. The grace of her movements, her deep knowledge of arts and literature from all ages and lands, her skill in dance, her mastery of the harp—an essential instrument for women—she was first-class in all of them, and her skills remained sharp even with age. Karen knew that to steal those skills for herself would be an unparalleled weapon for a woman.

"It is truly regrettable that we cannot provide you with a satisfactory education in this remote place, but this nursemaid will personally and strictly instruct you in the etiquette and accomplishments required of a lady. Your Highness must one day welcome a noble husband. This is so that you will not be looked down upon by him. Do you understand?"

As the nursemaid gave the girl her elite education, Karen stood by her side, absorbing that knowledge more eagerly than anyone. While the girl, whose reluctance was plain to see, failed to meet the nursemaid’s expectations, Karen grew more refined by the day.

*Blood means nothing. In fact, there is nothing in which she surpasses me. Except for one thing.*

While looking down on the girl and reveling in her own superiority, Karen secretly harbored a dark flame of envy over the one area she could not surpass her.

The girl’s talent with the harp was a gift from the heavens, likely inherited from her mother’s side. The girl’s mother, a princess with royal blood from a neighboring country, was said to have been a prodigy of the harp. Hearing of her reputation, the former king had taken her as one of his consorts. In just a few years, the girl’s skill surpassed even that of her nursemaid, who was considered first-class. By the time she was eight, even the nursemaid praised her without reservation.

In education, deportment, and dance, the gap between them was so wide that the nursemaid would scold the girl by comparing her to Karen. But when it came to the harp, the girl had ascended to a height Karen couldn't even touch.

Ordinarily, the girl wore a perpetually difficult expression on her well-formed features and lacked even a shred of charm. But with a harp in her hands, she became a different person. The music that flowed from her fingertips was a melody from the heavens. Her posture was dignified, radiating an almost divine aura. The thought that this could be the power of noble blood made Karen’s commoner blood boil.

And so, in the spring when the girl turned twelve and Karen sixteen, Karen’s father arrived. He was overjoyed to find that the daughter he had left five years prior had learned to beautifully conceal her willfulness and arrogance, now carrying herself with the poise of a true lady.

"With this, she can hold her own against any noble lady."

And with that, Karen set off for the high society of the neighboring country.

Initially appearing in society with her identity concealed, Karen drew eyes with her lavish gowns, paid for with a fortune in gold. Blessed with fine features to begin with, her youthful bloom and confident demeanor allowed her to wear potentially gaudy outfits with stunning grace. She captured the hearts of the older generation with her quick-witted conversation and a display of deep learning that never crossed into ostentation.

Her target was never the young noblemen. The competition for promising young lords was fierce, and her commoner status put her at high risk of being attacked with baseless rumors and false accusations. Her ideal partner was someone with political power and influence, yet was otherwise an undesirable match. Thus, Karen became the new wife of a marquis who was the prime minister’s younger brother and already had grandchildren. Doted on by a husband captivated by his young, alluring wife, Karen basked in the glory of high society. As for the noble ladies who secretly scorned her as a commoner upstart, Karen simply laughed and ignored them. After all, none of them could hold a candle to her in any regard. Before long, her reputation reached the royal family, and it wasn't long before the womanizing crown prince took an interest.

And then, in the prince’s bed, Karen whispered.

"You recall the Harp Princess who was married into our country long ago, do you not? Did you know that her last surviving child is still alive?"

The crown prince was immediately intrigued. And that story soon reached the king.

"Ho, so you are saying your father is sheltering the legitimate heir of our neighboring kingdom?"

"Yes. Though my father is no nobleman, he takes pride in protecting the princess as a loyal subject. However, he is but a humble merchant and cannot provide her with the care she deserves. He is deeply concerned for the future of the princess, who is now coming of age. Your Majesty shares a blood tie with her. I implore you to look upon her with favor…"

Karen’s father was a merchant to the bone. He knew exactly where and how to sell the girl for the greatest profit.

At this time, the girl was fourteen. Her nursemaid had died from an epidemic the previous year.



    Chapter 4

    The Girl Thinks of Her People

    The girl becomes a woman.

Her nursemaid’s death released her from her shackles, but she was no longer a child who could thoughtlessly throw open the cage door.

With only her thoughts free, the girl considered many things based on the scraps of information she had.

For instance, what was the state of the country now?

Had the nation fallen into chaos because rebels seized control, as her nursemaid claimed?

The girl’s conclusion was no.

It was Karen who had taught her this.

This hidden village was poor.

Even with the support from Karen’s father, it was far from prosperous. Sugar was a luxury, and the villagers lived so frugally that the sweet bread eaten at the New Year’s festival was their greatest delight.

Almost none of the residents of this hidden village were originally of high status. She had gradually realized that they were mostly relatives of those who had died alongside her father when he was slain by the rebels—insignificant people, not important enough to be hunted down. Most were lower-class nobles in poor financial straits. From snippets of conversations among the servants, she gathered that those from wealthier families, even if stripped of their titles, had managed to escape abroad and maintain a decent standard of living. Her nursemaid had been extremely particular about status. The highest rank, of course, belonged to the girl herself. Next was the nursemaid, born into a marquisate and married into another of equal rank. After her came the village chief, a former knight and the second son of a count. The rest, in the nursemaid’s eyes, were insignificant lower nobility. She had a grasp of the hierarchy.

From her window, she watched them. These people, who had once been nobles, however low-ranking, showed no particular discontent as they diligently cultivated the land, living no differently from peasants. All the while, they never neglected their sword training.

One day, they would rally behind the girl as their figurehead and reclaim the kingdom of old.

Like her nursemaid, they clung to this belief with an obsessive tenacity.

Why they did so, the girl could not understand.

But the fact that baked sweets, even if containing only a small amount of sugar, were popular among the common people of the cities—that told her something.

Besides the sweets, there were the accessories.

Hair ornaments made of small velvet or silk ribbons adorned with colorful embroidery. These, too, were apparently in vogue in the cities. Karen herself wore one of a refined color in her hair. As always, she would show it off, ask the nursemaid if Her Highness might like one, and then retract the offer, saying it wasn't a suitable item for one so noble. It was the usual farce, and the nursemaid would nod in agreement. Better to wear nothing at all than something half-hearted. The proud nursemaid would admonish the girl, even though she never once said she wanted such things, nor showed any sign of it.

The women of the hidden village had no luxury to adorn themselves. Their faces were gaunt, their spirits drained, and they wore only black clothes like mourning dresses. The girl’s own clothes, though made of fine silk, were always black. They were elegant, but plain, high-collared, and utterly devoid of splendor. The only bright colors were on the children’s clothes, and even those were patched-up hand-me-downs, mended time and again.

The girl thought.

A hidden village meant there was almost no contact with the outside world. It was as if time stood still. Her only clues to the world beyond were the various goods Karen’s father sent to his daughter. Karen’s dresses were cotton, but their colors and tailoring improved with each passing year. The lace she used was also far more refined than what she’d worn in the beginning. Some of it even reminded the girl of patterns she had seen in a book of classical embroidery designs.

Was it just before Karen left that she saw the small cotton hair ribbons become embroidered, and then the material change to silk? If one listened carefully, one could learn that their price was well within reach of a commoner. The girl had seen the young women of the village watching Karen with eyes full of envy.

The people were more prosperous now than when her father was king.

What had her nursemaid been thinking, to so stubbornly refuse to see reality? Why did she continue to avert her eyes from a truth that even a young girl like herself could grasp with just a little careful thought?



    Chapter 5

    And So, the Girl and the Boy Meet

    The girl thinks.

*If they say I am the rightful ruler, then for the sake of my people, I must not leave this hidden village. My existence must not be known.*

*My presence will only become a seed of conflict.*

*A seed that will only bring suffering to the people.*

However, the girl did not even possess the freedom to take her own life.

And besides, she was afraid. Afraid of becoming truly meaningless.

If she died as a mere doll, called only "Your Highness," then there would have been no meaning to her being herself. No one ever spoke her name. No one knew what she thought, what brought her joy, what brought her sorrow. Since her nursemaid had passed, the surveillance had slackened considerably. But thanks to the nursemaid, who had kept everyone but Karen away, she had never even had a proper conversation with the servants in the residence. She spoke with the elderly village chief only through a closed door. Her nursemaid had been particularly opposed to any contact between the girl and men.

If she had wanted to escape, perhaps she could have. Or perhaps she could have befriended the servants, used her few valuable possessions to trade for connections to the outside world. She might have been able to discard her name, hide among the common people, and live as an ordinary girl.

But even if they didn't speak to her intimately, even if they only saw the idol of a "princess," she couldn't bring herself to abandon the people who endured their poor lives in the hidden village, clinging to her existence as their hope.

On the second floor of the small residence.

Trapped in that cage, the girl longed for someone to set her free.

When she was little, she dreamed of a prince who would rescue her, just like in the fairy tales Milene used to tell.

Now, she waited for someone to end this meaningless life.

And now, that someone was right in front of her.

"You are Angelica Fermi Baltus."

It was the first time anyone had called her by that name. Of course, the girl knew it was her own. The boy who spoke her name for the first time bore a striking resemblance to the man her nursemaid had cursed as a rebel.

A demon with hair as dark as the night and eyes the color of a blood curse.

Her nursemaid’s curses echoed in her mind.

The boy, with lustrous black hair that melted into the night, pointed his sword at her with eyes like flames, his aim unwavering.

His clothes were well-tailored and new, but otherwise not so different from what the men of the village wore.

But at the base of the blade pointed at her, there was a design of the Divine Bird, the guardian deity of this country. That design was permitted only to members of the royal family. The girl understood then that this boy was the son of the rebel her nursemaid had despised so utterly.

If he was the current king’s son, then he was a prince.

He was different from the one she had imagined in her childhood, but it didn't matter.

To keep from shedding tears of joy at her long-awaited release, the girl forced her eyes wide open.

She spread her arms, standing defenseless before the sword.

"Please, take what you desire."

"…Why are you so willing to throw your life away?"

Instead of begging for her life, the gaunt girl in black seemed to offer it up willingly. The boy was bewildered. The last remnant of the previous king, who had tormented his people with his extravagance. He had assumed she would be a foolish girl, just like her father.

But what was the reality? The girl, clad in a plain black dress that covered her up to her neck, wore not a single ornament, and her thin limbs looked as if they could snap at any moment.

"Your Highness, what is this hesitation?"

"I know," the boy replied irritably to the knight accompanying him and raised his sword once more.

The existence of the hidden village had actually been known for years. But the new king had not ordered the assassination of the last princess of the old royal family. He had left her alone, thinking a newborn infant with no supporters could do nothing. The queen and all the consorts had been killed, but that was to be expected, as they were the cause of the treasury’s depletion through their indulgence in amusement. But the new king had avoided placing blame on a newborn. A string of harsh punishments would only alienate the people. Had it been a prince, it would have been a different matter, but sometimes, showing mercy was necessary. The existence of the hidden village was an open secret among the country’s central figures. Under the watch of spies secretly dispatched by the new king, peace had been maintained around the girl.

However, the situation had changed. Naturally, Karen and her father’s movements were also being monitored. They likely thought they were being clever and secretive, but everything was known. Perhaps they could have gotten away with it in the era of the lax former king, but there was no fooling the shrewd new king, who had executed that king, taken the castle, and seized control of the knight orders all in a single night.

Upon receiving the report that Karen had made contact with the neighboring country’s crown prince, the new king made the decision to eliminate the girl. The princess’s mother was a princess of the neighboring royal family. If that country took custody of the princess and used her legitimate bloodline to demand the throne be returned, it would inevitably lead to trouble. In the worst case, it could lead to war.

‘Swiftly dispose of the princess in the shadows. Erase the existence of the hidden village, and make it so that such a place never existed.’

Given the gravity of the matter, the first prince—the boy—and a dozen or so of his most trusted and skilled knights were assigned the order.

"Angelica Fermi Baltus. Do you have any last words?"

At the boy’s question, the girl looked slightly surprised, hesitated, and then haltingly opened her mouth.

"…I have no last words. I would only be happy if you remembered. Remember how the last princess met her end."

Faced with the girl's utter tranquility, the boy silently lowered his sword. He simply couldn't bring himself to kill this destitute girl as she was.

"Your Highness!"

"One day. I will carry out my father’s command tomorrow night. Is that acceptable?"

Silencing the knight’s protest, the boy sheathed his sword.

"It’s a promise, Angelica Fermi Baltus. I will remember your final moments until my own dying day. In return, you will spend your last day with me."



    Chapter 6

    Daybreak

    Granted an unexpected reprieve, the girl spent the night disposing of her few belongings. The new king, she reasoned, likely intended to bury everything in darkness. If he were to publicly execute her as a princess, there would be no need for a small-scale surprise attack like this. He could simply overwhelm them with military force and execute her, the central figure, for all to see. She could only guess at the reasons why he didn't, but in any case, the girl knew she had to erase any trace that a princess had lived here.

She threw everything into the fire: the many books on culture, so out of place in the house of a village chief; the writings left by her nursemaid; the letters from Karen’s father. Then she opened the beautifully crafted letter box her mother had supposedly brought with her when she married. Inside lay a single piece of paper on which her name was written, signed by her biological father. A name no one had ever called her until today, when the boy’s voice, clear and dignified, had etched it into her soul.

"Angelica Fermi Baltus… my name…"

She traced the name on the paper with her finger, reading it aloud as if to confirm it. The girl had finally, truly claimed the first gift ever given to her.

But she had no time to bask in the emotion. The ultimate proof of her royal status was consumed by the fireplace flames in an instant. The letter box, her only memento of her mother, was also thrown into the fire. Finally, she opened the lonely wardrobe filled with nothing but black. The black dresses from her childhood, now too small, were still there. One by one, she fed them to the fire, thinking of her nursemaid. Though she had never been given warm affection, her nursemaid had constituted more than half of her world. Her nursemaid had taught her everything. And those teachings, ironically, had shown the girl what a princess ought to be.

*Born a princess, one must be proud and resolute.*

*As a ruler of the people, one must put their well-being first, kill one’s own desires, and remain aloof.*

She had been told stories repeatedly: of how royalty should be, of the Wise King who enriched the country, of the prince who defended it from invasion, and of the wise queen who saved her king from crisis with her quick wit and wisdom.

Her nursemaid had been very strict, and very intelligent. And yet, like a stubborn fool, she had relentlessly drilled into the girl the need to bring judgment upon the rebels, repeating it like a curse until the very end.

Why? It was a question no one would likely ever answer for her. Even the nursemaid herself probably didn't have an answer.

The nursemaid who never gave her warm affection. The nursemaid who never even called her by name. And yet, the girl had certainly loved her. Had longed for her love. Had the nursemaid loved her, even a little? Did she know that the girl had loved her? Probably not. She had died without knowing, without even trying to know. With a touch of sorrow at this thought, the girl continued to burn the black mourning dresses.

Forbidden from crying, forbidden from laughing aloud, she had worn a mask of "nobility" over her hollow heart, trapped in a small, enclosed cage. The girl had simply let things happen, waiting for someone to end her life. And now that someone had finally come, called her name, and breathed life into her.

What the girl discovered in the face of death was the trembling joy of being alive.

And the relief of being able to die as a "princess."

When dawn broke, the boy visited the girl’s room. She was already dressed and ready in the same gloomy black dress as yesterday. The boy scowled and opened the wardrobe in her room. But there wasn't a single dress to be found.

"Do you have no other dresses?"

"I do not. As I am to die today, this one is sufficient."

"I do not care for that dreary black."

"Even if you say so, mourning clothes are all I have ever worn since I came of age to understand."

At the meaning behind her words, the boy stared at the girl in astonishment. Indeed, the dress enveloped her so perfectly, it was as if it were her own skin, a complete and finished thing.

"…You’ve never worn anything but black?"

"No."

The girl’s hair, though well-combed, was unbound, flowing down her back like a golden waterfall as she answered nonchalantly.

"Do you have no accessories? A hair clasp?"

"I do not. I have no need for anything other than jewels befitting a princess."

The remark could have been taken as arrogant, but the boy understood its true meaning and was stunned.

Since she was old enough to remember, she had worn nothing but mourning clothes and possessed not a single ornament to adorn herself. Even poor peasant girls dressed up for festivals, yet this girl claimed to have never once had such an experience.

"Even in a hidden village, you must have a New Year’s festival. Do you dress like that even then?"

"Yes. In fact, I have never been outside."

The boy felt dizzy as the girl answered so matter-of-factly. It wasn’t unheard of for a sheltered young lady or a princess to have never left her residence or palace. But they could still go into the garden, or summon an orchestra. Even without going out, their lives were not without comfort or free from terrible boredom.

But this girl claimed to have never left this crude house, barely worthy of the name residence, belonging to the chief of a small, joyless hidden village.

"Have you truly never walked outside?"

"No. Though I wished to when I was little."

"Why did you not go out?"

"To go outside and associate with lowly people is an act lacking in awareness for a princess."

There was no emotion in the girl’s eyes as she spoke calmly. The boy didn't think she was looking down on the villagers as her words suggested. No, perhaps she didn’t even have enough interest to look down on them. The boy glanced at the only window in the room. It wasn’t very large. From that window, the girl, as a child, must have wished to go outside. Must have wished to play with the other village children. Someone had forbidden it. And at some point, the girl’s heart had died.

On impulse, the boy seized the girl’s hand and, ignoring her bewildered state, tried to pull her outside. As he reached the entrance, he met strong resistance. He turned back to see the girl trembling, her face rigid with fear.

"Come. It was our promise, to spend this last day with me."

At his words, the girl, though still afraid, took a single step outside.



    Chapter 7

    The Outside World

    The village, subdued by the knights the previous day, lay silent. A few knights standing guard shot harsh glares at the girl.

"…What happened to the villagers?"

The men of the village, who had been prepared to resist to the last, had all been cut down by the knights. Many of the women, clad in mourning dresses, had taken their own lives. They were women whose husbands and families had been killed by the new royal family when the old one was overthrown. They likely didn’t wish to endure any further shame. Most of those remaining were children not yet of age, but their fate was to be disposed of eventually.

The boy hesitated over how to tell her, but in the end, he told her the truth. He expected her to be hurt, but the girl accepted the villagers’ deaths with a calm detachment.

"I see. They would not have stopped even if I had told them to. They followed their folly through to the end. As for the women, if they took their own lives, then I have nothing to say."

"They were your followers, yet you speak so coldly."

The girl’s dispassionate words pricked at the boy, and his irritation flared. But she deflected it like a willow branch in the wind, a faint smile touching her lips.

"If I am the rightful princess and queen they wished for, then it is only natural to accept some sacrifices for the happiness of the people. Even if they were close to me, personal feelings have no place in such matters."

"You say your people were sacrificed for the happiness of a populace that does not even know you?"

"I am a seed of conflict. For the sake of the people, I should disappear. As should those who would rally behind me. However, on a personal level, I feel pity for the young ones. It was not by their own choice that they were in this village."

The girl’s quiet acceptance of both his frustration and her own fate drove the boy to an urge to scream. He had a younger sister, born after his father ascended to the throne. A princess by birth. She had received an education befitting a princess, raised surrounded by things befitting a princess. From his perspective, she was adorable, a little selfish, and a cherished being.

But what of this girl’s inviolable dignity? Despite being given nothing befitting a princess save for her birth. The destitute princess in her mourning dress, without even an ornament to tie up her hair, was only two years older than his sister, yet she was incomparably more of a princess. What about him, the prince? As a royal, did he possess such resolve? Could he offer up his own life for the sake of his people, telling them to simply take it? The girl was so perfectly a "princess" it was almost unsettling. Like a puppet called "princess," her true personality was imperceptible. This fact stirred the boy’s heart into a tempest.

Unaware of the boy’s inner turmoil, the girl slowly, deliberately pressed her feet into the earth, as if savoring the sensation. And then, her stiff, serene expression softened.

"Outside, even the smells, the air, the color of the sky are different, aren’t they?"

In the middle of the desolate village, thick with the stench of death, the girl’s whisper was so full of wonder that the boy couldn't bear it. He swept her up into his arms.

He placed the surprised girl onto his horse, and ignoring the knights’ alarm, spurred the horse into a gallop. The girl, held tightly in his arms, didn’t struggle. She clung to him, desperately enduring the unfamiliar rocking of the horse.

How long did they ride? The boy stopped the horse at the edge of a steep cliff. Below them spread the town closest to the hidden village. And beyond it, across the green plains, the capital was faintly visible.

"Look, that is the town of Regis. And what you can barely see over there is the royal capital."

"It’s so… so vast."

The girl’s eyes widened as far as they could go, her voice trembling. For a girl who had known nothing but the narrow sky of a hidden village buried in a dense forest, no other words would come.

"Shall we go down to the town?"

The girl didn’t answer the boy’s question. But he turned the horse’s head, intent on descending into the town.

The knights, who had caught up at some point, wore grim expressions but did not try to stop him.



    Chapter 8

    Regis

    Regis was not a particularly large town. It had a population of eight thousand, with cotton fields spreading across its suburbs, and its main industry was spinning. Wheat, the staple food, was also cultivated, but the self-sufficiency rate was only about sixty percent. The town of Regis had developed around the merchants who brought in the needed supplies and those who sold cotton cloth. In a way, Regis was more at the forefront of fashion than the capital itself. New dyes, new designs—they were born in Regis. And when a merchant from the capital spotted a promising product, it would set a new trend there. Regis overflowed with fabrics of every color, was decorated with clothes of bold design, and pulsed with ambition and fervor.

For the girl, the flood of colors she was seeing for the first time was enough to make her dizzy. On top of that, she was exhausted from the unaccustomed horse ride. The girl, who had never walked for long periods, was nearing the limits of her stamina. And yet, her heart danced at the sight of the outside world. Her eyes, with the wonder befitting her age, were captivated by the colorful dresses displayed in the shop windows.

Seeing this, the boy stopped his horse. He dismounted swiftly and offered his hand to the bewildered girl.

"…I’ll buy it for you. Come."

"What?"

"I hate that gloomy dress. That one isn’t bad."

He glanced towards a light pink dress displayed in a shop window. It was of a tasteful make, with the recently popular small puff sleeves and a high-waist cut. This type of design would suit a slender girl like her.

But the girl did not take the boy’s hand.

"My apologies, but I must decline. Only silk is suitable for me. That is well-made, but it is cotton, is it not?"

"…You’re stubborn."

"Thank you for the compliment."

The boy’s face soured, but he didn’t press the matter further. He mounted his horse again and proceeded slowly through the bustling town without a destination. The boy wanted to do something for the girl whose life he would have to take that night. He found it unbearably sad that she would die without knowing any of the pleasures of a young woman her age, without a single dress or ornament befitting a princess.

Suddenly, a pleasant aroma drifted by. He looked and saw a stall selling grilled mutton skewers. The girl, too, seemed drawn by the scent and was looking in that direction. He realized they had wandered into a district lined with eateries. It was almost noon, and he finally noticed that the girl hadn't eaten anything. The boy had eaten breakfast before meeting her, but the girl, who had been in confinement, had not been served a morning meal. Appetizing smells wafted from everywhere, and the area was alive with the energetic calls of vendors. The girl watched with curiosity as a woman selling sweet baked goods from a basket raised her voice, delivering a cheerful sales pitch. Then her eyes fell on a stall selling sandwiches of meat tucked into bread, and a child selling fruit juice diluted with water. Around a cart piled high with cheap sweets, a lively group of children clutching coins had gathered.

"Is there anything you’d like to try?"

Seeing the girl finally show a real reaction, the boy felt a sense of relief as he asked. But the girl said there was nothing she wanted to eat.

"The base food of commoners is not suitable for a princess."

The boy scowled but didn’t ask further, deciding to make her eat by force.

"It’s a bit early, but we’ll have lunch."

He informed the knight behind him and dismounted. This time, when the boy offered his hand, the girl took it. The boy bit his lip at the feel of her incredibly frail, slender, and cold hand.

Truthfully, the boy wished he could have treated the girl to a meal prepared by the castle’s head chef, using the finest ingredients, but that was an impossible fantasy. Moreover, they were incognito. Posing as a young lord of lower nobility and his escort, entering one of the few high-end restaurants in Regis was not a wise move. Though dissatisfied, he decided on a diner known for its good food, which one of the knights knew of. In a public diner, even a feast was nothing special, but it would be better than the food in that hidden village. The boy asked the girl what she wanted to eat. Her answer was "Three-Grain Porridge." It was called a sacred meal, something clergy were required to eat once a day, but simply put, it was the food of the poor. It was also the cheapest item on the menu.

"This is your last meal. Don’t hold back."

"It is quite all right. Having come this far, please allow me to see my will through. The sacred meal of Three-Grain Porridge is enough."

Three types of hardy grains bestowed by the gods to ward off famine—a simple porridge made by boiling them had raised the girl. She occasionally had vegetables, fruits, and meat, but a meal befitting a princess could not be prepared in that village. The only meal her nursemaid deemed suitable for a princess was "Three-Grain Porridge." The girl appreciated the boy’s consideration, but her stomach felt as if it would turn upside down from the unfamiliar horse ride. She thought she might throw up anything other than the familiar porridge. And her prediction was likely correct.

The boy fell into a sullen silence, but after a moment, he grudgingly ordered the Three-Grain Porridge. Five servings, including one for the accompanying knight.

The girl said they didn't have to join her, but the boy angrily retorted that there was no way they, as men, could eat whatever they pleased while she alone ate porridge.

The modest meal ended in a flash. It was a silent, tasteless affair, but the girl faintly murmured, "It is a happy thing to eat with many people." The boy regretted not having started a single conversation.

When they left the shop, the afternoon sun cast slightly longer shadows than before.

"It is time to prepare yourself," one of the knights whispered to the boy. The boy clenched his fists, forcing down the aimless rage welling up in his chest.

By rights, he should have already disposed of the girl and be on his way back to the capital. The boy knew well that he was reaching his limit.

He and the girl mounted the horse once more and headed for the hidden village. Leaving the noise of the town behind and passing through the gate, they were met with nothing but sprawling cotton fields. The idyllic silence stirred the boy’s heart with an unbearable restlessness.

He wanted to do something for her, anything. But the girl, with frustrating resolve, desired nothing.

If the girl had said just one word—that she didn’t want to die—the boy would have offered to prepare a substitute corpse. There were already several bodies lying in the hidden village. No one in the royal palace knew the face of the last survivor of the old royal family. It would not be difficult to alter one of the corpses. The knights would likely object, but they had grown sympathetic as they learned of her character and her past. If the boy insisted strongly, the possibility was not zero.

But the girl desired to have her life taken by him. As the "surviving princess of the old royal family."



    Chapter 9

    Promise

    The journey back to the hidden village was terribly slow and terribly quiet, a stark contrast to the way there.

The silence was broken only when they arrived, and the girl knelt for her final moments.

"Is there not something, anything you wish for before you die?! Anything at all, just say it!" the boy yelled, his face on the verge of tears like a cornered puppy. Seeing his distress, one of the knights rushed to his side.

"Your Highness, if this is too painful, allow me to take your place…"

"Silence! Do you presume to scorn me as one who lacks the resolve of a royal heir?!"

"M-my apologies!" The knight, stunned by the prince's outburst, apologized and retreated.

The boy took a deep breath and, in a voice slightly calmer than before, asked again.

"…Not as a princess, but is there a wish you have as your own self, as just a plain, scrawny little girl?"

Just a plain, scrawny little girl. The words were harsh, but the boy's sentiment made the girl’s eyes flicker with uncertainty.

The evening comes more quickly in the forest than on the plains. While the town of Regis was likely still bathed in the sunset, the hidden village was already enveloped in the silence of night. A melody from a harp trembled through that silence. It was a classical piece, a song based on an ancient hymn praising the gods. It was as beautiful as the twinkling of the stars, yet held a touch of sorrow.

The girl’s expression was not the one molded by the conventions of a princess, but that of an ordinary girl who loved and enjoyed playing the harp from the bottom of her heart. The music that flowed from her slender fingertips moved the boy more than any performance he had ever heard. For the girl, the harp was the only part of the education forced upon her by her nursemaid that she truly enjoyed and loved.

The harp’s melody was the girl’s heart itself. With her only free soul, in a world where nothing else was her own, the girl played one beloved song after another.

With all her heart, as her spirit moved her.

The boy had never imagined that such a brilliant and wonderful soul was hidden within the destitute body trapped in a gloomy mourning dress.

A girl with a faint expression, like a doll. A pitiful girl whose heart had been killed by her tragic environment. That is what the boy had thought. That was why he had been tormented by guilt, wanting to do something for her. His desperation to do something, anything, to make her state a wish, had been to lighten his own guilt.

But the girl’s heart had never died. On the contrary, beneath the princess mask forced upon her, she had nurtured a soul more vibrant and rich than anyone's.

The boy was ashamed of how he had dragged the girl around simply to alleviate his own guilt. He finally understood that the girl was a "princess" by her own will.

Even after the performance ended, no one spoke for a while—not the girl, not the boy, not the knights.

To break the lingering echo of the magnificent performance felt like a terrible sacrilege. Or perhaps they wished to spare the life of this miraculous harp virtuoso.

But they could not prolong the moment forever.

The boy dismissed the reluctant knights, leaving him alone with the girl.

"At the end… I am content to have been able to play my heart out. Thank you."

"…Is there truly no other wish?" the boy asked again, as if at a loss.

The girl’s brow furrowed in slight distress.

"Then… please tell me your name."

"…Ebalt. It is Ebalt Seneca Dindrion."

Only now did the boy realize he had never introduced himself. His face twisted with self-loathing. *What am I doing?*

"Thank you, Ebalt-sama. You were the first to ever call me by my name. Everyone else called me ‘Your Highness,’ but never my name."

What kind of life is it, to never be called by one’s name? The boy didn't know how to respond and fell silent. He no longer knew what to do. He didn’t want to lose this girl. He didn’t want to take her life. But for the sake of the country, he could not let her live. Conflicting emotions swirled in his chest, paralyzing him.

Before him, the girl quietly knelt.

"Come now, the knights must be growing anxious."

"You… you are a magnificent princess. I do not want to kill you."

The boy’s choked voice made the girl’s eyes widen. Then she slowly shook her head.

"In this small cage, I have lived my whole life just being swept along. I wasn't truly living as a ‘princess.’ But now, it is different. Because you came. You, who called my name and breathed life into my soul. You, who gave me meaning. You, gentle one, who grieved for my life and felt pain for me."

"I… I have done nothing. I cannot even save one girl made into a puppet by those possessed by obsession and greed."

He had only met the girl last night. And yet, she had already taken firm root in his heart. A single tear escaped the boy’s eye and fell to the floor.

"No, you have saved me. You showed me the people of the town, their faces so much brighter than those in the village. A town where girls enjoy fashion, where children buy sweet treats with their own money, a town filled with laughter. I will disappear to protect that precious happiness. Even if no one else knows, you will remember. You have given me the happiness of knowing that my life will not vanish into meaninglessness."

"Don’t be a fool. When you die, that’s the end. There is no meaning."

The girl herself would die without ever knowing even a fragment of the happiness the common people were now enjoying. That fact was something the boy could not forgive. Drip, drip. Tears streamed down his cheeks, falling from his chin to the floor.

"No, there is meaning. Souls are reborn. In my next life, I am sure I will be born as a commoner in some corner of this country."

"A commoner?"

"Yes, I’ve had enough of being a princess. Being a noble seems like a hassle, too. After a short rest, by the time I am reborn, I think the reign of the next king, Ebalt-sama, is a high possibility."

Her expression breaking, the girl offered a clumsy smile. The boy, in turn, managed a twisted smile of his own.

"My younger brother is smarter than I am. He may be the next king."

"I would prefer you, Ebalt-sama. The colorful cotton dresses, the sweet baked goods, the grilled mutton skewers… truthfully, I wanted them all. Please become a Wise King, so that the me in my next life can have all her wishes granted."

"What, so you were just putting on a brave face after all."

The smile the girl wore was awkward. She probably meant it as a joke, but it was so desperate that it was terribly comical. Tears were welling in her eyes now, too. The boy, fighting back a voice that threatened to become a sob, returned her joke with a lighthearted retort.

Then, he roughly wiped his tears with the back of his hand.

"Alright, I promise. You must, you must be reborn during my reign."

"Yes, I will."

There was no saving the girl's life now. Nor did she wish for it. The boy resolved himself to bear the weight of her life.

Still, he did not reach for his sword. Instead, he pulled a thin gold chain from the collar of his shirt. At its end hung a pendant in the shape of a small golden urn. He removed the urn and handed it to the girl.

"…It’s poison."

"Could it be… ‘Angel’s Mercy’?"

It was the poison used by royalty for suicide. A single drop ensured a painless death, like falling asleep. His father had instructed him to use it if the time ever came. A poison to protect the dignity of a royal and to fulfill their duty. His younger sister had been given one as well.

"You are a magnificent princess. Beheading is not a fitting end."

Beheading was the execution method for criminals.

"Thank you."

The girl quietly pulled out the stopper. Without a moment’s hesitation, she drank its contents and collapsed to the floor.

The small golden urn fell, striking the floor with a clear, high-pitched sound.



    Chapter 10

    The Boy Devises a Plan

    The boy's pride would not allow him to wallow in sentimentality any longer. Before the girl’s lifeless body, his mind began to work with a speed and clarity he had never before experienced. The girl had died with the pride of a princess until the very end. Therefore, he, as a prince entrusted with the nation, had to act to ensure her death would not be in vain.

Laying the girl on the crude bed, the boy summoned the knights. At the sight of the girl lying on the bed instead of being beheaded, the knights initially scowled, but seeing her body utterly still, they quickly understood the situation.

"I gave the princess the royal poison. I felt it was the right thing to do."

At the boy’s words, the knights silently nodded their assent.

Then, the boy steeled himself and spoke.

"I am changing the plan. This will go against my father’s orders, but it will be better for the country in the long run. Before you object, hear me out."

There was almost nothing left in the girl’s room. The wardrobe was empty, as were the drawers. It was as if no girl had ever lived there at all; it was impeccably bare. Only her body remained.

The boy felt a slight resentment toward the girl’s cleverness. If only she had left something behind, it could have been useful for his new plan. He then picked up the one thing the girl had been unable to dispose of: her harp. It was a practice harp with no special design. Too simple for a princess to own, which was likely why she hadn't been able to part with it. The boy gently placed the harp in the arms of the girl, who lay in eternal slumber with a peaceful expression.

"I never got to tell you… that your performance was magnificent…"

The words he murmured were heard by no one and vanished into the air.

"Your Highness, we have gathered the survivors."

"Understood."

Nodding at the words that came with a knock, the boy left the room where the girl slept.

"Is there anyone among you who knew the princess personally?"

The survivors were gathered on the first floor of the village chief’s residence. There were only about three who seemed to be the girl’s age or older. The rest were all children.

Huddled together, not a few were crying. Some glared at him with hatred and anger, but most were simply terrified.

"Answer the question!" one of the knights bellowed when no one replied. The frightened children immediately began to wail louder.

The boy let out an involuntary *tch* and glared at the knight who had shouted.

"The rest of you, stay quiet. The princess has just taken her last breath. Is there anyone who wishes to attend her in the afterlife?"

When a royal died, those who had served them closely were permitted to commit suicide to continue their service after death, if they so wished. It was a custom that had fallen out of practice in recent years, but it was not uncommon for attendants and ladies-in-waiting who had devoted their lives to a royal to request it. The boy wanted to select someone who was loyal to the girl. If there was no one, so be it, but if he could find someone trustworthy, he could use them in his plan.

With that in mind, he asked. After a moment, a young woman stepped forward. She was a scrawny girl with a dark complexion and freckles, around seventeen or eighteen years of age.

"Your name?"

"My name is Milene."

"You knew the princess personally."

"Yes. I had the honor of serving as her handmaiden until about five years ago."

Milene clenched her hands as if to suppress her trembling, her tear-filled eyes looking back at him defiantly. The boy studied her in return. Her lips were pressed into a firm line that spoke of a strong will, and her posture was straight, conveying a resolve not to back down an inch. The boy gave a single nod.

"Good. Come with me."

One month later, the King officially announced the death of the princess, the last survivor of the former king. The news was delivered in a formal document to the neighboring country, with which she had a blood tie. It was accompanied by the tale of the First Prince’s tragic romance.



    Chapter 11

    The Usurper King

    The new royal house, called the Dindrion Royal Family, was originally a ducal family with deep ties to the old monarchy.

The foolish former king and the current king who overthrew him were cousins.

The current king, Allen Halright Dindrion, is a military man. His position as general during the previous king's reign was not merely due to his high birth.

It was his ability that allowed the coup d'état to succeed so smoothly. And to purge the corruption as much as possible, he conducted a large-scale purge. While many vassals were devoted to King Allen for his charisma and skill, his harsh judgments also earned him considerable resentment.

The common people, their lives having improved, were now supportive, but the sight of countless severed heads displayed in the public square had initially instilled more fear of the new king's brutality than relief that their past suffering was over. He was even mockingly called the Decapitator King behind his back.

The people's lives had improved considerably, and the court had stabilized, but the potential for any spark to ignite into a flame was still not low. The dissatisfaction and resentment simmering within the country from demotions, stripping of titles, and confiscation of private property would not disappear so easily.

King Allen was not particularly cruel, but he understood that if civil war broke out while the populace was severely weakened, it would invite foreign intervention and could even lead to an invasion. Thus, he carried out a drastic purge in a short period to swiftly quell the political turmoil. It was also a way to demonstrate his harsh resolve and ensure that neighboring countries would not take him lightly.

His strategy had worked as intended, but now King Allen secretly worried that it had been *too* effective. The last remnant of the former king, the one he had shown mercy to, was slated to be sent to a strict convent to isolate her from the world before she could become a spark. He had also been using her as bait to lure out dissenters, calculating that just before she reached the age of majority at sixteen would be the ideal time. But events had moved faster than he anticipated. His spies had discovered a plot: domestic malcontents, secretly connected to that merchant, were planning to launch an armed uprising as soon as the neighboring country secured the girl, coordinating their military actions.

Executing the former princess for plotting treason would be the logical course of action, but to execute a powerless girl who had not yet come of age would only worsen King Allen's already feared reputation.

King Allen was well aware of the dangers of ruling through fear. If the hearts of the people turned away from him, the first to act would be the wealthy among the commoners. With money, they could live comfortably abroad. Though wealthy, they were still commoners, and unlike nobles protected by their titles, they could be ruined by a single whim of a ruler. If they feared being targeted and destroyed by a cruel king, they would easily abandon the country. If the wealthy fled with their fortunes, the major merchants who did business with them would follow. Eventually, even the nobility would send their wives and children abroad with their assets. The economy would shrink, a recession would hit, and the people's dissatisfaction would grow even more. Once that flow began, it was nearly impossible to stop.

Therefore, a reputation as a merciless king was the last thing he wanted. That was why King Allen had decided to completely erase the existence of the princess along with her hidden village. The neighboring country might protest with a fake former princess, but he could simply feign ignorance. Proving the authenticity of a former princess completely unknown to the public would be extremely difficult.

And so, for the sake of the country's future, King Allen had used the pitiful former princess one last time. As a trial for his firstborn son, who had not yet been formally invested as Crown Prince.

From King Allen's perspective, his son Ebalt was a bit too prone to preconceptions, and his intolerance for even minor sins bordered on narrow-mindedness. Of course, he had been educated as an heir since childhood and, even without a father's bias, was a clever boy who had learned to compensate for these flaws with reason. However, the shortsightedness and intense likes and dislikes he sometimes displayed when his emotions ran high were nothing short of exasperating.

If he himself was a king to be feared, he wanted the next generation to be loved and respected by the people and the nobility. To make the peace he had forcefully created richer and more secure. For that task, he had recently begun to think that his second son might be more suitable. The second prince, Fascal, had a gentle nature and was skilled at maintaining harmony with those around him. He was a step behind Ebalt in intelligence, but it was Fascal who naturally drew people to him, around whom cheerful laughter could always be heard. It pained him as a father to make his sons compete, but as a king, he had to choose the better successor for the country. Ebalt had reached the age of majority at sixteen. It was time to make his judgment, and so King Allen had given Prince Ebalt that order.

A former princess living a life that was the very picture of noble poverty. How would his son perceive the truth of the one he was supposed to condemn, and how would he handle the situation? Depending on the outcome, the king was even considering disinheritance. As he dealt with his political duties, the wrinkles on his brow deepened at his son's delayed return.

Unbeknownst to him, the deadline he had set—today—was drawing to a close. And still, his son had not returned.

"Ebalt, do not disappoint your father…"

Glancing at the sky, now draped in the curtain of night, a small murmur escaped the king’s lips, too quiet for his attendants to hear.



    Chapter 12

    Milene and the Girl

    To Milene, the girl was like a little sister.

She didn't remember much from before living in the hidden village. Only a faint, hazy memory of seeing a castle, like one from a fairy tale. Her father, who had been one of the royal guards when His Majesty the King was slain, had died, and she had apparently come to this hidden village with her mother. Her mother often lamented their poor life, but Milene had no memory of anything else, so her mother’s stories of the past felt as unreal as fairy tales. In between her chores in the village, her mother fanatically tried to teach Milene etiquette and other accomplishments necessary for a noble daughter, but Milene was far more interested in playing in the mud with the other children her age. She came to regret that when she was dismissed from her service to the girl.

In the year Milene turned ten, her mother dressed her in her best clothes, reserved only for special occasions like festivals, and combed her hair more meticulously than usual. Milene found herself in the village chief's residence. A noble lady—that was the only fitting description for the woman before her. Though her face was etched with several wrinkles, she was a beautiful person. Milene had seen her from time to time, but the adults had strictly warned the children that she was a person from a world above, and they must never speak to her.

"Your name?"

"My name is Milene Rohwanda Katzerni," she replied, nearly stumbling over the words. The noble lady’s already sour face soured further.

"I am Emeralda Lind Farisael, nursemaid to Her Highness the Princess. From this day forward, you will serve as Her Highness’s handmaiden. Under normal circumstances, someone of your station would never be permitted to serve Her Highness, but there are no other girls of suitable rank, so it cannot be helped. You will be deeply grateful for this excessive honor and serve her with all your heart."

Milene, who could only understand half of the unfamiliar words, stared blankly until her mother jabbed her in the back, at which point she hastily bowed.

"What is that vulgar curtsy?!"

The noble lady suddenly flew into a rage. Milene looked to her mother in confusion, but her mother was even more flustered, her face pale as she bowed her head low.

"Her education has been lacking, I am truly sorry to have offended your eyes!"

The noble lady looked at her mother with cold eyes and sighed. Milene decided she disliked this noble lady.

"…Since you, her mother, are of this caliber, I suppose I must simply accept it. I shall re-educate her myself."

"What generous words…! To be taught by the Marchioness Farisael, the very mirror of a lady, my daughter is truly fortunate!"

As Milene scowled, her mother, now in high spirits, instructed her to listen carefully to the noble lady, become a fine young woman, and serve the princess with utmost sincerity before leaving. Milene had no idea that from that day on, she would not be able to see her mother or her childhood playmates again.

Milene knew of the girl. She would sometimes peek out from the second-floor window of the village chief’s residence. On festival days, that window would be opened, and when the girl appeared, all the adults would prostrate themselves, chanting, "Long live the House of Baltus! Long live the Princess!" From the children's perspective, the pale, gaunt girl who wore black all year round didn't look like a princess at all. In fact, most of them thought she was creepy. They never said it out loud, lest they be scolded by the adults. But in private, they would mock her as the ghost princess and laugh.

And seeing her up close, the girl still didn't look like a princess. The gloomy, expressionless younger girl seemed eerie and unsettling to Milene.

Moreover, the noble lady’s education was so strict it made her mother’s attempts feel like child’s play. If any part of Milene’s demeanor displeased her, she would mercilessly whip her thighs. Milene, still a child, couldn’t bear the pain and broke down crying after just three days, screaming that she couldn't take it anymore. The angry noble lady locked her in a storeroom. If the girl hadn't slipped her a piece of bread that night, Milene would have forced her way out of the residence and run back to her mother.

Exhausted from crying, Milene had fallen asleep in a corner of the storeroom when a gentle shake on her shoulder woke her. In her drowsy state, she looked up at the person shaking her. In the darkness, lit only by the moonlight filtering through the window, she saw a faintly outlined, ghost-like figure and nearly screamed. She barely managed to stifle it when the girl whispered, "Quiet."

"Here…"

The girl, who had sat down beside her, offered something. Milene took the object, which was wrapped in what looked like a handkerchief, feeling suspicious. When she opened the bundle, a piece of bread emerged.

"…Can I eat it?"

The girl nodded, so Milene immediately took a bite. The sour, hard black bread filled her mouth with saliva. She hadn't realized how hungry she was, having cried, gotten excited, and then fallen asleep. She devoured the bread in an instant, but it was far from enough to satisfy her hunger. Having put something in her stomach only made her feel hungrier than before. She rubbed her belly as it rumbled, feeling miserable.

"…I want to go home…"

The murmur escaped her lips unconsciously. The girl snuggled up close beside her.

"You know, if you put padding in your drawers, it only hurts a little when she hits you with the whip…"

"Padding?"

"With the cloth from embroidery practice… and scraps, I make little cushions and secretly put them inside my drawers."

With that, the girl lifted her skirt and pulled out two small, longish cushions from inside her drawers, one from each side. Then, she pressed them into Milene’s hands.

"…Here."

"You’re giving them to me?"

The girl gave a faint nod.

"But… what about you, Princess?"

"I’ll make more."

After replying, the girl hesitantly took Milene’s hand.

"…So, please, don’t leave…"

"…Okay."

At the girl’s lonely voice, Milene found herself nodding without thinking.



    Chapter 13

    Vow of Vengeance

    Once Milene started to interact with the girl with genuine interest, she quickly learned that she wasn't an expressionless, boring child at all.

When the noble lady turned her back, Milene would secretly stick out her tongue and make a gesture of kicking her from behind. The girl’s eyes would go wide, and her tightly pressed lips would tremble. Realizing she was trying not to laugh made Milene happy.

It didn’t take long for her to understand that the girl didn't smile not because she couldn't, but because she was trying to avoid being scolded by the noble lady.

The noble lady’s lessons remained strict, and the frustration of a life without the freedom to even go outside mounted, but seeing the younger girl silently obey helped Milene endure. There was also her promise not to leave, but by then, Milene had grown quite fond of the girl.

Milene was naturally nurturing and enjoyed taking care of younger children. So, tending to the girl’s personal needs was no hardship. Helping her dress, combing her hair, cleaning her room, and arranging the linens were all much easier than helping with farm work. After about six months, when she could perform these duties without issue, the noble lady began to leave them alone during those times. This meant they could secure a decent amount of time away from the noble lady’s watchful eyes.

The chief's residence was little more than a common house, and the walls were thin. If they spoke in a normal voice, they would undoubtedly be overheard. So, whenever Milene and the girl were alone, she would whisper. Sharing secrets was thrilling and exciting. At first, the girl was constantly worried about being heard by the noble lady, but once she realized it was safe, she began to listen to Milene’s whispers with delight.

The content of their whispers would have made the noble lady faint. They talked about playing and making castles out of mud, about the time a giant earthworm as thick as her arm appeared while she was helping with farm work, about how you could crush the red flowers that bloomed in spring and rub them on your nails to stain them a beautiful red, about skipping stones on the pond, about the boy who was the fastest runner—they talked about all sorts of things without rhyme or reason.

Within a year, the girl began to show a range of expressions as rich as any ordinary girl, but only to Milene. Milene found this incredibly endearing.

The time after finishing preparations for bed was especially precious to them both.

While waiting for the girl to fall asleep, Milene would recall the fairy tales her mother had told her as bedtime stories, making up the parts she had forgotten, and sometimes creating impromptu stories with the girl as the protagonist.

Milene’s particular favorite was a story where she cast the girl as a captive princess, the noble lady as a wicked witch, and herself as the prince. She would tell it to the girl over and over, changing only the ending. The wicked witch’s punishment at the end varied depending on the noble lady’s cruelty that day. On days when her thighs were badly whipped, the witch received a hundred lashes. On days she was scolded for not memorizing her spelling, the witch was cursed to forget all her spells and lose her magic. On days she was denied a meal as punishment, the witch was cursed so that everything she tried to eat turned to stone, leaving her to suffer eternal hunger.

This was how they got through the hard times, by venting their frustrations. The sense of confinement she might not have endured alone, the loneliness of not seeing her mother or friends—she could bear it all because she had a companion in the girl. Before long, the girl had become like a precious younger sister to Milene, someone she had to protect no matter what.

Meanwhile, less than a year after they were separated, Milene’s mother left the village. Apparently, through the connections of that important-looking merchant who was the only one allowed in and out, she had become the new wife of a wealthy merchant. When Milene heard the news, she only cried a little. Perhaps from her mother's attitude that day and the fact that she never came to visit, Milene had subconsciously understood that she had been conveniently abandoned. And for that very reason, she swore to herself that she would never, ever leave the girl. The promise she had made to the girl, not to leave, had transformed into something like a sacred vow within Milene’s heart.

That was why, when her role as handmaiden was stolen by that merchant’s daughter, Karen, she tried to run away with the girl. That very night she was cast out.

But she was caught easily while trying to sneak in through the small window of that storeroom. She was severely punished and forbidden from even seeing the girl on festival days. The noble lady must have truly disliked Milene, for even in death, her will forbade Milene from seeing the girl.

But Milene never gave up. One day, she would rescue the girl and escape from this village lost in its foolish dream. That was what she believed.

Honestly, this high-and-mighty boy's story about the girl being a "magnificent princess" meant nothing to Milene.

But when she learned that the cause of the girl’s predicament was that merchant and his daughter, Karen, a hellfire ignited within Milene.

*I will never forgive a fake.*

*To think they would try to use my princess even after her death… I will absolutely never forgive them!*

She had already been prepared to follow her princess into death. Milene didn't hesitate to join the boy’s plan. She had to strike a blow, at least one, against that hateful merchant and his daughter who had used the girl. If possible, she wanted to drag them down to hell.

Vowing revenge, Milene whispered lovingly to the peacefully slumbering girl to wait just a little longer, and became the boy’s accomplice.



    Chapter 14

    The Play "Princess Koto," Part One

    Once upon a time, in a certain kingdom, the head of an arrogant noble house brazenly drew his bow against the king and raised a rebellion. However, before the great king and his elite knights, the rebellion failed, and the house's lord and his entire clan were purged.

Yet, a single soul survived. The merciful king declared that a newborn babe was without sin and showed clemency to the great noble's infant daughter.

More than a decade passed.

Accompanied by her nursemaid and a few attendants, the girl lived quietly in the depths of a dense forest, grateful for His Majesty the King's mercy.

One day, a prince who had come to hunt near the forest followed his prey deeper and deeper into the woods until he found himself completely lost. As he stood there, wondering what to do, he heard the sound of a koto from somewhere nearby. It was a purer, more beautiful melody than any he had ever heard before. Guided by the sound, the prince ventured further into the forest.

Just as dusk settled, he discovered a small, secluded house. The melody was coming from the second floor.

The prince, eager to meet the musician, knocked on the door.

"I became lost while hunting, but the sound of your koto guided me here. If it's not too much trouble, could you grant me lodging for the night?"

The people of the house who answered said he could stay in the stables, but not in the house itself. When he asked about the master of the koto, they scowled and would not tell him a thing.

The prince had no choice but to stay in the stables and wait for night to fall.

He was determined to meet the koto player, so when everyone had fallen asleep, he slipped out of the stables, climbed a tree beside the house, and peered into the second-floor window.

He could see a figure inside. *That must be her,* the prince thought. He knocked softly on the window and whispered.

"I am no threat. I was lost and despairing in the forest when your music guided me here before nightfall. I only wanted to thank you in person."

The window opened quietly, and the figure revealed her face. The prince's eyes widened at the sight of the beautiful girl, illuminated by the moonlight.

"The people of the house told me of your situation. I am relieved you are safe."

Her voice was as lovely as the chiming of bells, and with her gentle smile, the prince fell in love in an instant.

"Won't you tell me your name? I am Sieg."

"I am sorry, but I cannot tell you my name."

The prince asked for her name, but the girl only shook her head with a sad expression. Her sorrow was so profound that the prince gave up on pressing her further. Instead, he bestowed upon her a name he thought fitting.

"Then I shall call you Princess Koto. I know of no one who plays the koto as wonderfully as you."

"That is only because you do not know them. My nursemaid told me my mother was an even more splendid koto player than I."

"What? Then you are the daughter of the Queen of the Koto! In that case, the name Princess Koto is truly fitting."

"You are an amusing one. But please, forget me at once. I am one who must not exist. Please think of today as nothing more than a dream."

"Why would you say such a thing?"

"I cannot tell you the reason. I will have the house attendants escort you near the main road, so please, I ask that you depart at first light…"

With those words, the girl closed the window.

And so, the next morning, the prince was escorted to the main road as Princess Koto had said. But though he returned to the castle, he could not forget her. He had become completely captivated by the mysterious, beautiful girl who smiled so fleetingly and spoke such sad words as "one who must not exist." He made time to visit the forest of Princess Koto again and again, pleading to meet the master of the koto. But his requests were always blocked by the house attendants. He tried climbing the tree in the middle of the night as before and knocking on the window, but it never opened.

Sometimes, he would wait in front of the house all day, hoping to at least hear the sound of her koto.

One such day, having failed to see Princess Koto or even hear her music once again, the disappointed prince was leaving when someone called out to him.

"Pardon me, Master Sieg."

The prince turned to find a girl of about the same age as Princess Koto standing there.

"And you are?"

"I am the foster sister of the one you call Princess Koto, and I serve as her handmaiden. My mother was Her Highness's nursemaid."

"Is that so? Is Princess Koto well?"

"She is not well."

"Could it be? Is the reason I haven't heard the koto lately because she is ill?"

Ignoring the worried prince's question, the handmaiden asked him with a stern expression.

"Master Sieg, what are your intentions toward Princess Koto?"

"That Princess Koto has completely captured my heart. If I could, I would wish to make her my wife."

This person was close to the princess. The prince boldly confessed his feelings.

At this, the handmaiden smiled with delight.

"Is there no falsehood in those words?"

"I swear it."

"In that case, I shall arrange a meeting between you and Princess Koto."

The prince was stunned by the handmaiden's unexpected words.

"Why would you do such a thing? Did you all not forbid me from ever seeing her?"

"I want Princess Koto to find happiness. Her father committed a crime, but she herself is as pure as the driven snow, without a single sin. Therefore, if you truly love her, Master Sieg, I ask that you take her from this place and grant her happiness."

"The daughter of a criminal…"

"Does hearing that make your heart waver?"

"No, not at all. I merely believe I have solved the mystery of why she said she was 'one who must not exist.' The heart of a woman who can produce such a pure sound from her koto cannot be anything but pure. If she bears such a sad fate, then I desire all the more to make her happy."

"Never forget those words."

And so, with the handmaiden on his side, the prince was finally able to meet with Princess Koto.

When they met after so long, she was gaunt and looked even more fragile. The prince rushed to her side and took her slender hand in his.

"I heard you were unwell. Are you ill?"

"Yes, I am ill."

Princess Koto's face was flushed as if she wore rouge, and the hand he held was trembling. His worry only grew.

"This will not do. I will buy you the finest medicine, so please, tell me the nature of your illness."

The prince was ready to acquire any medicine, no matter how expensive or rare, but for some reason, Princess Koto looked down bashfully.

"There is no medicine for my illness."

"No! I will absolutely find one. Please, just tell me."

"It is enough that you have come to see me. You, who stole my heart at first sight."

The prince's heart pounded as Princess Koto confessed her feelings in a small, trembling voice, her head still bowed.

"Oh, Princess Koto! My beloved! I suffer from the very same illness. And the only person who can cure me… is you!"

Overjoyed that their feelings were mutual, the prince embraced Princess Koto tightly.



    Chapter 15

    The Play "Princess Koto," Part Two

    As the prince continued his secret rendezvous with Princess Koto, arranged by the handmaiden and hidden from the eyes of the household, he fell ever more deeply in love with her humble, modest, and gentle heart. He soon came to believe that there was no one but Princess Koto to be his bride. He was certain that even if she was the daughter of a criminal, his father and mother would understand her wonderful nature once they met her.

Exactly one year after they first met, the prince invited Princess Koto out to mark the occasion. He had learned from the handmaiden that she had never once left the house, a fact he had always found pitiful.

"Princess Koto, would you do me the honor of going on a date with me?"

"A… date?"

"Yes. An outing between lovers is called a date. Since you and I are lovers, it is something I have longed to do."

"No! That is impossible!"

Princess Koto turned pale with shock at the prince's words.

"I am forbidden from leaving this house. Your visits are a secret as it is, but if I were to go outside, everyone would surely find out. If that happens, I will never be able to see you again!"

"Do not worry, your handmaiden will help us. You just need to disguise yourself as her and slip out."

"Yes, please go with Master Sieg and do not worry about a thing. I will pretend to be you, my lady. It will be fine. If I say I am unwell and wish to sleep and not be disturbed, no one will come to this room."

Princess Koto was frightened and tried to persuade the prince and the handmaiden to reconsider, but they both just repeated that everything would be fine. In the end, she was pressured into going on her very first outing.

After placing Princess Koto on the horse he had hidden in the forest, the prince headed for the nearest town. The town was famous for its seamstresses, and its streets were lined with shops displaying beautiful dresses. Since Princess Koto, believing herself the daughter of a criminal, wore only simple black dresses, the prince desperately wanted to gift her a dress of a lovely color, one befitting a girl her age. And he wanted to treat her, who knew only simple meals, to an abundance of delicious food.

Meanwhile, seeing the outside world for the first time, Princess Koto's heart danced with a mixture of fear and excitement. The lively buzz of the people, the beautiful dresses in the shop windows, the appetizing smells wafting from here and there—no matter how modest, a girl her age could not remain indifferent. Holding Princess Koto in his arms and seeing her eyes sparkle with delight, the prince felt that he had been right to bring her out, even if he had to be forceful.

"Princess Koto, is there a dress you would like? How about that light pink one? I am certain it would look wonderful on you."

"Master Sieg, I appreciate the sentiment, but such a thing is far too grand for me. I am the daughter of a criminal. To wear such a splendid garment would be an act of audaciousness I could never…"

"There you go again, saying such things. That crime is not yours to bear."

The prince was disappointed by her refusal, but he had been rather forceful in arranging this outing. He hesitated to push his own desires on her too much and gave up on gifting her a dress for the time being.

Instead, he took her to a well-regarded diner.

"Come, please order anything you like."

The prince recommended various dishes to Princess Koto. And of course, the desserts that ladies love—he told her to order whichever she wanted, even if she couldn't finish it.

However, what Princess Koto chose was the Three-Grain Porridge she always ate.

"Why must you be so stubborn?"

The prince, thoroughly disheartened, rebuked her with a reproachful look.

Then, with a face on the verge of tears, Princess Koto spoke.

"It is not that I wish to disregard your kindness, Master Sieg. But… this is my first time, and my heart is so full that I do not think I can eat anything else. I thought perhaps I could manage something I am used to… Please, do not hate me."

Faced with her words, the prince could not help but feel ashamed of his own thoughtlessness.

"Hate you? Never. It is true that I was inconsiderate. If you, who are used to such modest meals, were to suddenly eat all sorts of things, you might very well fall ill. It is you who should not hate a fool like me."

"Oh! I could never hate you, Master Sieg, not even if the heavens and earth were to be overturned!"

The prince was relieved to see her smile again, and together they ate the Three-Grain Porridge.

"Even this simple Three-Grain Porridge becomes a feast beyond compare when I eat it with you."

"…I, too… feel it is many times more delicious when I share it with you, Master Sieg."

As they smiled at each other, the two were incredibly happy.

And the prince's resolve was renewed. There was no girl as devoted and good-hearted as Princess Koto. He would make her happy, no matter what.

On the way back, as he held the dozing Princess Koto lovingly in his arms, the prince decided to reveal his identity. He had never told Princess Koto or her handmaiden that he was a prince. They seemed to think he was the young lord of some noble house, and since he was traveling incognito, he hadn't corrected them. But now that he had decided that only she could be his bride, he would tell her his true name and ask for her hand in marriage. And he wanted to know her true name as well.

And so, the next opportunity arrived. He visited the house in the forest dressed in a magnificent white suit embroidered with silver and gold thread, riding a white horse, with his attendants carrying a bouquet so large he could not hold it himself.

To the household attendants who came out to see what the commotion was, the prince declared:

"I am this country's prince, Siegfried! Please, grant me the opportunity to propose to the master of that beautiful koto music!"

At this declaration, the faces of the attendants turned crimson with rage.

"A prince!? Have you come to kill our precious princess!!"

Screaming thus, they rushed to attack and kill him.

The prince was stunned by the sudden turn of events but quickly drew his sword to defend himself.

"Please, listen to me! I would never kill her! Why would I, when I wish to make her my wife! I am serious! I will make Princess Koto happy, I swear it!"

He tried to placate them as their swords clashed, but no one would listen to his words.

His attendants fought desperately, but they were outnumbered and soon cornered.

It was at that moment that Princess Koto threw herself in front of a descending blade.

The merciless sword cut through her chest, and the handmaiden's scream echoed through the air. The man who had struck the princess he'd meant to protect collapsed to his knees and screamed in anguish.

"Princess Koto!"

The prince rushed to the fallen princess and lifted her into his arms.

"Why… why has it come to this…!"

Seeing the blood pouring from her chest, the prince realized she did not have long and shed tears.

"Sieg… are you… unhurt?"

"Princess Koto…! Why!"

With her life fading, Princess Koto managed a brave smile through the pain.

"My prince… you were a real prince after all… Then perhaps you and I were never fated to be together…"

"That's not true! Who else could be my wife but you!"

"No, I am the daughter of a traitor who brazenly drew his bow against His Majesty the King… The daughter of a great sinner, whose blood is most unworthy of you."

"What does that matter? When your heart is purer than anything in this world…!"

"…Please, do not… blame them. They are the ones who protected and raised me all this time."

"I understand, I understand, just please, don't die, my love!"

Princess Koto's hand, trembling and weak, caressed the prince's cheek. Then, in a voice that was now but a faint whisper, she said.

"I'm sorry, I can't even see your face anymore… Please, forget about me…"

"How cruel you are. I could never forget you…!"

"You are a difficult one… then… in the next life…"

With those words, Princess Koto's hand slipped from the prince's cheek and fell to the ground.

"Ah… Princess Koto! I promise you, if there is a next life, I will surely find you…!"

The prince's lament, as he clutched the body of his lifeless love, echoed long and deep through the forest.



    Chapter 16

    Final Curtain

    A play titled *Princess Koto* is currently enjoying explosive popularity in the royal capital. The play began in Regis, and its reputation spread like wildfire, leading to performances in the capital. While there are many theaters in the capital, *Princess Koto* is being performed at a playhouse that even commoners can afford with a little effort. From the very first day, bolstered by advance praise, the venue was so packed there was only standing room.

The play's plot is, in some ways, a well-worn tragedy, but there was a reason for its feverish popularity. The fact that it began in Regis was also significant.

The play's main characters—Princess Koto, the Prince, and the Handmaiden—are all based on real people.

It all began when a woman sought to purchase a wedding gown in the town of Regis. She said money was no object, but she needed the finest wedding gown in the country made in about twenty days. The woman, the bride's handmaiden, made the request at one of Regis's most reputable shops. Wedding gowns fit for noblewomen often feature intricate embroidery, and the more magnificent the embroidery, the better, so production usually takes at least a month. The twenty-day deadline was tight, but the shopkeeper enthusiastically accepted the commission.

However, a major problem soon became apparent. The handmaiden said it was impossible to take the bride's measurements. The seamstresses argued that taking detailed measurements directly from the bride-to-be was essential for the finest gown in the country, but the handmaiden wouldn't budge, insisting she would take them herself. As the seamstresses persisted, explaining that precise measurements required technical skill, the handmaiden reluctantly explained why the bride could not be met in person.

Making the seamstresses promise to tell no one, the handmaiden recounted the tragic love story of Prince Ebalt and the princess, the last scion of the former king. She explained that the wedding gown was something the prince desperately wished for the princess to wear at her funeral. She assured them that they need not worry about the cost, only that they finish it in twenty days. The handmaiden then handed over the black mourning dress the princess had worn, asking them to use it as a reference since it had fit the princess perfectly.

As an aside, royal funerals are rarely held immediately after death. It is most often the case that they take place after various political "processes" are concluded. A family with special preservation techniques serves the royal house, and they can typically maintain a person's living appearance for about a month. The handmaiden's twenty-day deadline was likely based on this knowledge.

Now, as it happened, one of the seamstresses in the shop recognized the mourning dress. A young nobleman on horseback, with a girl in a mourning dress riding held in his embrace, was an unusual enough sight to have drawn considerable attention.

The handmaiden had asked for secrecy, but the seamstresses could not hold their tongues. They wept for the pitiful princess and, as one, tailored a magnificent wedding gown. But they simply could not keep from sharing this incredibly rare experience, this fairytale-like tragedy. What's more, with an actual witness who had seen the two, the rumor spread like wildfire and was accepted as truth. As the rumor spread, more stories emerged—someone else claiming to have seen the couple, another claiming they had eaten Three-Grain Porridge at their diner—which only added to the rumor's credibility.

And so, a playwright who heard the rumor wrote a script for a play. The playwright boasted that he had heard the story directly from the handmaiden and had reproduced it as faithfully as possible. Of course, he'd made subtle changes to avoid being charged with lèse-majesté, but he claimed the beginning and end of their story were almost entirely intact.

It was impossible for this *not* to become a sensation. The moment performances began, *Princess Koto* became an explosive hit.

Everyone who saw the play left with red-rimmed eyes, talking about its heart-wrenching story. The people of Regis took pride in their town, where the two had enjoyed their first and last date, and popularity for Prince Ebalt—Prince Sieg—and for His Majesty the King, who had shown mercy to Princess Koto—the former princess—began to steadily grow.

And it didn't take long for this to spread to the capital. Many merchants from the capital came to Regis to buy goods. These trend-sensitive merchants quickly spread the rumor in the capital as well. *Princess Koto* began to catch on among the people of the capital even before performances began. The light pink dress that Prince Sieg had recommended for Princess Koto sold out in an instant, and couples could be seen everywhere, affectionately sharing Three-Grain Porridge in diners.

Then the performances began in the capital. Just as the play's reputation grew among the nobility and a run at the Royal Theater was decided, the death of the princess of the old royal family was officially announced. What's more, the chief mourner was said to be Prince Ebalt. The story of *Princess Koto* was now firmly established among the common people as undeniable truth.

It was the same in the neighboring country. The story of *Princess Koto*, spread by merchants, had become popular there as well. After all, the model for Princess Koto was a princess with ties to their own country. Furthermore, Princess Koto's mother, called the Queen of the Koto in the play, was a princess from the neighboring country's royal line, and many people remembered that she, too, had been called Princess Koto before her marriage. It was only natural they felt a certain familiarity.

Princess Angelica's funeral was a solemn affair, befitting royalty. A great crowd of citizens gathered in the square of the cathedral where the funeral was held, and when the requiem bell tolled, sobs could be heard from all corners of the square.

When the coffin was carried out, the people lined the streets to the royal tomb so densely there wasn't an inch of space, tearfully throwing tribute flowers and calling out, "May you find happiness in the next life."

After the burial at the tomb, in an unprecedented act, Prince Ebalt returned to the cathedral square and stood before the people who were still praying for Princess Angelica's soul.

"I wish to thank all of you who have gathered and shed tears for my most beloved, Princess Angelica. As you all know from the story of *Princess Koto*, Princess Angelica was a peerless master of the koto and a gentle person, as pure as the driven snow. I do not believe I will ever meet another woman as wonderful as she was."

The square fell silent as the prince began to speak. It was unheard of for a member of the royal family to speak directly to the people at such close proximity, but even the royal guards remained silent, not stopping the prince.

In that silence, bathed in the almost painful gaze of the people, the prince took a deep breath. Then he spoke again.

"There is something not told in the story of *Princess Koto* that I want you all to hear. Angelica was deeply pained that her father had tormented and oppressed all of you. As a penance, she never wore anything but mourning clothes her entire life, lived without any luxury, and ate only Three-Grain Porridge."

The prince's words echoed clearly across the silent square. This was not about *Princess Koto*, but about the daughter of the foolish king who had oppressed them. The people listened intently, wanting to know the truth.

"Angelica died in my arms, thinking of all of you, of the people. There could be no princess as noble and kind-hearted as Angelica. At the end, before she drew her last breath, she said this to me: ‘Please, become a wise king who will lead the people to happiness.’"

The people, swept up in this grand drama, were moved to tears by the devoted princess's last words. As sobs began to rise, the prince raised his voice even louder and continued.

"I am still immature, and my father is in good health. So, I believe it will be some time before I become king. Nevertheless, on this day, the day I have sent Angelica to the kingdom of heaven, I want to make a vow to you all!"

He then looked out over the square, as if to see each and every citizen.

"I swear that I will one day become a great king, just as Angelica wished! Please, I ask you all to watch over me until that day! And to make this a good country, I ask you to lend me your strength!"

Tears welled up in the prince's eyes as he appealed to the people.

And the people, weeping, cried out.

"Long live Prince Ebalt! Long live Princess Angelica!"

The voices praising the two echoed throughout the capital, and with that, one curtain fell on a scene of deep emotion.

From that day on, the king was rarely derided among the people as the Decapitating King. And Prince Ebalt, as the face of the royal family, gained the overwhelming support of the people.

As if propelled by this, six months later, Prince Ebalt was officially named Crown Prince.

In the neighboring country, a young woman appeared for a time claiming to be the true princess of the old royal family, causing a stir by presenting a harp bearing the old royal crest as proof, but she was soon forgotten by the people. No one believed her story. The marchioness who had introduced the girl to the king as the princess of the old royal family lost face and vanished from high society. Shortly thereafter, the marchioness was divorced, and her father, a wealthy merchant, lost his credibility and quickly went bankrupt. Their whereabouts are now unknown.

The handmaiden who heard of this outcome quietly took her own life one year after her mistress.

Prince Ebalt later took as his wife the daughter of a nobleman who sincerely loved the story of *Princess Koto*, and they were blessed with one son and three daughters. And just as he had declared to the people, he continued his tireless efforts, not only seeking the teachings of the wise but also listening widely to the voices of the people, and became a humble and thoughtful Wise King.

He laid the foundation for the golden age of the Dindrion Royal Family, a period that would become renowned in later history.



    Chapter 17

    Epilogue

    The Ebalt Royal Music School stands right on the border between the capital's noble district and the area where wealthy commoners reside. As its name suggests, the late Wise King Ebalt devoted great effort to its establishment, and it is famous for admitting commoners. Since music is a field that requires a great deal of money, it would normally be a school beyond the reach of commoners. However, due to the Wise King Ebalt's strong wishes, admission since its founding has been based solely on the results of an examination. If they pass the entrance exam, children from families below a certain income level have their tuition waived and are loaned an instrument. Initially, this was limited to commoners, but now even children of the nobility can receive the benefit of a tuition waiver if they face financial hardship.

The school's operating funds are covered by student tuition, a portion of the profits from the Angelica Theater—also established by King Ebalt—and donations. Those who graduate with excellent grades have a path opened to them as court musicians or members of the theater's orchestra.

However, to say its doors are wide open to the common people is not entirely true. The entrance exam includes a performance on the instrument one wishes to study.

A harp, a representative instrument for a lady's accomplishments, costs about the same as a commoner's monthly income, even for a practice model. There are also regular expenses for maintenance and restringing. On top of that, lessons with a teacher further increase the cost, so in reality, more than ninety percent of the applicants are children of nobles or the wealthy commoner class.

Wise King Ebalt once told his grandson, Leon, that his ideal was a country so prosperous that even a child from the poorest class could adequately prepare for the entrance exam. And that, he said, was his goal. Leon didn't understand it well as a child, but now that he was Crown Prince and involved in the affairs of state, he had come to understand what a terrifyingly grand goal that was.

His grandfather had lamented that he could not achieve it in his lifetime, but if you asked Leon, if such a thing had been realized, his grandfather would have been worshipped not as a Wise King, but as a god.

The young prince who used to cry about the painting of the woman being scary had long since passed into adulthood, married, and already had children of his own. A third was expected this autumn.

"Your Highness the Crown Prince, welcome."

Leon responded with a smile to the headmaster who greeted him. Having inherited the position of honorary president from his grandfather, Leon had been invited as a guest of honor to the entrance ceremony.

"Indeed. I have heard that this year's entering class is full of talent. I am looking forward to it."

"Yes, the student entering at the top of the class, a young woman, is a particularly wonderful talent…"

"I see. If you, who have seen so many students, say so, then there can be no doubt. Her name?"

"Angelica Solon."

Leon couldn't help but give a wry smile at the name. Angelica was an incredibly popular name for girls. Parents who wished for their daughters to learn the harp, in homage to *Princess Koto*, were especially fond of giving this name. Naturally, the percentage of Angelicas at this school was astonishingly high. The previous year's top performer in the harp division had also been a noble's daughter named Angelica.

"Another Angelica… I have not heard the name Solon before."

The lack of a middle name suggested the girl was a commoner. Nobles had a middle name indicating their mother's lineage. She was likely from a wealthy family, but Leon had no memory of the name. Though there were more wealthy families than noble ones, Leon, who had memorized nearly all of them, tilted his head in thought.

"She is from Etash."

Leon was surprised by the headmaster's reply. It was true that about ten percent of the students were commoners who had their talent recognized and were sponsored by nobles to enroll. But the circumstances they were placed in were harsh. To show outstanding talent among the proud children of nobles and the wealthy was tantamount to suicide. Even if they achieved good results on the entrance exam, it was customary for them to settle into the lower ranks after enrolling.

They couldn't hold back during the entrance exam and would likely give it their all, but for someone to take the top spot, it was almost always the result of elite education from a young age. It was nearly impossible for those belonging to the so-called lowest rungs of society to leap to that position. If her talent was great enough to make the impossible possible, the backlash would naturally be strong. All the more so if she was from Etash, the slum district to the west of the capital.

Concerned for the future of the girl's talent, he looked at the headmaster, who returned his gaze with an indescribable expression. Leon recognized the headmaster as a first-rate educator, but his political skills were weak. The school was meritocratic and forbade discrimination based on social status, but the sense of privilege instilled since birth was difficult to overcome, and the teachers' eyes were not all-seeing.

"Does she have a patron?"

"Not in particular. The one who taught her the harp was a commoner graduate of our school. They happened to attend the same church, which is how it began."

"I see. So whether that talent blooms or not depends on us."

"Yes. If possible, I was hoping for Your Highness's assistance…"

"I believe the daughter of the House of Cameron is in her second year. I will speak with the Earl."

"Thank you very much."

Perhaps this was a harbinger of the ideal era his grandfather spoke of. The seeds of commoner graduates were growing and unearthing the talent of the next generation. He had a feeling that such cases would increase from now on.

Glancing at the relieved headmaster, Leon thought of the painting he had inherited from his grandfather.

His grandfather hadn't truly believed Princess Angelica would be reincarnated, but he surely couldn't cast aside the thought that she might. The Wise King that Leon knew was also quite a romantic.

Though his grandfather never said it explicitly, there was no doubt he had built this school so that Princess Angelica, who had said she would be reborn as a commoner, could learn the harp. That ideal, too, was surely something he wanted to achieve for the sake of a reincarnated Princess Angelica. His grandfather never doubted that even if she were reborn, Princess Angelica would love the harp.

Among the many achievements of his grandfather, who had enriched the country with various policies, the one thing that made people tilt their heads in confusion was this Ebalt Royal Music School. People called it a rare whim of the Wise King, or a hobby, but to Leon, it seemed inevitable that his grandfather would build this school.

It was a sentiment only Leon, who knew the promise exchanged between his grandfather and Princess Angelica, could understand.

And that promise was passed down to his grandson, Leon. To make this country a peaceful and prosperous one, so that whenever the princess was reborn as a commoner, she would be all right. The promise, entrusted to him along with that portrait, would one day be passed from Leon to his son, or perhaps his grandson.

It was a promise not meant to be fulfilled, but one that would guide this country to happiness. Leon didn't know if the princess had foreseen that far, but with each passing year, his conviction that she was a wonderfully wise person grew stronger. And he felt immensely proud to inherit that promise.

---

In the developmental period of the Dindrion Royal Family era, when speaking of the leading figure in the music world, there can be no other than Angelica Solon. Entering the Ebalt Royal Music School at the age of ten, the youngest in its history, and at the top of her class, Angelica Solon, with the patronage of the House of Cameron, allowed her talent, which was hailed as that of a child prodigy, to blossom. She graduated, again at the top of her class, and joined the orchestra of the Angelica Theater. She was chosen for the role of Princess Koto in the then-popular play of the same name, which is still known today. With her magnificent harp performance, she was acclaimed as the reincarnation of Princess Angelica, who was said to be the model for the character. In fact, it seems that until her retirement, no one other than her ever played the role of Princess Koto at the Angelica Theater.

Though she came from the slums, she captured the spirit of the age as a darling of her time and was long respected as a hero and the most admired figure for the poor. The sculpture "Angel of Hope with a Harp" by the great master Larafaye is said to have her as its model. Although more than a hundred years separate the time Angelica Solon lived and Larafaye's era, for Larafaye, who came from the same slums, Angelica Solon was a particularly cherished motif. In his surviving sketchbooks, many drawings believed to be modeled after her can be seen.

Furthermore, King Leon, known as the Education King for popularizing schools for commoners and making the first two years of primary education compulsory, proposed the Music Apostles, the prototype of the Music Missionary system, during his time as Crown Prince. It is not widely known, but after his accession, he appointed three graduates of the Ebalt Royal Music School as Music Apostles and, through trial and error, devoted himself to the activity of teaching music to children in various regions for free. That activity was inherited by his son, Duc de Loire, and with the approval of the Pope of the time, the Music Missionary system was born. Music Missionaries who taught music to children for free were dispatched to churches in various regions, enabling the early discovery of talent and leading to the emergence of a second and third Angelica Solon.

It can be said that the love of music so deeply ingrained in our national character was born in this era.

"A full stomach alone does not make one happy. How bland is a life without the joy of music."

This phrase, which we often exchange like a greeting, is generally thought to have been said by Duc de Loire, who held the moniker of the Music King, but the possibility that it was King Leon cannot be ignored.

In a letter King Leon addressed to his contemporary Angelica Solon, a passage with a strikingly similar content appears. Furthermore, in the journal of his daughter, Princess Anna, the phrase "Wheat porridge fills the belly, music fills the heart. This, in other words, is happiness," is mentioned as a favorite saying of her father, King Leon.

In any case, during this period, music spread to every corner of our country, and by the time of King Harberich, King Leon's grandson, our capital had blossomed into one of the world's preeminent cities of music. It was the dawn of the golden age of the Dindrion Royal Family---.

(From *History and Music of Our Country* by Patrick Clemens)



    Chapter 18

    The Story of a Certain Viscount's Second Son

    Born the second son of a viscount, Alfonso lived at his family home, unmarried and painting as a hobby, serving as insurance in case anything happened to his older brother. But now, his brother had a second son, both of them so robust they never even caught a cold. In other words, the viscount's line was secure. This meant Alfonso's purpose as insurance was practically nonexistent.

From a young age, Alfonso loved painting more than anything, so he didn't particularly mind the misfortune of being a dependent son. In fact, he was even grateful for his circumstances, which allowed him to immerse himself in his hobby. As long as he could live his life just painting, he didn't mind the feeling of being a burden. His sister-in-law's gaze had been growing harsher for some time, but Alfonso was the type who could forcefully pretend not to notice a piercing stare.

However, the situation had become untenable. When she confronted him head-on, even he could no longer feign ignorance.

"Alfonso-sama, paint is not free, you know. Of course, I am well aware of your position, and I have promised your father that we would see to your living expenses. My husband is also quite lenient with you, his younger brother. However, our sons' education will begin to cost a great deal of money. It is self-evident that our sons, who will carry the future of this house, take precedence over you, is it not?"

"Ah... yes, I suppose so."

"We will continue to provide for your living expenses as before. But if you wish to continue your hobby, you will have to find a way to cover the costs yourself."

"Well, even if you say that…"

"And with that, I bid you good day."

As his sister-in-law departed, looking refreshed after her one-sided tirade, Alfonso was left at a complete loss.

Objectively speaking, Alfonso's skill as a painter was not bad. If he could have abandoned his particular obsession, he could have likely earned a decent income as an artist. He also had the title and connections of a viscount's second son. But that was an impossible request for Alfonso. No, he had tried to abandon it. He had tried to paint what his clients wanted. But in the end, it had all ended in failure.

The reputation of his still-life and landscape paintings was not bad. In fact, many people expressed admiration for his realistic style, which looked as if he had cut a slice out of reality. He had even sold a few.

But what really made money in painting was portraiture. Vain nobles loved to have their portraits painted. And they preferred portraits that were embellished, more beautiful than the real thing.

Alfonso had absolutely no talent for that. Even when painting a lady, he would not—no, *could not*—fudge the number of wrinkles. Not by a single one.

His portraits had a terrible reputation. And because of that, even his well-regarded still-life and landscape paintings were unpopular.

Facing his dwindling supply of paint, all Alfonso could do was sigh.

It was then that a turning point arrived for Alfonso.

He received a commission for a portrait. The request was anonymous, but the man who appeared to be a butler, who came to fetch him, was dressed in fine clothes and had impeccable manners, suggesting his master was a high-ranking noble.

*He must know my reputation, so why me?* Alfonso wondered. But the request was to begin work immediately, so he hastily gathered his familiar tools. He was told that consumables like paint would be provided. When he couldn't help but ask if he could take home any leftovers, he was told to do as he pleased. Suddenly motivated, Alfonso eagerly boarded the waiting carriage, determined to do his best to meet the wishes of this generous client. The determination, at least, was there. He could only see a future of failure no matter how hard he tried, but he thought optimistically that if the client was commissioning him specifically, he must understand that aspect of his work.

As it turned out, the carriage was headed for, of all places, the royal palace.

As he was guided through the halls, feeling like he might die of fright, Alfonso was filled with regret. A commission from the royal family would normally be a thing of honor and excitement. But Alfonso's portraits had never once satisfied a client. On the contrary, they had angered them far more often. If he incurred the royal family's displeasure, the very survival of the viscount's house could be in jeopardy. He had no idea why the lot had fallen to him, but perhaps the commission was based on his landscape paintings, which had a decent reputation. If he had been summoned with such high expectations, it would be the worst possible scenario.

By now, Alfonso's mind was consumed with a single, desperate thought: he had to find a way to refuse the commission.

"P-Prince Ebalt…!"

When the person appeared before him, Alfonso scrambled to bow in a fluster. This was the worst-case scenario. Though not yet official, the man before him was the future Crown Prince and king. If he earned this man's displeasure, the viscount's house would surely be blown to smithereens.

"Alfonso Delfin Rohner. Raise your head."

"Y-Yes, sir."

"I thank you for answering my sudden summons. First, I want you to promise me you will not speak of this commission to anyone. As for the details…"

"B-Before that, please, permit me to speak!"

Sensing that he was about to be railroaded into accepting the commission, Alfonso cut off the prince with something close to a scream. It was blatantly disrespectful, but Alfonso was in no state to care. Clenching his hands, which were slick with cold sweat, he looked desperate.

"Permission granted."

The prince's brow furrowed in displeasure for a moment, but he magnanimously chose to overlook the interruption. Taking a breath, Alfonso wiped the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief and desperately tried to steer the conversation toward declining the commission.

"I… I… I cannot possibly paint a portrait that would satisfy Your Highness. Are you not aware of my reputation for portraiture?"

"Ah, that. Of course, I am aware. You are the 'honest fool' Alfonso, disliked for painting things too much as they are, are you not?"

*What, he knew?* Alfonso's face went blank, and he felt a flicker of irritation toward the prince for commissioning him anyway.

"…That is correct. Therefore…"

"That is why you are perfect for this."

"Pardon?"

"Even with me, the prince, as your client, you will not resort to flattery and distort the truth. That is what I need."

Alfonso's eyes went wide. In a moment of sheer disrespect, he stared, speechless, at the prince.

In a dark basement room, Alfonso moved his brush with single-minded focus. The prince's commission was a strange one. It was for a portrait of a certain woman, but the woman was already deceased. In other words, Alfonso was currently in the royal palace's underground morgue, painting a portrait of the woman in question.

What His Highness the Prince had asked of Alfonso was to keep this commission a secret, not to pry into the woman's identity, and to paint her exactly as she was.

Alfonso had accepted. When told, "I can only ask this of you," he could not refuse. What's more, the very thing Alfonso had considered a flaw—his inability to beautify—was supposedly essential. He had no idea how or why that was the case, but it wasn't as if he was unhappy to have a part of himself he'd felt inferior about be acknowledged. There was no way he could have turned it down.

It wasn't that he had no reservations about painting a corpse. When he first saw the woman, a shiver honestly ran down his spine. The emaciated figure lying there in a mourning dress looked like a ghost. She was so eerie that he imagined her eyes might snap open at any moment and she might lunge at him.

But then, the prince gently caressed the cheek of that unsettling corpse as if touching a treasure and cast his eyes down sorrowfully.

In that instant, the eerie corpse in Alfonso's mind transformed into the remains of an unfortunate young woman who had died young. She was a woman cherished so dearly by the prince that he wished to preserve her true form in a painting.

Alfonso looked at the body again. Was this the result of a long illness? Her body was painfully thin everywhere. On closer inspection, she seemed to be of an age better described as a girl than a woman. Normally, a corpse would be dressed in its finest for a funeral. He wondered if the mourning dress was really appropriate. In fact, the mourning dress itself was strange. Mourning clothes were for those who saw the deceased off; the one being seen off was supposed to be adorned as beautifully as possible as a final tribute.

She was fair-skinned with blonde hair and well-formed features. If she were dressed in a brightly colored gown, her impression would surely be quite different. This woman, too, would probably want to be remembered by the prince in a painting looking as beautiful as possible. Even Alfonso, who was completely inept when it came to the female heart, could surmise that much.

"Her attire… is the mourning dress acceptable as it is?"

"Yes. That is fine."

If His Highness says so, then there's nothing to be done. Alfonso averted his gaze from the prince's handsome face, thinking that His Highness was even more hopeless with women than he was. He felt a great deal of sympathy for the silent woman.

"There is one thing I must paint from imagination. Her eye color?"

"Blue. A grayish light blue."

"And what of the background?"

"The town of Regis would be good. A bright, sunny day in Regis."

Regis was no problem. He had painted the town several times before; its scenery was firmly etched in his mind.

"Her expression… as it is?"

"Yes."

Naturally, the corpse had no expression. Imagining the final painting, Alfonso's heart sank.

"This is difficult to say, but I believe the result will be quite an unsettling painting. Perhaps if we at least gave her a smiling expression…"

"No, this is fine. It might be hard to see, but she is smiling peacefully, even now."

As he said this and smiled, the prince's expression had a strange, persuasive power.

*If His Highness says so, then perhaps it's true. It's just something I can't see.*

And so, Alfonso came to believe the prince's words were correct.

The unmoving, silent woman spoke the truth more eloquently than any living person. The living always postured, trying to present their best selves. Vain people who commissioned portraits were especially so. He could stare at her as much as he wanted without it being considered rude, observing every detail. And because of that, he understood. The corners of her mouth were turned up ever so slightly. Her smooth forehead was without a single wrinkle, and her brow was serene. She must have passed away without suffering. Alfonso didn't know why the prince wanted to preserve her appearance just before death rather than when she was healthy and beautiful. But he felt he was beginning to understand why he himself couldn't fudge even a single wrinkle. He must have unconsciously disliked disregarding wrinkles, even those considered an enemy by ladies, as they were a part of a person's life.

Landscape paintings captured only the beautiful parts, but nature itself wasn't only beautiful. Sometimes it destroyed everything in a storm that seemed like the wrath of God. Alfonso didn't dislike such desolate landscapes. After a storm, the sky and wind were clear, and signs of life's regeneration would soon appear on the ravaged earth. Alfonso's faith was thin, but that sight always filled him with a strange sense of reverence.

Who could call this woman, who must have lived so earnestly in her sickly, emaciated state, ugly?

The prince's face when he'd said, "she is smiling peacefully, even now," floated into Alfonso's mind.

And he thought to himself: *Prince Ebalt will surely become a good king.*

Before the finished painting, the prince nodded in satisfaction. Alfonso let out a sigh of relief.

The prince had come to see the painting many times during its creation and had no complaints, so Alfonso had thought it would be fine. But now that it was finished, even he, the painter, had to admit it was a rather unfortunate memento of a deceased lover. It was a masterpiece that captured her exactly as she was, just as the prince wished, but it had turned out to be an incredibly dark painting. Right at the very end, he had felt a surge of anxiety, wondering if this was truly acceptable.

Now, he regretted not suggesting a change of clothes. He felt truly sorry for her. She must have been a beautiful person before her illness, and for this to be the painting displayed by Prince Ebalt's side… would she be able to rest in peace? As he was brooding over this, a shiver ran down his spine, and he instinctively looked behind him.

"Your payment will be delivered at a later date."

Ignoring Alfonso's suspicious behavior, the prince named a sum that nearly made Alfonso's eyes pop out of their sockets. Honestly, Alfonso had no ability to manage such a large amount of money. He could have entrusted it to his brother, but then his sister-in-law would probably find out. His sister-in-law was the treasurer of their viscount house. If she found out, he had a feeling a good portion of it, if not all, would be siphoned off. Plus, she would pester him endlessly about who the client was. He didn't particularly want to live in luxury. He had no intention of marrying, and as long as he could paint, he was happy. So, he decided to make a suggestion he had been mulling over as the painting neared completion.

"Regarding that, if it is possible, could you change it to a lifetime's supply of art materials instead?"

"Is that all you wish for?"

The surprised prince received a solemn nod from Alfonso.

"The value of my paintings is understood by no one other than Your Highness, Prince Ebalt, so I will likely continue to be unsuccessful. My family will not invest in my unprofitable hobby. As long as I can paint, I am happy."

"I see."

The prince nodded with a wry smile.

"You know the Saint-Clément Shop, I presume. I will arrange it so that any purchases you make there will have the bill sent to me."

"Thank you very much."

The Saint-Clément Shop was a long-established art supply store with a superb selection and quality. For Alfonso, there could be no better arrangement.

As Alfonso bowed his head deeply, the prince said, "Well then," and took his leave. The ten days had been short, but they had been a rich and precious experience worth ten years. With that in his heart, Alfonso made his way home.

"Oh, you've returned?"

His sister-in-law's expression clearly said, *Why did you come back?* Alfonso responded with a smile.

"Yes, I have just returned. Unusually, my work was well-received, and I have managed to secure a means to buy art supplies. I know I have caused you worry, sister, but it seems my patron will continue to support me…"

"My, they liked *your* painting? Who on earth is it? How much were you paid?"

This time, his sister-in-law's expression was openly delighted. Alfonso suppressed a laugh and put on a serious face.

"I cannot say. At the client's request, even what I painted is a secret. The payment… well, it's enough to buy all the paint I need."

"You… you aren't painting anything that would compromise our dignity, are you?"

Instantly back to being displeased. This time, Alfonso was sure he was going to burst out laughing. He cleared his throat theatrically and smiled.

"Of course not. It's just that the person who appreciates my work is rather peculiar and is well aware that they have unusual tastes. I suppose they dislike being rumored about as having bad taste."

"I see. In any case, you are absolutely not to do anything that would bring shame upon my husband's name."

"Of course."

His sister-in-law shot him a glare with a huff that was almost audible before she left. She was an honest person, to a degree unbecoming of a noble.

Alfonso discovered that he no longer found his sister-in-law as difficult as before, and this time, with no one watching, he laughed out loud.

*I'll try painting her next.*

Imagining her face when she inevitably disliked it and got angry, Alfonso laughed again.

"Maybe I'll paint her while she's angry. I bet the nephews would get a kick out of that."

As he muttered such pleasant thoughts, he opened the door to his studio for the first time in a while. The air, filled with the scent of paint, made Alfonso feel as if his body was being set free. The cluttered studio, bathed in the afternoon light, felt terribly dear and nostalgic.

He sat down before the half-finished canvas and stretched with all his might.

And he thought to himself that he never wanted to paint in a dark basement again.

As he had predicted, Alfonso never achieved any fame as a painter and ended his life in obscurity, but he lived a reasonably happy life. He never married, but he painted countless pictures of his brother's children, his nieces and nephews, and their lively, unpretentious expressions were apparently even liked by his difficult sister-in-law. He was particularly adored by his nephew who inherited the viscountcy, and in his later years, he passed away peacefully, looked after by his family.

Alfonso, who remained a painting fool to the end and had no interest in anything else, was unaware of the play *Princess Koto* and the rumors surrounding it. He departed for the next world, still mistaken that the woman he had painted in the basement was Prince Ebalt's secret lover who had died after a long illness, and also mistaken that Prince Ebalt was an unfortunate gentleman even more clueless about the female heart than himself.

After King Ebalt's death, no one knew who the painter of that picture was.



    Chapter 19

    The Story of a Certain Runaway Son (Part 1)

    Hey, you. You saw the play today?

I'm the guy who wrote it. Since we met here, it must be fate. I'll buy you a drink, so let me hear what you thought.

Yeah, that's right. Name's Hazel. Nice to meet ya, Goldo-san.

Nah, I'm just Hazel.

It's not like I'm hiding anything. I'm just a runaway brat who happened to grow up. I was born into one of those noble families, but I threw that name away a long, long time ago.

Regrets? Not a single one. Now, if you're askin' if I'm happy and satisfied with my life now, well, not exactly. I'm often struggling to eat, and days like today when I can afford a drink are pretty rare. But hey, it's a hell of a lot more fun than the life I would've had if I'd stayed in that house.

For a family that wasn't even that important, they sure were full of pride. A long line of knights, they called it. Naturally, as the eldest son, I was being worked to the bone by my old man and his instructors since before I can remember. To my utter misfortune, I actually had a knack for the sword, so my childhood was painted over in gray with a thing they called 'expectations.' Well, if nothing had happened, I would've gone through a gray youth, become a knight, and lived a gray life. Back then, I'd never even considered a future outside of being a knight.

The reason I decided to become just 'Hazel' was because of a fateful encounter.

Nah, not a woman. Unfortunately.

I was thirteen. My mother, you see, was a cold woman who couldn't have cared less about my sword-swinging father, or me and my brother for that matter. Haha, not exactly a rare story among nobles, is it?

Anyway, for whatever reason, my mother had a whim and took me to see a play. Not some little playhouse, either—a grand theater in the central square of the capital. I still remember the play I saw that day as clear as anything.

You know *Clara Doll*?

Yeah, that's the one. The story about a man who loses his daughter and makes an exquisite doll to try and house her soul. It's a comedy where a rich man's son falls in love with the doll.

I was blown away. I couldn't believe something so damn interesting existed in the world. In just a few hours, I laughed more times than I had in the previous thirteen years combined. From then on, my head was filled with nothing but plays. I was smitten, so head-over-heels that I couldn't see anything else.

Naturally, my heart wasn't in my sword practice anymore. Compared to the allure of the theater, hah, swinging a sword around was just too damn stupid to bother with. I skipped practice to hang around playhouses, got into a huge fight with my old man, and ran away from home. Ended up shacking up with the Ruckelberg Theater Troupe. That's the gist of it.

Well, seems I have zero talent as an actor, so I spend my days writing scripts and building sets.

Don't look down on me, alright? Aside from the troupe leader, hardly anyone can read or write properly, so I'm actually pretty appreciated around here. Besides, seeing something you wrote become a play… no matter how many times I experience it, it's as exciting as a brat knowing a woman for the first time. Once you get a taste of that thrill, you're hooked. This new one, especially, is a pretty good piece of work, and Sympha… she's the actress playing Regina, she's got this perfectly exquisite villainess thing going on.

Right?! That's what I'm talkin' about! When the supporting cast is good, it makes the main character stand out. So then…

"Brother."

A hand grabbed my shoulder. I turned around and saw the face of a man who looked vaguely familiar. Hazel, who had been cheerfully sharing drinks with a stranger until a moment ago, sobered up in an instant.

There's only one person who calls me brother.

"Rantz?"

"Yes."

I looked away from my brother, who confirmed it with a dead-serious face.

*Damn it, he's gotten taller than me. And he looks just like the old man, too. What kind of sick joke is this?*

I took a sip of my cheap booze.

I'm thirty-five, so… he must be thirty-one this year. If things went according to plan, he should have been a knight long ago.

"What do you want? And just so you know, I won't be coming back, not even for the old man or old lady's funerals."

"You will come with me. That is an order."

At those words, blood rushed to my head.

"Heh. An order? You've gotten a real damn irritating personality since I last saw you. And to think you used to be a little crybaby tagging along after me."

He even took after the old man's high-handedness. He used to be so cute.

"We don't have time for reminiscing. If you continue to dawdle, I will take you into custody."

Custody, he says. What a cold thing to say to your own brother. Just like that woman's son. Well, I am too, I guess.

"…Damn it."

Looks like I have no choice. Having abandoned my family, I'm no different from a commoner. Nothing good comes from defying the authorities.

I downed the rest of my cheap drink and reluctantly stood up.

"You're gonna at least pay my tab here, right?"

"Understood."

A bill like this is probably nothing to a knight. How irritating.

"Hey, everyone, listen up! My generous little brother here says he's buyin' a round for all of you! Drink up and eat your fill!"

"Wh-!?"

The grimy old men of the cheap tavern erupted in cheers. Seeing the look on my brother's face, a little bit of my frustration subsided.

I clapped Goldo-san lightly on the shoulder and slipped out of the tavern by myself. The look of desperation on my brother's face as he rushed out after paying the bill, and the relief when he saw me, was a sight to behold.

*What do you know, he hasn't changed that much from when he was a kid after all.*

I remembered my childhood, hiding in the shadows and smirking as my little brother, on the verge of tears after losing sight of me, searched frantically. When I showed myself, he'd come running up to me like a puppy.

That was fun.

I've had a rotten personality since I was a kid.

Not that I have any intention of fixing it. You can't write a good play if you're a goody-two-shoes.

"Brother, you will cooperate with us as a playwright. If you refuse, the Ruckelberg Theater Troupe will be crushed."

Rantz spoke, his voice lost in the noise of the crowd. I scowled and clicked my tongue.

"A threat? Since when did knights become common thugs?"

"It is not a threat. If you do not cooperate, there is a high probability of war, or perhaps civil war. The first thing people who have nothing left will cut is entertainment. Am I wrong?"

The leap in logic made my thoughts halt for a moment. *What is he talking about?*

"…So you're not a thug, just a big-mouthed liar."

"I am not lying."

I stole a glance at my brother's face as he walked beside me. Rantz was always a dead-serious, honest kid. My gut feeling as his brother told me he was being serious. Who the hell filled his head with this nonsense? Dragging me into their mess.

"Why me…"

"We do not have time to be selective. It was by chance that you, a playwright, were in Regis. We are so short on time that we must jump at this good fortune."

Rantz replied dutifully to my mutterings.

*Heh, so my skills as a playwright are a secondary concern at best, huh.* I won't deny I'm no big deal, but it's still irritating.

"What do you want me to do?"

"I need you to write a play."

Well, yeah, obviously. They need me for my playwriting skills, after all.

"Who's the producer?"

"The person you are about to meet. Please be sure not to be disrespectful."

"Heh, like I care. I'm a commoner now, don't know the first thing about etiquette."

"Brother!"

I sneered at my brother's admonishment.

Judging by my brother's groveling, the other party must be a high-ranking noble. A noble who uses knights to run errands based on some wild delusion… I have to hand it to them. And my brother, following along without question, makes my stomach turn. Showing an ounce of politeness to people like that would be a betrayal of my own manhood.

"You've become quite foul-mouthed."

He said it with an exasperated tone, but if I started speaking politely now, it would just be creepy. My hair and beard are overgrown, and I'm wearing a worn-out shirt and trousers covered in patches. From any angle, I look like a respectable member of the lower class.

"If you act all prim and proper, the thugs will walk all over you."

The Ruckelberg Theater Troupe doesn't have anything as grand as a theater. Our rehearsal space is the barn at the troupe leader's house. When we have a performance, we set up a temporary playhouse in a public square. That's when we have to negotiate the venue fee with the local thugs, and they always try to gouge us. In the end, fists do the talking. When I first joined the troupe, my job was to be the muscle. It was the first time all that training had actually been useful, and I felt a little bit of gratitude toward my old man. Thanks to my decent relationship with the boss, we have a lot less trouble with that kind of thing these days.

Anyway, the rough language of the thugs suited me well. It was like water finding its level; I was dyed in their colors in no time.

If this brother of mine were in the same situation, he'd probably have a much harder time getting stained.

In a room at a clean little inn, I was introduced to a brat who looked to be about the same age I was when I ran away. He was dressed like the son of a lower-ranking noble, but his posture held an unnatural sense of intimidation. He was a head shorter than me, but he had a look in his eyes that could only be described as imperious. A detestable brat.

"This is my brother, Hazel."

"So you're Rantz's brother. I've heard the gist of it. You abandoned your family for your love of theater."

"Well, that's about right. So who might you be?"

"Brother!"

"It's fine, Rantz. I am Ebalt Seneca Dindrion."

That actually surprised me. No wonder he's got an intimidating aura.

"The Prince…"

At my reaction, His Highness smirked.

*Damn him.* Prince or not, a brat is a brat. Getting intimidated by an impudent brat would be a betrayal of my own manhood.

I vowed not to back down from my insolent attitude.

"Hazel, do you still, to this day, not regret abandoning your home?"

"Hah, not one bit. What of it?"

For some reason, His Highness seemed satisfied with my answer. And then he said:

"I'll let you put on a play. The actors will be all the people of this country, and the audience will be all the people of this country. No, the people of the neighboring country, too."

So this is the guy who filled Rantz's head with those ravings.

But this is interesting. As expected of the son of that sharp-witted king. The look in his eyes isn't that of a fool. This can't be mere delusion.

"You'll have to keep silent about what happens behind the scenes for the rest of your life, but if this succeeds, your name could go down in history."

So he's offering me some top-grade bait to get my cooperation. I like that the bait isn't money. I don't care about my name going down in history, but a play on such a ridiculous scale gets my blood pumping. The stage straddles the border into the neighboring country, the actors are all the citizens of both nations, and the audience is the same.

Bring it on.

"Sounds interesting, doesn't it?"

"Once you hear, there's no backing out."

"I'd expect as much. A play that big couldn't possibly be 'proper,' now could it?"

I smirked, the corner of my mouth curling up.

"I have to say, Your Highness, that's an incredibly appealing offer."



    Chapter 20

    The Story of a Certain Runaway Son (Part 2)

    The prince's story was, if I do say so myself, completely theatrical.

The corpse of the former king's last descendant, the princess; a belligerent neighboring country that wants a pretext for invasion, even if it means propping up a fake; and a prince who wants to avoid it all.

Faced with these ingredients, there's no way a playwright's blood wouldn't start to boil. What's more, even His Highness the Prince himself would be an actor performing from my script. No matter how famous a playwright, none could have an experience like this.

If this isn't interesting, what is?

Proportional to how interesting it was, the conditions were so harsh you'd think they were set by a fool.

An astonishing forced march: write the script within two days, have a meeting, and launch the plan three days later. The order to instill the princess's existence and her death into the national consciousness before her funeral a month later was also insane.

The prince had come up with the idea of skillfully using a "play" to spread the information widely, which is how I got dragged into this. For a play to draw in the masses, it needs that much buzz and reputation. There's no time to build a reputation. So, first, we need a "compelling rumor." And you can't underestimate women's gossip. Its speed of diffusion would put our country's guardian, the Divine Bird, to shame. The women of Regis, in particular, are mostly seamstresses, and they chirp away while performing their monotonous, painstaking work.

"If you want to spread the princess's existence far and wide, spreading a rumor is the quickest way. But it needs to be a rumor that women will be dying to talk about. Gossip is a woman's specialty, after all. The content of the rumor will be romance. Since Her Highness the Princess is already a corpse, we'll go with the classic tragic love story. Her love interest will be you, Your Highness. A romance of at least half a year, ending with the princess being stabbed and dying while protecting the prince. That's the 'true' synopsis for now. Are we clear so far?"

I scanned the faces in the room. Writing the script before the meeting would be a waste of time, so I brought the meeting forward. Present were His Highness the Prince, Rantz, a lapdog, and the handmaiden who supposedly served the dead princess. The man who scowled down at me was well-deserving of the 'lapdog' moniker. Since he's apparently Rantz's superior, that makes my dear brother a lesser lapdog.

"She dies protecting me?"

"Yes, women love that kind of thing."

The prince looked displeased, but I ignored him.

I paced around the not-so-spacious room, gathering my thoughts.

"Next is the starting point of the rumor. If we're starting in Regis, I want to target the seamstresses. The most natural way to approach them is as a client commissioning an outfit. The person wearing the outfit will be the princess. For the corpse of a tragic heroine, the outfit has to be a wedding gown."

"Wait. The princess cannot wear anything other than a mourning dress."

My train of thought was interrupted. I shot an irritated look at the prince.

"Don't be ridiculous. You think the seamstresses' spirits will be lifted by sewing a gloomy thing like a mourning dress? They'll lose all motivation to gossip. Ah, but the angle of 'a princess who only ever wore mourning clothes deserves a sublime wedding gown at the very end' isn't bad."

"No! The mourning dress was her pride. I will not yield on that point."

I looked up at the ceiling. This is why I hate writing plays with a patron. They're always sticking their noses in.

*A mourning dress was her pride?* Hah, what do I care? All I heard was that the princess died two days ago. I haven't heard what kind of person she was, and I have no interest in hearing it.

"Your Highness, this is an impossible task as it is. If you complain any more, I'm kicking you out of this meeting."

"Brother!"

"You cur! You have gone too far!"

At the lapdogs' roars, the short fuse of my temper snapped.

"Argh!! Shut your yapping! His Highness's request is ridiculously difficult and we have no time! You think we can afford to worry about appearances?! I'm in charge! I'm the commander! Now shut up and obey, you useless fools!"

"What did you say!?"

"P-Please, calm down!"

"Stop it!"

The lapdog, red in the face as if steam were about to erupt from him, already had his hand on the hilt of his sword, but Rantz grabbed him from behind in a full nelson, and the prince stopped him, so he reluctantly backed down. The staring contest continued, though.

"You are right. I will continue to state my opinions, but I will not force them upon you."

The prince backed down, but not before securing his right to speak. Cunning little bastard. Not bad, Your Highness.

"An opinion straight from His Highness, eh? Well, as long as it's got substance, it's welcome, Your Highness."

To reset the mood, I slapped my own cheeks lightly and brought my thoughts back. I turned my eyes to the woman who hadn't changed her expression or moved an inch during the entire commotion.

I was impressed. Do people who serve nobility train their guts to remain unfazed no matter what? If a sword fight was about to break out, a normal woman would be screaming her head off like an idiot. She's not particularly beautiful, but she has a strange intensity.

"Next is the person who will make the request. Handmaiden, you'll be doing it."

"Yes."

"First, you'll commission a wedding gown normally. Keep the bride's identity hidden, and set the deadline for twenty days. It's not absolutely impossible, but it's a tight deadline. In exchange, say that money is no object, and they'll probably accept. That part shouldn't be a problem, right, Your Highness?"

"Ah, you need not worry about money."

"Then, they'll surely say they need to take measurements right away because there's no time. That's when you act hesitant. Tell them you can't let them meet the bride. Since the corpse isn't here, that's impossible from the start anyway."

I'd heard the princess's body had already been transported to the royal palace, and besides, no one wants to take measurements from a corpse. Most importantly, if the seamstresses saw the body directly, it would interfere with creating the impression of a stunning beauty, though maybe not a world-class one. A princess in a story has to be beautiful, or it's a non-starter.

"Say you'll take the measurements yourself and hold out for about an hour. Any longer and you risk being refused, so just before the seamstresses get fed up, you'll tell them the 'truth' that I'm creating, under the pretext of 'this is a secret.' Nothing spreads faster than a rumor prefaced with 'just between us.' If you shed a tear or two while telling the princess's story, the setup will be perfect. You're an amateur, so memorizing long lines while also acting will be impossible. Just don't miss the key points. I'll tell you what they are once I've fleshed it out a bit more."

"Understood."

Next is the trick to make sure it doesn't end as just a rumor. No matter how much the handmaiden insists it's true, the characters are a prince and a princess, and the content is like a fairytale. It's interesting enough as a rumor that they'll spread it, but without credibility, it will eventually fade away.

"A question for Your Highness."

"What is it?"

"Did you ever go anywhere with the princess? In a way that you might have been witnessed?"

"I did. I took the princess to see the town of Regis for about half a day."

"That's perfect! Tell me the details."

Listening to the details, it turned out he had done something incredibly eye-catching just a few days ago: riding together on a single horse.

I asked Rantz, who had been with them, about how it looked. What actually happened and what conversations they had didn't matter. What was important was how it looked from the outside. Conveniently, the diner where they ate was near the popular "Fernando Tailoring Workshop," and the seamstresses there often used it. There might even be a witness.

Then I asked the handmaiden about the princess's special skills. Apparently, the princess was exceptional at the harp, so I immediately decided on the title *Princess Koto* for the play-within-a-play. Things with memorable features are more likely to be talked about. If she had no special skills, I was going to make her proficient in embroidery. If she was good at embroidery, the story would be about a prince who finds a beautifully embroidered handkerchief and searches for the princess. For a tragic love story, it's a classic setup for them to fall in love without knowing each other's status, a scenario women love.

After gathering a few more useful pieces of information, I immediately started writing.

The fine details still needed work, but the plot was done.

I wrote the script and the play-within-a-play all in one night. It was a creative frenzy that felt like something had possessed me.

His Highness the Prince, after reading the play-within-a-play, looked quite displeased.

"The princess was not a foolish woman who lost her head over love like this."

"Oh, is that so?"

I replied perfunctorily, rubbing my temples to try and relieve some of the strain in my eyes.

"Furthermore, the princess's death was not this trite."

"Hah, and what about it?"

I don't know how she died, but this brat is being a pain in the ass at this stage of the game.

I was ready to kick him out if he started demanding changes again like yesterday, but the prince just gave me a resentful look.

He then closed his eyes for a few seconds, let out a deep sigh, and when he looked up, his face was that of someone who had overcome something.

"…You're right. That is something only I need to know."

The prince who faced me again had a pretty good look on his face.

"There are a few things I want you to change. Make it so that Princess Koto was not a fugitive, but that the king spared her life out of mercy. Add that she lived modestly in gratitude for this. Also, change it so that Princess Koto is the daughter of a great noble who planned a rebellion."

"Haha, that's quite transparent."

"And what of it?"

The prince stole my line, and the corner of my mouth couldn't help but twitch upwards.

In the play-within-a-play I wrote, Princess Koto was the daughter of the king's brother who had lost in a succession dispute. That's why the people protecting the secretly hidden princess flew into a rage and attacked when the prince announced his name—it would be natural, given that he was the son of their late master's enemy. However, if she's the daughter of a traitor who survived due to the king's mercy, it's a little unnatural for them to attack the prince who announces his name. But even if I changed it as the prince wished, the overall plot wouldn't change. It would have little effect on the grand scheme of things. *Might as well humor the client a little.*

With that in mind, I changed the play-within-a-play according to the prince's wishes. I don't know what it was, but I liked the look on the face of the prince who seemed to have gotten over whatever was bothering him.

The handmaiden, an amateur actress, did surprisingly well. The setup for the rumor, which began a day earlier than planned, went off without a hitch, and three days later, the rumor had spread to almost all the women in town. As for me, I took the play-within-a-play I had written to the troupe leader, got the actors to start rehearsing, and acted out the part of the "playwright who wrote a play based on the handmaiden's story" in taverns and diners. My acting was apparently not very convincing, but thanks to the rumors I had sown beforehand, I managed to attract a good deal of attention.

The play, finished in a forced march, had its opening night five days after the commission. Just as planned, the play was a huge hit, selling out every night. The troupe leader was ecstatic, but this was just the beginning. An offer to perform the play in the capital came less than ten days after the premiere, and the troupe leader's head was spinning. Thanks to some secret maneuvering on the prince's part, the run in Regis was cut short after fifteen days, and our nimble troupe moved, playhouse and all, to the capital.

It was a dizzying whirlwind of activity, but it was more fulfilling than anything. But the final, biggest act was still to come.

In a small inn tucked away in a corner of the capital, I once again came face-to-face with His Highness the Prince.



    Chapter 21

    The Tale of a Certain Runaway Son (Part 2)

    So far, the play is going well. No, it’s going better than well—it’s a smash hit. The popularity of *Princess Koto* in the capital is partly due to the merchants’ commercial spirit, but I also did a lot of behind-the-scenes work to stimulate that spirit. I arranged for "promoters" to ensure that rumors of *Princess Koto* reached the ears of merchants who trade with the neighboring country, as well as those visiting from it. A dozen or so knights who were in on the plan subtly spread rumors among the nobility, while the prince laid the groundwork with his father the king and the high-ranking nobles to set the stage.

Looking back, it’s almost absurd that we got this far after that one short meeting.

Now, His Highness the Prince is staring at the final script with a troubled expression.

I, looking gaunt and exhausted, watch him.

"Explain this," he demanded. More than irritation, his voice was laced with suspicion as he tossed the script aside.

I gave the prince a weary smile. I haven’t slept in two days, so I must look a fright.

"Well, Your Highness, it’s like this. I tried writing it. I really did. But no matter how many times I rewrote it, I couldn’t come up with anything I was satisfied with."

The official announcement of the princess’s death will be made soon, along with the date of the funeral and the fact that the prince will be the chief mourner. The stage has been set for all this, and yet the script for the prince—one of the main actors that day—contains only stage directions. The dialogue section is completely blank.

"So what? Even if you’re not satisfied, you should still be able to write something decent."

"No. I can’t do that, Your Highness." I slowly shook my head at the prince’s sullen expression. It was a thought I’d already entertained many times.

"Your Highness, I created the story of *Princess Koto* for the play-within-a-play, and I also fabricated the ‘true’ events that formed its basis. But this final part… my creations alone aren’t enough." I’d realized a fundamental error. That’s why the script ended up this way.

"The final, crucial scene is connected to reality. There’s no way I, someone who never knew the princess, could write lines that speak the truth of a real-life princess." I paused, looking the prince straight in the eye.

"As I was stewing in my frustration over being unable to write, something kept nagging at me. Hey, Your Highness. If all you wanted was to avoid a conflict with the neighboring country, you didn’t need to go through all this trouble, did you? You could have just propped up your own fake princess to counter theirs. Sure, there’s the added bonus of boosting the royal family’s popularity, but let’s be honest, that part was emphasized later. For you, that’s third on your priority list, or even lower. Even if your top priority was avoiding conflict, there were other ways to do it. The reason you chose this method must be your second priority."

I saw a flicker of agitation in the prince’s red eyes and grinned.

"Your Highness, you didn’t want the princess’s death to be defiled."

When the prince first read the play-within-a-play, he complained to me resentfully. But right after, his expression hardened into something determined. I don’t know what change of heart he had, but the face of a boy had become the face of a man.

And it was undoubtedly the princess who made him a man. Whether there were romantic feelings involved, I can’t say for sure. But judging by how particular he was about the mourning clothes and the manner of her death, he certainly held a deep respect for her.

"Do you think I’m being sentimental?" the prince asked after a long sigh, his gaze never leaving mine.

"Nah. It’s never some grand cause that moves people. I ran away from home because I fell in love with theater." As a human being, that’s far more interesting. And I prefer it that way.

"That’s why I’m leaving this dialogue to you, Your Highness. Go ahead and protect the honor of the princess you didn’t want to see defiled. Protect it with everything you’ve got."

At my words, the prince muttered, "That’s a heavy responsibility," and gave a wry smile. I pretended not to notice that his smile was on the verge of tears.

With nothing more to say, I stood up. As I was leaving the room, I remembered something and turned back.

"Ah, just one thing. Your first-person pronoun should be ‘I’ (*watashi*). ‘Me’ (*ore*) doesn’t fit the gentle and sincere persona of the prince in *Princess Koto*."

"I am aware of that much. I use ‘I’ (*watashi*) in conferences and the like."

"Excellent."

I gave the prince’s dead-serious face a dead-serious, respectful bow, and just like that, we parted ways. Our paths would likely never cross again.

The day of the funeral was blessed with a wonderfully clear sky. Rain would have caused all sorts of problems, but that was something we could only pray about. It seems the prince is a lucky man. As a citizen, I’m thrilled that our future king has good fortune on his side.

My role is all but finished. Today, I am both an actor and a member of the audience. I blend into the crowd gathered in the square and wait for the moment to arrive.

The prince, seen from a distance, looked every bit a prince—a far cry from his incognito attire I was used to. Amidst the black sea of people in mourning clothes, his presence stood out as if a spotlight were shining only on him, even though he wore the same somber attire. 

He has the makings of a great actor, I thought. Or perhaps I should say, the qualities of a royal.

When the prince’s speech began, it resonated with me more deeply than I could have imagined.

I know better than anyone that the play *Princess Koto* is a complete fabrication, and that the tragic love story between the prince and princess is also a lie. I had a pretty good idea of what the prince was going to say. And yet, his words struck a chord in my heart because they carried a genuine, unvarnished desire to convey his feelings, and his appeal was sincere.

It is precisely within fiction that a single, heartfelt message can shine with such intense brilliance. That was the very essence of the theater I had fallen in love with.

I remembered the thrill of the first play I ever saw. It was hilarious, and I laughed and laughed. But there was something more to it than just humor. Amidst the comedy, there were the raw emotions of people trying desperately to live, a message they wanted to convey. Lately, I’d been focused only on writing plays that would sell. The kid I used to be, who ran away from home driven by an impulse I couldn’t put into words, suddenly seemed so radiant.

Before I knew it, I was crying, and then I was shouting "Hooray!"

"I’m completely beaten. Not bad, Your Highness."

There was no sense of frustration. Well, I do deeply regret getting so swept up in the atmosphere he created that I was moved to tears.

But the aftertaste wasn’t bad. My mind felt clearer than usual. And I had a fierce urge to write a play.

I hurried back toward my inn. The theater is closed today anyway, so the timing is perfect.

"Brother."

At that voice, I reluctantly stopped and turned around with a scowl.

"What is it? Oh, if you’re here to tell me to keep quiet, you don’t have to. I’m not gonna talk."

"No, I’m not worried about that."

"You sure? Trusting me that easily?"

"Because you never once relied on our family," my younger brother said with a wry smile. Apparently, it’s a common story among knights who sometimes search for runaway nobles: a sheltered rich kid runs away, gets stripped of all his belongings, and comes crying back home within half a year, dreams shattered.

"Once you’ve made up your mind about something, you’re stubborn."

"It’s not stubbornness. I just hate things that don’t make sense. So, what do you want?"

Rantz hesitated for a moment before he began to speak.

"That day, when I saw you at the tavern, I wasn’t sure it was you at first. You had… changed so much in appearance."

"Yeah."

"So, I sat nearby for a while and eavesdropped on your conversation with the person you were with."

"Is that so."

"There’s a reason for every whim, you know."

"What are you talking about?" The sudden change in topic threw me.

"I’m talking about Mother."

"Ah…" Come to think of it, I might have mentioned something like that. I was happily drunk at the tavern, so I probably blabbed about the old days.

"You were always holed up in the theater so you probably didn’t know, but Father and Mother argued almost every day."

Of course they did. Father probably chewed her out for taking me to the theater, and Mother, to justify herself, probably shrieked right back at him. She used to say that attending plays was a noble’s pastime, after all.

I scowled, frowning at Rantz, not understanding what he was trying to say.

At that, Rantz sighed with a look that said, "good grief." I scowled even harder, growing more irritated. But Rantz’s next words left me completely dumbfounded.

"Mother was always on your side, you know. She was worried about you becoming more and more expressionless, so she forcibly dragged you to the theater hoping it would be a change of pace. She said she had no regrets about you becoming obsessed with plays as a result."

"Is… that so…"

"And she used to go see the plays you wrote, in disguise and in secret. It’s just that she hurt her back the year before last and couldn’t go anymore."

I never knew. No, there’s no way a heartwarming story like that could happen to me.

"I’m not asking you to go see her or to reconcile. I know that’s an impossible request for my obstinate and stubborn brother. I just want you… to remember that Mother was much more of a mother than you think."

My brother’s face was completely serious as he said this, and I swallowed the words, "Like I care!" that had risen to my throat.

"You… you’ve grown up." The words that came out instead were so dopey that even I was surprised.

My brother looked taken aback for a moment, then broke into a wide smile and said, "I’m going to be a father soon."

After that, just as my brother predicted, I never went to see my mother, nor did I, of course, go to see my father, who was now doting on his newborn grandchild. But I did start seeing my brother from time to time.

As for the theater, I’m back in Regis, plugging away as usual. Before returning, we spent a year touring with *Princess Koto*, which made the Ruckelberg Theater Troupe quite famous. But as for me, nothing much has changed. Some of my plays are hits, some are flops, and my wallet is as tight as ever. Still, I feel like more and more customers are coming back to see my plays a second or third time.

Regis, and this whole country, is at peace.

It’s a good country.



    Chapter 22

    The Life of a Certain Marquis's Daughter (Part 1)

    Born into the House Garnos marquisate, Emeralda was the very model of a noblewoman. It was not just her blessed appearance; her graceful and elegant demeanor seemed innate. For a noble, a certain degree of grace and dignity was expected. Yet even among the ladies and gentlemen who wore such traits as a matter of course, Emeralda was never overshadowed.

And her views on marriage were also befitting a noblewoman.

Emeralda had someone she could call her first love, but she understood from an early age that she would never be with him. While there was no issue of social standing, the union offered little benefit to House Garnos.

Marriage was for the prosperity of both families; love was a reward to be unlocked only after one had married and produced an heir. Emeralda’s parents each had their own lovers, but their marital relationship was not a poor one.

This was the norm, and Emeralda had never once questioned it.

Ultimately, this very fact would shatter her first love in the most tragic way imaginable, but it would be cruel to hold her responsible. Only a select few geniuses or eccentrics can question the environment and values they have been steeped in since birth.

Emeralda’s first love came to her in her sixth year.

It was at her first attendance of a rather large tea party for the children of high-ranking nobles. This tea party, a sort of prelude to high society, was of course meant to acclimate the children, but it was also already a battlefield. For boys, in particular, failing to build a certain number of connections here could be problematic. In some cases, it could even lead to a change in who was designated the heir. That is how indispensable the art of socializing was for the nobility.

At first, all was well. Countess Bafman, who was hosting the event, introduced the newcomer Emeralda to the other children and encouraged them to be friendly. Although nervous, Emeralda was not surrounded by complete strangers, and a peaceful time passed as she nibbled on the tea and sweets provided. The problem began after teatime ended and the children broke off to stroll through the garden or deepen their personal friendships. Normally, the eldest girl present would look after the newcomers and younger children, but this system did not always function as intended. Even in a gathering of children, a strict hierarchy of status existed. When the daughter of a powerful ducal house subtly excluded Emeralda, the others followed suit.

Before she knew it, Emeralda had been left all alone.

If I can’t make a single friend at this tea party, my parents will be disappointed in me. Understanding this even at her young age, Emeralda approached a group of girls who were laughing merrily, hoping to join them. It was the largest group in the already-formed cliques, and she thought that perhaps she could at least squeeze into a spot at the edge.

"My ladies, what are you talking about?"

When she worked up the courage to speak, the girls all turned to look at her at once.

"It’s a topic that’s still a little too mature for you, Lady Emeralda," the duke’s daughter at the center of the group said, hiding her mouth with a fan as she chuckled. As if on cue, the surrounding girls also let out stifled laughs. Their rejection was unmistakable, and Emeralda lacked the courage and conversational skill to press on.

"Now, Lady Marie, about what we were discussing earlier. What is it that you like about your brother? His face is handsome, I’ll grant you, but he’s a barbarian interested only in swords, is he not?"

And so, ignoring Emeralda, the girls once again broke into a chorus of tinkling laughter. The girl called Marie blushed and said something, but it was in a secretive whisper too quiet for Emeralda to hear.

Standing on the periphery, Emeralda was at a loss.

She looked around, but most of the children were in small, intimate groups of two or three that seemed impossible to break into.

"To abandon such a young child. My sister is quite cruel."

"Eek!"

The girl named Marie shrieked, her face turning crimson, while the duke’s daughter’s expression twisted in annoyance at the intruder.

"My, brother! What a thing to say. We were merely discussing matters a bit too delicate for a young child’s ears."

"I see. Vulgar gossip unfit for the ears of the young."

"Brother!"

"Oh, how frightening. A young child would surely faint from terror at the sight of you. Let us flee together."

So saying, the man effortlessly swept Emeralda up into his arms. He then walked away from the group, laughing as the duke’s daughter’s angry voice trailed behind them.

"Put me down! How rude!"

"My, my… My sincerest apologies, my little lady."

Emeralda, who had been stunned into inaction by the sudden turn of events, snapped back to her senses mid-flight and desperately pounded on the shoulder of the person carrying her like a baby. He immediately stopped and gently set her down on the ground.

"…I am not yet a lady."

As he bowed respectfully, Emeralda suddenly felt like crying. She realized he had saved her, and the fact that she couldn’t handle the situation on her own was deeply frustrating.

"Hmm. If you are not a lady, then does that make my sister, who was so rude to you just now, something less than human?"

"L-Less than human?"

The tears that had started to well up in her eyes receded at his joking remark.

"Yes. A chicken, perhaps. This morning she was fussing endlessly about which dress to wear, how she disliked her hairstyle, how her necklace didn’t match… She was utterly insufferable."

Seeing his exasperated expression, Emeralda couldn’t help but let out a small laugh. As she calmed down, the precocious noble daughter within her began to re-emerge.

"But are you not also disqualified as a gentleman? Calling your own sister a chicken is terribly cruel."

"A harsh critic, I see."

"And besides, we have not even introduced ourselves."

"Oh, what a blunder."

He made an exaggerated gesture of despair and knelt before the young Emeralda.

"My name is Allen Halright Dindrion. Might I have the pleasure of knowing your name, my lady?"

"You may. I am Emeralda Lind Garnos."

Emeralda straightened her back and gently placed her right hand in the large one offered to her. It was not her first time receiving a kiss on the back of her hand; it was a simple greeting. And yet, her heart trembled with a strange *patter*. Unaware that this was the sign of love, Emeralda blushed and offered a shy smile.

"A beautiful name befitting a beautiful lady, Lady Emeralda. Please accept my apologies for my unworthy sister’s rudeness earlier."

"Not at all. It is possible I did something to offend her."

"That is not so. My sister was simply jealous. She has never liked her own hair color and has always longed for blonde hair. And your hair is a magnificent gold."

The hair of the man who said this with a smile was a glossy black, as was the hair of his sister. She recalled how the pearl hair ornaments had shone like stars in a night sky, a captivating sight. In a country where lighter hair colors were common, it was very striking.

"Black hair is so mysterious and beautiful. I am the one who is envious."

"Thank you. This black hair is a trait I inherited from my grandmother, who came all the way from the south. I’m actually quite fond of it and proud of it."

"Me too! I’m proud of my blonde hair, which is the same as my mother’s."

The eyes of the older boy she looked up at were smiling gently. Gazing into his rare crimson eyes, Emeralda grew flustered and unnaturally averted her gaze.

An awkward silence fell, and Emeralda felt like crying again. It seemed nothing was going right for her today.

But once again, he came to her rescue.

"By the way, Lady Emeralda. Over there is a lotus pond that is currently in full bloom."

Emeralda didn’t know what a lotus was, but she nodded without a moment’s hesitation.

"I would love to see it. Lord Allen, would you escort me?"

"With pleasure."

Their height difference made it impossible to link arms, but his hand—smaller than her father’s, yet still much larger and warmer than her own—took hers.

 The warmth of his hand made Emeralda’s heart flutter and her cheeks flush red.



    Chapter 23

    The Life of a Certain Marquis's Daughter (Part 2)

    By the pond where the lotus flowers were said to be in full bloom stood a chic white gazebo, which struck Emeralda’s eyes as a scene from a painting. The pure white buds floated above the waves of green leaves like glowing candles, creating a fantastical sight.

Among the many buds, the two flowers that had opened seemed especially dreamlike and beautiful.

"What do you think?"

"I’ve never seen a lotus flower before. What a strange flower…"

The fist-sized flowers stretched their necks straight up, as if entirely separate from the large, curtain-like green leaves spreading across the water’s surface. They possessed a flawless shape and texture that seemed almost artificial.

The white petals lacked the fragility of something that might scatter in the wind; while delicate, they had a solid, stable quality.

"The lotus flowers here are small, but in other places, they can bloom larger than your head, Lady Emeralda."

"Oh, really?"

"Indeed. The water in this pond is clear, you see. Lotus flowers bloom largest and most beautifully the murkier the water."

"It’s better when it’s murky?"

"Does that seem strange to you?"

Allen asked with an amused smile, and Emeralda tilted her head.

To her young mind, she could only imagine the simple cause and effect that beautiful things are born from beautiful things.

"Don’t you find it strange, Lord Allen?"

"I… when I first heard that, I thought it was a noble flower. Like a lady among ladies."

With a soft sigh, Allen’s gaze drifted back to the lotus flowers, his expression hardening into a tense look that a keen observer might have found alarming. Unaware of his change in demeanor, Emeralda etched his words into her heart with a sense of elation.

"A lady among ladies…"

"Yes. Modest in times of peace, yet possessing a noble strength to endure harsh environments in times of adversity, blooming into a great flower untainted by its surroundings…" At that, Allen seemed to snap back to the present, smiling down at the little lady beside him.

"This might still be a difficult topic for you, Lady Emeralda."

"Not at all! One day, I will become a lady among ladies."

Seeing the young girl’s face shining with aspiration, Allen smiled back, as if dazzled.

"Oh, in that case, Lady Emeralda, you are a future royal governess."

"A governess…?"

"‘Lady among Ladies’ is another term for the governess of a royal heir. I’m sure you have a governess yourself, Lady Emeralda, but the circumstances for a royal governess are different from those of the nobility."

"How are they different?"

"A royal governess is a teacher responsible for raising a prince or princess into a fine individual. I imagine you have tutors, Lady Emeralda, but I’m sure you also learn many things from your mother, do you not?"

"I do! My mother is very skilled at embroidery. And the harp, too."

"You have a wonderful mother. I am quite envious."

Allen feigned dramatic surprise at Emeralda’s proud declaration, and they both burst out laughing.

"In the case of a prince or princess, their parents are His Majesty the King and Her Majesty the Queen. Their positions keep them busy, and even as parent and child, they cannot offer close guidance. That is why a special governess is needed. A woman of outstanding character, dignity, and knowledge, who holds the deep trust of Their Majesties, is chosen. The governess who raises the heir is called the ‘Lady among Ladies.’"

In this country, children born to royal concubines were, in principle, publicly treated as children of the official queen. A concubine, though the birth mother, was not permitted to be involved in her child’s upbringing. Concubines were officially regarded not as formal consorts but as flowers to comfort the king, and no matter how favored they were, they were strictly forbidden from interfering in the education of the king’s children.

From among the princes who were raised, the most capable was chosen as the heir, regardless of his birth mother’s status. For this reason, the governess who raised the heir received great praise.

At that moment, Allen’s heart was actually filled with irony, a fact of which Emeralda was blissfully unaware.

The detrimental effects of a governess’s oversized influence were beginning to show in his cousin, the crown prince, Lugares. Prince Lugares had no siblings and had thus lost the opportunity to compete and improve himself.

The governess herself was much the same.

She may have been a respectable person when first chosen, but now her judgment seemed to be thoroughly clouded.

Though no scandal had reached outside the palace, Allen knew of the problematic governess from his mother. Allen’s mother, who had married out of the royal family, made daily visits to the palace to admonish the governess for her tyranny and keep a watchful eye on her.

It was manageable for now, as Prince Lugares was still the crown prince. However, he was the long-awaited heir, born after a succession of five princesses, and it was common knowledge that the king doted on him and intended to abdicate the throne early.

At this rate, he will not become a proper king—hearing his mother’s lamentations, Allen himself had often tried to admonish his cousin. But the spoiled prince only found Allen annoying and refused to listen.

The system worked well when it functioned properly, but the consequences of its failure were far too great.

Allen’s parents, along with other sensible nobles, had begun to discuss revising the royal governess system, but progress was slow, as many sided with the governess or chose to remain neutral.

Allen, who would come of age the following year, had already qualified as a knight and was slated for assignment not to the prestigious Royal Guard, but to the Border Knights who protected the nation’s frontiers.

This was at his mother’s recommendation. She was so brilliant it was said that had she not been a woman, she would have been chosen as crown prince. Her own governess was a woman worthy of the title "Lady among Ladies." Allen had been taught by them both.

At this rate, the country would slowly decline. For now, no neighboring countries dared to challenge their great nation, but a famously bellicose emerging power lay just beyond a small buffer state.

*‘In preparation for the worst, temper your mind and body on the frontier, and build your strength.’*

Allen, who held a claim to the throne, had been drilled since childhood by his mother and her governess on what it meant to be a royal. Understanding the unspoken words as well, Allen had silently nodded in agreement.

Unaware of any of this, Emeralda’s innocent admiration made him feel as if he had seen a glimmer of hope in a vaguely dark future.

Perhaps when this country faced a crisis, this little lady, grown into a fine woman, would bloom beautifully.

For Allen, the brief time spent with Emeralda was a gentle memory, but it was soon buried deep in his mind, swept away by the torrent of his new life on the frontier and the raw suffering of the people he witnessed firsthand.

For Emeralda, however, it was an event that indelibly etched a vibrant love and aspiration into her heart.

Emeralda’s first love grew in secret, unspoken to anyone.

And so, at a young age, she began to walk the path toward becoming a "Lady among Ladies," a path presented to her like a revelation.

With a speed that astonished the adults around her, Emeralda absorbed all manner of knowledge. In the process, she came to understand that the feeling growing in her heart was love, and at the same time, she learned the nature of noble marriage, realizing that she would likely never be united with her first love in matrimony.

The ducal House of Dindrion was prestigious, but its ties to House Garnos were thin, and a marriage alliance would yield little profit. Furthermore, Allen already had a fiancée. She had never even been a candidate to begin with.

Emeralda’s engagement was arranged before she turned ten. Her betrothed was the heir to the neighboring Farisael Marquisate, a territory that sometimes clashed with the Garnos Marquisate over water rights. He was ten years her senior.

But she did not mind.

Because Emeralda was in love.

For a noblewoman, love was not something to be shared with a husband, but a right to be earned after fulfilling one’s duties.

Her first love would one day find her, grown into a "Lady among Ladies," offer his praise, and beg for her love.

This had become Emeralda’s goal.

Young Emeralda did not realize how shallow a dream this was.

The foolish girl, her eyes clouded by love, failed to realize she was critically lacking something to be a "Lady among Ladies."

Though she became well-versed in the anecdotes of the many great kings, queens, and nobles of the past, and learned how one should live with pride, she never truly grasped *why*.

Emeralda never thought of the country, or the lives of its people.

She possessed the knowledge, but she never understood its true meaning.

As she grew, Emeralda captivated high society with her polished beauty and education.

King Lugares, who had already ascended the throne, even made a secret offer for her to become his concubine.

But becoming a concubine would make her dream unattainable. Even a concubine, once married into the royal family, was required above all else to be chaste. Moreover, since one of her dreams was to become a royal governess, it was a position she particularly wanted to avoid.

Her parents had anticipated that she might be desired as a concubine, and in accordance with Emeralda’s wishes, they had made preparations for her to marry at any time before her debut in society.

Noble marriages required the country’s permission. At Emeralda’s strong request, both families had already obtained permission for her to marry as soon as she turned fifteen, the age of majority. By the time the offer came, even the wedding date had been set, allowing them to gracefully decline.

And so, within months of her debut, Emeralda married and joined House Farisael.

*Now, I must bear an heir as quickly as possible and begin a romance with him.*

Such was the childish and foolish love that occupied Emeralda’s heart.

Their reunion came fifteen years after that childhood tea party.

Allen had rarely returned to the capital, moving from one part of the frontier to another. As a mere son of a noble house, he had steadily risen through the ranks from a common knight to a battalion commander. Set to marry the daughter of a Border Count in the autumn, he had returned to the capital for the first time in ages to report to the king and express his gratitude for the marriage approval.

His engagement to his first fiancée had been broken three years after he left for the frontier, making this his second betrothed.

Allen was now thirty-two, a late marriage for a high-ranking noble.

As a quasi-royal with a claim to the throne, his marriage was inevitably entangled in political machinations.

He had sought permission for the engagement quite some time ago, but the alliance with the powerful Border Count, a key figure in defending the border region, was seen as dangerous, and permission was slow to come.

However, when a neighboring country with which they had a relatively long-standing relationship was destroyed by an emerging power, the central government, feeling a sense of crisis, finally granted permission in order to strengthen the frontier’s defenses.

The central government’s motive was likely to tie down the Border Count, who was often critical of them, so he would not be tempted to switch allegiances. The king, too, was annoyed by his meddlesome cousin and saw it as a perfect opportunity to keep him pinned down near the border.

At the same time, it was decided that the king would take a concubine from the newly neighboring emerging power as part of a marriage alliance.

Meanwhile, Emeralda, now twenty-one, had already borne a son and had just earned the right to pursue love.



    Chapter 24

    The Life of a Certain Marquis's Daughter (Part 3)

    Though fifteen years had passed, the love that had budded that day easily found him in the large crowd. At a royal ball, Emeralda spotted his figure from afar and her heart soared.

*The day has finally come.*

But he did not act as Emeralda had imagined.

In her fantasy, just as she had instantly found him, he too would spot her at a glance, be astonished, and kneel before the beautiful and wonderful lady she had become, offering his praise and his love.

When nothing happened, Emeralda was disappointed, but at the same time, she awoke from her overly inflated sweet dream and regained her composure.

On reflection, it was unlikely that he would remember a little girl he met at a children’s tea party he had been dragged to by his sister. He must have met countless people at social gatherings over the years.

So Emeralda resolved to approach him herself. For a woman to initiate a romance was unladylike behavior, but her feelings were too strong to give up, and they made her bold.

That day, a ball was held at the residence of a noblewoman with whom Emeralda was acquainted.

Though small in scale, it was a ball hosted by a noble family that also had connections with his mother. The hostess had informed her that he had accepted the invitation.

Emeralda took a leap of faith, confessed her long-unrequited love to the hostess, and begged her to arrange for them to speak alone, if only for a few short moments.

The hostess, her eyes lighting up at the prospect of a love affair, happily agreed to Emeralda’s request.

Allen, on the other hand, was suspicious of the noblewoman he was asked to meet by the hostess of the ball he was attending.

As Emeralda had predicted, Allen did not remember her at all, and his attitude was naturally distant.

"It is only natural that you do not remember, my lord. I was but six years old, and for you, it was merely a tiresome tea party of children you were obliged to attend for your sister’s sake. However, even though it was but a single meeting, the words we exchanged before the pond of blooming lotuses became something I could never forget. The wisdom you shared—that the lotus flower is like a lady among ladies—is what guided me to become who I am today."

At Emeralda’s words, Allen finally dredged up a faint, old memory.

"I see, you were the girl from that time."

Word of the wife of the Farisael heir had, from time to time, reached even Allen, who kept his distance from the central government.

They said she was a chaste woman, skilled in society, who never fell for mischievous or improper advances, gracefully deflecting them with clever words that never offended.

They said her knowledge was so vast that even the most influential elders were sometimes left speechless, yet her modest demeanor, always taking a step or two back, was hailed as the very model of a lady.

They said her proud beauty had rejected even His Majesty, and that not a few were captivated by her.

Knowing that she had so sincerely taken to heart the playful words he had spoken when he was but an immature boy, Allen was genuinely moved.

He offered a soft smile, and Emeralda’s spirits soared in turn.

"From that day forward, I have striven single-mindedly to become a lady worthy of you. Please, take pity on me."

Had Allen been an ordinary nobleman, he would have been completely captivated.

But Allen was not.

Precisely because he had just been moved, Emeralda’s confession of love felt like a betrayal.

After a moment of stunned silence, Allen’s face became a perfect mask as he delivered his rejection.

"My apologies, but having spent so long on the frontier, I seem to have become a boor who no longer understands courtly elegance. I am afraid I do not know what you mean. On the frontier, a lady is one who is faithful to her husband, one who concerns herself with the people’s bread for tomorrow rather than indulging in the graceful games of love and intrigue. And I shall continue to walk the path of a boor on the frontier, alongside my wife, a Lady of the Frontier."

As if to say any further conversation would be unpleasant, Allen left the room, leaving Emeralda to stare, dumbfounded, at his retreating back.

Her first love had never had a future. No matter what she did, it was something she could never have obtained.

Worst of all was the contempt in Allen’s eyes, which plunged Emeralda into the depths of despair.

In her grief, Emeralda took to her bed for several days. Afterward, she began to throw tantrums and take her frustrations out on her handmaidens, acting out in ways unthinkable for the woman she had once been.

Rumors of Emeralda and Allen’s encounter leaked from the hostess who had arranged it, and whispers, embellished with amusing and fantastical details, spread secretly through high society.

To make matters worse, foolish men began to approach her, thinking the unattainable flower was perhaps cheaper than they thought, forcing her to withdraw from the social scene. Confined to her home, Emeralda grew increasingly depressed and withdrawn.

Fortunately, Allen returned to the frontier within a month, and the rumors soon died down.

Then came an unexpected reaction from her husband.

"I always thought you were a flawless, perfect lady, but it seems you have a cute side to you as well."

Her older husband, a veteran of love and play with several mistresses of his own, had found his wife—good for display but otherwise boring—to have an unexpected side. Her love and heartbreak intrigued him, and he began to cherish Emeralda as if she were a new lover.

A man skilled in love is also skilled in handling women, and Emeralda, who had been devoted to her first love, had no resistance to his experienced techniques. Moreover, his gentle words easily seeped into her heart, wounded by a harsh rejection.

Her husband’s sweet words, which helped her regain her confidence as a woman, healed her and gave her a chance to recover.

He, in turn, found Emeralda’s unjaded, innocent reactions endearing.

Thus, Emeralda was taught the joy of being loved by her husband, and the fulfilling days as both a wife and a woman gradually turned her pain and scars into things of the past.

The seasons turned.

By the time she heard rumors that Allen, who had since been promoted to general, had his first child, her heart was healed enough that the news caused only a slight ripple. It was around then that Emeralda became pregnant with her second child.

Just as her husband inherited his title, making her the Marquise Farisael, she renewed her resolve to manage the Farisael household alongside him as its lady. Blessed with children, she was at the peak of happiness, fulfilled in both her public and private life.

It was then that the concubine from the neighboring country became pregnant. Emeralda was summoned to serve as the royal governess for the expected prince or princess.

The events of that day were like a nightmare.

Though she was a governess, a royal governess was a high-ranking noblewoman and thus did not breastfeed.

Her official duties would only begin when the princess turned two, so it was arranged for her to simply have an audience with the infant. On the day she went to the palace, about three months after the princess’s birth, it was a perfectly ordinary, peaceful spring day.

Her audience with the princess, who was breathing soundly, and the beautiful but delicate, almost childlike concubine, went off without a hitch.

But afterward, she was told there were still procedures to complete and was asked to wait in a room. She felt a sense of unease. 

Something was wrong.

Even as she felt it, a part of her thought, *surely not*.

A royal governess was an honorable position. To defile it would be…

But her anxiety proved true, and her faint hope was dashed.

The king who appeared in the room told her it was a promised reward for her husband.

Before the tyrannical king, it was easy to imagine that her husband could not say no.

And Emeralda, too, could not resist.

And so, nightmare was piled upon nightmare.

It happened in the dead of night.

Exhausted and her tears run dry, Emeralda lay next to the king, who was sleeping soundly, snoring with satisfaction.

Suddenly, the door was thrown open with a crash. The sound of multiple footsteps echoed, and then a groan came from beside her.

Shivering, unable to comprehend what was happening, Emeralda was illuminated by the light of a lamp.

And there stood the man who was supposed to be in the frontier lands.

"…Lord Allen?"

"So the glorious royal governess has fallen so low as to become a whore."

With those words spat out, the man unhesitatingly cut off the head of the king, who was already a corpse. Lukewarm blood showered Emeralda without mercy.

Unable even to scream, frozen in terror and despair, unable to blink, Emeralda was abandoned.

Literally abandoned.

What Emeralda did not know was that the king’s debauchery had pushed the people to their breaking point. Their anger, swollen to the verge of explosion, had justified this atrocity.

To the men who harbored a deep-seated hatred for the king, his mistress was nothing more than an object to be violated.

She was perhaps lucky that her life was spared.

Somehow, Emeralda managed to strip the clothes from a dead handmaiden in the hallway and compose herself.

What sustained her was the last shred of her pride as a governess, and a desperate desire to see her husband and children.

The princes were surely far more important than the newborn princess. Clinging to the hope that it might not be too late, Emeralda made her way toward the princess’s chambers, avoiding the rioters.

The princess’s room was silent.

The nannies and wet nurses who should have been there were gone.

She despaired, thinking she was too late, but then she heard a tiny sound, like the mewling of a kitten.

The infant had been hidden in a cupboard, placed in a basket. Beside it was a beautifully crafted letter box.

After checking its contents, Emeralda hid it in her undergarments, then stripped the expensive swaddling from the baby and wrapped it in a cloth torn from a sheet.

Feigning that the baby was her own, Emeralda posed as the wife of a lower-ranking noble who had been summoned to the castle to breastfeed, and managed to escape. She was in such a wretched state that she no longer looked like a marquise, and her desperate attempt to protect her child seemed genuine, so she was allowed to pass.

But from there, the nightmare continued. The streets of the capital were in a terrible uproar, with armed mobs attacking noble mansions everywhere.

Emeralda, unaccustomed to traveling on foot, got lost trying to avoid the rioters. At her wits’ end, she spotted the sign of a high-end shop that served the royal family. Not being a direct target of the people’s hatred, and protected by several burly guards, it had not yet been attacked.

Thus, she was taken in by the merchant, but was strictly warned not to leave her hiding place until the situation stabilized, and she had no choice but to obey. Thoughts of her husband and children nearly drove her mad, but the precious life of the princess in her hands sustained her.

But the nightmare brought with it yet another nightmare.

A new king was crowned, having slain the foolish king who had needlessly tormented the people and brought the country to ruin.

Many nobles were executed as agents of the foolish king, their heads put on display.

Among them was Emeralda’s husband.

Her parents were there, too, and her parents-in-law.

Though their heads were not among those displayed, she was told that her children had also died, failing to escape from their burning mansion.

All that was left for Emeralda was an infant who knew nothing, crying daily and drinking milk.

And a hatred that blotted out every other emotion.

Ever since that night, Emeralda had been living in a nightmare.

The rolling head of the king stared at her reproachfully.

Her husband’s displayed head wept tears of blood.

She could hear the cries of her children, engulfed in flames.

The demon-like man scorned her as a whore, and vulgar men violated her.

*What about the people?*

*What about the country?*

A country and a people that would condone such atrocities are no different from devils.

This is wrong. It must be. Otherwise, this world is nothing but hell.

For Emeralda, the princess was no longer a venerable person to be protected, but merely a tool to exact her revenge.

Emeralda hated men, hated love and romance, and hated the very state of the world with all her being.

After continuing to hate for so long, Emeralda fell ill. In her hazy consciousness, she thought that the nightmare would finally end, and she longed for the salvation of death.

And then, she finally saw the pitiful girl standing by her side.

The screams of her own children, the blood-crying head of her husband—she could no longer hear or see them now. The voice of the demon reviling her was also gone.

It was quiet.

Seeing the girl, who showed not even a hint of sadness, Emeralda felt nothing.

She thought the girl was pitiful.

This girl who still had to live on in this hell.

But it was no more than thinking that red blood was red.

Nothing could stir Emeralda’s heart anymore.

Even hatred was now distant.

There were no words left to leave.

Everything in this world was a nightmare, not worth leaving any thoughts behind.

Emeralda closed her eyes.

And just like that, she surrendered everything to the dark abyss.


