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			Chapter 1

			The Liberated Lady

			A cheer went up from the crowd.

Petals of every color fluttered through the air as a man and a woman walked by, smiling amidst the blessings of the people. They were this country's Crown Prince and the Crown Princess he had chosen. At this very moment, their wedding reception was in full swing.

Gathered in the hall were the nation's nobles and dignitaries. The King and Queen were, of course, also present, smiling as they offered the couple their unending, congratulatory applause.

The wedding ceremony itself was already over; those gathered here were exclusively nobles of the realm and invited guests from other countries. With so many familiar faces in attendance, the bride and groom, as well as their friends, all wore relaxed smiles.

The story of their romance had been passed down among the people of the country like a fairytale.

*The beloved young lady who, through a fateful encounter, won the Crown Prince's love from the duke's daughter originally destined to be his bride.*

That was how she was known, the girl who had become an object of adoration for commoners and lower-ranking nobles alike. Her wavy, light blue hair, which normally fell to her shoulders, was now elegantly gathered beneath a maria veil. Her eyes, the same pale blue as her hair, sparkled like aquamarines. She was of a pleasant height, neither too tall nor too short, and her voice was as lovely as the chiming of a bell.

Her name was Falty-Ardia. She was the daughter of the Ardia Count Family and had been a student at the Royal Academy, which was attended by both nobles and commoners. Due to her excellent grades, she had also been a special scholarship student.

It would be no exaggeration to call her a perfect girl. She was equally kind to everyone and never showed favoritism. The entire academy buzzed with rumors of what a truly wonderful young lady she was.

Cast into a position completely opposite of her was the duke's daughter, Lupia-Calmond.

As the daughter of the venerable Calmond Ducal Family, she had been the Crown Prince's fiancée since childhood, enduring a strict education to prepare her to become Crown Princess. She had been told time and again that she would one day stand by his side as his queen, but...

In the blink of an eye, Falty had stolen that place from her. It wasn't as if Lupia had been slacking in her studies.

"...Congratulations."

A low murmur, unbefitting of a blessing, was whispered in a small voice.

Her emotionless, dark eyes reflected the smiling couple, but Lupia no longer cared. It felt as if a fog had settled over her mind, and she wanted nothing more than to leave this place. That, however, was impossible, as she was held fast on both sides by two young lords who were close aides to the Crown Prince.

*Faster, I need to get out of here, faster.*

*Ah, how utterly disgusting this is.*

She desperately suppressed a wave of nausea, holding on by a thread, but the two men at her sides ordered her to smile. She heard a sound, like something snapping. With eyes filled to the brim with fury, she shot a glare at the two of them, and their bodies seemed to freeze in terror.

"And who, precisely, do you think you are ordering around? My engagement may have been dissolved, but I am still a daughter of the Calmond Ducal Family. Your families... if I recall... are of baronial rank, are they not?"

How could they possibly think they could stand up to the sheer presence of Lupia, who had been raised her entire life with the words, "One day, you will be queen"? The personal knight of the Calmond family, standing at attention behind Lupia, let out a quiet sigh.

"Mere sons of barons, ordering *me* around? Who in the world do you think you are...?"

Lupia's quiet question held a bottomless rage that left the two men speechless. They instinctively put a little distance between themselves and her.

"...To force a person who is feeling unwell to remain standing, and then on top of that, to demand words of celebration... I have taken careful note of your faces and names. You can expect a formal letter of protest from my family in due course."

With that cold declaration, Lupia turned to leave.

"Alf, with me."

Calling out to Alfred, the personal knight who had been waiting behind her, Lupia quickly walked away. Her face was deathly pale. The fact that she had endured so much despite feeling so ill was a testament to her incredible mental fortitude.

Without a single falter in her step, she left the grand hall of the royal palace where the reception was being held and slipped into a nearby anteroom. The moment the door closed, Lupia reached her limit. She broke into a run, rushing into the attached lavatory.

"My lady!"

She heard Alfred's voice, but it was too late. She stopped fighting the nausea welling up inside her and emptied the contents of her stomach into the toilet bowl.

*It's so sickening, I can't stand it. Please, someone, make it stop.*

She had never loved the Crown Prince, but she couldn't bring herself to like Falty, who had trampled all over her years of hard work.

"...Huh...?"

*That's strange. But... I'm Falty's best friend, aren't I?*

*No, that's not right. She is no best friend of mine.*

*Then why?*

"...My head... isn't... working..."

Even after emptying her stomach, the heartburn and a fresh wave of nausea assaulted her. *This has never happened before*, Lupia thought in confusion.

"...Ngh... ugh..."

Wondering if she could vomit again, she unhesitatingly stuck her fingers down her throat. Let them say what they will about a duke's daughter behaving in such a manner. Right now, all she wanted was to be free of this wretched feeling.

"*Gah, hack...!*"

She tried desperately, but only stomach acid came up. There was nothing left to expel, yet the discomfort lingered.

Along with it came an incomprehensible thought that seemed to blanket her entire mind: *I must congratulate Falty.*

It wasn't that she and Falty were on bad terms, nor did she particularly care about her one way or another. So why were her own thoughts so contradictory?

*Falty is a precious person to me, a dear friend.*

*No, that's wrong. She's just a classmate from the academy.*

It was a bizarre sensation, as if two versions of herself were whispering to her from either side.

Lupia staggered to her feet, rinsed her mouth at the washbasin, and finally emerged from the lavatory. Her complexion had gone beyond pale to an ashen, deathly gray.

Alfred, realizing this was serious, rushed toward her, but Lupia held up a hand to stop him.

"...It's fine. More importantly, has anyone come?"

"No, my lady. No one has come here."

"I see. That's good, then. ...I'm going to rest for a little while, so don't let anyone in. There was a cot in here, wasn't there?"

"Yes, my lady. ...I shall send word to the ducal estate and arrange for a carriage."

"...If you would, I'd appreciate it."

Placing her absolute trust in Alfred, who had protected her since childhood and at times been strict with her, Lupia walked unsteadily toward the bed. She removed her earrings and pendant, slipped off her heels, and lay down on her side so as not to ruin her hairstyle.

At the same time, she sighed, thinking what a disappointment she must be as the daughter of the Calmond Ducal Family. Her years of rigorous education to become Crown Princess, the relationship she had built with the Crown Prince, the trade negotiations with foreign countries that she had been entrusted with—was all of it, every last thing, to be snatched away by Falty?

Certainly, Falty was lovely, and she would undoubtedly be a greater comfort to the Crown Prince than Lupia, who had always interacted with him with the cool detachment of a fiancée candidate. But this was a marriage that concerned the politics of the nation. If the King and Queen had so easily approved of her, then there was nothing Lupia could have done.

Still, she had failed to fulfill her role as a duke's daughter. For that, she felt deeply sorry toward her mother and father.

"I suppose... it's over now..."

There was no one to hear the words she murmured to herself.

Just as she closed her eyelids, intending to sleep for a little while, the sound of something shattering echoed through the room. *Crack.*

"...Huh?"

She managed to push her heavy body upright and looked around, only to find the world had turned to black and white. Wondering if something was wrong with her eyes, she looked at her own hands and saw that her color remained.

Only the colors of the scenery around her had vanished entirely.

"Wh-what is..."
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			Nothing but Discrepancies

			"Liberation... from the System, you say."

It seemed Lupia had slept for a short while, as she felt much better. Perhaps out of consideration, her guard, Alfred, was no longer in the room.

But more importantly, what was that inorganic voice and the sound of something shattering just now? She tried to think about it, but it didn't make much sense. She did recall it saying something about a game...

Lupia sat up and tried to think.

A game. As in, a pastime.

What was even more confusing was that line about 'liberation from the System,' spoken in that flat, robotic voice. She didn't understand what 'liberation' meant, either.

She sat up fully on the edge of the bed and tried to sort through the situation.

"To begin with, what even is a... 'System'?"

*Hmm*, a low groan escaped her lips. An unfamiliar term and a voice that didn't seem human. It was all a complete mystery.

"...System... System, huh... No, it's no use. I can't think of anything."

She didn't know what it meant. But it did seem to be a fact that she had been freed from something troublesome. That strange sensation, the feeling that she cherished Falty, had completely vanished.

In the first place, Falty was no best friend of hers. They were simply classmates who would occasionally run into each other at the library and, if the tables were full, sit together to study. That was the extent of their relationship.

She knew Falty was a count's daughter and a special scholarship student, but that was all. Besides, the number of people Lupia would call a true friend was exceedingly small—she could count the number of people she could bare her soul to on one hand.

The rest were classmates she was moderately friendly with, or daughters of other noble houses she was close to due to their parents' professional relationships. As a noble lady, she had to master the use of public facades and private truths, and she had to know how to expand her social circle—all in preparation to become the future Crown Princess.

But then Falty became the Crown Prince's *lover*, and just like that, the engagement between Lupia and the prince was dissolved.

The annulment of an engagement decreed by royal order. Her father had told her that, because it had been so one-sided, the ducal family had received a considerable sum in reparations.

What Lupia thought, as the daughter of the Calmond Ducal Family, was, *Can they really overturn a royal decree so easily?* As for the knowledge and manners she had acquired through her education as a Crown Princess, she was actually grateful for them.

Still, she'd heard that her memories concerning the various affairs of the royal family, learned during her training, were scheduled to be erased at a later date.

And for some reason, she seemed to recall being asked to support Falty *as her best friend*, but that was out of the question. She felt no need to lend a hand. Since Falty had, of her own volition, stolen the position from the original fiancée, it was up to her to manage it somehow. *Surely even she could understand something so simple*, Lupia thought, letting out a grand sigh in the empty room.

"I wish they'd hurry up and erase my memories with poison or magic already."

Just as she muttered this, there was a knock at the door. *Knock, knock, knock*—three quick raps.

"Come in."

She called out loudly enough to be heard outside, and in hurried her father, her mother, and Alfred.

"Father... Mother...! Uh, um... Alfred, did you... bring them...?"

"Yes, my lady. The reception has concluded, and above all, I thought it imperative to inform the Duke and Duchess of your poor health as soon as possible..."

"Oh, thank... you...?"

"Oh...! My darling Lupia!"

Before Lupia could even finish thanking Alfred, the Duchess of Calmond, Millière, swept her daughter into a tight embrace.

"You must have been so devastated...! You should have been the one standing there...!"

"M-Mother?!"

"The Crown Prince and the King and Queen, what a truly foolish thing they've done!"

"Excuse me! Mother!"

Her daughter's near-shout finally brought Millière back to her senses. "Oh, my," she murmured, looking embarrassed.

In front of family or those she trusted, the Duchess of Calmond would occasionally let such moments slip out. But as Lupia thought back, she couldn't recall her mother ever showing this side to her before, leaving her more confused than anything.

"What on earth has gotten into you...? I truly do not mind the engagement being called off. Yes, from the bottom of my heart."

"What?"

"What?"

The first "What?" came from Millière. The second came from Lupia.

Up to this point, Lupia's father and the current Duke of Calmond, Aristerios, had been observing his wife and child without saying a word. He'd done so because, for some time now, his daughter had often worn the emotionless face of a doll during her life at the academy. The marchioness who had served the ducal family for generations was the one who had educated Lupia to be a 'proper lady,' and that same marchioness had always given Lupia glowing reviews, and yet...

"Lupia."

"Yes, Father."

At the sound of his name, Aristerios's daughter straightened her posture and looked directly at him. Seeing her like this, it was easy to fall under the illusion that she must have been under some sort of spell during her time at that academy.

"How are you feeling now?"

"Regarding the broken engagement, I am grateful. Regarding my health... not very well, I'm afraid."

"I should think not. You're far too pale. Millière, Alfred, we're going home. Alfred, you will guard Lupia."

"Yes, my dear."

"As you wish, Your Grace."

A simple answer to a simple question. That was all that was needed.

As a father, he had been worried sick about Lupia, but his position had its constraints. Still, he now felt he would cast all of that aside to protect this daughter of his.

But Lupia was not so fragile.

"Alfred, lend me your arm."

"Yes, my lady."

She stood, though unsteadily, and placed her hand on Alfred's offered arm to begin walking. Her pace was slow. In fact, her steps were faltering.

Aristerios wondered what could have possibly brought Lupia to this state, but no answer came to mind.

This was his precious, beloved daughter who, even when unwell, even with a sprained ankle, had always performed her public duties without a hint of pain or hardship on her face. Of course, he had never been negligent in dispatching healers to ensure her swift recovery.

"Lupia."

"Y-Yes. ...I-I do apologize for walking so slowl—Kyaa?!"

Without a word of warning, Aristerios swept Lupia up into his arms. The one being held turned bright red with fluster, but Millière's gentle voice told her, 'No, you must let yourself be doted on now,' and she could only nod in response.

Contrary to Lupia's panicked thoughts of *Aren't I heavy?!*, the Calmond Ducal Family was also a line of soldiers. They had inherited the bloodline of a former king's younger brother who had served the kingdom as Captain of the Knight Order. Following generations of tradition, Aristerios also demonstrated his prowess to the fullest as the current Captain of the Kingdom's Knight Order.

He never neglected his training, so even at forty-two, Aristerios's strength was far greater and more formidable than that of any ordinary adult man. And so, held in her powerful father's arms, he strode through the royal castle, enduring the startled gazes of the surrounding nobles, until they finally reached the carriage bearing their family crest.
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			Let's Go Home—Part One—

			Carried all the way to the carriage, Aristerios finally set Lupia down just before she stepped inside. Being carried like a child was beyond embarrassing, but she found herself wondering just how long it had been since the last time. Having undergone her education as a Crown Princess from a young age and being constantly told to be a lady whom all would envy, she hadn't been able to be overly affectionate with her parents. Even without that training, she was still the daughter of a ducal family. She couldn't cling to her parents like a baby. She had spent her life telling herself this, even as a small child.

Because of that, her father's current actions were mortifying. Yet, it felt as though her mother, Millière, was also spoiling her excessively.

As the carriage moved along, Lupia wondered vaguely how long it had been since the three of them—her parents and herself—had been together like this. She seemed to recall it being like this in the carriage on the way to the royal palace long ago... and as she was thinking, her eyes met her smiling mother and father's.

"Is something the matter?"

"No, I was just thinking that it's wonderful to see you acting... *normally*... like this again, Lupia."

"That's right. You've been just like a doll recently, you know."

"...A doll... you say?"

She had no recollection of it, of course. But apparently, that was how she had appeared to her mother and father.

The inorganic voice from before came to mind. If she remembered correctly, hadn't it said something about 'liberation from the System'? If—and this was a big if—she had been controlled by this 'System' or something like it, then what her parents were saying wasn't entirely incomprehensible.

"Um... was I really... that... strange?"

"Yes. Whenever we asked, 'What's wrong? Did something happen?' you would just smile like a doll and repeat, 'Nothing at all.'"

"What...?"

Upon hearing her mother's description, Lupia thought, *What is that?* It sounded less like a doll and more like an automaton. Moving in a predetermined way, and if asked anything, repeating 'nothing at all' as if it were programmed from the start.

She tried to recall that time, but it was as if a fog lay over her memories, and she couldn't remember clearly. The more she tried, the worse her headache became.

"Lupia! Your color...!"

"This is bad, she's still not well?!"

"N-No... that's not..."

She pressed her hands to her head, which felt like it was about to split open from the pain. She tried her best not to remember, but the pain didn't seem likely to subside anytime soon.

*Something must have happened.*

That monotone voice she had heard back then. Just as Lupia was wishing she could have a conversation with the owner of that voice, her vision began to warp and blur. It seemed she had reached her limit. The last thing she saw were her parents' tearful faces before she finally lost consciousness. But just before she did, she thought she felt her father embrace her and say, 'It's all right now.'

◇◇◇◇◇◇

"Lupia... oh, how could this have happened..."

Up until now, Lupia had never shown any weakness. She understood her role better than anyone, excelling not only in her education as a Crown Princess and as a ducal lady, but also in her training as the next head of the ducal family, just in case.

That changed after Lupia enrolled in the Royal Academy.

No matter how strict she was with those around her, everyone knew the reason, so they accepted it. When it was appropriate to relax, she did so, perfectly distinguishing between her public and private life.

But after she entered her final year, the warmth vanished from her expression.

When her parents asked if something had happened, or if she was perhaps feeling unwell, her only reply was an insistent, "Nothing is wrong."

Her days continued as usual: attending the academy, returning home, and heading to the royal palace for her Crown Princess training.

Her parents were naturally worried, but with Lupia herself insisting that 'nothing is wrong, I'm fine,' there was little they could do. She was managing her health properly, and there was no sign she was hiding anything.

"My dear, could it be that something happened to her at the Royal Academy...?"

"The possibility isn't zero, I suppose."

A frown creased Aristerios's brow.

She had undergone training to become Crown Princess and, concurrently, the education to be the heir to the dukedom. He had felt that progressing both at the same speed was too much, so he had slowed the pace of her heir training just a little. That seemed to give her a bit of breathing room. At home, in front of those she could trust, she was not 'Lupia, the Duke's Daughter,' but simply 'Lupia,' a young girl. Her eyes would light up at the sight of her favorite sweets, she would eat them with relish, and at other times, she would lose herself in reading, one of her hobbies.

And yet, sometime after she entered her final year at the Royal Academy—he wasn't sure of the exact date—a maid from the estate had come running to him, her face pale. The head butler, Jif, had severely scolded her for daring to burst into her master's room, but the maid had reported in a trembling voice:

"The young lady... she is like a doll."

Everyone present had looked at her as if to say, *What are you talking about?* She was a new maid, so Aristerios and the head butler had assumed that she had simply seen Lupia's public face and perceived it as robotic. They dismissed her and thought no more of it. But then one day, Lupia's personal maid, Richel, said the same thing.

*'Something is wrong with my lady,'* she'd said. At the identical plea, Jif and Aristerios had exchanged glances. It was one thing for a new maid to say it, but Richel had been serving Lupia for a very long time. The girl had been her personal attendant since Lupia was five. To see her with the same pale face as the new maid from before told them this was no ordinary matter, and they decided to go observe the situation.

They were told Lupia was taking a walk in the gardens, so they went to the ducal family's courtyard and found her there. From a distance, nothing seemed particularly out of place, but the moment Aristerios spoke to her, Jif's eyes widened in shock.

"What is it, Father?"

Her voice was far too flat, her expression as unchanging as an antique doll's. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say it was frozen. Though he had never seen his daughter like this before, Aristerios disciplined himself not to show his alarm and maintained his composure as he addressed her.

"Well, Lupia, are you taking a break right now? I thought you were due at the castle for your Crown Princess training today."

"...It is fine, Father. There are no problems at all."

*Huh?* Who was it that had made that sound?

Her answer was completely disconnected from his question.

"Lupia...?"

"I shall be returning to my room now."

Their conversations were usually much longer, and she was not a child who would look at him with such lifeless eyes, Aristerios felt a cold sweat run down his back.

He and Jif each apologized to the new maid who had reported on Lupia's condition a few days prior. The new maid had wanted to believe it was just the expression Lupia wore for public appearances, but every time she saw her, she looked so much like a doll that she hadn't known what to do.

It seemed rumors had started to spread among the servants as well. A meeting was held with all the staff, including Millière, who had been away from the estate for a long time on business.

At first, Millière didn't seem to grasp the situation, but after seeing her beloved daughter's state, she was left stunned.

"What could have happened to her...?!"

She was not a child who made such faces, Millière trembled as Aristerios gently stroked her back.

Many of the servants adored Lupia and had been worried about what to do, but they had been powerless. Since she wasn't sick in bed, they couldn't even call a doctor.

Unable to do anything, the day of the Royal Academy's graduation ceremony arrived, and a shocking announcement was made.

[The candidate for Crown Princess will be changed from Lupia to Falty. Lupia is to utilize the knowledge she has gained thus far to serve as Falty's assistant. Furthermore, after thoroughly supporting Falty in her Crown Princess education, Lupia's own memories regarding said education will be erased.]

*What utter nonsense*, Aristerios fumed. What was the point of the engagement? Why had they betrothed Lupia to the First Prince, who *was* the Crown Prince, in the first place? He had questioned the King, but the matter was dismissed with a simple, "It has been decided."

He wanted to object right there in the council meeting, to ask how much more they intended to trample on his daughter's dignity, but he had more pressing concerns. In the first place, who was this Falty girl? Aristerios had investigated thoroughly and found that she was the daughter of the Ardia Count Family, good-natured, with excellent grades, and was in a *romantic relationship* with the Crown Prince, Liam.

When he found out, something inside Aristerios instantly grew cold. *If that's how you want to play it, then we will prioritize our family.* Vowing in his heart that he would never forgive those who had trampled on his daughter, he left the council chamber.
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			Let's Go Home—Part Two—

			After the ridiculous council meeting at the royal palace, Aristerios, who would normally request an audience with His Majesty the King to confirm necessary details, simply went straight home without doing so. When he told Millière what had been decided, she, too, became enraged.

Although neither of them had revealed their emotions during the meeting, the reason they did so now was because their precious daughter, Lupia, had been hurt. The Duke and Duchess doted on their daughter—and they still do.

Now, the couple had another child: Lupia's twin brother, Rupert. Rupert-Calmond. He was famously known throughout the country for being an incredible sis-con—or rather, a doting older brother complex.

When he learned his sister was to become the Crown Princess, he had quickly decided in his youth, "Then I shall become a knight to protect her!" and went to study abroad in a neighboring kingdom. At an academy in a country famed for its martial prowess, he mastered not only swordsmanship but also magic, diligently preparing to join the Royal Knight Order upon his sister's marriage. However, an unexpected report from his father sent Rupert into a furious rage. A week after hearing the news, he promptly arranged his affairs, returned home temporarily, and after asking his parents about his sister's condition and having a brief conversation with her in her room, he returned to his parents and declared, "Let's abandon this country."

"Well, now, just calm down."

"Is this any time to be calm?! What is wrong with His Majesty and the Crown Prince! Are they not making a complete fool of my sister?!"

"Rupert, seeing your anger has somehow managed to calm me down. Please, just settle yourself."

"Even you, Mother!"

"We are well aware of your love for Lady Lupia, but please, drink some herb tea and compose yourself, young master."

"Jif?!"

It's often said that if someone else's anger surpasses your own, you can become surprisingly calm. Rupert's explosive rage had the effect of instantly restoring the composure of the Duke, Duchess, and the head butler.

He adored his sister, who had worked harder than anyone since they were children. While a desire not to lose to her had been a motivator, his respect for her was even greater. That was why he couldn't forgive how lightly she had been treated. The King, the Crown Prince—what on earth were they thinking?

"I feel for the Ardia count's daughter, Falty, but... I cannot forgive my own daughter being treated in such a manner."

"Of course not."

"At this rate, things will move forward quickly. Can't we do something to bring Sister back to her senses? ...It seems to me she's become far too despondent..."

At Rupert's words, Aristerios, Millière, and Jif exchanged glances.

"Father, Mother?"

"Well... Lupia has been *like that* ever since she started her final year at the Royal Academy."

"What?"

"We don't know the exact time... But you see, it's not something we can just call a doctor for, is it?"

"You should call one. This is too severe."

"Her physical health is fine, and her color is good..."

"Her mental state is clearly at its breaking point!"

It was a valid point, and everyone felt a pang of guilt. Rupert sighed, but he could understand what his parents and Jif were trying to say.

Calling a doctor when she wasn't physically ill might have wounded his sister's pride. Moreover, considering the expectations placed upon her as the future Crown Princess from all sides, it was, in a way, understandable to think she might have just been on edge. Above all, since his sister herself said she was 'fine,' their hands had been tied.

"...For now, I'll take my graduation exams early and come home. Let's find a way to keep Sister at home. If things continue at this pace, that count's daughter and the Crown Prince might hold their wedding and practically imprison Sister in the palace."

"You're right... We'll do something about that."

◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇

Just as Rupert had predicted, after the graduation ceremony, the wedding date for Falty and Liam was decided in a whirlwind of activity. Lupia's attendance was, of course, mandatory, as was that of the Duke and Duchess.

They had watched with clenched teeth as Lupia clapped for the bride and groom like an automaton, a fixed smile on her face. But then, her expression had suddenly changed. It wasn't one of regret, but rather of anguish. It was a subtle shift, one only those familiar with her would notice, and the Duke and Duchess exchanged a look without a word.

They realized at once that it was the face of someone enduring something. A little before the reception ended, Lupia left the hall and went somewhere, accompanied, of course, by her guard knight, Alfred.

Confident that Alfred, who knew their whereabouts, would be fine, the Duke and Duchess discreetly prepared to leave at a moment's notice. Their foresight paid off; when Alfred came to fetch them, they were able to rush to Lupia's side without delay.

From there, they acted swiftly.

Lupia, who had taken refuge in a small anteroom, had the light back in her eyes, just like the old days. Their daughter, who had worn a doll-like face for nearly a year, finally seemed to have returned to being 'human,' and the Duke and Duchess were overjoyed. Aristerios was careful not to show too much emotion, but Millière was not so restrained and unhesitatingly threw her arms around Lupia.

His wife, expressing her love with her entire being, and his surprised daughter. Aristerios rejoiced inwardly, seeing a scene like the old days at last.

Realizing there was likely a discrepancy between Lupia's feelings and their own, Aristerios chose to return home for the time being. As they made their way to the carriage and climbed inside, Lupia looked extremely unwell and, moreover, seemed to want to say something. There was no way he could leave his daughter in such a state. He wanted to properly sort out what had happened over the past year.

When Lupia finally collapsed in the carriage, Aristerios, both as a father and as a member of the ducal family, renewed his vow to protect her. He looked straight at Millière and declared,

"Millière, this child needs rest, first and foremost."

"Yes, my dear."

"Furthermore, this latest affair, which could be taken as the royal family declaring they have no need of us, is not something our ducal house can tolerate."

"...No, of course not."

The temperature inside the carriage seemed to drop a few degrees.

Lupia lay on the opposite seat, her complexion terribly pale. If she had collapsed from an outburst of accumulated physical and mental fatigue, then now that her role as Crown Princess was gone, he judged there was no need to make her go to the castle. It might not be a decision the ducal house could make on its own, but it was the royal family itself that had cast Lupia aside.

Her engagement to Liam, the Crown Prince, had been at the behest of the royal family, who wanted the Calmond Ducal Family as his backers. But now, it seemed that was no longer necessary—that was the only way to interpret the situation.

"First, let us give Lupia rest. If the royal family says anything, I will stop them."

"I shall lend you what little strength I have as well. After all, it is for our daughter's sake."

"Rupert will be back once he graduates, too."

"Didn't he say something about graduating early?"

"..."

"..."

The graduation requirement at the academy Rupert attended was to win a sparring match against the instructor in charge of the graduation exam. In addition, one had to achieve a certain score or higher on the written tests. Fulfilling these conditions was apparently considered proof that 'what was studied and learned at the academy has been properly absorbed by the student.' This was according to Rupert, so it was hard to judge how true it was. But who would have thought he would move up his graduation just for his twin sister?

The husband and wife couldn't help but exchange a look, but they figured Rupert, for all his eccentricities, was a proper son, so he would probably be fine. Without a word, as if by agreement, they both nodded.

The carriage continued at a steady pace from the royal palace and arrived safely at the Calmond ducal estate. Jif and the others greeted them. Alfred, hearing from the carriage that Lupia had finally collapsed, rushed from the driver's seat, gently lifted her into his arms, and carried her to her room.

Her color was still just as bad, and it was clear she would need to recuperate for some time. To send her to the royal family in this state, even if they called for her, would be a monstrous act for any parent.

For now, they would simply give Lupia rest. With the entire ducal household nodding in agreement and uniting their hearts, another problem was brewing at the royal palace. The King and Queen, learning that the one person who could solve it—the Duke of Calmond—had already gone home, were holding their heads in their hands.
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			A Slowly Spreading Unease

			Upon receiving the report that the Duke and Duchess of Calmond, as well as their daughter, had long since returned home, the King and Queen held their heads in their hands. They had wanted to coordinate various schedules with them regarding future events, but why on earth had they gone home so early on a day like today? the King sighed.

The Queen, however, was trembling, her face pale.

"What is the matter, my Queen?"

"When I think back on it... I realize we have done a terrifying thing..."

"What?"

The King apparently didn't understand. The Queen's next words made the blood drain from his face.

"Our royal family... has lost the backing of the Calmond Ducal Family, has it not...?"

"...!"

Certainly, Falty may have been an exemplary young lady at the Royal Academy—excellent grades, a scholarship student, impeccable conduct, and so on. In general aristocratic society, her status as a count's daughter would likely work in her favor.

But as a backer for the Crown Prince, what then?

One look at the Queen's face and the answer was perhaps self-evident.

Crown Prince Liam and the Calmond ducal lady, Lupia, had been engaged until just a short while ago. Whether they had held romantic feelings for each other was unknown. They were both intelligent children, so they must have properly understood their duties for the sake of their families, or for the sake of the country.

That had all crumbled during their final year at the Royal Academy. When Crown Prince Liam and the Ardia count's daughter, Falty, met, the gears slowly began to go awry. As the distance between those two shortened, the distance between Lupia and Liam grew. And as the latter's distance grew, the students of the academy grew excited.

The Crown Prince, willing to cast aside the daughter of the Calmond Ducal Family—one of the nation's greatest noble houses—for the sake of so-called 'true love.' And the love of Falty, who devotedly supported him. The Royal Academy was attended not only by nobles but also by talented commoners. For them, the romantic affairs within the academy were a source of entertainment.

Romances between commoners or between nobles were common enough, but a romance between two people of such different statuses? And when one of them already had a fiancée? It was only natural that both nobles and commoners would be hooked.

For a year, they had steadily deepened their affection, and then they had gone through with dissolving the engagement with the duke's daughter. Furthermore, they had decided to welcome Falty as the Crown Princess, and the matter had progressed with astonishing speed.

What did that mean?

First, the Crown Prince would lose the backing of the Calmond Ducal Family. This was the result of his own choice, and it was synonymous with the royal family declaring to the Calmonds, 'We have no need of the likes of you.'

Second, if Lupia's memories of her Crown Princess education were not erased, she would be made to drink from the cup of honor—a euphemism for being executed. Aristerios would never allow that. The royal family had forged the engagement on their own authority and dissolved it on their own authority, so should they not take responsibility? the Duke had asked. All the nobles had agreed with this, and as a result, a massive amount of compensation was to be paid.

And finally, there was the matter of Lupia's treatment. This became one of the reasons for the Duke of Calmond's fury. In what world could one casually cast aside a person and then have the gall to say to them, 'Please become the tutor for the new Crown Princess, and once that's done, we have no more use for you!'?

In fact, this royal family had done just that. But what was truly strange was that, until the Duke flew into a rage, they hadn't even noticed how odd it was. On the contrary, they had thought it was 'the right thing to do.'

The unease that was slowly spreading had begun with the vassals. First, a junior minister voiced his concern, and only after the reception ended did the King and Queen finally notice the strangeness of it all. But it was a case of 'too little, too late.'

It was said that a great number of nobles had started to raise a fuss the moment the Duke, Duchess, and their daughter left the reception hall early.

"...As the royal family, we have no choice but to apologize..."

"But is it not too late? ...More importantly, why did we approve the engagement between Liam and the Ardia count's daughter...?"

"What are you saying? You were the one leading the charge!"

"My, Your Majesty, you were the one who welcomed it first!"

"...Hm?"

"...Huh?"

The two of them exchanged confused glances. They were each claiming the other had been the first to welcome the change in the Crown Prince's fiancée. But regardless of who said it first, a sense of foreboding washed over them as they wondered if Falty was truly a valuable enough lady to lose the backing of the ducal family. They weren't under any kind of mind-control magic, and yet they had believed that *doing so was natural and right.*

As they slowly regained their composure, they were forced to realize that they were in a situation with no turning back. They had already held the wedding; it was irreversible. They had to appease the Duke's anger and somehow implore him to become the Crown Prince's guardian once more.

That's what they had thought, but the Duke of Calmond's actions had been astoundingly swift.

First, he brought up the situation Lupia had been placed in at the reception and demanded to know where the responsibility lay. They were relieved that no other nobles were present, but the situation was far from joyful.

They had wanted to argue that it was such a trivial matter, but when they were told that Lupia had vomited in an anteroom and collapsed that day, the Queen let out a small shriek.

"S-Such a thing, that is..."

"I am told that the ones forcing my daughter to offer her congratulations were none other than His Highness's own *friends* from his academy days—the sons of barons, no less."

Aristerios laughed heartily, but his eyes were not smiling. His bone-chilling gaze and equally cold tone were filled with a strong will that would brook no argument.

"Until Lupia's health returns, I will not have her come here. Even without Lupia's help, I am sure the exceedingly talented Crown Princess can simply request one of the ladies-in-waiting who serve as tutors, can she not?"

"That is..."

"What reason is there to make Lupia come?"

"The Crown Princess... wishes for it... her best friend, Lupia-san, she says..."

"How strange. The Crown Princess in question has never visited our home, nor has Lupia ever introduced her to us as a friend...?"

"Th-That can't be!"

"To think of making an unwell person serve as a tutor... My, my, it seems the royal family dislikes my daughter to the very core."

"That's not true! We would never!"

"Is that so? Regardless of what you say, my daughter will recuperate. That child, who never showed a weak side in public... how much mental anguish must she have endured...? As a parent, it is only natural to protect one's child."

"If you'll excuse me," Aristerios said, rising from his seat. The king reached out a hand to stop him, but he didn't stop, walking away just like that. They understood that if the Duke left now, things would escalate into an even more irreversible situation. But they didn't know how to stop him and could only watch him go.

"Ah, ahh...!"

*Wait, don't go*, the Queen whispered faintly, but her voice did not reach the Duke of Calmond.

*Thump.* The door closed, leaving only the King and Queen. The meeting, held in secret so no one would overhear, had failed to quell the Duke's anger. In fact, it felt as though they had only made it worse.

"What... should we do?"

"I don't know..."

The stunned King and Queen, still not understanding why they had dissolved the engagement between Lupia and Liam, both held their heads in their hands. Why had they been able to treat Lupia so cruelly, when she had worked so hard at her Crown Princess education and been praised by her tutors? And Liam, for that matter—for the Crown Prince of the nation to be so preoccupied with matters of love, what was he thinking? It was too late to wonder now. They themselves had acknowledged Falty as the Crown Princess.

◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇

"Hmm... I wonder why?"

In the lavish room provided for the Crown Princess, Falty was troubled.

"Lupia's affection rating should be pretty high, so she should be willing to be my Crown Princess tutor..."

*Mmm*, she hummed, pondering, then began to write down the current situation on a piece of paper in her hand.

"I've entered the marriage route with Liam, which means this is the Grand Finale Route. It's the most difficult romance ending, but it ends with everyone around us approving. The rival lady, Lupia, and I ended things without any conflict, right?"

Her beautiful handwriting filled the page with content that would likely be incomprehensible to a normal person. And for good reason. All of Falty's actions had been aimed at a single final goal: entering the Grand Finale Route, being loved by everyone, and spending the happiest time imaginable. That was why she had never even considered what would happen *after* the ending.
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			While Falty, the new Crown Princess, was grumbling in her room, the Crown Prince, Liam, had been summoned by the King and Queen. He tilted his head, unsure of the reason for the summons, but assumed it was the beginning of his lessons on what he must do to ascend the throne. He proceeded to the King's Office as instructed. After checking his appearance, he knocked, and a voice from within called, "Enter."

"Excuse me," he said as he entered, only to find not just the King and Queen, but a row of ministers lined up as well.

"Father, what is... all this?"

"Liam, first, you will answer our questions."

The King's heavy tone was laced with anxiety and indignation.

"Questions, you say?"

"That is correct."

With a sigh so loud it was almost audible, the Minister of Finance was the first to speak.

"Then, I shall begin. Your Highness, I believe you are already aware that the Crown Princess's budget has been reduced..."

"W-Wait! What is this!"

Though he had just been told to answer questions, Liam cut off the Minister of Finance and shouted, drawing cold stares from everyone present. At the same time, someone muttered, "Ah, as I thought," and the other ministers' grim expressions became even grimmer, the temperature of their cold gazes dropping even further.

Liam, flustered, turned back to the Minister of Finance. "Why is the budget being reduced?!"

"It is a matter of course."

"But why?!"

"When Lady Lupia of the Calmond Ducal Family was the Crown Princess candidate, the ducal family provided a supplement to the budget. His Grace the Duke himself offered it, stating, 'If my daughter is to form a bond with the royal family, then she will require an appropriate level of support.' A considerable sum was prepared for the Crown Princess's budget. Now that Lady Lupia is no longer the candidate, what need does the ducal family have to do such a thing for the royal family?"

"Wh-...?"

"His Grace the Duke cherishes Lady Lupia so dearly that he supplemented her budget from his private funds... Ah... so Your Highness was unaware. Very well. I have a written record of how much was supplemented, so any surplus at this point will be returned immediately."

"Then what will happen to Falty's budget as Crown Princess?!"

"What will happen, you ask?"

"I mean, the amount that was cut!"

"If you wish for her to have the same as the duke's daughter, then the Crown Princess need only rely on her own family."

At the Minister of Finance's cold words, Liam's face turned a chaotic mix of pale and red.

"To place such a burden... on a count's family..."

"Your Highness, why do you speak of the Crown Princess's budget as if it is not simply being restored to normal? It is not as if we have allocated nothing at all. ...Surely you haven't been using the budget that was in place when Lady Lupia was the candidate to give gifts to the Crown Princess, have you?"

*Gasp.* Seeing the tension seize Liam's expression, everyone in the room thought in perfect unison, *Ah, so he did do it.*

The King and Queen could only hold their heads in their hands at the situation. Liam, who apparently hadn't expected things to turn out this way, frantically looked around at everyone and continued.

"As vassals! It was to show unchanging loyalty for the future...!"

"You are telling the ducal family to give you money, is that it?"

"Th-... N-no... I mean..."

"That is impossible."

Liam was desperately trying to say something, but the Queen slowly opened her mouth to speak.

"The first reason it's impossible: the Calmond Ducal Family has withdrawn its guardianship of you."

"...B-But why?!"

"Because Lady Lupia is no longer your fiancée. And the second reason: Lady Lupia has already left the main estate for her family's territory to recuperate."

"What...? But I ordered Lupia to handle Falty's Crown Princess education! She must fulfill her duties as a vassal, it would be a problem otherwise! Let us summon Lupia back immediately!"

"Yes... normally, that would be the case. But first, you have neither the right nor the privilege to refer to the duke's daughter by her given name."

"...!"

While they understood the Crown Prince was confused by the stark reality being laid out before him, the one who had created this situation was undoubtedly himself. And Falty, the current Crown Princess. The King and Queen who had condoned it, and the vassals who had agreed to it—from the ducal family's perspective, they were all objects of resentment.

Lupia was held in high regard not only by the main branch of the Calmond Ducal Family but by its branch families as well. This was as a future Crown Princess candidate, of course, but there was another reason: her evaluation as the next Duchess of Calmond. In accordance with the country's law that allowed either men or women to inherit the family title if they had the aptitude, there had been duchesses in the family's history. The same was true for other noble families. And Lupia was a prodigy, capable of handling both her Crown Princess education and her training as the next head of the ducal family concurrently. There was no way her evaluation would be low. The decision the royal family had made regarding such a young lady had angered the entire ducal house.

Letters of protest had been arriving from here and there, from both the main and branch families, all with the same content, as if they had conspired together, though they hadn't: 'We understand that the recent treatment of Lady Lupia is a sign that the royal family has deemed the ducal family unnecessary,' and 'We would ask that you not make a mockery of the Calmond clan.'

Liam, who was only now learning of this, grew pale.

"We were all foolish, of course. The ministers, the nobles... even the students at the academy."

"Th-That's it! If we take Lupia in as a concubine!"

"Are you... an idiot?"

It was a suggestion made as if he had come up with a brilliant idea, but the Queen shot it down. Who did he think would be pleased by that? Moreover, doing so would undoubtedly incur even greater wrath from the ducal family.

"If you did that, the ducal family might just leave our country. You did understand that when you made your suggestion, didn't you?"

"Ugh...!"

*This is strange.* He didn't think his son had ever been this thoughtless. What on earth had happened? Of course, the same could be said for themselves. Normally, changing the Crown Prince's fiancée would be a lengthy process involving numerous procedures. Yet, they had skipped many of those procedures and rushed the matter forward. And he had a feeling they had done so in a way that made it impossible to reverse. Even he couldn't understand why he had done such a thing.

"It's entirely possible that we had all collectively lost our minds... but there are no traces of strange magic, so the Crown Princess likely did not use any charm spells."

"Falty would do no such thing!"

"I see. Well, let's leave it at that. However, this you must remember."

When the Queen finished, the King continued.

"Whatever the circumstances, our country has thoroughly slighted the Calmond Ducal Family. This is an unshakable fact."

The ministers swallowed hard.

"The Calmond Ducal Family, and the numerous branch families connected to it, are an important house that bears the responsibility of our nation's defense. ...And we have slighted them. Furthermore, we have been incredibly rude to the duke's daughter, who had, until now, fulfilled her role as the Crown Princess candidate perfectly."

"Even if we try to apologize, the ducal family is refusing all contact. None of you are to act on your own."

After giving this firm instruction, the meeting was adjourned. Liam, for the first time, began to wonder if his decision had been a mistake. But his feelings of love for Falty, and his choice to make her the Crown Princess—he couldn't believe it was wrong. In fact, he *didn't want* to believe it was.
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			"Lupia went to her territory?! N-No way..."

Falty was stunned as she read the contents of the report submitted to her. It couldn't be true. She had been so sure that Lupia would stay by her side for her Crown Princess education.

One after another, the reports piled up, each one containing information that went far beyond Falty's expectations. Lupia's actions were so unpredictable that she held her head in her hands.

"But... I was told... I already cleared it.... I've reached the ending... so why...?!"

"Uh, Your Highness the Crown Princess...?"

"...! I-I'm sorry. I was just... a little shaken..."

She hastily forced a strained smile to cover her distress, but the lady-in-waiting attending her had a dubious look on her face. Her expression was one of confusion, as if to say, *Why is she so fixated on the duke's daughter who was in her way?*

Paying the maid no mind, Falty seemed to start pondering the reason for Lupia's departure. She walked over to her work desk and began to jot down the current situation on a piece of paper. But then, realizing she might accidentally say something aloud and be overheard by the maid, she quickly stood up again.

"You there. I need to organize my upcoming schedule and the plan for my Crown Princess education, so could you leave me for a moment? Oh, but I'd like some tea to calm my nerves, so please bring some for me."

"As you wish."

The maid gave a deep bow and left the Crown Princess's room. Once she confirmed she was alone, Falty sat back down and began to swiftly write down everything that had happened up to this point.

"Let's see... the story started in my third year at the Royal Academy... right. I successfully won the position of a special scholarship student, and now I've married the Crown Prince. That's the basic premise. I gathered all the elements to enter the Grand Finale of 'Love☆Star' without any problems, but... this is so strange..."

Falty hummed and groaned in thought. Until she had entered her third year at the Royal Academy, she had lived as a completely ordinary count's daughter. Raised by incredibly lenient parents who believed that 'you may decide your marriage partner by your own will,' she still didn't have a fiancé at seventeen. And because her parents were so relaxed, Falty had a habit of slipping into a tone unbecoming of a count's daughter when she was alone or with friends—a habit that hadn't disappeared even as her Crown Princess education was about to begin.

"I've already cleared it, so... I can't talk to the System anymore..."

She sighed, wondering what to do. Just then, the maid returned, pushing a trolley with a tea set. Since Falty had said she wanted to calm down, the maid had apparently brought a fragrant herbal tea.

"Thank you."

"Not at all, Your Highness. If you need anything, please do not hesitate to call."

"Yes, I will."

After confirming the maid had left, Falty focused her mind.

"...Alright, [Status Open]!"

*FLASH!* The area around her brightened for a moment, and a screen-like object appeared at her eye level. Displayed on it was Falty's own current status, as well as her relationships and the level of closeness—so-called 'affection ratings'—with the people around her, quantified into numbers.

"...Huh?"

Just a few days ago, everyone's affection ratings had been displayed, but now, the notation had become strange. First of all, Lupia's affection rating was gone.

"Wh-Why...?!"

It hadn't just disappeared; it was completely blacked out, making it impossible to see anything.

"N-No way... Could it be that something is twisted... or... something like that? Ah... but they said Lupia was feeling unwell, so maybe it's because of that...?"

She dismissed the window and quickly wrote down the current situation on the paper in her hand. At present, her affection ratings with the Crown Prince and those around him were at their maximum. Furthermore, Falty's own stats were displayed as monstrously high numbers. But that was proof of Falty's hard work. She wouldn't let anyone deny that.

Still, Falty's face grew pale as she realized she had to do something about this.

"The only thing that's weird... is Lupia's part..."

She was *used to* her own numbers. No matter how monstrous they were, they were ultimately the product of her own results, so she thought nothing of them.

"If I go visit her... maybe I'll find something out..."

The words she murmured were heard by no one, dissolving into the air.

◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇

The female-oriented romance simulation game, 'Love☆Star.'

The story was simple enough, but the route to the true Grand Finale and the process of raising affection ratings were extremely complex and severe.

First, the story begins when the protagonist (heroine) enters her final year at the Royal Academy. The heroine, born as a count's daughter, enrolls in the Royal Academy, which all nobles attend. There, she falls in love with the Crown Prince, Liam, and after overcoming the difference in their statuses, they are united for a happy ending. Furthermore, she becomes friends with the duke's daughter who was the Crown Prince's fiancée, and as best friends, they join hands and live peacefully and happily *with the Crown Prince, the three of them together*.

Falty herself didn't dislike studying, so she enrolled in the Royal Academy as a matter of course. By achieving high marks, she was placed in a class above the average. As a school for the children of nobility, there was no more fitting place of learning. She had thought this was where nobles deepened their family connections and decided on their future paths, but...

She remembered the confusion she felt one day when a bizarre line suddenly echoed in her head: 'You have been chosen as the heroine. This is a decision by the System.' And then, every time she acted, that inorganic voice would give her instructions, telling her to do this or that.

When she did as she was told, things went smoothly with surprising ease. Not only did her grades improve, but even wishes that should have been impossible came true. That was, to become the Crown Prince's fiancée, then the Crown Princess, and then the Queen of this country.

'Who would have thought a queen would come from a count's family?'—that feeling of accomplishment swirled within her, along with another emotion: 'This is thanks to the System; do not get conceited.'

"But... I worked hard, too...!"

The daughters of high-ranking nobles were, naturally, on the side of the duke's daughter, Lupia. But the daughters of commoners and lower-ranking nobles who had rebelled against them became Falty's allies. She certainly felt a sense of guilt, but it was far surpassed by a feeling of accomplishment. If she had lived an ordinary life, she would never have encountered such fortune.

Moreover, thanks to following the System's instructions, she graduated without any particular conflicts with the duke's daughter. She had studied as the System told her, became friends with the male and female students, and even *thought* she had become friends with the duke's daughter.

She never doubted for a moment that the System was correct, and that she, the heroine, was also in the right.

"So... I haven't done anything... wrong..."

Before the wedding ceremony, Lupia had come to congratulate her, but Falty's miscalculation was that this was not the 'true' Grand Finale ending. She hadn't realized this and had simply pushed forward. As a result, a crack had formed in the game system itself. She had reached an ending that, while not the Grand Finale, was still of a considerable difficulty. The 'main story' of the world concluded, and the world 'after the end' began. And so, the post-story world was now progressing, with Falty completely unaware of her greatest miscalculation: that the duke's daughter, Lupia, had 'returned to her senses.'
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			Meanwhile, at the ducal estate, preparations for Lupia's recuperation were steadily underway. It had been decided that she would go to one of the territories owned by the ducal family, but under the judgment that it would be better to wait until Lupia's health had recovered at least a little, the packing continued.

"...Is it really alright for me to be so idle?"

"Of course it is."

"But, Rupert... when I have nothing to do, I feel so... at a loss, I suppose..."

"Just relax! You need to take it easy, Sis!"

"...Fine..."

Overwhelmed by her twin brother's intensity, she sipped her tea with a sigh. Her personal maid, Richel, was giggling.

"You too, Richel..."

"My lady, Master Rupert is right. Please, rest more."

"Honestly..."

Seeing Lupia finally back to her usual self, the entire mansion was filled with relief. Rupert, who had returned home solely for his sister's sake, was relieved, but it was their mother, Millière, who was undoubtedly the most relieved of all. A daughter who only gave predetermined answers like a doll. She seemed to be going about her daily life, but Lupia's own consciousness was clearly absent; she was just a moving 'doll.' Who on earth could happily accept a daughter in such a state?

Now, she was smiling and even looking troubled. While she maintained the smile of a lady in public, at home it was natural for her to let her guard down. The Calmonds, despite being a ducal family, cherished their family above all else. They all wished for her to heal from the exhaustion of her Crown Princess education, to spend her days relaxing without a single worry.

"Sis, let's do something you want to do! Come on, what's it going to be?"

"Something..."

"Anything's fine. Horseback riding, for example... oh, or a game of chess with me!"

"...I suppose..."

He had casually suggested they enjoy some leisure time together, but his twin sister had unintentionally ignored him, leaving Rupert to hang his head in dejection. But whether she noticed him or not, Lupia was pondering what to do. She reflected on her Crown Princess education and her training as the next duchess, which she had undertaken in case of any eventuality. Learning had never been a burden, so she hadn't found it particularly difficult, but she closed her eyes and tried to think of what she had enjoyed doing up until now.

The etiquette and manners she had learned during her Crown Princess training would not be a waste from here on out. Even if her memories were erased, those things were surely ingrained in her very being. In that case, she suddenly realized there was one thing that should take priority over what she *wanted* to do.

"Ah..."

"Sis, did you think of something?"

"...It was a problem that came before what I wanted to do. I forgot one important thing."

"?"

Wondering what it could be, Rupert rushed to Lupia's side and stared intently at his twin sister.

"The knowledge about the royal family I gained from my Crown Princess education. Let's just get that erased quickly."

At the words spoken so casually with a smile, Rupert and Richel instinctively held their heads in their hands.

"That's not what we meant, Sis!"

"My lady, why would you jump to that conclusion?!"

They both closed in on her at once, but the person in question simply tilted her head with an innocent expression.

"Because if I don't hurry, the royal family might summon me to the palace, right? In that case, it would be troublesome if I don't have my memories erased first."

Her reasoning was so sound that both Richel and Rupert could only nod in agreement. They did so in perfect unison.

"I'll have to ask Father or Mother to arrange for a priest who can use Memory Erasing Magic."

"You're right. I'll go tell them."

"Thank you, Rupert."

"Don't mention it!" Rupert called back as he left the room. To think that she could finally remove one of her heavy shackles—the pain of the magic was nothing to be afraid of. On the contrary, if it meant she could cut ties with the royal family, that alone was a reward in itself, Lupia thought with relief.

Even as she sat there, the Crown Prince and the new Crown Princess might come here. She had to do something before then, Lupia's mind raced.

◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇

"You can't be serious..."

To think that her daughter, whom she had assumed would be enjoying her leisure time, would say, 'I want my memories erased as soon as possible,' was something Millière had never expected. She was stunned, but she shook her head slightly and managed to regain her composure. Rupert's report had been a shock to Millière as well, but her daughter's action was the correct one. If they didn't erase her memories of the Crown Princess education quickly, that royal family would surely come to their house and cause some kind of trouble again. Of that, there was no doubt.

"...Make sure preparations are perfect, in case Lupia falls ill."

"I know, Mother."

"Rupert, by the way, what about your dream of becoming a knight?"

"I'm not going to."

"...What?"

"If Sis isn't going to be the Crown Princess, then there's no need for me to bother being a knight, is there?"

"That may be so, but you really are..."

At his mother's words, "so fond of Lupia," his face didn't just break into a smile—it twisted into a mischievous, wicked grin. Both then and now, his twin sister was the only person besides his father and mother whom he could truly respect. From her demeanor as a lady to her effortless handling of her education as the next duchess, her talent was immense. Rupert, on the other hand, was more skilled at physical activities, so he truly looked up to his sister. He could do nothing but respect her.

That was why, when his sister's engagement to the Crown Prince was decided, he had made a resolution.

*I will become a knight to protect my sister.*

When he told her, her response had been a blunt, "I don't need one, you idiot," but the smile on her face had been happy, and he could still recall it clearly even now. If he could be of use to Lupia, he had been determined to do whatever it took, even if it meant giving his all. But that Crown Prince had prioritized his so-called 'true love.' A completely one-sided dissolution of an engagement decided by the state. It seemed he hadn't understood that doing so meant making an enemy of the Calmonds.

And Lupia, for her part, was incredibly quick to steel her resolve. If she, who had received all sorts of education as the future Crown Princess, had that future stolen from her, then from now on, she should just live as she pleased. However...

"Of all the things, the very first thing she says is that she wants to have Memory Erasing Magic cast on her... Sis is so strong... really."

"That's why she was chosen as the next head of this house, and why she was treated as an exception."

"...Yeah, you're right, Mother."

The Duchess and her son shared a wicked, knowing grin.

"I'm glad Sis didn't marry a man who couldn't see her worth."

"Oh, of course. My dear girl has all sorts of futures waiting for her now."

*Ufufufu*, the two of them laughed. Their expressions were dark, yet they looked utterly delighted. The maid who entered the room couldn't help but pretend she had seen nothing and quietly slipped out, so strange was the atmosphere they created. But the two of them were, in their own minds, perfectly at peace.

And in no time at all, the ducal family had found a priest who was exceptionally skilled in magic.

By that priest, the Memory Erasing Magic was cast upon Lupia, just as she had wished. To be prepared for any eventuality, Rupert, who had also obtained a healer's license, was present. His father and mother had recommended it. Of course, the Duke and Duchess were there as well.

And finally, the magic was cast upon Lupia. A magic circle drawn with mana spread out softly from the center of the kneeling Lupia's feet. Chanting an incantation inaudible to ordinary people, the priest placed a hand on Lupia's head. A moment later, Lupia's body jolted and she fell backward. Within the magic circle, she began to convulse violently. When the convulsions stopped, she shot up as if sprung, only to immediately double over. The strange sensation of book pages being torn out and burned one by one, and a magical pressure so intense it felt as if her consciousness and body were being torn apart, made Lupia's physical body scream.

Finally unable to bear it, she coughed up a great deal of blood, but it didn't stop. Every time she coughed, a gurgling sound echoed from her throat, and dark blood was expelled as if she were vomiting. Even as she coughed up a seemingly fatal amount of dark blood, what Lupia felt was a sense of liberation. *Ah, I can finally be 'free'.* Because she knew this, the pain was nothing.

"Sis!!"

She could hear Rupert's anguished cry, but she clenched her teeth, and after spitting out a spray of blood, she shouted, having cleared her mouth.

"Don't move! If I cannot endure something of this level, what right do I have to be the next Duchess?!"

A dignified voice. *Ah, Sister. That is why I respect you,* Rupert thought quietly in his heart, though he knew his words would never reach her. He suppressed the urge to run to her side and simply watched.

"Guh... ugh...!"

*Gurgle.* She coughed up more blood, then, with a face turned pale and a weak expression, Lupia slammed her fist hard against the floor.

"I will not... lose to this...!"

The sensation of pages being torn and burned grew faster and faster, but then, in a fleeting moment, it was over.

"...Huh...?"

The nausea, the feeling welling up from the back of her throat—it was all gone. She blinked several times and then looked around. Her complexion was still poor, but Lupia was sitting there with a very clear expression on her face.

"...It is... a success... sir...!"

The sweat-drenched priest said that he 'never thought the day would come in my life when I would actually use this spell.' Even just watching, it was clear how powerful and dangerous a spell it was. To think that Lupia had challenged it and won—what strength she possessed. Aristerios smiled in satisfaction, and Millière, though teary-eyed, offered praise to her daughter.

"You endured it well, my dearest daughter...! Ah... with this, you can finally be free!"

"Yes, Mother... Father... I... did it..."

"This is bad, Lupia! You've lost too much blood!"

"Sis!"

Just before she collapsed to the floor, Rupert managed to catch her, supporting her body. Her breathing was calm and seemed fine, but as expected, her color was terrible.

Realizing she needed a change of clothes first, Richel rushed to prepare a wet towel to wipe away the blood, and the ducal household, as if snapping back to reality, began to bustle about in a flurry. If asked whether this was peace, Lupia would nod without hesitation.

After all, she was now free from those people in the royal family.
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			Lupia had her memories of the Crown Princess training erased without delay. For about three days after the procedure, she was in a daze. But as the empty spaces in her memory began to fill in, her body and mind finally started to feel like her own again, and she gradually returned to her old self. One of the main symptoms had been a tendency to zone out, as if her consciousness were drifting far away, but she had also been anemic from vomiting so much blood. The Calmond family's proud chefs had put all their skill into preparing nutritious meals specifically to combat anemia, and thanks to their efforts, Lupia's physical condition steadily improved. Even when she protested that they didn't need to be so overprotective, everyone would unite against her, insisting, "Absolutely not! You've worked far too hard, milady. Now it's time for us to spoil you!"

Although her memories of the Crown Princess training were gone, her memories of the academy remained vivid. And, of course, she remembered the words of that incomprehensible 'System' she had heard the other day. She had no idea what it all meant, but one thing was clear: she had been well and truly freed from some kind of curse. The first proof of this was that she could no longer think of that woman—Falty—as a friend. They had never been friends to begin with, yet for some reason, they had spent a great deal of time together during their final year. It had been utterly unpleasant, but for some reason she hadn't been able to get away from her, and in the end, Falty had even stolen her fiancé—though that had been decided by the King. Well, that part didn't matter. The problem was that she had been *made* to think of Falty as a friend.

"Perhaps I should talk to Rupert about this..."

Several days had passed since she began her convalescence. She couldn't remember the last time she'd spent her days in such a relaxed manner, but she still had no clue what that 'System' was. She wanted her twin brother to know about the strange things that had been happening to her. That's what she decided.

"No time like the present, I suppose. Right then..."

She had been sitting on a comfortable sofa, reading a book, but once she started thinking, she couldn't concentrate. And since she couldn't concentrate, she wasn't turning any pages. She rose from the sofa, draped a soft shawl over her shoulders, and headed for Rupert's room. He had said he had the entire day off, so he should be there—or so she reasoned. Lupia's twin brother, Rupert, had a habit of always telling her first whenever he had to go out. The fact that he hadn't come to report anything meant he was home for the day. As she approached his room, she noticed it was rather noisy. *Perhaps he has an unexpected visitor?* she wondered. As she drew closer, she heard a very familiar, lovely voice coming from inside.

"How could you not tell me something like that happened to my dear sister-in-law, Rupert?! You idiot!!"

"And what would you have done if I had told you?"

"W-Well, I..."

"You have no idea what she looked like then. It was unbearable to watch. You would've fainted on the spot."

"Huh...?"

"That's right, Vernella."

"Eh?"

"Ah."

She had knocked, but there was no answer. A little perplexed, she opened the door to find Rupert arguing with his fiancée, Vernella. Vernella-Alcioni. She was the third daughter of the Alcioni Count Family, currently sixteen years old. Yet, at the tender age of sixteen, she was a woman of rare talent, entrusted with several of the family's businesses. Her black, straight hair, which reached her waist, was usually worn in a half-up style. Her eyes were a deep, captivating shade of blue. To those she trusted, she was cheerful and friendly, but to others, she never let her polite, *public face* crack. To those who couldn't reach her heart, Vernella was like a majestic, thorny rose. For that reason, she was apparently known in high society as the *Lady of the Blue Rose*. The official reason she had been chosen as Rupert's fiancée was the business alliance between the Calmond and Alcioni families. But that was just a pretense.

The real reason was something else entirely.

"It has been too long, my dearest Lupia-sama! I, Vernella-Alcioni, have rushed here to wish you well!"

Upon seeing Lupia, Vernella's face lit up, and with tears of emotion welling in her eyes, she sprang to her feet, ready to throw her arms around Lupia in a fierce hug. But at the last second, Rupert caught Vernella and held her tight.

"I told you, think about her health!"

"My, what a petty man you are."

With a scoff, Vernella slipped out of Rupert's arms. *Same as always,* Lupia thought with a wry smile as Vernella cheerfully approached her. Then, after performing a perfect curtsy, Vernella looked up at Lupia with adoring eyes and asked a question.

"Dearest sister-in-law, how are you feeling?"

"I'm much better now, thank you."

"I am so glad to hear it! ...I was told you underwent the Memory Erasing Magic on yourself..."

"It's true. Thanks to that, all my memories of the Crown Princess training are completely gone. I imagine there's little chance His Highness the Crown Prince or his consort will be summoning me now."

"I see..."

Vernella murmured thoughtfully before straightening her posture. The smile she had worn moments ago vanished, replaced by a serious expression.

"...In that case, please allow me to continue this conversation not as Vernella, but as a member of the Alcioni family."

Her voice, her entire demeanor, was the very picture of seriousness. She was no longer just Rupert's fiancée, but a count's daughter making a report to the 'daughter of a ducal house'.

"Oh? And what might that be, Lady Alcioni?"

Upon hearing her words, both Lupia and Rupert resolved to respond as members of the Calmond Ducal Family.

"His Majesty the King and His Highness the Crown Prince are attempting to make contact with you both."

"Is that so..."

"His Grace the Duke is, of course, preventing them, but there is a risk they may do something unpredictable. Therefore..."

Her serious expression suddenly shifted to a radiant smile as she extended a hand to Lupia and Rupert.

"Please, come to my family's territory. Rest and recover there. If you travel by way of the ducal lands, it will appear as though you simply made a stop in your *own* domain, wouldn't you agree?"

Without a word, the twins looked at each other. It was an offer they couldn't refuse. It was a roundabout route, but if they passed through their own duchy first, as she suggested, no one could claim they *hadn't* been to their own lands. And the Duke of Calmond had told the royal family that he was 'sending his daughter away to recuperate.'

He never said she would be recuperating *in the duchy*. *Ah, I see,* the twins thought, nodding to each other with a smile. They were confident there would be no problems with this plan. Lupia smiled.

"Yes, we would be delighted. In that case, Lady Vernella... no, Vernella. You must stay with us as well. I want to get to know my future sister-in-law much better."

An incredibly strange, unladylike sound escaped Vernella, but the twins pretended not to hear it, simply continuing to smile sweetly.

"Besides," Lupia continued.

"I'd like you to tell me all about the rumors that have been spreading through high society while I've been cooped up at home. So, why don't you stay the night?"

"I WOULD BE ABSOLUTELY DELIGHTED, SISTER-IN-LAW!!!!!!!!"

Watching Vernella accept without a moment's hesitation, Rupert couldn't help but think to himself, *Maybe I shouldn't have gotten engaged to her.* Still, there was no denying that she was an incredibly powerful ally.

The number one reason Vernella had become engaged to Rupert was 'to become Lupia's sister-in-law, and to be her shield and spear from the closest possible position.' While she was indeed a talented woman entrusted with several of her family's businesses, she was also the head of the Alcioni Count Family's 'underground' operations, selected after passing an aptitude test. There was, of course, a reason a mere count's daughter had been chosen as the fiancée for a member of the Calmond family, renowned for their martial prowess. Needless to say, it was an engagement that had turned out to be mutually beneficial for both sides.
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			In stark contrast to the three enjoying a leisurely time at the ducal estate, the recently wed couple—Crown Prince Liam and Crown Princess Falty—were having a tea party with indescribable expressions on their faces. The thought consuming them both was, *How did it come to this?* Liam had possessed an absurd amount of confidence that even if he married Falty, Lupia would surely accept him. When his aide asked him why, he had replied:

"She was by my side for so long as the leading candidate for Crown Princess. Why would Lupia ever leave me?"

He failed to realize that his entire premise was fundamentally flawed. Lupia had devoted herself to the Crown Princess training 'because it was an engagement ordained by the country.' She was merely fulfilling her duty as a duke's daughter. There may have been some affection there, but romantic feelings were likely nonexistent. Had it not been a state-mandated engagement, she would undoubtedly be rocketing down the path to becoming the next duchess at an even faster pace. In fact, that was already starting to happen.

Falty, too, had been overly confident. She believed that Lupia, as her 'best friend,' would always stay by her side and never abandon her, no matter what. This, too, was a ridiculous notion. The biggest reason Falty had succeeded so well was her position as the 'protagonist' in a romance simulation game called `Love☆Star`, coupled with the instructions she received from the 'System,' which was like a voice from the heavens. And because she could see each character's favorability as a numerical value, her body had naturally moved to fulfill the role of the protagonist, thinking, *This person is like this, so I should do that.*

Furthermore, while she had been aiming for the most difficult Grand Finale Route, she had failed to meet its requirements. The ending she had actually reached was not the grand finale at all. It was the `Queen Route`, the second most difficult ending after the grand finale.

`Love☆Star`, a romance simulation game. The protagonist, a count's daughter, enrolls in the Royal Academy. The story begins when she enters her third and final year. Until then, the academy had various class divisions. But in the final year, for finishing touches, the classes were reorganized to mix nobles and commoners together. It was a place where nobles and commoners, who had little interaction in their first year, could mingle and build various relationships regardless of rank, a place where one's social skills were greatly tested. It was here that Crown Prince Liam and the protagonist, Falty, first met. Falty herself loved to study and was recognized by the academy as a special student for her efforts, but she had another reason for working so hard.

In her dreams, she saw the numerous romance endings of `Love☆Star` play out endlessly. But a quiet narration spoke to her, telling her there was one ending no one had ever achieved. That was the `Grand Finale Route`: an ending where she would not only end up with Crown Prince Liam but also spend her academy life without any friction with her rival, becoming her best friend, and the three of them joining hands to lead the country to a better future. It was the highest difficulty ending, said to be achievable only with the trust of the people around the Crown Prince, the King and Queen, and even the so-called mobs on the street. With a mountain of tasks to complete, Falty's daily life was turned upside down, leaving her no time for detours.

But she was both diligent and ambitious.

*If no one has ever achieved it, then I will be the one to do it.* She decided she would carve her name into history.

She paid the utmost attention to herself and those around her, cleared away any worries, and maintained her grades. The result was 'love' from Crown Prince Liam and a relationship of trust with her rival, Lupia, who was the leading candidate for Crown Princess at the time. Or so she thought.

Unaware of what she had gotten wrong, Falty pushed forward. It certainly felt like everything was going smoothly once she and Liam became a couple. And in fact, it *had* been going smoothly.

"Hey... Liam, when does my Crown Princess training begin?"

While her mind raced, trying to figure out what went wrong, Falty asked Liam.

"It's going to take a little longer. You see..."

"?"

Wondering what was wrong, she tilted her head, only to receive a shocking answer.

"The marchioness who was supposed to be your tutor, the one who used to handle the Crown Princess training... she has submitted a request to withdraw."

"...What?"

She felt as if she could hear the blood draining from her face. She couldn't believe what she was hearing. Falty had been confident that what she had done was not wrong. After all, she had reached the most difficult Grand Finale ending. And yet, why? She repeated the question in her mind, but no one gave her an answer. She could no longer converse with the Will of God (System) that she had relied on so heavily. She had reached the ending, and from here on was the future. It wasn't a game. The thought finally hit her, and Falty, at long last, was struck by a sense of unease.

"W-Wait, Liam...! Then... what's going to happen to my Crown Princess training?! We have to hurry... we've already had the ceremony!"

"The marchioness isn't the only tutor available. Can you wait a little longer?"

"...Yes..."

She tried to force herself to accept it, but it wasn't easy. She slowly drank the tea poured into the cup before her. It had long since gone cold. Since it wasn't hot, she drank it all without stopping. Normally, she would have asked for a fresh cup, but right now, her mind was consumed by one thought: *Why is this happening?* Falty and Liam didn't want to admit that the 'present' was the result of the choices they had made.

Falty's desired future was one that would have been possible had she reached the most difficult Grand Finale ending. But she still hadn't realized that she had arrived at a different route. If she had looked closely when she opened her status screen one time, she might have noticed the small letters written there.

*Queen Route, Achieved*

Without noticing these words, Falty had been checking to see what Lupia's favorability rating was. The Will of God (System) had indeed shown her what to do and what actions to take to move toward a better future. Once her favorability reached a certain level, it had even shown her signposts leading to each ending, visible only to Falty. So, she followed them, improved her academic abilities, and even worked hard to make her gestures appear beautiful. She had asked the Will of God (System) and understood what was necessary.

...Or so she thought.

Falty had overlooked a single mandatory condition for reaching the most difficult Grand Finale ending.

There were several reasons the Grand Finale ending was the most difficult. First was Lupia's favorability rating. It went without saying that it had to be maxed out.

And there was one more thing. The existence of Lupia's twin brother, Rupert. It was one of the hidden conditions, precisely because Rupert was such an incredible sis-con. It wasn't necessary to romance him, but there was a high-difficulty event where she needed to be introduced to him by Lupia during the short period he was back in the country. Not only had Falty failed to do this, but her favorability rating with Lupia hadn't been high enough either.

Unaware, Falty continued to rack her brain, wondering why. *It should have gone perfectly. I should have succeeded!* She wanted to scream, but she couldn't let Liam know about her ambition to 'test how high I could climb' by following the guidance of the Will of God (System).

"H-Hey... Liam. Should we go visit Lupia? If she's not feeling well, we were good friends, so... maybe if we go see her, it'll cheer her up..."

"You're right."

He nodded, and they smiled at each other. Neither the Crown Prince nor the Crown Princess knew that their feelings were completely different. And without realizing that it was a bad move, they were about to proceed.
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			"A sleepover at my dear sister-in-law's house... hehehe..."

"You're drooling, Vernella. Why do you always get like this when it comes to my sister?"

"Because she is the person I admire and respect most in this world."

Rupert shot back a retort at Vernella, whose expression had crumpled to an extent that made him question if she was really a noble lady. This kind of exchange was well known not only in the ducal household but in the count's as well, so the servants paid it no mind. Even Lupia was used to Vernella's goofy grin by now and didn't bother to scold her. At first, she had tried, but Vernella's sharp, dignified expression would only last for five minutes. However, in public, she would don a flawless ladylike mask, so Lupia eventually gave up. And after hearing the reason for that expression, her resignation vanished into thin air, replaced by a feeling of 'cuteness.' Human emotions truly are a mysterious thing.

"...By the way, Vernella."

"What is it?"

"It's about what you said earlier."

"That His Majesty the King and His Highness the Crown Prince are trying to contact my sister-in-law?"

"How are we going to stop them?"

"Stop them? There's no need for that."

A bewitching smile played on Vernella's lips.

"Before they can come here, my sister-in-law, Rupert, and I will simply have to disappear to my territory."

*If it were that easy, we wouldn't be in this mess...* Rupert thought, holding his head in his hands. It had only been a couple of days since Lupia was able to sit in a chair for extended periods. He knew Lupia would likely endure any discomfort, but that wasn't the point. The strain from the spell to erase her memories had been considerable. On top of everything that had been crammed into the time since that wedding reception, he wanted her to rest a little longer... As he agonized over it, he noticed Vernella staring intently at him.

"...What?"

"Rupert, I understand your desire to let your sister rest as much as possible. But if we don't put some physical distance between us soon, they will come, you know?"

"I know, but..."

"Sister-in-law, what do you think? There is the matter of packing... although..."

Lupia, who had been gracefully sipping her tea while watching the two talk, smiled at Vernella's question and nodded.

"Let's have the staff start packing now. If you're managing things, Vernella, you won't need to pack yourself. We just need the bare essentials for Rupert and me, correct?"

"That's right, but... Sister-in-law... you seem a bit out of it, you know?"

"It seems the strain from the memory erasure is... still lingering a little."

Her smile turned into a wry one. As Lupia apologized with a 'I'm sorry,' Vernella rushed to her side in a panic.

"There's no need to apologize! We should hurry, but... your health comes first, sister-in-law... How thoughtless of me..."

As Vernella began to fret, the head butler, Jif, rushed in. It was rare for him to run like this; he was slightly out of breath. To top it off, he had also committed the outrageously rude act of opening the door without knocking—something he would never normally do. The three people in the room exchanged confused glances and began questioning him one after another.

"My... what is it, Jif? Without even knocking..."

"Milady, Young Master, we have a serious problem!"

"What is it?"

"A request has just arrived from His Highness the Crown Prince and Her Highness the Crown Princess! They wish to visit you, milady!"

"...Even though there's no reason for them to visit?"

Tension shot through Lupia and Rupert. Vernella's expression tightened, and she stared at Jif, who had brought the news.

"...Jif, contact Father. ...Rupert, I will send a magical message to Mother."

"Got it. Vernella, you arrange for our departure to your territory. As fast as you can."

"Understood."

Lupia focused her consciousness, and a small bird woven from mana materialized in her palm. With the bird familiar on her left hand, she used the fingertips of her right to swiftly write in the air. 'Possibility of Prince and Princess making contact without Father's permission,' she wrote concisely. Her mother would surely understand with just this. Today, her mother, Millière, had been invited to a tea party by a marchioness friend. She sent the message with the hope and prediction that this would undoubtedly bring her home at top speed. As she moved her hand to gather the letters, she absorbed them into the bird. The bird transformed from a small songbird into the shape of an eagle. The letters written in the air were also woven from mana. The bird, changed by that mana, spread its wings wide with a *fwap*.

"I'm counting on you. This is Mother's mana signature."

It was her mother's mana signature, which she had been taught just in case. After she taught it to the familiar, it flapped its wings once, powerfully, then rose into the air and flew straight through the window with great force.

"The window, sis."

"...Ah."

"Lady Lupia, you still need to rest."

"...You're right."

Normally, she would have opened the window before sending the familiar. Even Vernella, who revered Lupia to the point of worship, couldn't help but stare. A pleasant breeze blew in from outside, making the curtains sway gently. With a deep sigh, Lupia held her head in her hands as Vernella came to her side.

"...Sister-in-law, I will... um, make the arrangements as quickly as possible, so please bear with it a little longer."

"Thank you, Vernella..."

Seeing Lupia thank her with an apologetic look in response to Vernella's genuinely worried tone made Rupert realize that the side effects of the magic were more serious than he had thought. As he considered various things simultaneously, he wondered what to do. If his sister were in perfect condition, he wouldn't have to worry about her meeting Liam or Falty, but in her current state, he couldn't help but feel anxious about letting them meet. Lupia seemed to feel the same way, looking away awkwardly, not meeting Jif's, Rupert's, or Vernella's eyes. She was able to move around, but the fact that she was unexpectedly failing at things she used to do effortlessly suggested the side effects were still present. He could handle them himself, but he probably wouldn't be able to stop himself from throwing a punch, and Vernella was the type to join in rather than stop him. *Please, let Father and Mother get the message soon,* Rupert prayed. Meanwhile, Lupia approached the window and began to magically repair the very pane of glass she had just shattered.

◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇

"My..."

Upon receiving the message from Lupia, Millière's anger began to swell quietly. Her hostess, Marchioness Cassandra-Niholm, the very same person who had once tutored Lupia for the role of Crown Princess, showed no surprise and simply asked Millière.

"What is it? Trouble at the ducal estate?"

"His Highness the Crown Prince and his consort wish to visit my precious Lupia."

"Oh my, how dreadful."

Cassandra laughed elegantly, but her words were laced with poison. Her gaze turned icy as she took a sip of the fragrant tea and placed the cup back on its saucer.

"Whatever business could those people possibly have with her now?"

"They probably want our backing. I wonder if they're even aware that this is the result of their own choices."

"It's because they aren't that she said such a thing to me."

"Ah, what you mentioned earlier."

"Yes."

All trace of mercy vanished from Cassandra's eyes. She recalled the words Falty had spoken with a smile when she came to greet her.

*'I'm confident I can become a Crown Princess every bit as good as Lupia!'*

In the moment she heard those words, something inside her froze and shattered. Cassandra had immensely enjoyed teaching Lupia, the Crown Princess candidate. Memories of her time with Lupia swirled in her mind. This girl, Falty-Ardia, whom the royal family had newly chosen as the Crown Princess candidate. She knew, of course, that her grades at the academy were excellent. From her monstrously high scores and the praise from the practical exam instructors, she understood that it was the fruit of her own efforts. But it was no good. For Cassandra, who had watched over Lupia's years of blood-sweat-and-tears effort, who had seen her struggles and accomplishments, it was something she could not condone. She knew she had to, but she couldn't. Even if it meant being called unfit for her position as a tutor, this was one thing she could not accept. She didn't want to teach this little girl who knew nothing of Lupia's efforts. The thought consumed her, and when the royal family requested her services as Falty's tutor, she refused without a second thought.

"I know it's childish of me, but I simply couldn't bring myself to teach the very person who destroyed Lady Lupia's years of hard work. ...Besides, I'm not the only tutor available, so it shouldn't be much of a problem."

Besides Cassandra, who had raised Lupia as a Crown Princess candidate, there were, of course, other tutors for the role.

"I can't say I don't understand their feelings... but it's impossible for me."

"Cassandra, thank you for thinking so highly of my daughter..."

"It's only the truth. But now, Lady Lupia is free to do as she pleases, isn't she?"

"Yes. When she was little, she declared, 'I'm going to be a duchess!' Even while undergoing the Crown Princess training, she didn't want to give up on that dream... It would be unforgivable for a child who worked so hard every day to not be rewarded."

"That is why," Millière said, her gaze sharpening.

"They should pay the price for their own actions."

As soon as she finished speaking, she stood up and told her lady-in-waiting to prepare for her departure.

"Cassandra, you must visit us sometime soon."

"Of course. Would you be so kind as to give my regards to Lady Lupia?"

"Of course! She'll be thrilled. I've heard her say many times, 'Lady Cassandra is strict, but I love her!'"

"Oh... I'm so happy to hear that."

At last, both Cassandra and Millière's demeanors softened. The actions taken by the Crown Prince and Princess were an undeniably bad move, and as events unfolded, they alone remained oblivious.
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			Bad things, it seems, have a way of continuing, even without one's awareness. They can persist outside of a person's consciousness, which makes them terribly malicious. Even though Crown Prince Liam and Crown Princess Falty had not wished for it, several people had started to move on their own. They were male students who had been captivated by the couple's 'fated love story' and who revered Falty for seizing a brilliant future, almost to the point of worship. They certainly didn't mean any harm. But the person they had picked a fight with was exceptionally bad news.

"...Hmph."

Lupia, wrapped in a chilly aura, glanced at another letter that had arrived and crumpled it in her hand.

"So they fancy themselves her knights, do they?"

A second letter had arrived for the three of them while they were racking their brains about how to deal with the Crown Prince and Princess. In summary, it said, 'How dare you wound the Crown Prince and Princess.' It was an outrageous leap in logic. Wound them? Their fundamental premise had been wrong from the day they graduated, and they still hadn't noticed. *If anything, it's gotten worse, hasn't it?* Lupia felt a headache coming on, but she held back, remembering why she had come to see Rupert and Vernella in the first place.

"Listen, I came here because I have something to tell you both."

"What is it, sis?"

"Well... it's going to sound very abstract, but..."

"...?"

Vernella and Rupert both stared at her with blank expressions. It might have been because this was the first time they had ever seen Lupia be so hesitant, but Lupia herself was struggling with how to begin. And just as she was struggling, that ridiculous request to visit from the Crown Prince and Princess had come. She had wanted to scream *Don't be absurd*, but right now, that felt trivial. She wanted to talk to the two people in front of her and find some clue to a solution.

"Rupert, you've heard that I was acting strangely, haven't you?"

"Ah... yeah."

Lupia had been subjected to what could only be described as brainwashing by the 'System,' putting her in a strange mental state. Rupert, upon returning home and hearing about it, had surmised that she might have been in a state of mental incapacitation.

"About that..."

"Sister-in-law, what is it?"

"...It was as if I was being controlled... I suppose that's the word for it."

".........What?"

".........Excuse me?"

The killing intent from Rupert and Vernella swelled in an instant. They were undoubtedly thinking that the Crown Princess, Falty, had been the one controlling her. But Lupia immediately denied it.

"It's not what you two are thinking, so put away your bloodlust."

"No, that's the natural conclusion."

"She's right, sister-in-law! Are you saying that Crown Princess didn't do something?!"

"No, it's different. It's someone else."

At the words 'someone else,' the two of them looked at each other again.

"On the day of their wedding... the day I collapsed. A strange voice echoed in my head."

The memory brought a wave of nausea, but she took a deep breath and continued.

"'System,' it said."

"...System?"

"And then it continued, 'Liberation from the System complete.' It was from that moment that I was able to function properly again."

"W-Wait a minute, sis!"

"...I understand this sounds like an unbelievable, absurd story. But it's true!"

Vernella groaned as she listened to the story. Rupert was clearly confused by what Lupia had said. Even Lupia, the one telling the story, understood how ridiculous it sounded. But it was the undeniable truth of what had happened to her.

"......So, in other words,"

Vernella spoke up, glancing at the confused Rupert.

"This 'System,' or whatever it is, was controlling you, sister-in-law... or rather, making you move as it pleased."

"Y-Yes."

"Since when?"

"I think it was around the time I started my third year. One day, a fog suddenly seemed to settle over my mind... and it was after that. That's when I started thinking of Falty as a 'friend.'"

"Thinking, or rather..."

"...Weren't you *made to think* that way?"

The color drained from Rupert's and Vernella's faces. And for good reason. To be unable to consider someone a friend of your own volition, but to be 'made to think' so, and to have to interact with them in that state for a whole year. And during that year, the position of Crown Princess, which should have been Lupia's, was stolen from her. For her, the Calmond Ducal Family, and all its branch families, the position of Crown Princess was irrelevant. It wasn't something they had sought; it was an engagement that the royal family had begged them for. If anything, it was a convenience, as Lupia could now become the next duchess. The royal family had proposed the engagement, and now they were nullifying it for their own convenience. And they did so openly. Seizing the opportunity, Aristerios had gleefully processed the annulment papers.

"...So, according to this 'System,' you've been released, which means..."

"...There's no longer a need to make you do what it wants..."

Vernella continued.

"So you've returned to your usual self, sister-in-law...?"

"Apparently so."

"How utterly troublesome...!"

"Hmph!" Vernella cried out, punching a soft cushion with all her might before turning a worried gaze to Lupia.

"Your collapse, sister-in-law... was it some kind of backlash from being released from that System...?"

"That, and the side effects of the Memory Erasing Magic, yes."

"So, are the memories actually gone? Sis, you seem perfectly normal."

"Yes, they're gone."

"How can you prove it?"

Lupia responded to Rupert's question with a gentle smile.

"First, the man who erased my memories. He may be retired now, but he was once a priest who belonged to the church."

"Huh?"

He was a priest Aristerios had sought out. His existence was not widely known, but he was a quiet celebrity, said to be unmatched in the country when it came to support magic like healing. To prevent fraud, priests are required to register a wealth of information upon joining the church—their face, name, mana signature, even their height, weight, and dominant hand. Of course, the priest examination is incredibly difficult, and few pass. The reason this former priest came to perform Lupia's memory erasure was that he was an old acquaintance of Aristerios. Aristerios, due to his profession, was frequently injured. And the priest who often treated those injuries was this man. His name was Zephyranthes.

"Father, it seems, was determined to have Zephyranthes do it, no matter what."

Lupia chuckled. After performing the Memory Erasing Magic, Zephyranthes, though exhausted, had come to visit the resting Lupia and told her many things.

"There are records of the request made to Zephyranthes-sama, records of the carriage use, and records of his visit to our home. Father and Mother have left visible evidence that can be understood by a third party, and Zephyranthes-sama's expertise and skill in such magic are well-known. If they demand a witness, we will undoubtedly ask him."

"...So you're saying it's an irrefutable record."

"Exactly. If they still doubt it, they can prepare a test to showcase the knowledge I learned during my Crown Princess training."

Her smile vanished. A dark aura now clung to Lupia's grin.

"Do the people who know me really think I would engage in such a pathetic charade as 'acting like I can't do something'?"

*No, they wouldn't,* was the unanimous thought in Rupert's and Vernella's minds. It was only natural. Lupia's pride was as high as the mountain range on the country's border.

There was no way her pride would ever allow her to pretend that her 'memories had been erased.' She would never do such a thing.



		
		
		
			Chapter 13: What Happened to Her, and an Unwanted Favor, Part 2
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 13

			What Happened to Her, and an Unwanted Favor, Part 2

			"Besides," Lupia continued.

"Who is it that suffers from my Crown Princess training memories being erased? Only Falty, who wants to be taught the contents, right?"

"Well, yeah, but…"

"I myself have no problem without such memories. So, I erased them. That’s all there is to it."

*So like my sister,* Rupert thought with admiration. She says "that’s all," yet she endured such a painful experience to see it through. It was precisely because she was this sister that she was fit to be the next duchess. But he also thought that if her future as Crown Princess and future Queen had not been cut off, she would have undoubtedly become a fine queen supporting the king, a figure spoken of for generations to come. The ones who destroyed that future were Falty and Liam.

As a result of Crown Prince Liam getting together with the count’s daughter, Falty, the most promising Crown Princess candidate, Lupia, was eliminated. He had wondered what the other candidates were doing and looked into it, but it seemed they had all been removed from the list as well. His father, who had been at his wit's end, had told him while Lupia was bedridden, so it had to be true.

However, the identity of this 'System' that Lupia had been talking about was still unknown. But that 'System' had manipulated Lupia like a doll for a whole year, stealing her thoughts. That alone made it worthy of a thousand deaths in Rupert's and Vernella's minds, but who was the one behind it?

The idea that the Crown Princess, Falty, had used some kind of spell to manipulate Lupia was a possibility, but if so, she would have had to keep her under control continuously. The fact that she had made the absurd request for Falty to be supported ruled out the theory that she herself had done something. If she could control Lupia, she could just make her do as she was told.

"That voice, was it a woman’s? A man’s?"

"The voice?"

"The ‘System’ thing you were just talking about. That voice."

"...It was a strange voice, hard to describe…"

In the world where Rupert and the others lived, there was a religion that was worshipped, and gods existed. He had considered the possibility that the events of the past year had occurred due to some kind of 'divine oracle,' but he couldn't connect the dots. He couldn't understand what could possibly be gained by treating a person like a doll and stealing their will.

"I’m glad I’ve been freed, but I want to understand exactly why this happened. Just in case, we can’t rule out a second time."

Both Vernella and Rupert nodded at Lupia’s calm, dispassionate statement.

"Of course, I’ll refuse the request for a visit from those two. It would be great if Father and Mother could cooperate…"

"Of course they’ll cooperate. As for Vernella… yeah. I get it, so try to hold back on nodding so enthusiastically."

"Anything to help my dear sister-in-law!"

"Hehe, thank you, Vernella."

Just as a gentle, soft atmosphere began to settle, the area outside the room—or rather, the mansion—grew noisy. Such disturbances were rare, and both Lupia and Rupert tilted their heads in confusion.

They could hear voices shouting things like, "You can’t just do as you please!" so they immediately understood that something was wrong. As the three of them exchanged glances, the door was knocked on violently. When they didn’t answer, the door was thrown open with tremendous force, as if the person couldn’t wait any longer.

"Excuse us!"

Turning their gazes to see what was going on, they saw the two male students from the baron families who had restrained Lupia on either side at the wedding reception. They were glaring at Lupia with furious expressions, but to have forced their way into a ducal mansion like this, they must have been prepared for the consequences, or so the twins thought, conversing with their eyes alone.

"..."

Taking their silence as encouragement, the two began to speak in loud, almost shouting voices.

"What is the meaning of this! I hear you have been disrespecting the Crown Princess’s magnanimity!"

"That is why His Highness chose Her Highness the Crown Princess over you!"

*And?* was all Lupia could think. The words didn't even register as insults to her. She didn't care who they revered or worshipped; that was their own business. But why were they trying to force it on her? Just as Lupia was about to open her mouth to deal with them, Rupert, who had been sitting, stood up, walked silently in front of the two, punched one of them, sending him flying, and kicked the other one away.

"Agh!"

The two, completely unprepared, were sent sprawling. There should have been ducal knights on the way here, but they must have somehow broken through. But getting this far was the end of the line for them.

"...Baron Garibaldi’s son and Baron Ginasmo’s son, was it. You bastards."

"...W-wha, ah…"

He might have been trying to say something, but if he thought he could win against Rupert, who was glaring at them like a demon, Lupia would love to see him try. As her brother's sister, she knew that Rupert, who had been determined to join the royal knight order to protect her if she had become Crown Princess, was, needless to say, strong. The ducal knights were strong too, but they probably hadn't anticipated something like this. She would have to retrain them a little more thoroughly, Lupia thought as she sipped her tea. She looked down on the two men writhing on the floor and continued in a cold tone.

"You have some nerve. To pull a ridiculous stunt like storming into our ducal mansion."

"…!?"

Even if they wanted to say something, the pain was too great for them to open their mouths properly. They could only glare at Lupia, but that would end immediately.

"Who do you think you are, glaring at my sister?"

Rupert mercilessly stomped on the head of Baron Garibaldi’s son. A muffled groan could be heard, but he couldn’t care less.

"‘Storming in’ sounds almost too polite, doesn’t it? What should we do with them…? I know. Shall we report that the baronies were plotting a rebellion against the ducal house?"

An astonished gasp came from one of the baron’s sons. But she didn't care.

"It’s true, isn’t it? Despite not having permission, you two suddenly barged into our home, and what’s more, you pushed past the ducal knights and servants to get here…"

Lupia stood up and walked over to Rupert. The *clack, clack* of her heels echoed loudly to the two men on the floor. Their faces seemed pale, but she paid them no mind.

"It’s almost as if you timed your assault for when my father was away, isn’t it?"

This wasn’t the Lupia who let her guard down in front of her family. This was ‘Lupia-Calmond,’ the duke’s daughter in a public setting, perfectly concealing her poor health and everything else, glaring down at the two with contempt.

"And you even ignored the rule that ‘those of lower rank shall not speak without permission from their superiors.’ …Now, what shall we do with you?"

"My lady!!"

The knights came rushing in, flustered.

"What is the meaning of this! For a ducal knight to allow these fools to trespass—it is an outrage!"

"We are deeply sorry!"

"Even a child can apologize! I will report this matter to my father, after which you will redouble your training! …It seems you have all grown lax."

Overwhelmed by Lupia’s intensity, the members of the knight order let out small yelps of "Eek!" Aristerios would be furious when he found out about this. For the knight order, trained to protect this house, to allow such intruders to enter was, indeed, an outrage. And then there were the two sons of the barons on the floor.

"...I do hope your actions don’t lead to your houses being crushed, hmm…?"

Lupia looked down at the two with a truly amused sneer. They, who had probably never expected this outcome, had completely underestimated the twins. And they had finally realized it. That their families were no match for this house.

"The poor Garibaldi and Ginasmo families. To think they’ll have to run around cleaning up the scandal of their sons coming to assault a duke’s daughter."

Their breathing became shallow. Lupia’s tremendous presence and Rupert’s intense intimidation.

*This is bad,* they regretted now. They realized, belatedly, that they had picked a fight with the ducal house, but it was far too late. And they had not yet realized that they had also made an enemy of the unbelievably expressionless Vernella’s family, the Alcioni Count Family.
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			The Alcioni Count Family. If you were to ask what they were famous for, most people would probably answer 'trade.' A network of contacts they had built on their own, and connections with merchant guilds and other nobles. The transactions carried out using these resources were famous not only among commoners but also among nobles, both at home and abroad. It was a given that they could procure any desired item, but they also gained a reputation for intuiting what their clients wanted beyond that and recommending it, and over a long period, they built up an enormous fortune. Among them, the current head of the Alcioni family, and his successor, Vernella's brother, were gifted with incredible business sense and a talent for winning people over with their words. But Vernella, by comparison, was 'ordinary,' and had always been told so. Rather than winning people's hearts or building connections here and there, Vernella herself wished for a quiet life. Every time people with business connections came to the house, she couldn't seem to relax. She understood that it was unavoidable, having been born a noble, but on the contrary, her spirit was continuously worn down.

Choosing a fiancé, making connections in high society, the chatter of noble ladies—none of it mattered to her. She knew she shouldn't think that way, but for some reason, she just couldn't.

It was then that the Alcioni Count Family was invited to a tea party hosted by the royal palace every six months, gathering nobles from all over the country. And there, Vernella had a fateful encounter.

It was with none other than Lupia.

Her dignified posture. Her powerful gaze, looking straight ahead with her back straight. A talented woman who was not only receiving education as the next duchess but also as a Crown Princess candidate.

There wasn't a single person who looked down on her. Various people, including nobles who wanted to get on her good side, gathered around Lupia, greeting her and chatting in turns. From Vernella's perspective, just handling all that with a smile was worthy of praise. She didn't want to get too close to people, but she felt a strong desire to get to know Lupia. 'Drawn to her' was probably the most fitting expression. She wandered towards Lupia, trying to find the right timing to greet her, when Lupia said, "Excuse me for a moment," and slipped away from the circle of people. *This is my chance,* Vernella thought, and followed after her.

"How can I... talk to her..."

Humming to herself, Vernella unconsciously followed Lupia, maintaining a certain distance. She walked naturally, keeping pace and distance, in a rhythmic way. So naturally, in fact, that Lupia didn't notice.

After walking for a short while, Lupia entered a room that had been prepared as a rest area. Vernella, who had thought she was heading to the powder room, tilted her head in confusion and took a step forward. At that moment.

"Who are you!"

A *swoosh* cut through the air, and a dagger was pressed against her throat. Surprised, yet somehow calm, Vernella lowered her gaze to the dagger.

"Answer me. Why were you stalking my sister?"

Rupert's sharp voice.

"Um... I didn't mean to stalk her..."

"Don't lie!"

Rupert's voice grew sharper with irritation at Vernella's answer, but Lupia stopped him.

"Wait, Rupert."

"But sister!"

"...Wait. ...I only just noticed this girl following me a moment ago myself, you know."

"...What?"

Vernella had no idea how dangerous, let alone how difficult, it was to tail Lupia.

"Um...?"

"You are Lady Vernella of the Alcioni Count Family, aren't you?"

"Y-Yes."

"...Why on earth has Count Alcioni not noticed this daughter's value..."

Muttering to herself, Lupia grabbed Rupert's arm, which was still holding the dagger, and forced it down. Even if he had done that, Vernella probably wouldn't have cared. On the contrary, she might have even dodged it.

"Lady Vernella. I will speak slowly, so please try to understand."

"...?"

"In your family, aren't you constantly being told you're 'ordinary'?"

"How did you..."

"It's often said in high society. The Alcioni daughter is, for some reason, ordinary..."

"That's, um..."

"Ordinary? That's impossible."

She was at a loss for words. *Ah, in this person's eyes, I must seem not just ordinary, but incompetent,* she thought, about to retreat into herself. But then.

"You are incredibly 'abnormal,' 'extraordinary.'"

"...................What?"

Lupia's expression was one of genuine bewilderment, a stark contrast to Rupert's, who clearly didn't understand. *What on earth?* Rupert began to think, then let out a small "Ah."

"You. How did you follow my sister?"

"How...?"

"Normally," Vernella answered timidly, and the twins stared at her as if she were something unbelievable. It was impossible. The Calmond Ducal Family had been involved in the country's defense for generations. And Lupia was being educated as the next head of the family. She had been drilled in all sorts of self-defense techniques and was extremely sensitive to the presence of others. Moreover, she would never allow anyone she didn't trust within a certain distance. How could anyone have followed Lupia, who was so used to constantly scanning her surroundings and keeping her guard up while walking?

"Normally."

Rupert stared at Vernella, who had answered hesitantly, with a shocked expression. To put it bluntly, he couldn't imagine how a seemingly ordinary noble lady could just casually follow his sister. But in reality, she had followed her all this way without being shaken off.

"Ah... I see. ...Yeah, you are indeed a bundle of 'extraordinary,' Lady Alcioni."

With a deep sigh, Rupert crouched down on the spot. Worried that she had done something wrong, Vernella panicked, but Lupia gave her a soft smile.

"Lady Vernella, you might be suited for the 'underground' work of the Alcioni Count Family. You can leave the 'public' work to your brother."

"Uh, ...um, ...y-yes...?"

Hehe, Lupia laughed beautifully and extended a hand to Vernella.

"Ah, as for what the 'underground' is, your father should be able to tell you. There's an aptitude test, but you'll be fine. ...I guarantee it."

True to her words, after taking the 'aptitude test,' Vernella was never called 'ordinary' again.

There were very few people with the aptitude to handle the 'underground' work. Because of this, the problem of who would succeed them had arisen, but the people involved in the 'underground' rejoiced, completely changing their tune. And Vernella's talent blossomed in no time; she learned to carry herself as she did now and even became Rupert's fiancée. Vernella looked at the two baron's sons lying on the floor. There was no kindness in her eyes. Only an icy coldness. These people had been rude to the Lupia she revered. And they had even forced their way into the ducal mansion. They didn't know their place.

"...Our house has no desire to associate with a family that has people who would commit such an insult against the Calmond Ducal Family."

Her voice was filled with rage. It wasn't very loud, yet for some reason, the baron's sons heard it clearly.

*What?* they thought, turning only their eyes toward her.

"Hk!"

A strange gasp escaped their throats. Call them pathetic, but it didn't matter. They had made an enemy of another monster.

"I... will report this to my father and brother, sister-in-law, Rupert."

"Yeah, thanks."

"Leave it to me. ...If I tell them to cut off all contact with these two, my father and brother will understand."

People have their strengths and weaknesses. Vernella just wasn't suited for the 'public stage.' But in the right place, with the right education, she could shine this brightly and beautifully.

"Listen here. You who don't know your place. I think it's fine to be devoted to the Crown Princess, and you can do as you please, but..."

She smiled, a smile so beautiful it was out of place, and continued.

"You must not take actions that are not befitting of your station. ...Because I will never, ever forgive you."

And so, the Garibaldi and Ginasmo baronies. Without the two family heads knowing a thing, their connection with a house they absolutely could not afford to sever was cut off all too easily. It would only be a little while longer before their families despaired upon learning the heavy price of their sons' blunder.
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			"What in the world have you done?!"

A cry of utter despair echoed through two different baronial manors. The voices belonged to the current heads of both houses. Their respective sons, who apparently hadn't expected to be scolded so severely, looked disgruntled, but their parents' next words made both of them turn pale.

"Not only the Calmond Ducal Family, but you... you made an enemy of the Alcioni Count Family as well...! It's over... We can no longer live as nobles..."

"The Calmond Ducal Family is the cornerstone of our national defense... and the Alcioni Count Family is the cornerstone of our commerce... If we make an enemy of the Alcioni family, in particular... all the goods we've been able to purchase at preferential prices will be gone! If the prices just returned to normal, it might be manageable, but we could be banned from trading with them altogether...!"

As a dumbfounded "What?" escaped his lips, his father threw a teacup full of tea at him.

"Ow, hot!!!"

"You useless fool!!"

His face flushed red, the baron grabbed his son's hair as he hastily wiped away the tea, yanked him sideways, and sent him sprawling to the floor. It was hot, it hurt, and just as he was about to protest, his father began to stomp and kick him mercilessly, berating him with every blow.

"Did she ask you to do it?! Her Highness the Crown Princess! Did she tell you to punish the Calmond ducal lady! Even so, you have no right! What you did was an unwanted favor!"

With each punctuated word, he kicked and stomped him again and again. His face was trampled, and fearing he might lose an eye if he was hit badly, he desperately tried to protect his head, but his father's feet randomly stomped and kicked his body, his legs, everywhere.

"S-stop, please stop! Mother, help me!"

He pleaded for help, but his mother only looked at her son as if he were filth.

"I don't want to be called 'mother' by you. You devil who will destroy our family!"

And so the words were spun. He had done it with good intentions, under the banner of his own justice, intending it to be just a *little warning*. If this had been during their academy days, it might have been manageable, but they had already graduated. Now that they had returned to their proper stations, they needed to act accordingly. Acting on selfish whims was far too foolish. And the victims of their foolishness were their 'families.' Letters of protest from the Calmond Ducal Family and the Alcioni Count Family arrived at the baronial manors with incredible speed. They had visited without sending any notice and behaved rudely towards a ducal lady with whom they had little connection. The numerous troubles they had caused the ducal family. The barons were already unsure how much they would have to pay in damages for that alone, but on top of that came a concise letter of protest from the Alcioni Count Family. 'We will be severing all ties with you.' This was truly what it meant for one's blood to run cold. The breadth of the Alcioni Count Family's business and the size of their network. The fact that they had made an enemy of a distinguished ducal family and the fact that they had been abandoned by a count family boasting an immense network weighed heavily on them.

"...Hmph... If killing you and putting your head on a pike would solve this, I would have done it long ago, but... it's not a problem that can be solved by something so trivial..."

The words his father squeezed out between ragged breaths and the onslaught of pain finally brought the baron's son back to his senses. Or rather, he finally understood. The justice he had believed in was nothing more than self-righteousness. And the words that his son's head was not enough to solve the problem made him tremble.

"I-I'll go apolo—"

"If an apology could fix this, do you think we would have received such a letter of severance from the count's family?!"

"Th-then to the ducal lady!"

"And what would you do?"

"Well..."

The words "I will apologize" vanished into thin air. The icy gaze of his parents. How on earth did one develop such a foolish train of thought?

"...I praised you when you became an aide to His Highness the Crown Prince... but to think you would bring such shame upon us."

With a sigh far too loud, the baron collapsed onto the sofa.

"Our house is finished. Finished. And it's all your fault!!"

He threw the remaining saucer at his son, who was still slumped on the floor.

"O-ow!"

In a tearful voice, the baron once again thrust reality upon his pained son.

"...What you did wasn't just storming the ducal residence and causing trouble. You weren't satisfied with just that; you insulted the lady, made an enemy of the ducal family, and got us cut off by the Alcioni Count Family as well!!"

"Ah..."

"You probably thought it would please Her Highness the Crown Princess, but... it was just an 'unwanted favor,' wasn't it?!"

"Hahahahaha!" his father laughed as if he had lost his mind, while his mother collapsed in tears.

Incidentally, a nearly identical scene was playing out at the other baronial manor. At the Garibaldi manor, it ended there, but at the Ginasmo manor, while the events were the same, the intensity was said to be on a whole other level. The Ginasmo baron's son was not an only child; his older sister and two younger sisters, upon seeing the letter of severance from the Alcioni Count Family, screamed and not only berated him but also mercilessly beat him up, all three of them together. This story never reached the royal palace, but word got to Liam and Falty through the baron's sons' acquaintances.

"Why... such a terrible thing..."

Falty whispered in despair, while Liam's reaction was one of understanding. The difference between their reactions was something no one would ever know.
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			If It's to Protect Her

			A deep, heavy sigh escaped him. Aristerios, having received a detailed report from his butler, Jif, about the messages coming to the ducal estate, was seriously beginning to consider abandoning this country. He had thought about it when Lupia's engagement was so easily dissolved, but he had hesitated, thinking there might still be room for improvement. It seemed there was no longer any need for restraint. The letter of protest from the King regarding Lupia's memory erasure was, as expected, predictable. Why wasn't it conducted with the royal family present? Why wouldn't she cooperate with the Crown Princess when they had requested it? Was she just being stubborn? Upon reading it, Aristerios had simply scoffed. He immediately requested an audience with the King, and upon entering the invited room and both being seated, it was Aristerios who spoke first.

"I thought it was acceptable since Your Majesty broke your promise first. My, I never imagined I would be blamed for it."

"Hahaha," Aristerios laughed cheerfully, but his eyes held a simmering rage. It wasn't just a promise; the royal family had unilaterally dissolved an engagement they had sought, and then tried to foist the role of cooperating with the next Crown Princess onto them. As a 'parent,' more than as a duke, he could not forgive it. So, even if he were to be reprimanded as a duke, he chose to prioritize protecting his family.

"What is wrong with protecting my daughter?"

"B-But, you have been far too unfaithful in response to our request!"

"Your Majesty, when you commanded our house to accept the engagement, and when you dissolved it. Do you claim those actions were not unfaithful?"

"Urk...!"

"You sought a connection with our house, forced an unwanted engagement upon my daughter, and when His Highness fell in love with a talented girl, you said you wanted to prioritize those feelings. Who was it that said that?"

He stated it dispassionately, not hiding his disgust at the King's attitude, which still demanded cooperation with the Crown Princess. The King had completely underestimated the magnitude of Aristerios's anger. He had seen the strict education Aristerios had given Lupia as the next head of the family, and those around them had whispered, 'Such harsh training for a young child...' which led him to believe that 'the parent-child relationship in the ducal family is cold.' The Queen and Crown Prince Liam had also been under the same impression. That was why they had assumed that Lupia being chosen as a Crown Princess candidate would be an honor for the family and a source of pride for her. In reality, it was completely different. The royal family didn't know, but upon hearing the words 'royal command engagement,' Lupia, slowly understanding her situation, had turned pale in front of all her relatives, her parents, and the servants, and had wailed and cried. 'I don't want to,' 'I'm going to be the Duke of Calmond!' she had cried, resisting the role of Crown Princess candidate to an extent unimaginable now. But after understanding the meaning of 'royal command,' Lupia, unable to give up, had thought it through and declared to her father and mother:

*'One day, if that day ever comes, please make me the head of the family. No matter how hard it is, I will see it through.'*

Her words were few, and though her eyes were red and swollen from crying, she had made her resolve, holding onto the wish hidden deep in her heart. And now, that day had simply come. Her father, Aristerios, had moved to grant his daughter's wish.

That was all there was to it. What was wrong with that? he asked with a feigned innocence, and the King's face turned beet red as he glared at Aristerios, but it didn't bother him in the slightest. The thought that this man had probably just been scheming to win Lupia over, making his own assumptions about the ducal family's relationships, only made him want to laugh more.

"She is talented, is she not? The Crown Princess. Weren't *you people* the ones who praised her to the heavens with one voice?"

The words they had spoken with such confidence were all thrown back at him by Aristerios. Yes, they had indeed said that and proceeded with the annulment of the engagement so easily. Who had done it? None other than the King, Queen, and Crown Prince, yet now the King was criticizing him for it. He seemed to have finally realized that he was doing just that. His face turned blue, then red, and his eyes blinked rapidly. He was quite busy. But what was so enjoyable about watching an old man's expression change so drastically? Aristerios thought, his own expression becoming indescribable.

"If you do not even understand that your own words and actions have bought the antipathy of the high nobility, you would do well to reflect on the past year. ...The only ones fawning over that Crown Princess are those who were her followers at the Royal Academy."

"W-Wait, Duke, where are you going?!"

Aristerios stood up with a heave, and though the King tried to stop him, his words and outstretched hand failed to reach. What came back was a rejection.

"I can no longer find any meaning in staying in this country. You might say it's just because of how my daughter was treated, but..."

The temperature in the room dropped so low that the King shivered.

"...Our family, you see, Your Majesty, is closer than you nobles might think. For example, my wife and I, and even our servants, love Lupia so dearly that we would abandon our country for her sake."

He was smiling, but the gaze he directed at the King held no warmth. He had the will to do anything to protect his beloved daughter, and the wealth to carry it out. Furthermore, Aristerios had his closest person as his greatest ally. She had no hesitation in using that connection and was already contacting them in parallel.

"Wh-where will you go if you leave here?!"

"...Oh my, have you forgotten where my wife's family is from?"

"D-don't tell me..."

Aristerios grinned, slowing his speech slightly to make it easier to hear.

"Yes, my wife's family has agreed. They have told us to come to their country, that they will arrange our titles and everything."

The homeland of Millière's family, the 'Qua Kingdom.' Millière was a former princess of the Qua Kingdom, and though her right of succession was quite low, she had been raised with great care, being much younger than her brothers and sisters. Aristerios, being the eldest son of a ducal family, had met her at an international exchange event. Millière had fallen in love with him at first sight and had married down from the royal family. She had completely renounced her right of succession in the Qua Kingdom upon marrying. But at the time of their marriage, her father, mother, and siblings had told her, 'If anything ever happens, rely on your homeland. Do not hesitate.' Millière had not hesitated to ask her brother, the current king, for help. She told him everything that had happened to Lupia and asked if they could immigrate, and he had given his permission without a second thought. Instantly. Both Lupia and Rupert could speak the language of the Qua Kingdom without any problems, and the country's standards were no different from the kingdom they currently lived in. The twins, who saw it as simply moving from their current country to their mother's homeland, had nodded without hesitation at their mother's proposal. And Vernella, for her part, had also readily agreed, saying, 'It's not as if my engagement to Rupert will be dissolved, so there is no problem.' In the Qua Kingdom, the nobles had been abuzz with the news of a princess who had married into another country returning, but Millière herself had written in a letter, 'Right of succession? I have no need for such things. As long as I can live in peace, that is enough,' and had requested the current king, Rod, to make its contents public. She had also told him to show the letter to anyone who expressed dissatisfaction without hesitation. It seemed that adding that as long as her work and status after returning were guaranteed, she would manage the rest, had been a good move. Without any major opposition, the request was accepted, and preparations for their arrival began to proceed steadily. However, it would still take some time. Until then, Lupia would rest and prepare for the move, but the King's face had turned a pitiful shade of pale.

"Your wife is..."

"A former princess of the Qua Kingdom. Oh my, had you forgotten? As long as we can work and live peacefully as a family after immigrating, that is all we need."

"B-But if you leave, all of the Calmond family's relatives will too!"

"It is not for me to decide whether they leave or not, but for our relatives."

"We will carry out our duties properly until we leave," he added, before continuing in a different tone.

"...And one more thing, please keep His Highness the Crown Prince and Her Highness the Crown Princess firmly in check, will you? If they break their promise and try to come to our home, we will respond accordingly. Yes, just like we did with the baronial families that assaulted our estate."

Those two baronial families that had attacked the ducal estate had been mercilessly crushed. So thoroughly that they could never be re-established. He had not held back.

"You were the ones who first treated our house as unnecessary. Do not forget that."

Turning his back on the King, Aristerios left the room. All that remained was the King, who could say nothing in return and could only accept the facts, and his aide.

"...Was I... wrong...?"

No one picked up his whisper, and no one was there to answer yes or no.
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			A Decent Recovery

			Lupia felt the circulation of mana within her body gradually improving. The Memory Erasing Magic did exactly what its name implied: it erased one's own memories. Very few people in the country were capable of using it, and even fewer had ever performed it due to the considerable strain it placed on the recipient.

If the accumulation of memories could be compared to a single book, this magic burned the inscribed pages, and the resulting ash—the unnecessary memories—was expelled from the body. The black blood Lupia had coughed up was what was known as the 'Ashes of Memory.' Everyone present that day had testified to it, saying things like, *'I thought it was something I'd never see in my lifetime, but to think I'd actually witness it.'*

Lupia herself felt the same way. While she was vomiting, she was continually assailed by a nausea unlike that from heartburn or indigestion. But once she had expelled it all—or rather, once everything had been burned away—she felt surprisingly refreshed.

Though it had taken a toll on her body, Lupia was now recovering well and couldn't help but look forward to what was to come.

Finally, the dream she had cherished since childhood seemed within her grasp. Of course, she was well aware of the challenges that would follow its fulfillment.

"At last... I can resume my training, can't I?"

She chuckled happily, performing some light stretches in her room. The hazy feeling, the nausea—it was all gone.

As for Vernella, she was still staying at the estate while the Alcioni Count Family prepared for Lupia's recuperation. It turned out that Crown Princess Falty had seen a report and thought Lupia had already departed for her domain, but this was later discovered at the royal palace to be a simple misreading of the documents on her part. Not that Lupia gave a damn about any of that.

Her packing was proceeding steadily, and the Alcioni Count Family was putting all their effort into preparing for her stay. Furthermore, the plan her father had proposed for her to move to her mother's home country was also moving forward. It seemed there would be a meeting of all the relatives, and Aristerios had told both Lupia and Rupert that they were to attend.

"Well then, I must train a little to get used to long-distance travel. I've been far too idle."

"You can't push yourself so hard yet, Sis."

"I know that. You worry too much, Rupert."

"Sister-in-law, you don't think of reckless things as reckless, which is precisely why Rupert is worried!"

"Vernella, you too..."

Lupia pouted just a little. She only let her guard down like this because she was at her family home.

The members of the Knight Order who had failed to deal with the two idiotic sons of that baron a few days ago had apparently lost their positions. Lupia heard that they had resigned after facing Aristerios's fiery wrath and Millière's single comment: 'Knights who cannot protect the ducal family are unnecessary.'

When they were confronted with the fact that if those two had been assassins, Lupia's and Vernella's lives could have been in danger, they were forced to resign. Any complaints they might have had died on their lips as the reality of the situation dawned on them.

Vernella had learned some self-defense techniques, but it was questionable how effective they would be against multiple adult men. When faced with a crisis, could she react in time? No matter how well-trained one was, a momentary lapse was always possible. This time, they had just been lucky to get through it unharmed.

Since then, the members of the Knight Order had shed their lax attitudes and were now tackling their daily duties with renewed focus. But that was something they should have been doing all along. In the future, Lupia would have to lead them. To do that, she had to cast aside any unnecessary sentiment.

Her father, Aristerios—head of the ducal family and commander of the knights—had made this clear to Lupia before instructing her to gradually rejoin their training sessions.

"I don't want to be reckless, but Father, the head of the family, is quite the reckless one himself. Isn't it only natural that I, his daughter, would turn out the same?"

"That's one thing, and this is another, Sister-in-law!"

*So that's a no-go, huh,* she muttered under her breath. Vernella didn't miss it, but seeing this playful side of Lupia was undeniable proof that she had opened her heart to them.

She had gone through a lot after the memory erasure, but she could feel her old life returning. There was still the nagging possibility that the Crown Prince and Princess might visit the ducal estate, but she felt that the current Lupia could handle that flowery pair without any trouble.

◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇

"Why? Why can't I go visit Lupia! No, it's not just the visit, but to treat those two sons of the baron so cruelly...!"

"Falty, would you please be quiet for a moment?"

"...!"

Liam's voice was far colder than usual. Falty watched him as he silently read the report, beginning to panic as nothing seemed to go her way.

During her time at the academy, the Will of God (the System) had helped her with everything. She believed she was the chosen one, and she had been full of confidence. That's why she was *supposed to have achieved the most difficult Grand Finale Ending*, or so she thought. She still hadn't noticed. She remained oblivious.

She was also growing irritated that her education as Crown Princess had, for some reason, not yet begun.

Her grades at the academy were higher than the ducal daughter Lupia's, and she had earned the trust of many other students. Lupia was only ever surrounded by a handful of people, while Falty had countless people around her, all of them smiling.

"...I'm going back to my room."

"Please do. I have to deal with the paperwork you're incapable of handling."

She almost flared up, but it was a fact that her education as Crown Princess had barely progressed. The Queen and King had requested tutors for Falty, but the women who had previously served in that role had all said the same thing.

*'If you yourself claim to be more skilled than Lady Lupia, then you surely have no need for our teachings.'*

She had said it. Many times. But Falty had never imagined it would lead to this; her mindset was still that of a student. She had thought that by proclaiming her superiority to Lupia, people would respond with, *'My, how brilliant you are! We must do our best as well!'* But her audience consisted of the ladies of the so-called 'high nobility.'

These venerable ladies from distinguished families simply could not tolerate Falty's brand of carefree innocence. It might have been fine while she was a student, but she needed to understand that things were different now. On top of that, the Will of God (the System) was no longer with her. She only realized she couldn't continue like this after the fifth prospective tutor had declined the request to oversee her education.

As she returned to her room, she thought desperately. *What can I do to make them put their efforts into teaching me?* She had somehow realized that it was already too late, but the question of how to recover from this point just kept spinning in her mind.

"...I can still see it, right?"

Back in her room, she suppressed her trembling hands and focused her mind.

"[Status Open]."

Her voice threatened to tremble, but she couldn't hesitate. *Pop.* A familiar window appeared. Carefully, she scanned it again from corner to corner, and finally, Falty noticed.

"This isn't the Grand Finale...?"

She began to shake violently, but at last, it made sense. At least, to her.

"But... everything was supposed to be going perfectly."

Her gaze was fixed, stunned, on the words displayed at the bottom of the window.

*'Queen Route Achieved.'*

"Where... Where did I... What did I do wrong...?"

She didn't want to admit it. She had studied so hard during her academy days and built up her relationships perfectly. So why had she failed?

She had followed the instructions, thoroughly eliminated any waste, and lived that one year as the model noble daughter everyone seemed to want. *What about all that effort?* Falty felt like crying.

And there was something else she hadn't noticed.

It was only because of the voice of the Will of God (the System) that everything had gone so well during that one year at the academy. Her desperate efforts had won her Liam's love, but for Falty, who had been aiming for the Grand Finale, it was enough to make her want to clutch her head and scream.

"...Ah, ahhh..."

Combined with her actions over the past few months, which could only be described as a dark history, she was starting to lose her grip on what to do.

*There's no way to redo this. So... can I get the system back now...?*

In Falty's mind, something like puzzle pieces began to slowly click into place.

"It's not about a visit. I have to talk to Lupia properly..."

She murmured to herself and headed back toward Liam's office, a faint hope stirring in her heart—a hope for what to do next, for how she would make things right.
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			Education for a Crown Princess

			When the Queen informed her in an icy tone that every single tutor who had ever overseen the education of a Crown Princess had refused the position, Falty felt as if a bucket of ice water had been dumped over her head.

The first refusal came from Cassandra. She would never again, not for any price, educate the Crown Princess of a royal family that had announced an engagement annulment and a change of Crown Princess for such selfish reasons. Her first words upon meeting Falty had been appalling. She would rather be ousted from high society, and if forced, she would take her own life. That was how vehemently she had refused—no, rejected—the offer.

Upon hearing this, the Queen had collapsed to the floor. Cassandra had been Lupia's tutor, but she had also educated the other candidates for Crown Princess. Her standards were so high that candidates dropped out one after another, but a few had remained. Among them, Lupia had been in a class of her own.

And they had cast that Lupia aside so casually, along with the other candidates who had continued their training in case something happened to her. Since those candidates' educations hadn't progressed as far as Lupia's, some had chosen to become high-ranking ladies-in-waiting at the palace, while others, like Cassandra, wished to become tutors themselves, and so they had all gone their separate ways.

The other former tutors, upon hearing Falty's trigger-like words, had also refused with a smile, saying, 'We are surely not needed.'

That a student would say, 'I'm confident I can become a Crown Princess just as good as Lupia!' was one thing, but for her to say it *now* was something neither the King and Queen, nor even Crown Prince Liam, had anticipated. She had apparently wanted to show how capable she was, having been acknowledged as Crown Princess over Lupia, but it was a disastrously poor move. Even the nation's elder statesmen had coolly pointed it out in a meeting, the King later recounted, saying, 'Was this not far too rash?'

"...I will handle her education myself."

There was no other way. The Queen steeled her resolve. She would have to administer the Crown Princess training she herself had received, and since they were already married, Falty's training as a future Queen would have to proceed concurrently. It wasn't a matter of whether she could or couldn't.

*There is no other choice but to do it.*

Falty could only nod at the conclusion the King and Queen had reached together. At the breakfast table, with the King, Queen, Liam, and Falty all present, she was informed that the Queen would be conducting her education.

Then, facing the Queen's gaze, which was sharper than when they had first met, she fought the urge to step back and opened her mouth.

"U-Um... when will it begin?"

"We are starting right now."

"Huh?"

"Are you ready? You are here as a member of the royal family. You must acquire the manners of royalty, which are different from what you have known. With your marriage, we have received numerous letters from other countries wishing to visit."

"...!"

After a brief pause, the Queen stated flatly,

"You must be aware of your position. You are *no longer a student*."

Hearing those words, Falty felt a chill run through her entire body.

The phrase 'no longer a student' felt somehow terrifying, incomprehensible. She had already graduated from the academy, so it should have been obvious, but it was as if the reality of it was only just now sinking in.

"...Um..."

"Ambition is a fine thing. However."

There was nothing but sheer force in the Queen's gaze and demeanor. She had been so kind to her before, and Falty wondered why she was being admonished so severely now, though she had a nagging suspicion she knew the reason.

*'I'm confident I can become a Crown Princess just as good as Lupia!'* Falty hadn't meant any harm by those words, but she also hadn't considered that she was being far too dismissive of Lupia, which only made it worse.

"Because of your words, all of those who would have overseen the Crown Princess's education have refused. Do you understand why?"

"What? Uh, no..."

"You trampled upon all the feelings of the daughter of the Calmond Ducal Family, who had been *patiently enduring* so much since she was a small child."

"I-I never meant to!"

"Having confidence in yourself is a wonderful thing. But where was the need to say it out loud?"

"That's..."

During her academy days, saying such things earned her praise like 'Amazing!' But this was no longer the academy. Falty's position, her circumstances—everything was different. Had she been an ordinary count's daughter, things might not have turned out this way, but it seemed she still hadn't grasped that she needed to change her entire way of thinking.

"Also, it will be a problem if you cannot speak five other languages in addition to your own."

"...!?"

"Why are you so surprised? The daughter of the Calmond Ducal Family could speak them. And as for reading and writing, she could manage about that many as well, as a matter of course."

Falty was stunned. She had been looking only at her academy grades, completely arrogant in her excellence as a scholarship student. Now she was being forced to realize the sheer difference in the quality and quantity of their efforts, just how extraordinary Lupia truly was. At the same time, she realized she had been incredibly rude.

"..."

A cold sweat trickled down her back.

"You won't say you cannot do it, will you? You are, after all, exceptional."

"...I will do it."

But still, she had come this far, and her skills were genuine. Judging by the numbers she could see, she was certainly not inferior to Lupia. There was no way she could say she couldn't do it. Falty looked the Queen straight in the eye and nodded.

"Very well. Then, as part of your practical etiquette lessons, all future meals and tea times will be taken with me. Liam, you will sort the documents the Crown Princess must handle. I will have Falty do them."

"As you wish, Mother."

"Your Majesty, is that acceptable?"

"...Hmph."

"In order to atone for our discourtesy toward the daughter of the Calmond Ducal Family, you must master everything at a tremendous speed. Manners, languages, history, economics, everything."

Her hands trembled unconsciously. But who had brought this on? Falty and Liam themselves. Falty understood, if only because she had checked her status screen, that this ending was the result of some failure or missed opportunity. But in her heart, she had not given up. She was determined to somehow analyze what had gone wrong and take back what she could.

Though there was nothing to take back, Falty would likely not realize this until she met Lupia in person.

Falty had failed in only one thing. *Lupia herself had not introduced him to her*—Lupia's twin brother. This was an event that could only occur if her friendship level with Lupia was maxed out. While Lupia had been in a state of being controlled by the system, her consciousness hazy, she hadn't thought to resist, nor did she have the luxury to.

And yet, the conditions to trigger the event had been met. It was Falty who had missed it.

Just once. But that one time was all it took.

The most difficult ending to achieve, the 'Grand Finale Ending,' could not be completed without it. Now that Falty had reached the 'Queen End,' it was an impossible wish. Unless a miracle occurred to turn back time, it was unattainable.

Falty gritted her teeth and endured the pressure that began right there at the breakfast table.

"This is... going to continue...?"

This wasn't a one-time thing. This was the beginning. The 'reality' resulting from the choices she had made had just begun.

◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇

≪She missed it.≫

≪Even after we gave her so many hints.≫

≪When will anyone ever reach the Grand Finale?≫

≪Come, let us 'set' the 'next' one.≫

≪We will simply do it until it is done.≫

Multiple mechanical voices echoed from all around.

They would repeat until all endings were achieved. That is what a game is. It's unbearable for those caught up in it, but once this is over, surely.

——Surely, it will all end.
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			"Is this all of Lady Lupia's luggage?"

"Wait, there's one more!"

"And Lord Rupert's belongings?"

"They are all prepared over here!"

Maids, butlers, and various stewards bustled about, loading the packed items into the carriage. Lupia had been living in their capital residence to attend the academy, but here, she was treated as 'the pitiful young lady who lost to the true love of His Highness the Crown Prince and the current Crown Princess.' That, too, was irritating, and she needed to put some physical distance between herself and those two. She had heard that her father, mother, and even Vernella had mercilessly delivered the finishing blow to the two fools who had attacked them the other day. Not to them personally, but to their 'house.'

Although they had been told not to come, the barons who were their parents came to apologize, but were naturally turned away at the gate. They had apparently come in a great hurry, but Aristerios had dismissed them with a sharp, "If you're going to apologize, don't raise sons who cause trouble for others in the first place." Their actions might have stemmed from a sliver of hope, but it was far too late.

*'I wonder if the nobles of this country lack the brains to understand what they're told...'* Aristerios had muttered in all seriousness. Considering the King had done something similar, perhaps he wasn't far from the truth. Listening to him, Lupia had thought, *'Could that system thing be influencing them somehow...?'* It seemed Rupert and Vernella had the same idea, as the three of them exchanged glances.

With the packing done, a rather long journey would begin tomorrow morning. Accepting Vernella's proposal, they would take a grand detour from the Calmond ducal domain to the territory of the Alcioni Count Family.

Aristerios had informed the royals that Lupia's place of convalescence was 'not in the capital.' Furthermore, he had stated, 'If my daughter remains in the capital, she may be hurt by thoughtless words.' He had driven the point home to the King and Queen, as well as the Crown Prince and Princess, without any reservation. If they still tried to get involved after all that, he could only conclude they either had no brains or no ears to listen to what people were saying.

While Lupia focused on her future and resumed her basic training, her father, mother, and twin brother, Rupert, had all worked on her behalf in various ways. Rupert's fiancée, Vernella, had also pulled strings in several areas to lend her strength.

*I'm glad I wasn't alone.* After thinking this to herself, she walked out to the courtyard to begin her training for the day. Spotting Alfred practicing there, she approached him so as not to disturb him.

"Alf."

"My lady, are you here to train?"

"Yes. The movements I can do indoors are rather limited, you see."

Alfred stopped his practice swings and wiped away his sweat as he responded to Lupia's voice. During the attack by the baron's sons, he had been sent on an errand by Aristerios and was unable to protect Lupia. He had regretted it, but it went without saying that Lupia had furiously scolded her father, shouting, "Don't you dare send someone's personal guard on your errands!" Millière had also reprimanded him with, "What were you thinking, you fool?!"

"What good is a guard who isn't there when it matters most!" his beloved daughter and wife had further yelled at him. A crestfallen Aristerios was then hit with another blow when Rupert and Vernella added, 'Well, Father, you did something that deserved a scolding,' and 'Uncle... that was not a good idea...' He became even more dejected than anyone outside the family could ever imagine seeing him.

Could such a coincidence, such terrible timing, really have happened by chance? Lupia had suspected something more was at play, but for the time being, everyone had agreed that it was simply a case of incredibly bad timing. They had borrowed Alfred for errands before without any such incidents, so perhaps they had been complacent. But since the Crown Prince and Princess's wedding, too much had happened, and they couldn't be too careful. The entire Calmond Ducal household, including the servants, renewed their shared understanding of this.

"I apologize for failing to protect you, my lady."

"Next time, you will refuse. If you don't understand who you are assigned to guard, I will have your replacement assigned immediately."

"No. Even though it was an order from His Grace the Duke, I should not have obeyed."

"If you understand, then I suppose it's fine. ...Though it's not fine at all."

*How contradictory of me,* Lupia said with a laugh as she readied the slender wooden sword in her hand.

"Alf, what would you think?"

The wooden sword cut through the air with a sharp *whoosh*. There was no wasted motion in her movements, and Lupia's gaze was fixed straight ahead.

"If your consciousness was taken over by some unknown entity, and in that time, the future you were meant to have was stolen from you."

Lupia posed the question without specifying what had happened to whom, or how.

"But, the future you wanted... the future that was your goal, arrives instead of the one that was stolen. ...Well, what would you think?"

She performed a few more practice swings and then *suu*, changed her stance. She went through the forms taught to her by her sword instructor, one by one, from the beginning. Without speaking, she counted in her head—*one, two*—in a steady rhythm. The rhythm never faltered, making it captivating to watch. One's eyes couldn't help but be drawn to it. Who was it that said martial arts had something in common with dance? With that thought, Alfred watched Lupia's movements intently. Then, he snapped back to reality and answered her question.

"If it were me, I would likely grieve for the future that was stolen."

"...I see."

"However, if the future that I originally wanted, the one I had set as my goal, was not stolen, then I would change my mindset. Lost time cannot be recovered. I believe it would be a waste of time to grieve."

"...You're right."

*Hee hee,* Lupia laughed.

Alfred had been worried too. His mistress's eyes had been strangely clouded, and no matter what she was asked, she moved and responded like a doll. It was a state unbecoming of a ducal daughter, yet for some reason, everyone around her had accepted it as normal. Including, of course, himself.

There was a unsettling feeling, a contradiction between his concern and the thought that *'it's probably fine.'* That feeling vanished on the day Lupia seemed to return to her senses. It was at the Crown Prince and Princess's wedding, when she was being coerced into offering words of celebration by those sons of the baron. Something inside Alfred had been about to snap.

At the very moment he was about to move, the strength returned to Lupia's eyes all at once. In that instant, it was as if something snapped inside Alfred as well, and he came to his senses. It wasn't that he had lost his sanity, but 'coming to his senses' was the most fitting description.

The light, the power, returned to Lupia's eyes, and she called his name with her own will. *'Ah, that's the lady I know,'* he had thought with relief. But then Lupia vomited, collapsed, and ultimately decided to recuperate.

He was happy and relieved that she had recovered enough to wield a sword like this, but as an attendant, he couldn't let his emotions show so plainly on his face. Thanks to years of reminding himself of this, he managed to hide his expression, which was on the verge of softening, as he hurried to inform the Duke and Duchess and arrange for a carriage.

She had seemed embarrassed about being carried in Aristerios's arms, but even now, he remembered how pale her face was. Aristerios's actions as a father were not the least bit strange. The nobles and royalty who saw it were said to have been quite surprised, but this was normal for them. Lupia's embarrassment stemmed from the fact that 'at my age, being carried around like a child is embarrassing. It's even more embarrassing because people were watching.'

Among other nobles, the Calmond Ducal Family was perceived as being emotionally distant, but that was a colossal misunderstanding. They would have done the same to protect Lupia, the heir—no, even if it had been Rupert, they would have acted in the same way. The Calmond Ducal Family, including its branch families, had very good family and kinship ties, even if it wasn't apparent on the surface. It was precisely because they kept it hidden that they were able to act so quickly this time.

"My lady, the packing is almost complete. Please do not overexert yourself."

"Yes, yes. ...But if I don't move, my body feels so dull."

"I understand the feeling, but perhaps it would be better to wait until you arrive in the Alcioni territory."

"...Hmph."

Lupia grumbled, wanting to go through all the forms, but Alfred's point had merit. However, he also understood the urge to move once one's body felt better, so he tried not to be too harsh. It was certainly better to sleep well and be in perfect condition for the carriage ride than to be exhausted.

And so, the preparations for departure were made, with every effort to ensure they were in perfect condition. To physically distance themselves from the royal family, they would travel to the territory of the Alcioni Count Family via a long-overdue visit to the Calmond ducal lands.

For Lupia, the path to becoming Crown Princess was gone. It would be good to leave the capital until the fuss died down and focus anew on her studies as a future Duchess. With that thought, Lupia wiped the sweat trickling down from her forehead.

There were still too many unknowns, but she would be able to think more calmly than in the noisy capital where rumors constantly reached her ears. Falty and Liam wouldn't be able to send letters so easily either, she thought as an afterthought, before walking back into the mansion.



		
		
		
			Chapter 20: No Escape
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 20

			No Escape

			*Smack!* A sharp sound echoed as a fan struck the back of Falty's hand. She wasn't supposed to cry out in pain. She wasn't, but the sound escaped her lips anyway.

"O-Ouch...!"

"...A young Lupia was capable of it, you know. Not crying out when struck. Not letting it show on her face. ...Why is it that you, a graduate of the academy, cannot?"

The Queen's voice was ice-cold. At first, she had undoubtedly been welcomed. By this very person. But now that everyone was finally beginning to understand what the royal family had lost, the situation was changing.

Falty had been told what was necessary for the Crown Prince to remain the Crown Prince now that he had lost the backing of the Calmond Ducal Family, and it was enough to make her feel faint. If her own family achieved some incredible feat and was elevated in rank, their standing as a backer would be sufficient, but if asked whether that would happen, the answer was 'not at the present time.' As a Crown Princess's family, they were a barely passing count house. So, what was next? She was told that 'Falty herself must prove to be an exceptionally outstanding Crown Princess,' not just to the nobles of her own country, but to those of other nations as well, in a way that was clear for all to see.

"My sincerest apologies."

Every time she made a mistake, her hand was struck. It hurt. It was agonizing. It was painful. She had wanted to be loved, but her own desires had come first, and in her ambition to achieve the Grand Finale Route, she had missed one thing and ended up on the 'Queen Route.'

The 'Queen Route' was a path where, after becoming Crown Princess, the protagonist was guaranteed to eventually become queen. Falty didn't know what had become of the rival lady, but she had assumed that if they stayed on reasonably good terms, she would always be by her side. She had been convinced of it, even without any promises.

Now, she was being forced to learn that reality was neither so sweet nor so kind. She had tried to protest lightly, saying, "Stop comparing me to Lupia all the time!" but the response was a calm, lecture-like reply: 'You were the one who said you were superior to Lupia. In front of His Majesty and me, and in front of Liam. In that case, is it not to be expected that you be compared to what a young Lupia was capable of?'

Her own careless words came back to her like a boomerang, time and time again. She may have been the protagonist, but she was being reminded, without words, that she had not forgotten she was just a 'count's daughter.' Falty felt like crying.

"If you have time to cry, could you please also master your deportment? Just as you are learning languages and the cultures of other nations."

She was good at cramming knowledge into her head and making it her own. Ever since before she was chosen as the protagonist, she had excelled in her studies, and for that alone, she was praised. But the deportment required of royalty was not knowledge. It was something that couldn't be faked with a last-minute effort, something that questioned the beauty of all her movements.

"I will do my best..."

"Putting in effort is a given. Even a small child can make promises."

"...Hmph!"

She could feel it in the Queen's every word, in her attitude—a sense that she was 'nothing special.' She found herself wondering what *she* would have done in this situation. Lately, that was all she could think about. It was no use imagining 'what ifs' now, but she couldn't help it. She thought she understood that there was no escape, and yet...

◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇

Lupia-Calmond. The daughter of the Calmond Ducal Family and the next Duchess, a girl on whom the immense expectations of her family and all her relatives rested.

Her lustrous silver hair reached the middle of her back and was usually styled in loose curls. Her bangs were just long enough to brush against her eyes. She normally wore them down, but for evening parties, she would neatly pin them up. The accessories she wore were deep blue sapphires, the color of her eyes, mostly gifts from family and relatives. The dresses she wore were often of a simple design rather than ornate, wrapping around her slender, tall frame to create a beautiful silhouette. Her slightly upturned eyes showed the strength of her will, and her eyelashes were long and curled upwards. Her aura might seem cold, but to those she was close to and to her family, she was very gentle.

When she was engaged to Liam by the royal family, there were various incidents that were not widely known. It seemed that even the King and Queen were unaware of the full details.

So, what happened back then?

Lupia, upon being named his fiancée, had despaired with incredible force, crying and screaming. *No, stop, if this is a dream, let me wake up.* So she had raged in her room. The wallpaper was torn to shreds, feathers flew from her pillow, and cotton peeked out from her cushions.

*'She won't say anything because she knows no one will believe her,'* was Aristerios's account, but Rupert, who remembers that time, mutters just one thing:

*'I've never seen my sister like that.'*

Lupia, who was raised to be a perfect lady. Lupia, the daughter of a ducal house, had screamed, thrashed about in her room, and cried herself to sleep. It was said that she had reached the limit of her physical strength from crying too much, but Lupia, who had been building her stamina as the heir to the ducal house, was healthier and had more energy than other children her age. The Calmond Ducal Family was responsible for the nation's defense. From a young age, she had built a solid foundation of physical strength, with a training regimen tailored to her growth so as not to overdevelop her body. Could it be that this had backfired?

The room was a wreck, and in the middle of it all, a young Lupia slept, exhausted from crying. *This is bad,* Aristerios had sensed, and he thought he must somehow refuse the engagement to prioritize his child's mental well-being. But when Lupia woke up, she told him:

"Someday, if that day comes, please make me the head of the family. No matter how hard it is, I will see it through."

"...Lupia..."

"If Prince Liam accepts me, and if the day comes when we marry with a full understanding of what this engagement means, then I will become Queen or whatever is required of me. But if not..."

"You'll choose the path of the head of the ducal family, is that what you're saying?"

"Yes."

Her words were so calm, it was hard to believe she had just thrown such a terrible tantrum. And the one who said this was a child not yet ten years old. Her eyes were bright red, and though she must have been drained of stamina from crying, she stated it clearly before her father, the head of the ducal house.

"It will be hard."

"I won't run away. ...No, I will not run away."

"...Well said, my daughter."

He ruffled her hair with his large palm, and a surprised 'Wah' escaped her. From that day on, Lupia gritted her teeth and endured many things. Lupia's personal maid, Richel, and her guard, Alfred, continued to support her from the shadows. When they saw her fall asleep from exhaustion, they would carry her to bed. When she looked sleepy, they would bring her tea. If she was injured, they would arrange for ointments, patches, and even a healing mage to help her recover quickly. Supported by those around her, Lupia desperately completed an unconventional educational program. It was impossible for the people of the ducal house not to adore her. The same went for all her relatives. At first, some voices had mocked her, but as they watched her continue to put in the effort, never resting, and desperately keeping up, those voices dwindled. In fact, the number of people cheering her on grew.

Therefore, this recent incident caused the anger of all her relatives to explode. Discontent with the royal family, and with the Crown Prince and Princess, swelled. Furthermore, relatives who had heard from somewhere that the main Calmond Ducal Family was planning to move to another country were deciding one after another to move with them.

What about their lands? Well, as luck would have it, the entire Calmond family was responsible for the nation's defense, so their lands were located rather close to the border of a neighboring country.

Yes, right next to the Qua Kingdom, their destination.

It was no exaggeration to say that when Millière married Aristerios, the deciding factor was that it was a neighboring country. Being neighbors, travel between the two was relatively free. Of course, a permit was needed to cross the border, but discussions were steadily underway about whether to move the entire territory, and a proclamation had been issued to the people of the domain. The people, who did not live in the capital, did not know the details of this incident. After being informed, dissatisfaction with the royal family naturally erupted.

Lupia had spent her early childhood in the domain, and the people knew that during long holidays, she would visit and study not only estate management but also matters of national defense.

When the people heard that she would be stopping by the domain to recuperate from this incident, they welcomed it with open arms, and hearing this, Lupia was relieved. In the capital, the 'miraculous love story of the Crown Prince and Princess' was audible from everywhere, and the voices directed at Lupia were mostly mocking ones, calling her 'the pitiful former fiancée who couldn't support His Highness the Crown Prince.' So, she decided that was enough and gave up.

Having been abandoned by the entire ducal family, and with a future that was anything but bright approaching, how many people, one wonders, were aware of it?
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			With preparations complete, the day of departure finally arrived. Just to be safe, it had been decided that the carriage carrying Lupia, Rupert, and Vernella would have an escort, and the three of them were waiting for that person to arrive.

"I wonder who the escort will be, Sis."

"Our knights have completely lost Father's trust, so..."

As the twins tilted their heads in unison, Vernella, feigning composure, watched them with an inner smirk. It was a secret known only to her. Her beloved Lupia and her fiancé, making such adorable gestures together! She was deeply moved, and a part of her was inwardly debating, *'Is there any way to preserve this sight...?'* But she didn't let any of it show on her face. Because they were outside.

However, if they didn't depart soon, it would affect their travel schedule... Just as she was thinking this, she saw a horse galloping towards the ducal estate.

"...Isn't that... Uncle Gerald's horse?"

"Eh?"

As the twins and Vernella all looked in that direction, they saw a horse approaching at a considerable speed, with a man urging it on. He seemed to have noticed them and was skillfully steering the horse with one hand while waving with the other.

"Uncle Gerald!?"

"What's with him, riding a horse at that speed with one hand..."

It was their Uncle Gerald, their father's younger brother, whom they hadn't seen in a long time and who doted on both Lupia and Rupert. *Could it be?* they thought, and in no time at all, he arrived, dismounted, and came over to the three of them.

"Sorry about that, I cut it a bit close!"

"N-Not at all. It has been a long time, Uncle Gerald."

"Hmm, Rupert and Lupia, you both look well. That's good. And Lady Vernella, you look well too."

"It is a pleasure to see you again, Lord Gerald. It is an honor beyond measure for this Vernella that you have agreed to be our escort for this journey."

The tall, robust man laughed cheerfully. He was the one who managed the branch families of the Calmond Ducal Family and was their father Aristerios's younger brother. To the twins, he was their uncle, and to Gerald, they were his dear niece and nephew.

He had a solid, muscular build, and though there was a scar on his face, it was an honorable wound. His strength was nearly on par with their father's, and he had claimed victory many times in sword and martial arts tournaments. The Knight Order couldn't be trusted, so they would rely on family. They could imagine that this was what Aristerios must have thought.

"I'll escort you to the Calmond territory. As your guard. ...But Lupia, this whole affair... was it a disaster, or should we consider it a good thing in the end...?"

"Please consider it the latter, Uncle. My original dream is about to come true, after all."

"You underwent the Memory Erasing Magic, didn't you? Are you sure you're feeling all right?"

"Yes, I'm perfectly fine now."

"Lady Vernella, were you with her?"

"Yes. I was worried about my sister-in-law, so I have been staying at the ducal estate for a while. It was I who proposed to them that they travel to my family's Alcioni territory to recuperate, by way of the Calmond ducal lands."

"I see, so it was you. Rupert has found himself a fine fiancée. Please continue to look after my dear nephew."

"As you command."

Vernella performed a beautiful curtsy and smiled at Gerald. He nodded in satisfaction, but then remembered the departure time and returned a wry smile.

"Whoops, my apologies. We should probably get going."

"Yes."

"Okay."

"We will be in your care, Lord Gerald."

It was a leisurely moment. During her time receiving the Crown Princess's education, such moments were unimaginable. Her days had been busy and tense. And then, that final year at the academy. A life lived in a bizarre state, where it would be no exaggeration to say her emotions were almost completely controlled. The moment she was released by the voice of the 'system' when Falty became Crown Princess, Lupia's thoughts became incredibly clear.

In that state, as if covered by a haze or fog, how had she managed to converse with her friends and go about her daily life?

As she boarded the carriage, it slowly began to move. The servants who had come to see them off were all smiling and waving.

"...It's a strange story, isn't it?"

Once the servants were out of sight, Lupia, who had been gazing at the scenery from inside the carriage, murmured softly. Gerald was riding alongside the carriage on horseback, so he probably couldn't hear their conversation. In addition to Gerald, the escorts he had brought with him were also firmly guarding the carriage as they proceeded towards the Calmond ducal territory.

At her soft murmur, Vernella and Rupert exchanged glances.

"What's so strange, Sis?"

"Well, just think about it. I haven't done anything wrong, yet I'm physically distancing myself from the royal family like this. To the people of this capital, I must look like a pitiful, rejected fiancée on the run."

"That's...!"

"But you know, that's fine. It's more convenient for me if they think that."

"Sister-in-law?"

Lupia chuckled, looked at Vernella and Rupert sitting across from her, and continued.

"Just imagine if the royal family were to come after me. People would say, 'Why do they need to chase after an unnecessary lady?' wouldn't they?"

"Ah," Rupert let out a small sound. That might indeed be true.

Falty and Liam. They were currently the talk of the capital, hailed as the 'fated pair.' They met at the academy, were drawn to each other, and overcame the hurdle of a fiancée from the great noble house of Calmond to find happiness. A blissful Crown Prince and Princess at the peak of their happiness. The couple of the century. That was the public perception.

So, what would happen if the royal family chased after Lupia?

*'Wait, they don't need that ducal daughter, do they?'*

*'Why do they need to go after her?'*

The populace would, at the very least, think so. Even if they secretly sent pursuers and managed to bring Lupia back to the capital, they would need a considerable escort to retrieve a ducal daughter, and they would also need a 'justifiable reason' to do so.

Falty had already been welcomed into the royal family as the Crown Princess. What would be the point of Lupia returning to such a place? It would only sow seeds of conflict and be a bad move for the royal family and the Crown Prince and Princess. Furthermore, the nobles would undoubtedly ask, 'Her Highness the Crown Princess is already here, so why is that former fiancée necessary?'

Lupia's existence, from the moment the engagement was dissolved, was already deemed unnecessary by the royal family. Even if they didn't say it outright, the fact that they had unilaterally cast her aside meant that various nobles had already made that judgment.

"So, I won't hold back anymore. In the ducal territory, I will study diligently, train, and become the next Duchess. ...Oh, but Father and the others were planning to move, weren't they? I'd completely forgotten."

"Then we can just talk about what to do after moving to the Qua Kingdom, right? I'm for it."

"I, of course, am also in favor!"

"Are you sure, Vernella?"

"Yes. I can manage my 'under-the-table' work just fine, regardless of the country."

Vernella's eyes sparkled with excitement, and she looked so adorable that Lupia returned her smile. Even thinking back to when they first met, Vernella was heading in a very good direction. She was thoroughly enjoying her current role and was able to act in a way that benefited the Alcioni Count Family. But was it really alright to take her to the Qua Kingdom? Lupia wondered.

As if reading Lupia's mind, Vernella leaned forward, narrowed her eyes, and smiled.

"It's alright, Sister-in-law. For me, nothing brings me greater joy than to be of service to you. So please, don't make such a face."

"Vernella..."

Apparently, she had been wearing a worried expression for some time without realizing it. Vernella's expression seemed to say 'please don't worry' as she smiled and spoke.

"The day when I can finally be of use to you has begun to arrive. If it weren't for you, Sister-in-law, I would surely have remained the 'Vernella' who could do nothing, a person in the shadows."

If not for their meeting that day, the smiling Vernella-Alcioni of today would not exist. There was a chance she would have remained shut up in her room, quietly ending a boring life.

"So, please don't worry about it. You should do what you want to do, the way you want to do it. You've been patient for so long, after all."

When she put it like that, with such insistence, there was nothing Lupia could do. And what's more, it made her incredibly happy. Lupia smiled from the bottom of her heart and nodded. Rupert, watching them, smiled as well. This was it. This was finally the starting line for Lupia.
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			The education of the Crown Princess, though a forced march of sorts, was proceeding relatively smoothly. In linguistics and history, the knowledge she had gained at the academy and her naturally studious nature meant there were few problems. The issue lay with her manners and deportment.

The daughter born to a ducal house and the daughter born to a count's house. That alone was an unchangeable difference in birth. The etiquette she had acquired couldn't be faked with a last-minute effort. But she had to do it. Falty's inherently competitive spirit helped her endure. Even if her muscles ached, even if her feet blistered, she drilled the movements into her body so she could achieve an elegant and graceful demeanor.

During this time, she had sent numerous letters to Cassandra, who was supposed to have been her tutor. She apologized for her thoughtless words and pleaded with her to take on her education, but it was all in vain. However, she was finally granted a face-to-face meeting. Falty had to ask why Cassandra was so devoted to Lupia; otherwise, she would never be able to accept it. Why was she being so shunned and disliked? Was Cassandra not aware of her duty as a tutor to the Crown Princess? That was what she intended to demand... or so she had thought.

"Why...? I admit my words and actions were rash. But why are you so fixated on Lupia! Isn't this too much!"

Cassandra, unfazed by Falty's shriek-like voice, spun her words slowly, her gaze remaining cold.

"...Do you have any awareness that you mocked and trampled upon all the efforts the daughter of the Calmond Ducal Family has made thus far?"

"I never meant to say anything like that!"

"...Yes, I'm sure you didn't. However, the daughter of the Calmond Ducal Family, who was chosen as a fiancée for the convenient reason of being a suitable guardian for the Crown Prince, had her original path closed off. The future she was supposed to have, the path to becoming the next Duchess, was stolen from her by the royal family."

"That's just something that can't be helped when you're a noble, right?!"

"Yes, it can't be helped. That is why she was enduring it, was she not?"

"Sh-she was *enduring* it?"

"Oh, my," Cassandra's eyes widened slightly as she tilted her head.

"I hope I'm mistaken, but... did you truly believe that the daughter of the Calmond Ducal Family was in love with His Highness?"

"Wh-What?"

"She did not hold even the slightest bit of romantic affection for His Highness. If there was anything, it was perhaps a sense of camaraderie."

"...Huh?"

"And then, you came along and stole her future as Crown Princess as well. Her future was selfishly stolen by this country, not once, but twice. And yet, you dismiss it as 'because she's a noble,' don't you?"

Falty felt as though she could hear the blood draining from her face.

"At the academy, she was emotionally trampled by those drunk on your and His Highness's love story, and in the capital, by the lower nobles who heard about it."

She had never even considered such a thing. At that time, Falty had seen the options presented to her and had been overflowing with the desire to aim higher. She had been eager to achieve a future (an ending) that no one else had, but as she met and talked with Liam time and again, their bond deepened, and she came to love him truly, from the bottom of her heart. He returned her love in equal measure. She had learned that there was someone whose presence was so calming, and she didn't want to lose him. Even if this meeting had been guided by the system, she understood that their deepening relationship was also thanks to the system. But the strength of the bond they had formed was irreplaceable, something she never wanted to lose again.

However, she never wanted to believe that Lupia felt nothing for Liam, that she harbored no romantic feelings. He was such a wonderful person; the more you got to know him, the more you couldn't help but love him... Falty stood there, stunned.

"...If it's the ducal house... there's Lupia's younger brother, isn't there...? They could just leave it to him..."

"Ah, he was removed as the heir after failing the aptitude test for the ducal succession education."

"Why...? Why, when he's the eldest son... Lupia is a girl! To burden a girl with such a role!"

"...You ask 'why' an awful lot, don't you?"

"Eh..."

Cassandra smiled, simply stating the facts.

"Who to make the next Duke, how to educate them. That is for His Grace the Duke to decide. It is not for you to say anything about it, nor does it concern you. It is stipulated in the laws of the land, is it not? That even a woman can inherit a title."

"That may be so, but...! B-But! For a woman to inherit a title over a man, th-that's not normally..."

"You are a truly rude person. To both the daughter and the son of the Calmond Ducal Family."

"...!"

"You said you were friends with the daughter of the Calmond Ducal Family, but..."

Falty was at a loss for words, but Cassandra continued.

"I have never heard Lady Lupia speak of being close with you, or of you being a precious friend. Nor from her mother, the Duchess, for that matter."

"...Hmph!"

Of course not. Falty had thought of Lupia as a friend based solely on the high 'Favorability' score displayed on the status screen. A high 'Favorability' meant they were friends. That was her understanding.

"Do you know her favorite food?"

"..."

"Her favorite things to do?"

"...Hmph!"

"...How disappointing."

She was wrong to think that a high number meant they were friends. She realized it now, but it was too late. Falty had told all sorts of people that she and Lupia were friends. She had even told Liam as much. But it wasn't true. It was just a number displayed on a 'status screen.' She couldn't see that number anymore. It was completely blacked out. She had thought it was because the main story was over, because she had reached the end and it was no longer needed... and it was at that point that it dawned on her.

"...Ah."

"Would you kindly stop parading around calling the daughter of the Calmond Ducal Family your 'friend'?"

That's right. She had made a selfish judgment, an assumption. Because she had been told she was the 'protagonist,' she had thought she was correct. That one year must have been a nightmare for Lupia. That favorability score, too—wasn't it something that had been engineered because Falty had decided to live that year as the protagonist? Unlike Falty, for whom everything had gone so well, that year for Lupia must have been like walking on pins and needles.

She didn't know what the system was doing, but if Falty was the protagonist and Lupia was the so-called rival, how were the rival's actions being determined? The more she thought about it, the more she felt she had done something terrible.

"Ah, that's right. You asked why I am so fixated on Lady Lupia. Isn't it simple?"

Feeling a sickening regret, a strange pressure that threatened to crush her, Falty met Cassandra's gaze once more.

"She was toyed with by the royal family for an incredibly selfish reason, yet she devoted herself to her studies and produced results. What is so wrong with cherishing a child like that?"

*Ah, I see.* Something clicked into place inside Falty.

"Can you understand my disappointment when I was told that the royal family, who had wanted her as a guardian, would make you (Falty) the Crown Princess simply because they met you and you were exceptional, as if tossing away a broken toy? Can you understand the selfishness of the royal family, who trampled not only on Lupia but on the entire ducal house?"

Cassandra was smiling, but there was no kindness in her eyes.

"I was well aware of how brilliant you were when we met. Your academy grades were monstrously high and outstanding; I acknowledge that. It's truly wonderful. But I am a human being. I have a heart. ...Having continued to nurture and cherish a child (Lupia) who was so easily cast aside, I am surely not a suitable tutor for you. After all, my own emotions have won out. ...Please understand that in the future, my family, the Nieholm family, will have no involvement with this royal house as tutors to the Crown Princess."

Slowly rising, Cassandra bowed deeply. Then, she raised her head, and Falty found herself captivated by the sight of her smiling with a serene expression, a complete change from before.

"The other tutors do not know the daughter of the Calmond Ducal Family personally. However, they know how grueling the Crown Princess's education is. They understand that they are disqualified as educators for their words and actions toward you, which belittled a Crown Princess candidate who had worked so hard. And even with that understanding, they cannot cooperate...

"...Ah, n-no, that's not... I really, didn't, mean it, like that..."

"I am aware. However, by marrying His Highness the Crown Prince, you have obtained a position where you cannot simply dismiss things with 'I didn't mean it like that.' ...Please, try to understand that."

"No..."

The caution required in the actions and words of Falty, who had already married into the royal family and was living as one of them. If she had been living as a mere noble's daughter, things might not have come to this, but the entire country already recognized her as a member of the royal family. Moreover, due to her time at the academy, she was incredibly popular with the common people. Probably more so than any Crown Princess before her. She didn't know who was listening, or where, or to what. A careless remark would only tighten the noose around her own neck.

"...At the very least, take this."

Cassandra placed the textbooks she had brought with her on the table. There were several volumes, compiled by Cassandra herself, which could be called the textbooks she used in her Crown Princess education, outlining the path one should follow.

"This is all I can do for you. I admit I have been too stubborn. And of course, I admit I was fixated. ...But this is the end. I will not see you again."

"...Hmph!"

"Farewell, Your Highness. May your path ahead be filled with light."

With one final, soft smile, Cassandra left. Falty looked at the textbooks she had left behind. They were filled with detailed notes and would be extremely helpful for her future studies; she understood that immediately.

"...I'm... sorr..."

She had dismissed the attendants, so no one knew that Falty was now crying. Perhaps the royal family's spies were watching and would report it, but she didn't care. How careless her remarks had been. No, they had been far too numerous. She only realized it now because someone had pointed it out to her. *Thank you,* she thought in her heart, and then she wondered. *That 'system,' what was it?* She would have to face it.

And she would have to face Lupia properly as well.
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			His own daughter had been chosen as the Crown Princess. It was an honor for the entire family, and they had all erupted in celebration, holding a congratulatory party and basking in a blissful moment. Perhaps, in the future, they could aim for a rank even higher than a count's house. Not only the current head of the family, but all the relatives had thought so. Until that letter arrived.

One day, a letter arrived from Falty, who had already moved into the royal palace. Perhaps there was some luggage of hers that she needed. Thinking this, Count Ardia read the letter and desperately suppressed the urge for his eyes to pop out of his head. He also desperately suppressed the wave of nausea that assailed him.

"What... is this...?"

An amount of money that defied belief was written there as if it were the most natural thing in the world. He thought he must be mistaken and read it over and over again, but there was no mistake. If his daughter were here, he would have undoubtedly yelled at her, 'Why did you write such a thing!'

"My dear, what is the matter?"

The Countess came over and peered at the letter her husband was reading from his side. Her normally calm husband was this shocked, so there must be some tremendous reason for it, she had thought. Until she saw the amount.

"...What?"

The Countess's eyes went wide. And then, just like her husband, she was at a loss for words.

"What is... this absurd amount of money...?"

The letter from their beloved daughter contained the casual question and a staggering sum: 'If I ask for a budget supplement from the family in the form of support for the Crown Princess's budget, would this be possible?'

Count Ardia, feeling dizzy, felt a terror as if his daughter had transformed into some kind of monster, a grotesque creature.

"There's no way we can afford this...! What is that foolish girl thinking!"

"But the Crown Prince's former fiancée was the daughter of the Calmond Ducal Family. Could it be that His Grace the Duke... made a fool of Falty, or something of the sort?"

"Even so, our house is in a completely different league! Besides, we're the ones who stole the ducal daughter's fiancé!"

As he said each word with emphasis, the Countess was brought back to her senses with a jolt, as if thinking, 'That's right.' To be honest, the Count himself had been pleased that Falty had seized the position of Crown Princess and taken it for herself. When he had gone to the royal palace, he had uttered some truly outrageous words to the Duke of Calmond, something between a sarcastic jab and a taunt: 'To think something like this could happen... You never know what life has in store, do you!' Words once spoken cannot be taken back. Was this letter the retribution for that? Count Ardia began to tremble.

The words he himself had spoken, 'stole the ducal daughter's fiancé,' began to make him feel increasingly ill. The thought of 'what am I saying now after saying that myself' swelled within him, but then, a sense of unease, like a small fishbone caught in his throat, assailed him.

"The Crown Princess's budget should, by all rights, be properly allocated. ...The ducal family... I heard their family relations were poor... Why would they add to the Crown Princess's budget...?"

Among the nobility, the 'rumor of discord in the ducal family' was always whispered. The Count, who believed it, was furious, thinking, 'This makes no sense!' But his wife, with beads of cold sweat on her brow, softly voiced a possibility.

"What if that information itself is wrong?"

"...What?"

"My dear. Do you truly believe that the image of a family seen from the outside is entirely trustworthy?"

His wife's incredibly calm words made the Count start. What if the Duke had been using his private funds to supplement the costs so that Lupia would not be inconvenienced or have anything said against her? And what if that support disappeared now that Lupia was no longer the fiancée? It was a matter of course, but for some reason, even Liam had initially thought that 'that support should be there as a matter of course.'

Why should the Duke have to use his private funds to make what amounted to a donation to the royal family? Normally, such a foolish idea would be dismissed out of hand, but apparently, there were those who hailed it as a sign of loyalty. This was likely because the budget supplement had been provided as a matter of course ever since Lupia was a candidate for Crown Princess.

"Could it be..."

"I have been hearing it often in social circles recently. That our perception of the Calmond Ducal Family was wrong from the very beginning...

If that were the case, then everything would make sense. The Duke doted on Lupia and cherished her dearly. The ducal family's relations with each other and with their relatives were not poor at all; in fact, their kinship ties were excellent. On the surface, for example, when they went to parties, there was no particular atmosphere of discord, so why were such rumors spreading? Many nobles were unaware that the reason for this was Lupia's educational system, and from a third-party perspective, whispers such as 'Even if she is his own child, such a harsh educational policy...' were common. But the truth, known only to the ducal family and their inner circle, was that Lupia herself had proposed it. If that were so, then how on earth had their own perception become so warped? Combined with the fact that few parents go around publicizing their own family's educational policies, the negative image of the ducal house must have swelled.

Thinking this far, the Count and Countess both felt the blood drain from their faces.

"If that's the case..."

"Yes... It is said that there have been considerable protests from the entire ducal family to the royal house regarding this engagement annulment."

"B-But why!"

"My dear, please calm down. The engagement that the royal family desired was altered because Falty (our daughter) appeared, and because of her deep love with the Crown Prince... well, it's a bit much for us to say, but that, the so-called true love, they were bound by it, and not only did they form a new engagement, but they skipped various stages, and our child became the Crown Princess."

"..."

A weak sound escaped the Count.

"And the ducal daughter, whose engagement was unilaterally dissolved despite the royal family's wishes. Isn't this an act that seems to say the royal family wants to make a laughingstock of the ducal house, or that they should leave this country...!"

Could it really be that drastic? he wondered, but his wife's words had a point. An engagement that the royal family had desired, yet the royal family had dissolved. And normally, only a lady who had completed the Crown Princess's education and been recognized as having the proper qualities would be fit to be Crown Princess. Falty had skipped all that and risen to become Crown Princess. It was like something out of a fairy-tale princess story. Falty, who had soared to become the object of all young ladies' admiration, had gained tremendous support. This was a very welcome development. But he also understood that such things could crumble in an instant, though he didn't know when that would be.

"We are... screaming without a voice that the ducal house itself is unnecessary, is that what you're saying...?"

"It's turning into a situation where it can only be seen that way, isn't it...?!"

In this affair, the lower nobles had all pointed their fingers at the ducal house and laughed. *Serves you right. This is what happens to stuck-up women,* they had mocked. The people living in the capital all praised Falty and did nothing but tear Lupia down. They never said it openly, of course. But the stories that spread were all ones that made a fool of Lupia. If this reached the ducal house, what kind of punishment would the commoners and lower nobles receive? And the fact that the ducal house was so quiet was somehow terrifying. A state that could be called the calm before the storm.

"...To begin with, if we assume that various things are wrong... the pieces of this affair start to fit together..."

Trembling, the Countess continued.

"First, the members of the ducal family are anything but at odds with each other. They have an incredibly good family relationship."

She finished and held up one finger.

"Next... what if this current silence really is 'the calm before the storm'...?"

At the Count's urging to continue quickly, the Countess took a deep breath and went on.

"If the ducal family has already concluded that they are 'unnecessary to this country'... is there not a possibility that they will renounce their title and... disappear from here...?"

"Ah..."

This incident was one where it couldn't be helped if the ducal family thought that they were deemed unnecessary by the country itself. Yes, their daughter had done well. She had done well, but this was...

"...going too far..."

Unless one could go back in time, spilled juice could never return to the glass. Words once spoken could not be taken back. A mere count's mocking words to a duke, the content of the statement itself, could not be erased. The position as Crown Princess that they had taken from Lupia could never be returned. In the end, what remained, now that it was too late, was a tremendous regret and the bewilderment of what to do about the Crown Princess's future budget.



		
		
		
			Chapter 24: What Happens When You Spit at the Heavens
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 24

			What Happens When You Spit at the Heavens

			"Wait! Duke, wait for me!"

He knew it was rude to ignore someone calling out to him. He knew, and yet Aristerios continued to stride through the royal palace with practiced steps, ignoring Liam, who was desperately chasing him from behind. He could hear his name being called over and over, but he paid it no mind.

"Duke Calmond!"

The desperate shouts were gradually getting closer. It seemed Liam had finally realized he couldn't catch up at a normal walk due to their difference in stride and had picked up his pace. But Aristerios had no intention of stopping.

He knew it was a childish thought, but his steps didn't falter. After all, the arrangements he needed to make were finally falling into place. He didn't have the luxury of dealing with the prince.

"I said stop! That's a royal command!"

A shout, as if it were a last resort, echoed through the corridor. They weren't the only two there; the palace was, of course, bustling with all sorts of employees. The crowd stirred, wondering at Aristerios's uncharacteristically abnormal behavior, but the murmuring quickly subsided. There wasn't a soul here who didn't know about the recent troubles between the ducal family and the royal family.

At the shout, Aristerios finally stopped and slowly turned around. Just as Liam rejoiced, thinking he could finally talk, his hope was crushed.

The Duke's gaze was utterly cold. The warmth that had once been directed at him was nowhere to be found.

"...A royal command, you say... It seems you've misunderstood something..."

His voice was just as frigid.

"I wonder if you truly understand the meaning of those words... My, my... how *very* distinguished you've become."

And then, a look of pure contempt. Liam regretted his words the moment they left his mouth, but it was too late. Besides, even when he had made mistakes before, the Aristerios of the past had never looked at him with such eyes. *He used to look at me with such kindness*, he almost said aloud, but Aristerios spoke first as if reading his mind.

"This is the result you and your princess consort chose. ...What, precisely, is your complaint?"

"Th-that's..."

"I am merely following the proper procedures, am I not? ...To request a refund for the Crown Princess budget that I had transferred here for my daughter's sake."

"B-but, as Crown Princess..."

"You chose a lady who is not my daughter. The royal family... this *country*... decided my daughter was unnecessary and cast her aside."

"...Ah, uh..."

Overwhelmed by Aristerios's calm, forceful presence, Liam couldn't form a single word.

"Everything turned out just as you wished. Do you have some further business with my family?"

He wanted to punch the version of himself from moments ago who had planned on complaining. And he desperately wanted to find and confront whoever started the rumor that the Duke didn't care about Lupia.

It was clear the Duke—no, the entire Calmond Ducal Family—cherished Lupia immensely. To an almost unbelievable degree.

"I must now discuss matters with His Majesty, so please state your business briefly."

At those words, Liam snapped back to reality. He had to say why he had gone out of his way to stop the Duke. He understood this in his head, but his mouth wouldn't obey. His voice wouldn't come out.

"...Ah, perhaps... this is about the increased Crown Princess budget my family had arranged for Lupia?"

"...Y-yes, that's it! Because of your unnecessary meddling, my wife and her family are in trouble!"

"Budgeting is the royal family's job, is it not? For what reason do you think I invested my own private funds for *my* daughter?"

"Eh?"

Liam's eyes went wide. *For what reason?* He'd never thought about it.

*What was the reason?* He tried to think. But he was sure it wasn't for some simple, short-sighted 'something'. Yet Liam, living in an environment where being given things was the norm, couldn't imagine it.

"You are aware of the reason for the engagement between yourself and my daughter, are you not?"

"As my... guardian..."

"Yes. *'Just right'*, is what your father said."

What did he mean by 'just right'? If he were to ask his father, the king, he would probably get a response like, 'What's wrong with choosing a guardian just in case?'

A young lady, chosen by the royal family, rejected by the royal family, and tossed about by the royal family. And by extension, the ducal family.

"Even for such a reason, our family could not refuse a request from the royal family. That is why I deliberately invested my private funds—so she would not be taken lightly."

"What?!"

"Well, she was treated lightly and deemed unnecessary anyway, wasn't she?"

"N-no, that's not true! I have never treated Lupia lightly!"

"Could you please refrain from calling a woman who is not your fiancée by her first name? Your Highness, you already have a wife, do you not?"

An even colder chill emanated from Aristerios.

Liam had already taken Falty as his wife. While the system of concubines wasn't forbidden, Lupia had been removed as his fiancée. She was an existence the royal family had deemed unnecessary. Even if Liam himself didn't think so, that's how everyone else saw it.

"Your Highness, I will have that budget returned, one way or another. I did not donate it to the royal family."

"Do you—do you have any idea what will happen if you continue to insult our royal family like this?!"

"Hahaha, you say the most amusing things."

Aristerios laughed, but it was a bizarre expression, a smile that only touched his lips, his eyes completely devoid of mirth.

"Of course I understand. And since I no longer need my title in this country, it matters little."

The moment he said it, the surrounding crowd erupted in murmurs. He didn't care if he was overheard or blamed. It was of no consequence to him.

Voices saying 'No way' and 'This is bad' could be heard here and there. It seemed they hadn't realized just how furious the ducal family was.

The ones with pale faces were the parents of young ladies who had never even been candidates for Crown Princess and had mocked Lupia when her engagement was broken, along with those who had been swept up in the romance of Liam and Falty. He could also see some who seemed to understand and were disappointed, thinking, *Ah, so it's come to this after all.*

"Wh-why?"

"Had you followed the proper procedures for this annulment... it would never have come to this."

Aristerios said with a smile, then continued.

"It was the country that abandoned us first. I pray you do not forget that."

His anger seemed to dissipate into thin air. Even if he wanted to be angry, he could offer no rebuttal, as this was a seed of their own sowing.

"Now, if you'll excuse me," Aristerios said, turning and walking toward the King's Office. *So this is why Father mentioned at breakfast that the Duke was scheduled to visit,* Liam now understood.

He had been using the funds the Duke had prepared for Lupia for Falty's sake. A quick look at the budget would make it obvious what the royal family had provided and what had come from the Duke. It was true he'd had the overly naive thought that since Lupia would one day be Crown Princess, this much was acceptable.

During his academy days, meeting so many different people had broadened Liam's world. ...No, it had broadened it too much. And in the wrong direction. Falty, flapping her wings freely and laughing with abandon, had been dazzling, and it didn't take long for her to capture his heart. He had desperately wanted her to be with him forever.

And the result of acting on the incredibly childish idea that if she became Crown Princess, they could be together, was *this*.

To make matters worse, the sons of barons he had kept by his side as attendants had, with the *best of intentions*, practically stormed the ducal estate. Falty had called them 'poor things' after they were punished, but that was a terrible mistake. They had done something that never should have happened.

Later, his new aide had told him, 'Your Highness, and you, Your Highness the Princess Consort, we cannot have you acting like students forever. Listen well, you two are to be models for the people from now on. One day, Prince Liam will be King, and Lady Falty will be Queen.' Then, his aide had continued.

"Please understand that from this day forward, you cannot afford to utter such naive excuses as 'I didn't mean it.' It is the people who are swayed and made to suffer by the careless words and actions of royalty."

Lately, his father and mother had started saying the same things. Falty seemed to have finally understood, and he'd heard she was completing her Crown Princess education at a tremendous speed. She was a hard worker and intelligent, so he had expected this, but she had already made far too many blunders.

Words, once spoken, cannot be taken back. And actions cannot be undone. Regaining lost trust is no easy task; in fact, it's uncertain if it can be regained at all. The entire royal family, starting with Liam, had come to realize this firsthand in the time since the wedding, as their actions toward Lupia told the whole story.

First, a young lady's life could have been lost. Fortunately, this was avoided because Lupia underwent Memory Erasing Magic. The King had apparently complained about this, but he was first thoroughly beaten down by the Duke, and then given a severe dressing-down by the Queen.

Next, Liam himself had lost the backing of the Calmond Ducal Family. He had intended to complain about this when he stopped the Duke, but he realized he couldn't have said a thing—and more importantly, that he never had the right to in the first place. ...It was a realization that came far too late.

The fact that the royal family had handled this entire affair in the worst possible way was now causing considerable backlash from the high-ranking nobility. But more than that was what Aristerios, who had just walked toward the King's Office, had said: 'I no longer need my title in this country.' It could only mean one thing.

The Calmond Ducal Family itself was leaving the country. It would be one thing if it were just the main house, but if the branch families left as well, the core of the nation's defense would disappear. That had to be avoided, he thought. But all that filled his mind was the long list of the royal family's blunders.

And the words he had once exchanged with his former fiancée.

"Your Highness, if you cannot understand that words, once spoken, cannot be taken back, then please try spitting at the heavens."

"What are you talking about, Lupia? It would just fall back on me!"

"Yes, and words are the same. Good words will return to you as such, and ill words will return to you with even greater malice."

"That can't be true. You worry too much."

"...Please consider your position, Your Highness, and be more cautious with your words..."

Unable to stand in the middle of the corridor forever, Liam walked listlessly toward his own office. Through his blurring vision, he whispered in the smallest of voices.

"You were right... Lupia."
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			Falty was finally being scolded less by the Queen, her instructor. It was a mess of her own making, but she couldn't help but wonder why the Will of God (System) had abandoned her after she'd achieved the Queen Ending. She remembered receiving various warnings at the start, but shouldn't it have guided her to the very end?

For now, she was taking the utmost care not to show her recklessness. This was partly because of what Cassandra had said, but also because as the future Queen, she couldn't afford any more careless actions.

"...First, I need to somehow communicate with the Will of God (System)..."

*How did I do it back in the academy?* Falty wondered, pacing restlessly around her room.

For a rare moment, she had some free time today. If there was a chance, it was now.

"...[Status Open]!"

As Falty spoke, a window popped up at eye level.

Lupia's section was still a mess of black scribbles, unchanged. She felt a renewed sense of disappointment. It used to display a number when they were students.

But she couldn't waste time. She tapped all over the status window, searching for some way to communicate with the Will of God (System).

"Where is it... Where could it be...!"

No matter where she touched or what she did, the option to communicate with the Will of God (System) didn't appear. Just like in her academy days, while she fiddled with the window, she was overcome by a strange sensation, as if the time around her had stopped.

"Oh, come on!"

Growing increasingly irritated, Falty bit down on her well-manicured nail. In a fit of frustration, she slammed her hand against the window floating at eye level.

"...Ah."

No sooner had the thought *oops* crossed her mind than the window warped, twisting from a neat rectangle into a bizarre polygon, then into other strange shapes. Thin lines fractured its surface, and a strange *zzzzzt* sound began to emanate from it. *Did I break something when I hit it?* Falty panicked, trying to restore the window to its original state, but it began to deform even more violently, making her hesitate to even touch it.

As a stunned Falty stared at the sight, the window suddenly grew to an enormous size.

"Huh?!"

As part of her queenly education, she had been told not to show too much emotion, but it was impossible not to be surprised by this. The window continued to contort, and after what felt like an eternity, its shape started to resemble that of a person.

Just as her anger gave way to creeping terror, the shape solidified into a clear human form. And that form looked exactly like Falty herself.

"...Wh... What are you...?"

≪'What'? How rude. I only came because you were being so noisy.≫

"The Will of God (System)...?"

≪What is your business, Falty-Ardia?≫

It questioned her in a flat, emotionless voice, wearing her own face. Finding this incredibly irritating, Falty glared fiercely at the Will of God (System) she had finally managed to meet. As she continued to glare, certain it was mocking her, she heard a voice as impassive as ever.

≪I must say, being glared at is quite unexpected.≫

"Shut up...! You—why won't you help me anymore?!"

≪...*Pfft*.≫

A small chuckle escaped its lips, and the Will of God (System) before her plastered on a look of utter condescension, openly mocking Falty. It suddenly seemed like an immeasurably terrifying entity, and Falty took a step back.

≪It seems you did not *properly* understand. I see, I see... You thought I would continue to help you even after you reached the ending, did you...?≫

"What?!"

≪Falty-Ardia, before you began the main story of 'Love☆Star', I gave you several warnings. Do you remember?≫

The Will of God (System) questioned her dispassionately.

How could she forget? A few days before the school year started, while preparing for the academy, she had suddenly been thrown into a black-and-white world where time seemed to stand still.

Then, she was asked, *'If you could aim for it, would you like to achieve a future where everyone is happy, and you yourself become the Queen?'* After listening and processing the information, Falty understood that this entity, the Will of God (System), was searching for a noble lady to help it achieve a certain goal. It had presented her with various conditions.

One. The most important thing.

It would only cooperate *until she reached an ending*.

It was a cooperative relationship purely for the sake of reaching an ending; after that, it would offer no further assistance.

"I remember! But if that's the case, why is Lupia's favorability score blacked out?!"

≪Oh, my... You don't even realize the contradiction in your own words.≫

"What?!"

≪Falty-Ardia. ...Until when, did I say, I would cooperate?≫

"Until... I reached... the ending..."

≪And what is your current status?≫

"...I-I've reached the Queen Ending... but the one I wanted was the Grand Finale! So!"

Falty felt an unfathomable pressure from the Will of God (System)'s smile, which was so wide it was as if a sound effect should accompany it, but she desperately fought not to be overwhelmed. Her resistance, however, lasted only a moment.

≪You seem to be quite the fool... Shall I ask you again? ......*U n t i l w h e n d i d I s a y I w o u l d c o o p e r a t e?*≫

A small gasp escaped her lips.

The sheer depth and detail of the support she'd received had become normal for Falty. And so, the most crucial detail, stated at the very beginning, had completely slipped her mind.

≪Have you remembered?≫

The voice was gentle, like one used to explain things to a child.

"So... you're saying... because I've already reached the ending... you won't help me anymore...?"

≪Yes.≫

"Wh—What?!"

*That's ridiculous!* she wanted to argue. But she had agreed to that condition at the very start and had spent that year working together with it.

"That's... that's such a joke..."

≪It is no joke. You agreed to it, did you not?≫

As soon as it finished speaking, the System's form began to warp again with a *zzzzzt* sound.

≪You stole my fiancé, and my future, from me, did you not?≫

"Lupia...?!"

An emotionless voice, a blank expression.

A doll-like, impassive figure, yet a person of tremendous beauty. The future that she should have had—the future Falty and the Will of God (System) had stolen together.

But if she had reached the Grand Finale ending, she was certain everyone would have been happy. Falty hadn't managed it. But she held onto the naive hope that there might be some way to fix it.

≪What you walk now is the *future*.≫

Next, it took the form of the Queen.

≪It makes sense, doesn't it? If you've reached the ending, the finale, then you must move on from there. Am I wrong?≫

It questioned her dispassionately, with the Queen's form and voice.

She understood. But Falty's feelings could be summed up in one phrase: *'I don't want to give up.'*

"Then... then at least show me my friend Lupia's favorability rating!"

≪My... you're saying strange things again.≫

With a crackle of static, the Will of God (System) changed back into Falty's form. It wore an expression of genuine bewilderment as it brought its face unnervingly close to Falty's.

She was stared at by its utterly lifeless eyes.

≪You two are such good friends, and yet you need to express that friendship with a numerical value?≫

Falty was at a loss for words, but it continued, staring at her from point-blank range.

≪You don't say such things about your other friends, yet you persistently cling to, obsess over, and fixate on that one young lady. ...My, my... how very... interesting...?≫

"It's because you! You just decided to stop guiding me, and now this is happening!"

Even as she let out a furious, scream-like shout, it showed no reaction, continuing its dispassionate speech.

≪That would be impossible. You see, I have already released the rival lady.≫

"...What?"

As if to deliver a final blow to the stunned Falty, it continued.

≪You never managed to build a *proper relationship* with her, so why on earth did you think you were friends?≫

"Ah, th-that's..."

≪You only ever judged your relationship with the rival lady by numbers. Isn't that right?≫

The Will of God (System) calmly laid out Falty's unrealized thoughts, her actions, and the consequences that followed.

≪And yet, you cry about being her friend. The rival lady has already put physical distance between herself and you, and this country. She has moved on.≫

As it spoke these words calmly, almost cheerfully, Falty felt the blood drain from her face. *It's a lie, it can't be,* she thought, but it was a fact she could not change. There was no changing it.
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			Her friends. They were the commoner girl who had treated her without prejudice since she entered the academy, and the sons and daughters of merchant families with ties to her own count family. There were many.

But what about Lupia?

She was the promising daughter of a duke, unilaterally and arbitrarily chosen as Falty's 'rival lady,' her own sense of self largely stolen by the System, and manipulated so as not to interfere with the 'protagonist.'

And now, that same Lupia was moving on, away from the royal family, away from Falty, away from Liam. According to the Will of God (System), she had been 'liberated.'

"Why would you do something so selfish...?"

≪Selfish? I wonder, what do you mean by selfish?≫

"I! I never agreed to it!"

≪Why not?≫

"Doesn't Lupia have a role to play in improving this country with me?!"

≪Had you achieved the Grand Finale ending, that would have been the case. But you... *you couldn't do it, could you?*≫

She could only fall silent. Falty had only thought they had become friends; she had only been looking at the numbers. This was the result.

"To think... a duke's daughter wouldn't even inform the royal family of her recuperation destination!"

≪Coming from you, the one who stole her fiancé, that carries no weight at all. Can you not understand that?≫

*What a problem,* it seemed to say, sneering with Falty's own face and voice. *What right do you, the thief, have to play the victim?* Lupia was no longer Crown Prince Liam's fiancée; she was free to go where she pleased and think what she wished.

The thoughtless rumors in the capital would only hurt Lupia. So she was leaving the capital, distancing herself from the royal family. In the meantime, Lupia was starting to run down the path she was originally meant to take.

"How can I... How can I get the Grand Finale...?"

As Falty began to cry like a child, the Will of God (System) spoke with an air of exasperation.

≪You were never introduced to Rupert by Lupia, were you? The path would only have opened if you had gained the interest of him, the one who respected her with all his heart... It was clearly written on the to-do list we provided.≫

"...Ugh... sniff... waah..."

Everything it said was the truth. An event to introduce family members that she had carelessly skipped. She hadn't known it was so important. The gaze directed at the sobbing Falty was no longer just lifeless; it was like looking at a still image.

It let out a great sigh it didn't need to breathe and continued.

≪From our perspective, you were a very good person... but to fall apart like this after one failure, one stumble...≫

"Take me back..."

≪Pardon?≫

"Turn back time, you defective product! If you take me back, I'll do better next time!"

≪Hah... Fine.≫

"Huh, really?!"

Falty's eyes widened for a moment at the unexpectedly casual agreement to her desperate scream, but the words that followed wiped the expression from her face.

≪If you can turn burnt meat back to how it was before it was cooked, then I will show you how to turn back time.≫

"......... Th-that's... ...There's no way I can do that!"

≪You see? It's impossible.≫

The tone was unfailingly gentle. Like explaining something to an unreasonable child, yet, because she was an adult, it showed no mercy. The words it spoke gouged out Falty's heart without remorse.

≪Please do not throw a tantrum just because a fairytale you finished reading has no sequel. The way forward, what you must look at, is the 'future.'≫

"Then... what should... I do...?"

≪You should continue to devote yourself ever more diligently to becoming the Queen. ...Because you stole that from a certain young lady.≫

*No*, she could cry and scream, but this 'reality' she was now moving through would not stop.

Only after being told all this did she finally realize. Unaware of the exasperated look she was receiving, Falty stared blankly at the floor. For a moment, she almost resented Lupia, but she understood that was misdirected anger.

She *thought* she understood. In every way. The story was over. Falty had been far too unaware that she was now living in the sequel to the ending. Although she had, in a way, been *instigated* into this situation, it was undeniably Falty herself who had chosen this path and walked it. Lupia was merely an existence forced to play along in the position of 'rival lady.' Falty had to *properly* understand that in chasing her own ambitions, she had thrown the future of a young lady into disarray. Even if the way the Will of God (System) was speaking sounded sarcastic, and even if she was dissatisfied, she had to accept it.

◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇

"Big Sis... Big Sis!"

"...Oh... my... was I... sleeping...?"

"You must have been tired, Sister-in-law. Are you alright? It seems you were dozing off. But... your complexion..."

"...I feel like... I had a strange dream..."

*A strange dream?* Rupert and Vernella tilted their heads. Although they were in a carriage with only people she trusted, it was very rare for Lupia to doze off. On top of that, she had looked very pale while she slept. Rupert and Vernella watched her with concern.

When asked if she was carriage-sick, Lupia just shook her head.

For that brief moment she had been dozing, Lupia had seen something like a dream. She thought it was probably a dream, but the contents were so detached from reality. It was as if she had been standing in the Crown Princess's room in the royal palace, forced to watch a scene of Falty talking with someone.

Lupia herself was in a carriage, on her way to a place of recuperation. There was no way she could be in such a place, and since Falty was the Crown Princess now, she didn't have a shred of interest in it. If anything, she needed to think about her own future. While she had the path of the next Duchess, a plan to move to her mother's home country was also emerging. Before they left, her father and mother had told her to think of it as having more options and to explore various possibilities. So why had she seen something like that?

"Big Sis, a strange dream?"

"A dream, or rather... um, like I was being shown... a video? Something like that..."

Her hesitant, disjointed explanation left Rupert and Vernella looking confused. Thinking she might really be unwell, Rupert was about to contact his uncle, who was riding alongside them, but Lupia quickly stopped him. His uncle looked over inquisitively, but Rupert smiled and shook his head to signal that it was nothing, and his uncle, seeming to understand, turned his gaze forward again.

"...Big Sis?"

Rupert questioned Lupia, who was still holding his wrist. As if she had made up her mind, Lupia murmured in a small voice.

"In the dream... that girl was arguing with something."

"That girl?"

"...Falty-Ardia."

At the name, a wave of tension shot through Vernella and Rupert. Because of *her*, Lupia had had one of her futures stolen. No matter how much she said she didn't mind and was fine, they knew the gossip-loving nobles were all laughing at Lupia.

"What about her?"

Rupert asked, his voice tinged with anger.

"She seemed to be... questioning something. Something about how Falty and I had a duty to improve this country together... or that Falty and I were... best friends..."

"S-Sister-in-law, you were friends with that person?!"

"Of course not! Don't be ridiculous!"

Lupia frantically shook her head in response to Vernella's question.

"I was in a strange state, as if taken over by some incomprehensible 'System,' and before I knew it, that person was just... next to me! After graduation, I rushed to contact my real friends. It seems they all thought something was strange too, but..."

"I-I see..."

"In any case, a girl like that is no friend of mine. We may have crossed paths at evening parties, but... the people you want to be close with, the connections between families, the relationships between nobles—it's not that simple."

"...Well, I suppose that's true."

"Exactly. If you called anyone you knew one-sidedly a 'friend,' then everyone would be your 'friend,' wouldn't they?"

That made sense, and both Vernella and Rupert nodded.

But now they had more to worry about. The content of the 'dream' Lupia had just seen. If the 'System' had done something to manipulate Lupia, and if Falty had *made it happen*... then even if she wasn't the main cause, assuming she was one of the causes...

The three inside the carriage, having arrived at the same thought, looked at each other without anyone needing to say a word.

"That Falty woman, what the hell has she done...?"

Rupert's mutter, directed at no one in particular, faded within the carriage, but Lupia's face twisted with resentment.

For a whole year, her own thoughts had been largely stolen, and she had been forced to endure Falty acting like her friend, all leading up to the recent wedding. It was convenient that she didn't have to become the Crown Princess, but there was also the mental and physical strain from the Memory Erasing Magic.

She was grateful *only* for the fact that, although in an unexpected way, she was able to return to her original path and now might have other paths as well.

She tried not to let it bother her, but the chorus of mocking stories about her that she'd heard while in the capital was utterly unforgivable.

To inherit the house = the next Duchess. That's what she had thought, but another idea had floated into Lupia's mind. If the move really happened... If she didn't return from her recuperation, but instead walked a future in their new home...

(*Even if I'm not the next Duchess... it seems the range of paths available to me is widening.*)

She had been on the verge of being consumed by resentment, but she shook her head slightly to quickly change her train of thought.

(*I must make sure to settle things with what is unnecessary as soon as possible.*)

When the time came to bid farewell to the country, Lupia predicted she would have to greet the king and queen again as the next head of the Calmond family. If they moved, she would likely no longer hold the position of 'Duchess'.

*My, I have more to think about while I'm recuperating...* Lupia thought, gazing at the passing scenery.
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			Lupia's father, Aristerios, was genuinely furious. Lupia's past circumstances, her future path, and furthermore, the Calmond family funds that had been used without permission—funds that were by no means a gift. If Lupia had become Crown Princess as planned, he might have forgiven it as youthful folly. Though he would have undoubtedly given them a harsh lesson.

But to think the money had been used to buy gifts for Falty, the current Crown Princess—and that Liam had been foolishly honest enough to document the purpose of the expenditures—made him laugh despite himself.

Then there was the sheer stupidity of Liam's earlier remark—the 'royal command.' The pale faces of those who had been present made it clear just how idiotic it was. Of course, Aristerios had merely smiled inwardly.

He didn't know if Liam had even noticed his sarcastic jabs, but he figured they would be useful 'material' for what was to come. After parting with Liam, he walked to the King's Office. The conversation ahead would likely be one the King would want to cry through, but Aristerios couldn't care less.

He took a deep breath, knocked on the door of the King's Office, and entered upon receiving permission.

"Pardon the intrusion."

"Ah... yes..."

The King looked terribly unwell. Did he already know what they were about to discuss, had he heard about the little commotion earlier, or was it both? But there was no need to consider the feelings of a royal family that had cast aside his ducal house. That was Aristerios's judgment.

"I will be direct. Our family will be renouncing our title. We ask that you cease all interference with us."

"W-wait! Wait, I say!"

"Furthermore, our family will be relocating to the neighboring country... What should we do about our domain?"

"Duke, p-please, listen to me...!"

"Would it be best to return the territory? If we were to take it with us, we wouldn't want to be seen as traitors... And I wonder what our people will decide. Shall we ask them what they wish to do? At the same time, I believe it would be wise for you to promptly arrange for a replacement to govern our lands."

"...!!"

The King's aide, and the King himself, opened and closed their mouths repeatedly, their faces ashen. They seemed shocked, but it was the royal family who had made moves to cast off the ducal house. Why were they now looking so 'hurt'?

It was the same with Lupia. The Crown Prince's sudden change of heart was likely due to the liberating feeling of his time at the academy, an environment so different from what he'd known, causing some pent-up feelings to explode. But as a member of the royal family, his behavior was far too immature.

"My, Your Majesty, you look terribly pale."

"...You move to a neighboring country, and what will you do? Tell your daughter Lupia to become a pawn for the family *again*!? Surely you don't intend to force something upon Rupert as well!"

"Not at all. My wife has renounced her right to the throne, a fact that is recognized in Qua, so we have taken thorough measures to ensure there will be no succession dispute. Besides, what we do is a matter to be arranged between our family and the Qua Kingdom. I have no obligation to report to you... Am I mistaken? This should have nothing to do with Rupert either."

"Ugh..."

"I intend to let Lupia do whatever she wishes, to make up for all the things I made her endure. I hope it will serve as atonement for binding my daughter to this country for the simple reason that she was *'just right.'*"

"Rupert was scheduled to join the Royal Knight Order, was he not?!"

"Yes, *if Lupia had become the Crown Princess*, that is."

"...Ah."

"You and the Queen both agreed to that, did you not? If she is not to be Crown Princess, what problem is there in my son changing his path? It's not as if he'd already taken the Knight Order exam and passed."

"Th-that is..."

It was a sharp barb of sarcasm... or rather, a fact. It mercilessly pierced the King. He was a great ruler when it came to politics, but he was hopelessly inept at these kinds of personal relationships. That was one reason why various retainers, including Aristerios, had lent him a hand.

"If His Highness had expressed a desire to be with that count's daughter, a wish to change his fiancée... if you had only gone through the proper channels, I would not have resorted to such measures... but it can't be helped. You must tend to the flowers you have sown and raised yourself."

"...!"

"Also, I will require the immediate return of this."

He smoothly presented a document. The King's aide trembled as he confirmed its contents, but it was something Aristerios was well within his rights to demand back.

"My personal assets, which I prepared and made available out of *love for my daughter*. It would have been no problem for Lupia to use them. But..."

Aristerios's eyes narrowed.

"Why did His Highness see fit to dip into these funds...?"

The room filled with a palpable aura of rage. Why had Liam used the assets meant for Lupia like his own pocket money? The sum was considerable, so even Aristerios could not overlook it.

"If you wish to hide this from the public, so be it. But I expect it to be returned before we leave this country."

"I... understand."

He had no choice but to agree. What Liam had done was tantamount to embezzling the Duke's assets. Shouting, 'Why didn't he use his own Crown Prince budget!' would change nothing now.

"As for the amount, a lump sum. If there is any delay, I will use whatever means necessary..."

"I-I'll return it! Of course I'll return it!"

He couldn't afford to have such a scandal exposed. What would happen if the people found out the heroes of their beloved romance story were such fools?

"Returning it is a given. Now, could I please have your permission to renounce my title? Our preparations for moving are proceeding without delay, and there are many procedures to attend to."

"...Ugh..."

*Oh, and one more thing,* Aristerios sneered. There was someone using words without understanding their meaning. Since he was still a subject, for now, he felt he had to report it. He put on a smile, but the King's complexion only grew worse.

"Your Majesty's son seems to be quite the excellent and ambitious young man."

"...What?"

"My, it seems you haven't heard from your aides yet."

At times like these, when Aristerios was scheming, he was never up to any good. The King thought lightly of it, figuring he probably just wanted to issue another warning or admonishment to the royal family.

"I was stopped by His Highness just a moment ago. ...He used the words '*royal command*' you see."

"...What?"

Aristerios was laughing, looking thoroughly amused. The King was stunned.

This contrast between the two looked so bizarre that the color drained completely from the King's aide's face. And on top of that, the King's face grew even paler.

*Don't cause any trouble*, he had strictly warned him, yet what had he gone and said? A furious anger began to boil up inside the King. To begin with, Liam was still the 'Crown Prince,' not the 'King.' The fact that Liam himself hadn't realized how utterly absurd it was for him to shout 'royal command' was the problem. And there were plenty of witnesses. They had been talking in the middle of a corridor, and numerous nobles and castle staff had been listening to their conversation with horrified expressions.

"L-Liam... used the words 'royal command,' you say?"

"Yes."

Aristerios affirmed without a moment's hesitation, the smile vanishing from his face.

"And he still insists on calling Lupia by her first name, without honorifics. ...Despite the fact that he already has a Crown Princess... Perhaps he sees her as little more than a scullery maid?"

*No, that's not it, I'm sorry.* Words of denial tumbled out of the King like a scream. *Give me permission to renounce the title instead of this*, Aristerios wanted to say, but if he pushed too hard, there was no telling what the King might do.

"...Your Majesty, may we go over this one thing at a time?"

"...Yes."

Aristerios, who had been standing the entire time, finally sat down in one of the chairs of the reception set prepared in the office. The King sat across from him, looking utterly exhausted as he stared at the papers laid out before him with an expression of despair.

"Regarding the misappropriation of my personal assets, I ask for their swift return. ...I have no intention of donating them."

"Of course!"

"And, regarding the renunciation of my title."

"Th-that I cannot allow! Please, somehow, reconsider!"

"That would be impossible, would it not?"

"Why...!"

"You approached our family seeking ties, proposed an engagement, and then unilaterally dissolved it from your side. To top it off, after breaking the engagement, you invited my daughter, whose position had become precarious, to the Crown Prince's wedding and tried to force the role of instructor on her. Had she accepted, what did you intend to do when it was over?"

His face, which had been pale, finally turned white, but Aristerios continued, unconcerned.

"My family is not a convenience service."

"That wasn't my intention!"

"And one more thing. *Friendship cannot possibly exist between Her Highness the Crown Princess and my daughter.*"

".........What?"

The expression fell from the King's face. His aide also looked confused, muttering, "Huh?" but Aristerios continued.

"Her Highness the Crown Princess seems to be telling people that Lupia is her friend, but that is impossible. ...Whether they are friends among nobles or not, if one were to become a friend to the daughter of our house... that is to say, a ducal house, there would be some sort of connection between our families. ...There is not. Not a single connection between the Ardia Count Family and ours."

Aristerios sighed at the stunned King and his aide. He didn't care how Falty had become close with Liam; he had no interest. All that existed for him was the fact that 'his daughter was kicked out of the position of Crown Princess.'

But it seemed Falty often said within the royal palace, 'Lupia is my friend, so I'm sure she'll help me!' There was no association between their families, nor were their parents even acquaintances.

That one year when Lupia's behavior had been strange. Considering that Falty had done something to Lupia, or perhaps was controlling her during that time, it all made sense. He wouldn't know for sure without speaking to Lupia herself, but Aristerios simply could not bring himself to trust the person known as Falty.

"Your Majesty, please give up on our family already. It is this country itself that has cast us aside. The people, the other nobles—they have all judged that our family is not needed. That is why we have decided to leave. Do not involve yourselves with us any longer."

It was a letter of severance from the ducal family, stated over and over. The King had refused to acknowledge it, rejecting it time and again, but now, at this point, he finally realized, understood, and was trying to accept that there was no going back.

"...I am sorry for Liam's foolish actions."

"No, I do not mind it at all. However..."

*Hah*, the King looked up to see Aristerios smiling with an expression of immense amusement.

"On my way here, His Highness the Crown Prince shouted, 'It's a royal command!'... Perhaps you should hasten your response. Ambition is well and good... but it would be best if you were to instruct him on his place in things. ...*Thoroughly*, that is."

"Well then, excuse me!" Aristerios stood and left briskly. The King stared after him in a daze before hastily summoning Liam to his office. Needless to say, his shouts echoed throughout the room, but at the same time, word of the ducal family's renunciation of their title was spreading through the royal palace at a tremendous speed.
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			On the way to their domain, everyone had disembarked from the carriages for a break and lunch. In contrast to the peaceful, flowing time, Lupia was facing a mountain of problems she had to think about. Once she'd noticed it, she found her thoughts spinning in circles, even though she knew it was pointless.

Her father had told her that even if the King summoned her to the palace, she had no need to comply. She decided to take him up on that offer. There was no telling what might be said if they met face to face.

And then, there was the 'future' that lay ahead. Leaving this country likely meant that the Calmond family would no longer be a 'ducal' family. The dream she had aimed for, 'the next Duchess,' might be crushed right there. Even if her mother was a former princess, she had heard she had renounced her right to the throne.

"What should I do?"

Of course, she was happy to be able to spend some time relaxing. But it was also a fact that her own feelings were growing colder in inverse proportion. As she murmured in a dark voice, she heard the rustle of leaves and turned her gaze in that direction.

"What is it, Lupia?"

"...Uncle."

"Troubles?"

"...I was just wondering what I'm going to do from now on. ...The path to 'Duchess Calmond,' my biggest goal..."

"It's not closed off yet, is it?"

"Huh...?"

"You're so stubborn."

"What?!"

"And you're being way too pessimistic. What's wrong? This isn't like you."

Gerald chuckled, but Lupia, not understanding the reason, could only stare at him with wide, confused eyes. Seeing his niece looking so mentally exhausted, Gerald gave a wry smile and asked a question. To be this troubled in such a short time, she must have been thinking about too many things at once. It might be part of her personality, but for his niece who had a tendency to overthink, Gerald spoke as if to reason with her.

"Think about it. Who is your mother?"

"A former princess of the Qua Kingdom, sir."

"Then there you have it. You may no longer be a duchess in this country, but if you go to the Qua Kingdom, there will be other paths. Besides, even if she has renounced her right to the throne, no one can treat a former royal lightly."

"...Ah...!"

Her mother Millière's family, or rather, her homeland, was the 'Qua Kingdom.' Millière was born as the sixth princess, and as the child of a consort, her claim to the throne was practically nonexistent, but to avoid creating any unnecessary trouble, Millière had renounced her succession rights upon her marriage. That was properly recorded in writing.

But if this incident confirmed their move to the Qua Kingdom, it would mean a princess who had married and left the kingdom would be returning. Even if she had renounced her rights, as long as Lupia and Rupert carried Millière's blood, they could be used in some way. As Lupia was thinking this, Gerald continued.

"At the very least, you won't be treated poorly. Your future will become clearer once the move there is confirmed... After all, the current king of the Qua Kingdom was one of the princes who doted on your mother, Millière. Your sister-in-law may have given up her succession rights when she married into our family, but if they were to treat a former princess shabbily, the dignity of their own royal family would be questioned. Moreover, if they see value in you twins, they will likely prepare a status equivalent to what you have in this country."

Lupia was stunned by Gerald's words, but now that he mentioned it, she did have memories of being incredibly doted on by her aunts and uncles when they visited her mother's homeland. Rupert, of course, had been showered with affection as well. It might have been because there were few children of a similar age at the time.

"Do you think... they would see value in me and Rupert...?"

"You twins are incredibly valuable. What are you doing getting all fainthearted?"

"Aren't you overestimating us?"

"...Listen, Lupia. In what country is there a girl who undergoes training to be both the heir to a duchy and the Crown Princess at the same time?"

"Huh? Um, right here?"

"Normally, something so outrageous is impossible. One has to choose one or the other, yet you did it well."

She had rarely been praised like this by Gerald. When she had declared she would do both—the ducal heir training and the Crown Princess training—most of the adults around her had mocked her, saying, 'Don't say things you can't do, this is just like a woman.'

Gerald, too, though he didn't show it, was one of those who had looked down on Lupia inwardly, laughing and thinking, *'There's no way she can do it.'* But the young Lupia never complained, and she endured the excessively hard daily training. As one day turned into two, then half a year, then a year, the voices mocking Lupia visibly dwindled.

Furthermore, while acquiring an education at a terrifying speed, she also steadily mastered the sword and all sorts of martial arts to fulfill the Calmond Ducal Family's role in national defense.

Sometimes she would fall asleep as if fainting from exhaustion, covered in scrapes, but Lupia gritted her teeth and made each and every skill her own, one by one.

How could anyone mock that?

Gradually, her relatives and the retainers began to support Lupia. While being strict with her, they also made sure she had ample time to relax, so she could laugh like a child. The people around her supported her.

But not all the nobles in the country knew of such warm family gatherings. *That* was why they had made the arbitrary judgment that the Calmond family was 'strict' with Lupia.

In the end, that may have been a blessing in disguise. Lupia and the others hadn't heard the full extent of the details regarding the engagement annulment, but she knew her father, Aristerios, was mercilessly taking care of various things.

Lupia herself, while happy to be able to move forward toward the future she had aimed for, was now starting to feel anxious about what lay 'ahead.' It seemed that with so much happening in such a short period, even the steadfast Lupia was a bit overwhelmed. But the fact that she was showing this side of herself was a privilege reserved for those she had opened her heart to.

"...Until now, you probably couldn't even voice your worries. That's why, even if you're feeling weak now, we will be your support."

"Uncle..."

"Lupia. Right now, worry, worry, and worry some more. If you're lost, say it out loud and organize your thoughts. You must not keep it inside you."

She was purely grateful for this presence that guided her so strongly, like an adult, with a clear, resonant voice. She was glad she wasn't alone. As she was about to pour out all her worries, Gerald grinned and continued.

"Well, knowing the King of Qua, he'll probably say something like 'for the sake of the former princess' and prepare a duchy for you anyway, so your studies won't go to waste! Hahaha, good for you, Lupia!"

"What?!"

"King Rod really adores Sister-in-law Millière... Even if there's some kind of test, you two would have no problem with it."

"Uncle, do you have any basis for that?"

"No real basis, but I'm sure you two will be fine. We relatives have been watching you work so hard. Hold your head high!"

Being told this so cheerfully felt like it took the wind out of her sails, yet somehow she felt refreshed. At the same time, Lupia was grateful to her uncle, Gerald.

And in fact, things were proceeding so smoothly just as Gerald said, that the King of Qua, the subject of their rumor, let out a massive sneeze in his office far away—a fact known only to the king's aide.

King Rod-li-Qua of the Qua Kingdom. He was overjoyed that his married sister was returning to her home country, and that his beloved niece and nephew were coming as well. Moreover, if his nephew's fiancée was also coming to the Qua Kingdom, he would have to prepare a suitable status for them. On the other hand, he had to judge them without familial bias. As king, he had to avoid accepting useless things into the country and causing unnecessary confusion.

"Now then, if you are merely a lady... you will not be needed in my country, Lupia. And you, Rupert."

He placed the background check report he was holding onto his desk with a soft *thud*, his heart dancing with anticipation for the long-awaited reunion with his sister's family, who would likely be moving soon.

As king, he needed to ascertain how they would be useful, but if they met a satisfactory standard, their *value* would be *immeasurable*.

If they were useless, he would simply grant them a suitable title and let them live as nobles without any involvement with the royal family.

"Aristerios is one of the strongest in our country. But I don't know if his strength is still what it was..."

"Your Majesty."

"My apologies, but I am the king. ...I have no obligation to give preferential treatment to the useless."

Saying so, he looked at the report again.

"Now, come before me quickly, not as family, but as nobles, Calmond family."
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			"Don't you dare mess with me!"

It was the very first thing he said. Liam had been summoned to the King's Office, and just as the door closed and he was about to turn around to ask what was going on, the King, who had walked up to him without him noticing, sent him flying with a powerful punch. A dull *thud* echoed, and Liam collapsed to the floor.

"Oof..."

"Your Majesty, what are you doing?!"

"This fool! He's gone and done something unforgivable!"

The King paid no mind to the aide who rushed to stop him and viciously stomped on Liam, who was just trying to push himself up from the floor.

"What's this about a 'royal command'?! Do you think you're the king already?!"

Being pinned down and ground underfoot, Liam, who had been about to argue back, could only open and close his mouth like a fish out of water. But the naive thought that this couldn't possibly be something worth getting punched over still lingered in his mind. That was because Liam still believed he was connected to Lupia in some way.

In fact, he believed that Falty and Lupia were friends. That's why he hadn't given it much thought. He had always been on the 'receiving' end of things, and while his education as Crown Prince had been strict, he had managed to handle it properly.

He couldn't just stay pinned down. Forcing himself out from under the King's foot, Liam glared up at his father, the King.

"It was certainly a slip of the tongue. But one day, I will be king, will I not?!"

"Then tell me, *where* did *you* commit this blunder?"

A bone-chillingly cold voice made both Liam and the aide freeze in place.

"Answer me. Where did you say it?"

"Where...?"

Remembering, Liam's face instantly turned pale.

"...In a corridor... of the royal palace..."

Liam's wife, Falty, had also made her share of blunders. But her situation was completely different. Falty had repeated her slips of the tongue only in front of her Crown Princess tutors. That in itself was quite a problem, but Liam, on the other hand, had done it in a place within the royal palace where there were many people—not as many as in the city, but still full of palace staff and other nobles.

"...!"

A cold sweat broke out and streamed down Liam's back.

"How are you going to take responsibility for this...!"

"Th-that... I... ah... um..."

"It seems various people witnessed your little slip..."

With eyes bloodshot with anger, the King glared at his son.

"And the one who told me was the very person you directed that foolish remark at!"

"...Duke... Calmond...?"

"Yes, that's right!"

Remembering the Duke's face at that moment, the King slammed his fist on Liam's desk.

"We can't silence every mouth...! No, it's impossible to silence them...! You truly are..."

Glaring fiercely at his son, the King continued, his voice packed with as much regret, shame, resentment, and every other negative emotion he could muster.

"If only I could do it over... I wish I could go back to the moment you made that blunder to the Duke... While the Crown Princess is working so hard to gain even a little recognition from the high nobility... you pull a stunt like this?!"

At the screaming, almost shrieking voice, Liam couldn't help but collapse to the floor.

Royalty must not make mistakes, yet he had made an enormous one, a tremendous slip of the tongue, in front of the one person he absolutely should not have.

Starting with the King, the royal family seemed to be mired in blunders and was making remarks that could easily be seen as clinging to the Calmond Ducal Family. In fact, watching the royal family's actions, which were practically begging the ducal family for something, many high-ranking noble houses were wondering what to do. Some houses had already begun to make their moves, hidden beneath the surface. The royal family and other nobles, unaware of this, paid it no mind. They would likely only notice after the moves were made.

The King himself knew this was bad and that he needed to come up with some countermeasures, but he remembered there was one other important thing he had summoned Liam for.

"...By the way, about Falty."

"Y-yes."

"Tell me again, what is her relationship with the daughter of Duke Calmond?"

"Huh? What do you... They're friends, aren't they?"

"Are you certain?"

"Y-yes..."

The air didn't just chill; it felt like it had frozen solid.

"...The Duke says there was no such thing as friendship between Falty and Lady Lupia. Or so he claims."

"What?"

Liam let out a cry of disbelief. He tried to recall the events at the academy, but since Lupia was never the type of woman to be clingy with her friends, he had simply thought, *'Oh, that's just how she is,'* even when she wasn't with Falty.

"Not... friends?"

"The Duke stated it without a hint of hesitation. What would he gain by lying about something like that?"

"Isn't it possible Lupia is just saying that out of spite?!"

"For what reason?"

"We were engaged! Th-that's right, she's bitter because the engagement was broken!"

"She likely feels nothing for you whatsoever."

"...Huh?"

A foolish sound escaped Liam's lips. He was so steeped in the mindset that being engaged meant she must have at least some affection for him that he looked at the King with an expression of utter incomprehension.

"That engagement was arranged because the Calmond family was *'just right'* to be your guardian."

"J-just right?!"

Just as Liam was about to say what a ridiculous thing that was, the King cut him off and continued.

"She is a 'ducal daughter,' after all. It means she herself chose to become a tool for her family. That was all there was to it. ...Well, perhaps there was some degree of affection."

The King's continuing words didn't reach Liam. He had been so convinced that Lupia felt for him just as Falty did. It was only now, at this point, that he, too, understood. Ah, their paths would never cross again.

◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇

"...That's a bit of a stretch."

Inside the once again moving carriage, Lupia murmured with a straight face. Of course, Vernella and Rupert didn't miss it and picked it right up.

"What is?"

"I was just talking with Uncle earlier... and he said they'd probably prepare a duchy for us after we move to the Qua Kingdom."

"Ah."

"It's unreasonable and impossible, I'm sure."

"...A count, or maybe a baron, I wonder...?"

"But you know, Big Sis, there's something I'm more curious about."

"What is it?"

"I'm not trying to deny your path or anything, but what you wanted to become was..."

After a brief pause, Rupert continued.

"*Duchess Calmond*? Or was it that you wanted to succeed Father, *regardless of the 'Duchess' title*?"

Lupia, who had just been venting to Gerald about the direction of her future, widened her eyes. Rupert wasn't joking; he was completely serious.

"I don't mean it in a bad way. Once we leave where we're living now and it's decided we'll officially move to the Qua Kingdom, I think you should try doing whatever you want. But if you're hung up on the title of 'Duchess,' then I think it might be better not to move. So, I just wanted to know what you want to do."

"Rupert..."

"I wasn't blessed with the aptitude to be a duke, so I focused on mastering what I could do. In the end, if you were to become Crown Princess, I wanted to be by your side, as your staunchest ally, to protect you. The royal palace is full of people you can't trust, hiding who knows what in their hearts."

"..."

"I think I'm better suited to serving in a support role, or as a knight, rather than living as a typical noble. That's just my personality."

When the twins were young, they both underwent a screening before beginning their education as the heir to the duchy. The result was that Lupia became the first candidate for heir, followed by Rupert. After considering what was necessary to become a duke and what qualities were required, Lupia was chosen as the primary candidate.

However, if they left their current country, moved to a new one, and were granted a new title, the very foundation of what Lupia had been aiming for would crumble. If her goal was simply to succeed her father, there would be no problem, but did she cling to the 'duchy' or not? Rupert, having asked his question, continued.

"But in this situation, is there any need to be hung up on the ducal title anymore? Even if you succeed Father, his work itself is likely to change if we go to the Qua Kingdom. There will be other paths, won't there?"

"...You have a point."

*Oh?* Rupert thought for a moment, but Lupia looked at him and Vernella with a somewhat refreshed expression. He had been braced for some kind of argument, but it never came.

"...I have more futures available to me than I thought."

"You can do all sorts of things, Big Sis, so you're adaptable, right?"

"Yes."

Lupia declared it so decisively that Vernella couldn't help but stare with wide eyes.

"Uh, um... S-Sister-in-law?"

"Vernella. My sister has had so much stuff drilled into her that she can do all sorts of things now. It's almost pitiful."

"Huh...?"

"Martial arts, academics, embroidery, dancing... what else was there... horse riding... magic, and... what else was there again?"

"Big Sis, stop. You're freaking Vernella out."

"But it's the truth."

She counted her skills on her fingers, but the list was so long it was as if to say, 'What are you going to do with all that?' By pursuing each and every thing, she had ended up in a situation like a jack-of-all-trades, but her achievements in every one of them were at a high level. As for magic, since she had a certain level of innate talent, she couldn't quite reach the 'high level!' mark, but she was still proficient to some degree.

"...Sister-in-law, isn't your future a veritable buffet of choices?"

"I'm surprised myself. ...And you know, I was just having a similar conversation with Uncle, so... I was just a bit taken aback."

Lupia let out a small laugh, the gloomy air from before now gone. Her eyes were shining, and it seemed that with some proper rest, she would be able to walk straight toward her future. For now, she decided to push the existence of Falty, the one who called her a friend, out of her mind. More important than that, the thought of how she would spend her time in their approaching domain, and then later in the Alcioni Count's territory, brought a bright expression to Lupia's face.
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			"Alright, then."

Humming a little tune, Duchess Millière Calmond proceeded with her preparations. She selected a dress, chose her accessories, and had her lady-in-waiting do her makeup. It was her usual, familiar routine for going out. If there was one thing different from usual, it was the purpose of this particular outing.

"My lady, another invitation to a tea party has arrived."

"Is that so? From where this time?"

"From the Marchioness Lafelle, my lady."

"...Hmm. Could you check the contents for me?"

"As you wish," Millière's lady-in-waiting replied, breaking the seal and checking the contents. After reading what was written in the letter, she asked, "What shall you do?"

"I'll write a reply later. Regrets, of course."

"Yes, my lady."

What the nobles of this country were currently amusing themselves with was the scandal of Lupia being dragged down from her position as Crown Princess. She had heard the stories were being exaggerated for entertainment, and not a few people were trying to probe Millière for the real story. But Millière had no obligation to entertain them.

Why should she provide fodder for the amusement of those who belittled and mocked her precious daughter? Furthermore, any careless action could tarnish not just Lupia's reputation, but the Calmond Ducal Family itself.

"I do wish they would stop underestimating people..."

A low, cold voice she would never let others hear. Millière cherished her family and her kin, and to protect them, she would show absolutely no mercy.

"My lady. Another invitation."

"Who is it this time? Which house?"

"......From the Ardia Count Family, my lady..."

"Ah..."

*So, it's that house,* Millière mused inwardly. *The one that thinks it stole Lupia's future and, due to some misunderstanding, has been spouting childish insults at both Aristerios and myself.* She had intended to endure it, but the true feelings she had meant to keep hidden slipped out.

"The family of that *vulgar* woman, I see."

No matter how much Lupia herself insisted she didn't care, one of her potential futures had indeed been stolen. It was only natural for the thought *'What nerve!'* to prevail. She had no obligation to meet with the people who had pointed at the Calmond Ducal Family and laughed, saying, 'It's not just about status, you know!' when they received the news of the change in fiancée. She couldn't even fathom what they hoped to achieve by meeting.

She was somewhat curious to see what kind of face they would make when they came to apologize, but it would be nothing more than a waste of time. Millière smiled sweetly and held out her hand to her lady-in-waiting.

"That letter, and that letter only, I will reply to immediately. Please open it and give it to me."

"Yes, my lady."

Slicing the seal with a paper knife, the lady-in-waiting took out the letter and handed it to Millière. A template of apologies was written on and on, ending with, *'I have said things beyond my station and have insulted you, my lady, in the most terrible way. Please... please allow me to apologize.'* Seeing this, Millière snorted.

"The absolute nerve."

"My lady, your letter set."

"Thank you, that's a great help."

"Here is your pen."

"Thank you very much."

After accepting it, she wrote just a single phrase on the stationery.

*'Never contact us again,'* she wrote in exceptionally beautiful script, then placed it in an envelope and handed it to her lady-in-waiting.

"Seal this and send it. Also, hasten the preparations for my departure to the ducal estate. And my husband's luggage as well. Have our relatives replied about what they plan to do?"

"Yes. Some will follow our house, while others have decided to rely on other relatives and move to other countries."

"I see... So... the preparations for the departure of all those connected to the Calmond Ducal Family from this country are well underway, is that it?"

"Of course, my lady. Regarding this matter, there are of course many more who side with the young lady, believing it to be far too unjust."

"Hehe."

The nobles who were only now beginning to understand, and the royal family who had realized they were losing their defensive cornerstone, were desperately scrambling to apologize, but there was no need to accept. No matter how much she pushed them away, they clung to her. What on earth were they? They were like the monsters she had read about in old ghost stories, Millière thought calmly.

"Are there any who will move to the same country as us?"

"Yes, there are. His Lordship has also sent a letter to His Majesty the King of the Qua Kingdom, so we predict the procedures will proceed without a hitch."

"My brother contacted me as well, you know."

"...Oh, is that so? It seems the good relationship between you and His Majesty the King of Qua remains unchanged."

"Something like that. He was lamenting quite extravagantly in his letter, saying, 'I'll be accused of nepotism because of my 'family's glory,' so I'll have to be strict with you when you come here, and it's painful to even think about!'"

*Oh my,* the lady-in-waiting laughed. But at the same time, she thought, *'That is indeed true.'* Simply spoiling them because she was the king's sister wouldn't set a good example for the people or the nobility. He would have to maintain appearances, say unpleasant things, and deliberately say them in front of his retainers to make things easier later on. Even so, the one saying them would inevitably regret it later, but given his position, he had to separate his feelings and handle it.

"By the way, I know the answer, but I'll ask anyway..."

"Yes, my lady?"

"Will everyone be coming with us?"

"Of course, my lady. My life is dedicated to serving the Calmond family, so I will follow you anywhere."

"...Thank you."

Even though she knew the answer, hearing it brought a sense of relief. The servants of this house truly cared for Millière, Aristerios, and their children. And yet, looking only at Lupia's education, people said whatever they wanted: 'The ducal family has an impossible educational policy,' 'Their family can't possibly be close.'

They had only seen a small part, yet they spoke with such conviction. Then came, 'She was so stuck-up that the Crown Prince sought solace and changed his fiancée after annulling the engagement.' For those who didn't understand the meaning of a marriage between royalty and a ducal family, they had said quite a lot. It wasn't as if the royal family hadn't heard these stories, yet no one had denied them.

*That is why we no longer need to be in this country.*

Aristerios, who had come to that conclusion, was said to have had a very refreshed look on his face.

"It seems everyone is finally understanding that we're serious about this... but it's too late, isn't it?"

"Indeed, you are absolutely right."

"Well, since the preparations for our move to the Qua Kingdom are steadily progressing, you may arrange for the shipment of our belongings. The documents with the location of the new residence should be arriving soon, so please proceed with everything at once."

"Yes, my lady."

The two shared a brilliant smile, so bright it was as if a sound effect should accompany it. The entire staff of the ducal household was incensed, thinking there was no other option but to follow the family, and Millière was arranging to send their valuables first.

Once you decide to do something, act swiftly and promptly.

The day Lupia collapsed and began her recuperation, Millière, Aristerios, and the entire staff had all started to move.

They packed what could be packed and quickly disposed of what was unnecessary as trash.

All that was left was for 'us, whom this country deemed unnecessary,' to be gone.

"About how long will it take for everything to be in order?"

"Let's see... at most, three months should suffice."

"I see. I will catch up to Lupia and the others, spend a little time with them, and then make a quick trip to the Qua Kingdom. Let's see... I'll be back in about two weeks, so I'm leaving the house in your care."

"Yes. We servants will protect this home for you and the family."

The lady-in-waiting, though young, was extremely capable and bowed deeply. Millière was always grateful for her help. Long ago, she had fallen for Aristerios and, taking advantage of the fact that he had no fiancée, had practically forced her way into marriage like a pushy bride. But she had silenced any complaints about herself with her performance in her duties after the marriage.

They said, 'The princess of a neighboring country used her power to marry into our family,' but since it was true, she didn't particularly deny it.

When they said, 'This is why these foreigners are...', she turned it around and won.

She knew full well that once they moved to the Qua Kingdom, she would be pointed at and told, 'This is why...' It was all she could do to complain, so she figured she might as well let them talk.

"Well then, I'm off. Head Butler, have you made arrangements for me to catch up with the children?"

"Of course. We've received word that Sir Gerald is proceeding at a controlled pace."

"Fufu, that's Sir Gerald for you."

Laughing, she left the mansion, headed to where the carriage was waiting, and boarded it.

"My lady, we have prepared a light meal for you in the carriage. Please have a pleasant journey."

"Thank you. Well then, I'm off."

She waved to the servants who saw her off, and with a signal, the carriage began to move.

"...Now then."

Leaning back against the seat, she used her magic to form a small bird and let it perch on the finger of her right hand, then imbued her voice with magic as well.

"...《My dear, I am heading out to make preparations as well. The time will be right around when Lupia and the others finish their recuperation.》"

The little bird with its round eyes absorbed Millière's magic-infused voice and began to glow faintly. She opened the carriage window and gently extended her right hand, with the bird perched upon it, outside.

"Deliver this to my husband."

With a flap-flap of its wings, the bird took off and flew at an unnatural speed. Watching the bird fly straight toward its destination, Millière closed the carriage window.

Her expression was serene and endlessly bright.

Incidentally, though the message from the bird was received, the bird itself flew with such force that it broke a window, causing a brief panic in Aristerios's office as they thought it was an enemy attack. However, once they realized who had sent it, everyone understood.

"Millière... is so... bad at controlling her magic,"

Aristerios murmured, a distant look in his eyes, or so his aide later recounted.
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			What is a friend?

If you were to ask, most would likely answer, "Someone you get along with." If you were to press for a more specific definition, you would probably receive a vague reply.

And if you were to ask Falty, "What kind of friendship do you have with Lupia?" you would get a smile, but never a clear answer.

And yet, strangely enough, during the final year of their time at the academy, Falty and Lupia were, for some reason, always together.

When Lupia’s friends were asked about it, they all voiced the same suspicion: "We’re worried something is being done to Lupia."

"…"

Only now was Liam reading through reports containing such details.

"What is the meaning of this…?"

But he had seen it with his own eyes—Lupia and Falty, spending time together.

"But… they are not friends."

Aristerios, Lupia’s father, had stated it unequivocally. Falty was no friend of Lupia’s.

But Liam had seen them together during their academy days. So why…? The question began to spin endlessly in his mind.

"I’ll… ask Falty."

The number of things that didn’t quite add up with what Falty said was growing. No, it wasn’t that they were growing, but rather that he hadn't paid them any mind before. Things that would have been obvious had he just stopped to think.

"They never had any connection before… so how could they be friends…? No… but they did seem to get along…"

Liam muttered to himself as he walked down the corridor. The words ‘royal command’ that he had thrown at Duke Calmond—it had been an irreversible blunder, and the Duke’s words at that time had been stuck in his mind ever since. He had never doubted it because Falty called Lupia her ‘friend,’ but how exactly did they suddenly form such a relationship?

They had been in separate classes until their third year. Perhaps Falty, with her sociable nature, had managed to befriend her in no time at all… but as he thought that far, he shook his head. First, he had to ask her himself.

Clenching his fist, Liam arrived in front of Falty’s room.

At this time of day, she should be free from her official duties.

Recalling the schedule he had memorized, he knocked on the door. A bright voice called out, "Come in!" from inside, and Falty’s personal maid opened the door for him.

"Oh, Liam!"

Falty’s face lit up the moment she saw him. Her expression brought to mind his former fiancée’s composed words.

*‘Your Highness, a member of the royal family must not show their emotions so plainly.’*

"Listen! The Queen just praised my recent progress, even if it was just a little!"

If he hadn’t married Falty, it would surely have been Lupia in this room. And the one guarding the door would have been her twin brother, Rupert. A future that should have been, one that could no longer be changed, inexplicably came to mind.

"Is that… so."

"Yes. She said my etiquette… well, it’s not on Lupia’s level, but she said I’m starting to get the hang of it!"

His love for Falty as she smiled so happily remained unchanged. And yet, there was a strange sensation, something whispering that this was ‘wrong.’ He understood that time could not be turned back from the present, but he couldn't help but imagine ‘what if.’ Even though he knew it could never be.

"…Um… Liam, what’s wrong?"

Worried by his silence, Falty looked up at him with concern. Liam decided that now was the time. He looked Falty straight in the eye and asked his question.

"…Falty, how did you become friends with the Duke of Calmond’s daughter?"

"…………Huh?"

Falty’s expression froze.

"I know you must be wondering why I’m asking this now… but there are a few things that have been bothering me."

"What… things?"

She couldn’t look directly at Liam’s concerned smile, but Falty instinctively knew she must not look away.

"No, it’s just something I was a little curious about. …You know, you weren't in the same class until then, were you? And yet, you were together so often in your third year, it made me wonder…"

"Why now…?"

"You said it yourself, didn't you? That you were ‘friends’."

"Well, yes, but…"

"And you also said she wouldn’t help you, despite being your friend, didn’t you?"

"…Yes, but."

For Falty, it was a terrible case of déjà vu. It felt just like when the tutors, who had refused to give her Crown Princess lessons, had treated her with such disdain. The ending had already been achieved. So now, she was on the path to the future.

That’s what the System had told her.

Her mind understood it, yet her heart desperately refused to accept it.

*‘How did you become friends with the Duke of Calmond’s daughter?’*

Because the System had assigned Lupia the ‘role’ of the ‘Rival Lady.’ And for one year, she had been forced to remain near Falty, the ‘Protagonist,’ to fulfill that ‘role.’

All because Falty had decided to aim for the ‘Grand Finale Ending.’

In the end, she had reached the ‘Queen Ending,’ but Lupia had been chosen as the ‘Rival Lady.’ A being whose sole purpose was to serve as a foil, a stepping stone for Falty to ascend to a brilliant future.

Why did she call Lupia a friend? Because getting along with her was the only path to the Grand Finale.

"…Falty?"

Liam watched Falty, who had been silent for far too long, with a worried gaze.

"Ah, um…"

"What’s wrong?"

*It’s okay, Liam didn’t come here to blame me.*

Falty told herself this, then smiled and continued.

"It was… just by chance."

"…By chance?"

"Y-Yes! …But why are you suddenly asking such a thing? Lupia and I are undeniably friends, and—"

"That’s what Duke Calmond said."

"…Huh…?"

A sensation like something inside Falty had turned to ice washed over her. She wanted to demand why the Duke was suddenly being brought up, but Liam’s next words left her even more speechless.

"Falty, have you ever visited the Duke of Calmond’s daughter at her home during your academy days?"

"N-No."

"Then, what about after school… you know, how the other girls would sometimes stop somewhere on the way home? Did you ever do that?"

"...!"

"…Falty?"

She couldn’t answer Liam’s questions. Because Falty had only ever judged the closeness of her relationship with Lupia by a numerical value. They had never once gone out together anywhere.

"Why… why are you asking me these things now, Liam…? Are you doubting me…?"

"N-No, that’s not it at all! I was just wondering, that’s all."

"Wondering…?"

"Wouldn’t you wonder, Falty?"

When she asked, "Huh?" Liam gave a wry smile and stated the devastating truth all too simply.

"How do two people who were never in the same class, whose families have no prior connection, and who aren't childhood friends, become so close?"

Falty desperately suppressed the urge to scream. The truth was, she had been so showered with the System's blessings that she'd never bothered with such minor details. Why hadn't she noticed? Because Lupia, albeit forcibly, had been by her side as if it were the most natural thing in the world… no, she had been *made* to be there.

"Does who I become friends with, and how… have anything to do with His Grace the Duke?"

She struggled to keep her voice from cracking.

"For him to meddle in the friendships between girls like that…"

"Of course he’d meddle."

"…What?"

"Considering Lupia’s family, it’s only natural, Falty."

"…Why?"

"…It would be one thing if this country had a great number of ducal families, but… Falty, you do know how many there are, don’t you?"

"…………Four… families…?"

"That’s right. For various reasons, such as princesses of old marrying into them. There aren't many families that carry the strong blood of the former royal house, even in a kingdom. Originally, the royal family wished for an engagement based on the ties between our houses… but the one I chose was you."

"Yes… that’s right."

Falty's own status wasn't low by any means; if anything, she was on the higher end. The possibility of becoming the Crown Princess hadn't been zero. But compared to Lupia's family, she was nothing but lower.

It wasn't that she had forgotten, but she had been far too careless. She was only the protagonist of the story for that one year. There was no escaping the ‘reality’ that was now upon her.

Wondering how the previous ‘protagonists’ had managed things was pointless now.

Besides, all the endings achieved so far had been ‘Romance Endings’ chosen by those former ‘protagonists.’ Falty should have heard this explained to her, but tragically, the memory clicked into place now like a puzzle piece. She had thought it had nothing to do with her, so it had completely slipped her mind.

"You were always together during your academy days, and you seemed to get along, but… when the Duke denies it so vehemently, it naturally makes me curious."

"You… met with the Duke?"

"Yes. He said he had something to discuss with my father."

"…I, see."

The definition of a friend. Whether Lupia was Falty’s friend or not.

The answer was ‘no.’

After all, Falty had used Lupia for her own convenience, had her stay by her side, had her keep smiling. Even when Lupia’s friends were suspicious, she had silenced them with, *‘Oh, but Lupia and I are becoming such good friends!’* At this point, it was painfully obvious how sloppy she had been, but it was far too late to do anything about it now.

"What… was the Duke’s business?"

"That’s not important right now. …So, how did you two become friends?"

"…How much of that do I really need to tell you, Liam…?"

"What?"

"Because…"

The training she had received as Crown Princess, however brief, was now proving useful. She smiled a little sadly and spoke with a hint of confusion.

"Lupia and I became friends before you and I grew close… so even if you ask me when now…"

"…Is that… so?"

"If you were asked the same thing, Liam, could you answer right away?"

"Well, perhaps… you have a point…"

"If you’re that curious, I think you should ask her with her present."

Smiling brightly as if to deliver the final blow, she concluded.

"But since we’re being prevented from meeting her, it would be difficult to ask Lupia the truth, wouldn’t it?"

Falty had a point. Right now, Lupia was away from the royal capital under the pretense of convalescing. It was easy to imagine that even if he went to her family’s residence in the capital, he would leave without being able to see her.

"…You’re right. I’m sorry, I asked a strange question. By the way, is your studying progressing well enough that you’re being allowed to participate in official duties recently?"

"Yes, it is!"

Falty’s learning speed was nothing short of extraordinary. The Queen herself had even praised her for it. Her academic studies, in particular, were as excellent as she had claimed during her academy days, and she was often praised for her aptitude. Her royal deportment was still rough around the edges, but she was showing results. …Then again, if she didn't, she would be branded a useless Crown Princess who did nothing but consume the people's taxes.

By changing the subject and shifting the focus just slightly, Falty believed she had somehow managed to get through the situation. But Liam didn't think so.

*I’ll write a letter.*

It didn’t matter if he received a reply. He couldn't rest until he confirmed whether what Duke Calmond had said was the truth. His instincts were telling him it was the right thing to do.
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			The carriage carrying Millière sped along the road, hurrying to catch up with her beloved daughter and son. Back at the manor, the servants had begun packing, and Aristerios had been notified. It was time for her to make her move as well. But before that, the desire to see her children grew stronger. Although she would be going to the Qua Kingdom for procedural matters and wouldn't be gone for months, she would finally be able to spend time with her daughter, who was back to her old self. How could she not be happy?

"Now then. I wonder how long it’ll take to catch them~"

Humming a tune as she was jostled in the carriage, Millière looked quite cheerful, but the storm that was about to unfold would be considerable. Yet that was that, and this was this. They would have to take proper responsibility for what they had done. Because they were the ones who did it. Even if they were the royal family.

*Well, that doesn't matter right now*, she thought, gently shaking her head. Catching up to her children came first. She had entrusted their escort to a reliable man, and she believed Lupia would be able to relax a little around him. They had been too strict with her until now, and on top of that, they had made her undergo training to become Crown Princess, unable to refuse the royal family's request.

That was now completely off the table, so one could say all's well that ends well, but time couldn't be rewound to undo the burdens they had placed on her. Furthermore, so many things had happened in such a short period, so she wanted her to be at peace, at least until they moved.

*Rattle, rattle*. Millière gazed at the passing scenery, listening to the sound of the carriage wheels and the horses' hooves, her thoughts turning to the future.

◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇

"We’re here…!"

Rupert stretched his back with a groan. Lupia and Vernella couldn't do so as freely, but they still stretched their bodies as much as they could.

"I thought the royal family might send pursuers, but there were none," Gerald muttered as he dismounted his beloved horse and began to stretch.

They probably wanted to chase after them, but it would have been impossible. If they had, the royal family's credibility would be in serious jeopardy.

"They couldn’t, could they? It would be absurd for them to cling so tenaciously to someone they’ve cast aside."

"Ah, that’s true."

Gerald nodded at Lupia’s calm assessment. They were the ones who had chosen and then discarded her, so they couldn't demand she be returned. Those were the words Aristerios had spoken to the royal family. That’s why they couldn’t pursue. The order of things was different now, but the Crown Princess was still there, and they would be in trouble if she couldn’t handle things on her own.

"By the way, Uncle. It has been a while since I’ve been to the duchy’s territory… Have there been any changes?"

"Changes?"

"Well… things like poor crop growth, or disputes among the people…"

"No, I’ve been conducting inspections, but there’s been nothing of the sort. …What is it?"

"………"

*Myself, controlled by the System.*

Lupia wondered just how far its influence had reached.

Rupert had been out of the country, so he was apparently unaffected. Vernella had been in the same country, but she too was unaffected.

So, what was the extent of that thing’s control?

At the very least, Lupia had been controlled. But Falty… she probably—no, she definitely—had not been. In fact, the scene she saw in her dream suggested that Falty had done something, and that System had turned Lupia into a doll for a whole year.

But for what purpose?

During the selection of candidates for Crown Princess, the House of Ardia had not been chosen. Houses of marquesses with longer histories and count families with vast fortunes had been selected, but the King's foolish remark that ‘the Calmond family is just right’ had made Lupia the leading candidate. The other candidates, like Lupia, had received separate training to become the Crown Princess. Had there been someone connected to the House of Ardia among them? She considered this and, after her memories were erased, scoured various documents, but that didn't seem to be the case.

"…Lupia, what happened?"

"…"

"Hey, Lupia?"

"…Uncle, would you… even if it sounds like a fairytale, would you listen to what I have to say without mocking me?"

"Hm?"

"I need you to listen."

"I see. …In that case, let’s wait until your mother arrives."

"………Huh?"

"We’re supposed to rendezvous here."

"I wasn’t told that?!"

"She told me, ‘Keep it a secret!’ …Sorry."

It wasn’t that Millière was physically stronger than Gerald or anything of the sort. But for some reason, he just couldn’t seem to defy her. That’s how it was.

To the twins, she was a strict but gentle mother, but given her origins, Lupia understood she was a formidable woman. Was it really that bad…? As she pondered this, a large hand was placed gently on her head.

"Um, Uncle?"

"About everything… until now, I’m sorry. We… pushed it all onto you."

"Huh?"

"The future of becoming Crown Princess that was forced upon you, even though it was the royal family’s wish, and also… receiving the education to become the next duchess. Even if that’s considered normal, you’re not just a duchess’s daughter; you’re also a young girl."

"Uh, well…"

Lupia didn’t quite understand what he meant. And he didn’t need to apologize; it wasn’t Gerald’s fault at all. But she remembered a friend she made at the academy saying something similar.

*‘Lupia, while you’re at the academy, you have to learn to enjoy being a girl!’*

She had tilted her head in confusion, wondering what that meant, but thanks to that friend, she felt her perspective had broadened. Still, no matter what, her status and position weren’t things that would simply disappear. Everyone was probably worried about her circumstances, but she genuinely wanted to succeed her father, so she didn’t think it was something to be concerned about.

The royal family’s words and actions were unforgivable, but it was fine now.

Gerald had seen all of Lupia’s efforts, and so had her father and mother. Because of this incident, the Calmond family, relatives and all, would probably leave that country. In that case, maybe it was okay to tell the people she could trust about the situation she had been in. Lupia looked up at Gerald.

"Regarding what I said earlier about ‘needing you to listen’…"

"What is it?"

"I have already spoken to Rupert and Vernella on the way here. …Uncle… have you heard that… I was acting strangely during my last year at the academy?"

"…Yes."

Gerald nodded with a grimace.

"This is about why that happened. About the cause of my strange behavior."

"……What?"

"I will, of course, tell Father as well, but I will speak to you and Mother first."

Lupia bowed deeply, lowering her head. She was not a child who would say such things as a joke. Something serious must have happened. Steeling himself, Gerald waited for Millière’s arrival.
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			How long ago was it? Gerald closed his eyes, recalling a conversation with his brother.

Lupia was heading to the Alcioni Count Family's territory for convalescence, passing through the ducal lands on the way. When Aristerios had told him this, Gerald hadn't spoken to his niece directly, but he had observed her from a distance and let out a sigh of relief.

*Thank goodness. It's the same girl as always.*

He was incredibly relieved. That Lupia was Lupia.

◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇

Gerald had heard briefly from his brother that his 'niece's behavior was odd.' Although they didn't interact frequently, when they did meet, their conversations flowed without awkward silences. They were close enough that he would even join her for martial arts practice. Gerald hadn't quite understood his brother's standard for 'odd,' but he had been pleaded with: 'Please, just go and see her, then you'll understand.' His brother, who usually maintained a dignified demeanor as a duke, a father, and an older brother, had seemed so desperate it gave him pause.

With a sense of foreboding, Gerald paid a secret visit to the ducal estate. He had expected to find nothing out of the ordinary, but Lupia's eyes were *too beautiful*. They were like glasswork—smooth, polished, and devoid of any will or even vitality.

"…Hey, brother… What is… that…?"

"I told you…"

"Since when?"

"Probably since the start of her third year."

"Probably?"

Gerald gave Aristerios a suspicious look at his noncommittal reply.

"Her daily life is unaffected, but her responses to questions are odd. It’s like she’s a toy that just repeats programmed phrases."

"What?"

"At first, everyone just thought it was a little strange. But in response to our concerned questions, all she would say was ‘There’s no problem’ or ‘I’m fine’."

"Wait, let me ask again. Her normal conversations are fine? Are you sure?"

"…Yes, completely fine. But, as I said before, only when you ask about her well-being or show concern does she reply with ‘There’s no problem’ with a force that’s like she’s saying, ‘Nothing is wrong, so don’t ask any more’."

Aristerios, clearly at his wit's end, looked slightly exhausted. Lupia’s grades at the academy were fine. Her conduct, her social life—nothing unusual had been observed. This had never happened before. When asked, he said the change had occurred after she became a third-year student.

To any question about her well-being, she would only reply, "There’s no problem." As if it were predetermined.

Regarding her health, both she and those around her were always careful, so she rarely caught even a cold. Being a duke's daughter, everything she ate was thoroughly managed. Furthermore, the meals served in the academy cafeteria were also strictly managed due to the Crown Prince's attendance. So, an upset stomach was almost unheard of, unless she overate.

There were no issues with her health, her grades, or her usual relationships. With her safety also guaranteed, there was little reason to ask, "Are you okay?"

And so, they failed to notice.

People are told to look others in the eye when speaking, but since people smile and change expressions, one doesn't just stare fixedly at their eyes. It was only when the maids who had pointed out her odd behavior, and Aristerios who went to check on her himself, firmly grasped her shoulders and stared intently into her eyes without letting her look away, that they finally noticed the state of her pupils as she robotically replied, "I’m fine."

"Has some kind of magic been cast on her?"

"I don’t know… I thought so at first, but that doesn’t seem to be the case."

Aristerios sighed again, and Gerald was at a loss for what to do. With the atmosphere heavy with uncertainty, Gerald promised to investigate himself and contact him immediately if he found anything, then returned home for the day.

◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇◇

Some time later, he received word that his niece, Lupia, had returned to her normal self. Apparently, on the day of the Crown Prince and Princess's wedding, after the reception, ‘the light had returned to her eyes.’

He heard the whole story and, while he hadn't thought her to be so bold, he couldn't help but be impressed by his niece… though at the same time, he wished she hadn’t been so reckless. However, it seemed the ordeal had taken a toll on her body and mind, leading to this convalescence. He was asked to provide a trustworthy escort to ensure nothing happened on the way to the ducal lands, a request he gladly accepted.

"…Just what in the world is going on…?"

No magic had been cast on Lupia. This was an undeniable fact. So, was someone suggesting that a duke's daughter had been put under hypnosis or suggestion? If so, the caster would have to be an incredible master of their craft. While at the academy, Lupia had been the Crown Prince's fiancée. There was no doubt that she was being discreetly but thoroughly protected by the royal guard.

"……It’s no use, I don’t get it."

In the guest room assigned to him at the estate in the Calmond ducal territory, Gerald ruffled his hair in frustration. There was undoubtedly ‘something’ going on that was beyond his imagination, but he couldn't predict what would be said. Awaiting the story of the strange events that had befallen his niece over the past year, Gerald had changed into comfortable casual clothes rather than formal attire. He checked the clock; about an hour had passed. He had heard that Millière would be leaving the capital later, but her carriage was faster than Lupia's group. While they had been taking breaks and a leisurely lunch, Millière had likely been traveling almost non-stop.

"Should be about time, right?"

Considering the angle of the sun and the time that had passed since their own arrival, Gerald left the guest room and headed for the entrance. On the way, he happened to glance out a corridor window into the courtyard and saw Lupia, Rupert, and Vernella laughing and chatting together. Drinks had been prepared for them, and guards were posted. They were at a distance that wouldn't intrude, but their vigilance toward the surroundings was palpable.

He had heard that after the incident with the fools who attacked the ducal estate, Aristerios had been putting the guards through some extremely tough training to whip them back into shape. *They’re safe*, he thought with relief, and continued on his way. Just as Gerald reached the bottom of the stairs, he saw the servant in charge of the manor running past.

"Looks like she’s here."

Gerald joined the servants rushing out to greet her. A carriage bearing the ducal family crest had stopped there. As Millière stepped out, the lined-up servants bowed their heads in unison.

"Oh, thank you for the welcome. …My, my… Gerald, you too! Hehe, did everyone arrive safely?"

"Yes, sister. Lupia and the others are relaxing in the gazebo."

"…That’s good… Leaving the capital really was the right decision."

One of the servants who had come to greet her held a parasol over Millière and stood back in an unobtrusive position. Then, they walked alongside Gerald and Millière as they headed toward the gazebo, ensuring they didn't block their path while keeping Millière in the shade.

"Were there any strange pursuers?"

"We were fine. Was it Lady Vernella’s idea to come to the Alcioni territory via this route?"

"It was. I said Lupia would be ‘leaving the capital to recuperate,’ and that's not a lie. I just didn't specify where she was going."

"…Well, that’s true, but."

"Besides, how could she possibly rest in the capital? She's being ridiculed everywhere as the ‘pitiful duchess’s daughter who had the Crown Princess’s seat stolen,’ or ‘Love is strong! The Crown Prince and Princess united by true love, and the jilted lady.’"

Millière let out a deep sigh and a wry smile, but as soon as she saw the children in the gazebo, her expression softened into a gentle smile.

"Hehe, Lupia looks so refreshed. Is that thanks to you?"

"She seemed troubled, so I gave her a little push."

"…Thank you. I knew you were the right choice, Gerald."

"Not at all. Lupia herself thought it through and did her best."

"Having Rupert there was a good thing, too."

"And Lady Vernella, as well."

The adults smiled as they watched the laughing children. In preparation for what was to come, Gerald took a deep breath, while Millière simply smiled and continued walking toward the gazebo.
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			A short while before Millière’s arrival. After unloading their luggage and stretching out their stiff bodies from the slow carriage ride, Lupia and the others gathered in a gazebo in the courtyard after taking a moment to rest in their respective rooms. Even with breaks, they were tired from the longer-than-usual time spent in the carriage. Their backs ached a little, too. After asking a maid for tea for three, they first took a deep breath of the fresh outdoor air.

"Haaa…"

"We took our time, but… a long journey after so long is exhausting, isn’t it…?"

"Rupert, Vernella, are you alright?"

Lupia, alone, seemed relatively fine. Perhaps because she was used to it from her various trips to the royal palace as a Crown Princess candidate, inspection tours, and other outings, she showed less fatigue than the other two.

"Are you okay, sis?"

"Yes, I’m fine. My mana circulation is back to normal, and I stretched during our breaks."

"Maybe I didn’t stretch enough… me…"

Sipping the tea that had been prepared, Lupia gazed up at the sky. The clouds drifted lazily, and a pleasant breeze was blowing. The sun wasn’t scorching either; thanks to a thin layer of clouds, the sunlight was just right. The time of day probably had something to do with it, as they had arrived just after noon.

"The Calmond territory… it’s so peaceful. I wonder if it’s because its main industry is agriculture."

"That might be it. The people of the domain are said to have calm temperaments, and with all the fields and orchards, there’s plenty of greenery. It’s not that it isn’t prosperous, but it has a pleasant liveliness to it, so it feels beautifully balanced."

"I see…"

Vernella nodded thoughtfully, recalling their journey so far. After entering the ducal territory, Lupia and Gerald had stopped the carriage along the way to greet familiar faces. As the next head of the house, she must have visited here often. Upon seeing Lupia's face, one person had said with concern, "It’s been a while! We were worried you might have fallen ill since you haven’t been by recently!"

Vernella thought to herself once more what a monstrous education this person had endured. But as a result of that hard work, the people around her were now supporting her, both openly and behind the scenes. Having people who support you even where you can’t see is a tremendous source of strength.

"You will be staying here for a few days, correct? I heard a moment ago that the Duchess will also be arriving…"

"Mother apparently told Uncle to ‘keep it a secret.’ …Honestly."

"That’s so like Mom… I wonder, is she stopping by on her way to the Qua Kingdom?"

"I imagine so. Mother always used to pass through the ducal territory on her way."

The Calmond Ducal Family was the cornerstone of the nation’s defense, guarding the border. The reason their domain was near the border was to make security patrols easier. The main and branch families worked together to guard it vigilantly.

"……Well, the future of this domain will likely depend on its people."

Lupia’s eyes were deadly serious as she murmured this. Her parents were moving at lightning speed to prepare to abandon the royal family, who had as good as said the Calmond family was unnecessary. This respite was indeed a respite, but one of its purposes was to not get in her parents’ way. Another was to get away from the Crown Prince and Princess. She had heard that the royal family was apparently furious that she had left the capital, but she couldn’t care less.

"Vernella, have you been providing the ‘information’ you obtained to Father and Mother?"

"Yes, of course."

Vernella smiled. A radiant, yet dazzling smile.

"In a different sense, I am carrying on the family business. What I gain there, I will use to protect what is precious to me."

Though she was smiling, her voice was completely serious. But it was also true that dwelling on such topics would be depressing.

"…Alright. That’s enough of that."

"My lady?"

"Vernella, Rupert, how have you two spent this past year?"

"Sis?"

"I want to reclaim the time when I wasn’t myself. So, tell me about your year."

Smiling, Lupia asked the two of them. She probably hadn't been able to interact properly with either of them for a whole year. That much was clear from the way their faces lit up at her question.

"Shouldn’t Rupert go first? I would love to hear about the country where you were studying abroad."

"Of course!"

Usually, when he had a serious expression, he looked his age, but when his face lit up like this with joy, he looked a little younger.

Before long, the three of them had forgotten all about the capital, their conversation blooming as they caught up on lost time. For Vernella, Rupert, and those around them, seeing Lupia laugh like this, letting her guard down and showing her emotions in front of people she trusted, brought them immense joy. They talked about trivial things, got excited, and laughed together. Some might call it unladylike, but this wasn't a formal occasion. For now, they just wanted to enjoy a friendly chat.

──But all good times must come to an end.

And yet, it was inevitable. She had decided after hearing her mother was coming. She would tell them everything.

Even if they didn’t believe her, she wanted to talk about the situation she, Lupia, had been in.

"Everyone seems to be having fun."

Millière’s calm voice. Gerald had come with her, and he had changed his clothes from when he first arrived.

"Mom, if you were coming, couldn’t we have just come together?"

"You three needed your fun time together, didn't you?"

Millière asked playfully, and even when Rupert looked displeased, she just kept smiling. Well, this was just how their mother always was, so Lupia supposed it couldn't be helped. She laughed and stood up.

"Mother, welcome. Someone, please prepare tea for Mother and Uncle."

"As you wish."

A nearby maid moved quickly at her words, bringing two more sets of tea.

It would have been simpler if they had brought Lupia’s personal maid, Richel, from the start, but she was currently busy packing for the move. The maids serving at the ducal estate were no less skilled, so Richel had prioritized the packing, saying, "The maids over there are excellent as well, so there won’t be any problems." There was likely also the sentiment that she couldn’t entrust her mistress’s belongings to anyone else.

"Thank you for waiting."

Two new tea sets and a pot of tea were added. Thoughtfully, not only sweets but also savory snacks were prepared for Gerald.

"Thank you. …Now then… let’s get right to it."

Once the maid had moved a sufficient distance away, the smile vanished from Millière’s eyes.

"Lupia, speak."

"Yes, Mother. …I must preface this by saying… it will sound like an absurd tale."

Both Gerald and Millière faced Lupia with serious expressions. Rupert and Vernella involuntarily let out a small "Ah," but then nodded to each other. They seemed to have quickly understood what Lupia was about to say.

"First… for this past year. I was being controlled by something strange."

"……Who was the culprit?" Millière asked curtly.

"…It called itself the ‘System’."

Lupia’s reply was equally brief. Hearing this, Gerald’s expression grew suspicious.

"Sys, tem?"

"And on the day of the Crown Prince and Princess’s ceremony, my consciousness finally cleared. Until then, it was a bizarre sensation, as if I was separated from the world by a thin veil."

"…What?"

Taking a sip of the tea she had been poured, Lupia continued dispassionately. As much as possible, she tried not to let her emotions show, simply recounting what she had experienced.

"And on that day, for a brief moment, time stopped, and the color drained from the world. And the ‘System’ continued."

She recalled the inorganic voice from that day and spoke again.

"‘Release from System, complete.’ That’s what *it* said. And I returned to ‘myself’."

"…So, in other words…"

"I was being controlled by it. Without realizing it, I was being made to move as it pleased."

"………!"

*Thump!* Gerald slammed his hand on the table, not bothering to hide his irritation.

"What do they think people are!"

"Calm down. …Lupia, is there more?"

"I believe the Crown Princess is involved in this."

"What?" Gerald and Millière’s voices overlapped.

"I heard from a friend that the Crown Princess has been spreading it around that she and I are friends for some reason."

"…That’s right. That’s why they came up with that ridiculous notion of you becoming her tutor or something of the sort."

"Sister, we have no connection with the Ardia family, do we?"

"None at all."

How on earth did Lupia become Falty’s friend? If there was anyone who could see Lupia’s reaction now and still say, "Well, they are friends, aren't they?" Gerald would very much like to see their face. Lupia was reporting this so calmly, so devoid of emotion, that he couldn't help but hold his head in his hands.

"Could the royal family also have been controlled by this… what was it? This system thing?"

"It’s a possibility. I don’t know to what extent, but *it* did say something about ‘starting with me and those like me’."

*Ah, so that’s why*. A voice of utter exasperation escaped Gerald’s lips.

"So Lupia was the primary one being controlled by this ‘system,’ and you and others connected to you were also affected to some extent?"

"Probably. I don’t know how much it affected others, but…"

"I don’t think the royal family was being controlled so much as they seem to have left their ability to think somewhere. And it’s ongoing."

Gerald was groaning and looking up at the sky, but Millière pressed her temples and said.

"Mom, does something come to mind?"

"My husband told me. ‘They say and do things that make you think they’re reflecting on their actions, but the next time you see them, they act as if they haven’t reflected at all.’"

"What’s that about?"

"At the palace, he’s told them time and time again, ‘Our family is leaving the country. We are renouncing our title. You are the ones who made us do this,’ but the King just clings to him, and it’s apparently a cycle of arguing and silencing him over and over again."

"…Is that… going to be alright…?"

Both Vernella and Rupert were completely taken aback, and Gerald stopped groaning and was left speechless, but then he suddenly realized something and muttered.

"And the woman who plotted such a thing is the Crown Princess…"

"I wonder how she did it, that *Falty*."

Millière and Gerald began to ponder, but Lupia, the one who had told the story, was looking stunned. Rupert and Vernella had believed her because it was Lupia, but she wondered if Gerald and Millière would believe her so easily.

"…You two…"

"What is it?"

"What."

"Why… do you believe me so readily?"

At her question, both Millière and Gerald’s eyes widened.

"Believing your child is only natural, isn’t it?"

"I have my doubts, but it feels like the dots are connecting to form a line. For now."

"Dots, connecting."

"When I put it together with what I’ve seen and heard, the situation doesn’t seem so strange."

"In fact, it *is* strange. The royal family’s actions and words are."

"…Well, yes, but."

Millière took a sip of her tea and let out a small sigh.

"One reason is that Lupia isn’t skilled enough to lie so elaborately."

"That’s true."

Rupert and Vernella nodded in agreement at the adults’ opinions. Besides, what could be gained from telling such a lie? If she were obsessed with the position of Crown Princess, she wouldn't have undergone Memory Erasing Magic. If Lupia’s actions had been even slightly suspicious, the adults, no matter how much they loved her, would have confined her in some way.

"…Thank… you… very much."

"Lupia, let it all out. You don’t mind if I report this to my husband, do you?"

"I don’t mind, but…"

"But?"

With a smile that was apologetic yet somehow relieved, Lupia continued.

"If you tell Father, he’ll just get into another argument with His Majesty and the others. So, let’s wait until after we’ve left this country."

"Are you sure about that?"

"Yes."

She nodded, then continued.

"We have no obligation to go out of our way to inform them, do we?"
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			"Oh?"

"…Well now?"

The two adults looked surprised at Lupia's unexpected words, delivered with a smile.

"Our family was abandoned. Besides, whether *that Falty* is insane or what she’s been doing is of no concern to us, is it?"

Lupia had been removed as the fiancée. Forcibly, and without proper procedure. And she had seen a strange dream that suggested the one controlling her was Falty. In a situation where they had suffered nothing but disadvantages while the royal family and Falty greedily devoured all the benefits, what reason was there to warn them that the Crown Princess was acting strangely?

"However… I do think she must receive some retribution for the strange things she has done."

"Ah, in that regard, retribution is already slowly making its way to her. First, the Crown Princess…"

"What?"

Lupia couldn’t help but ask at Millière’s words.

"‘My grades at the academy were better than Lupia’s. Therefore, I will surely become a more wonderful Crown Princess than Lupia!’ …is what she said. Those were the Crown Princess’s words to her tutor."

The color drained from Rupert’s and Vernella’s faces. The person Falty had said this to was her tutor, Cassandra. She was known to be a dedicated educator who hadn't cut any corners in young Lupia’s training. She was strict, but not unreasonable—however, she was also famous for having absolutely no mercy for those who lacked manners.

"…To say such a… thing… to Lady Cassandra…?"

"Yes, at their very first meeting."

"Such words to the Marquess Nieholm’s wife…"

"Vernella, your guess is correct."

As a member of high society, Vernella had heard of Cassandra’s reputation. But even without that, the inappropriateness of Falty’s behavior was glaring.

"…I don’t know this Falty person, but… she’s a count’s daughter, right…?"

Rupert was also thoroughly appalled.

"…I wonder if she was still in the ‘status doesn’t matter’ mindset from the academy, or if she got some strange ideas after… well, ‘taking’ His Highness from me…"

She didn’t want to think about it. But if they didn't sort things out, everyone's minds were going to break. In fact, Gerald was already holding his head in utter confusion.

"Sorry… I just don’t understand the Crown Princess’s actions…"

"It’s alright, Uncle. None of us understand."

Who would have predicted that the formidable Gerald would end up like this? But this was ‘reality.’ All they knew for now was of Falty’s verbal blunders.

"What kind of statement is that in the first place…? It’s so disrespectful to Lady Cassandra!"

"Rest assured. Cassandra has declared that she will no longer tutor anyone from that royal family."

Lupia had just learned, as an additional piece of information, that Falty had apparently messed up more than she thought. If she had managed to make the Nieholm family sever ties with the royals, it was easy to imagine that other tutors had also distanced themselves from Falty.

"So, the tutors were the first to leave that royal family…"

"Yes. And then there’s the Crown Prince, who’s also a bit… you know."

"I heard from my brother. That Crown Prince apparently told him, ‘It is a royal command, stop.’"

All the children froze at that. He wasn’t the king, so what was this about a ‘royal command’? If he was already acting as if he were king, then his thought process was utterly outrageous.

"…For a slip of the tongue, that’s…"

Lupia muttered with a look of incomprehension, while Rupert was speechless. Vernella was also speechless, and her face was pale.

"…I’m starting to feel like our family should also leave that country… At first, I thought it would be fine if it was just me, but… a country that will eventually be ruled by a Crown Princess and a Crown Prince who repeatedly make such gaffes is a little…"

"Lady Vernella, if you’re going to write a letter, you should do it soon. Shall I have a letter set prepared?"

"Yes, please. Everyone, please excuse me for a moment."

"I’ll accompany you."

They watched Vernella and Gerald hastily stand up and hurry inside the manor. All that remained were a mother and her children.

"…And that’s the situation," Millière said.

"I thought it was all over once you were released, sis… but… oh!"

"What is it, Rupert?"

"Mom, earlier in the carriage, sis said she had a weird dream…"

"Did you?"

"Yes. The Crown Princess was talking with something… probably that System thing…"

"…It was… a dream, right?"

"Yes, but…"

That unsettling dream she had in the carriage. She thought she remembered Falty crying, but that was beside the point.

She could hear the conversation. They were saying something about a ‘Grand Finale End,’ but Lupia didn't even know what that meant.

She might need to ask, but she really didn't want to get involved… but if the ducal family was to renounce its title, they would surely need to pay their respects to the royal family and notify various parties. More things to think about…! As she was inwardly holding her head, Millière’s hand rested on top of it.

"Um, Mother."

"Let it all out. And let us help you."

"…Huh?"

"Me too. I want to help you, sis."

"…Rupert, too."

Her mother and brother were smiling at her. She wanted to lean on them, but another version of herself kept stopping her, saying, *‘You mustn’t, you are a duchess’s daughter.’* She didn't have to do that anymore. She could discard what was unnecessary and acquire only what she needed from now on.

Lupia smiled back at the two of them and said.

"I might not be able to explain it well… but I want you to listen. I’ll of course tell Uncle and Vernella later, but…"

She recounted the contents of her dream, holding nothing back, telling them everything she remembered. It was absurd, but it was the ‘reality’ she herself had experienced and didn’t want to remember. By voicing the contents of the dream and her ‘reality’ and organizing her thoughts, she felt as if a vague outline was beginning to form.

*I won’t just let them get away with this.*

And so, the real information sharing began.
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			Shared Information

			What seemed to be some sort of ritual performed by Crown Princess Falty. As a result, for an entire year, Lupia had her thoughts, actions, and freedom stolen. Ultimately, her future as Crown Princess was stolen as well.

So how did Falty do that to Lupia? It wasn't a type of magic. Nor was it suggestion or hypnosis. It was the entity Lupia called the 'System.' This being lent its power to Falty, manipulated people, and despite Falty not even being a candidate, she skipped all procedures and became the Crown Princess.

"Alright, everyone is up to speed so far," Millière said, and the twins, Vernella, and Gerald all nodded.

"And, while I gave Vernella a brief summary in the carriage… since Uncle is here now, I’ll explain in more detail."

Next was the dream Lupia had seen in the carriage while traveling. In that dream, Falty had been crying her eyes out.

*'Why isn't it the Grand Finale?'*

*'Why won't Lupia lend me her power?'*

She just kept repeating, *why, why, why*.

*'Why?'*

*'Why?'*

*'Why?'*

Falty had always been overflowing with the confidence that she was never wrong. This was likely the first wall she had ever run into. Lupia wouldn't say that the ambition she held as a count's daughter was necessarily a bad thing. However, if that ambition was being aided by some unknown entity, that was a different story entirely.

In the dream Lupia saw, words she had never heard before were being thrown around.

First, the unfamiliar term ‘Grand Finale.’ What Falty intended to do with it, and what would happen upon its completion, remained a mystery. However, she had heard the name ‘System’ in the conversation, and Falty seemed to be speaking with it familiarly. It appeared the ‘System’ had instigated Falty, who wanted to achieve something and was now thoroughly disappointed with the current reality. Disappointed, or rather, she had been trying to force an impossible request, demanding that time be turned back because things hadn't gone according to the ‘Grand Finale’ plan.

"…How… disgusting…"

Vernella muttered with genuine revulsion as she listened to the story.

"What does she think my sister is… no, not just my sister… what does she think people are…?"

Rupert placed a hand on Vernella’s back, gently stroking it. Calming down slightly, Vernella looked at Rupert and told him she was fine. Rupert nodded and removed his hand from her back, but took her hand in his instead. Then, he spoke.

"So while being controlled by this ‘System’ thing, sis was forced to be the Crown Princess’s friend?"

"That’s how it seems."

"That’s why… her responses were so odd. She wasn’t just being controlled… her individual thoughts were getting in the way of her fulfilling the role the Crown Princess wanted her to play."

Gerald added, and everyone’s faces turned grim. The very existence of something that could manipulate a person to that extent was nothing short of terrifying. But somehow, something had triggered Lupia’s release.

"However, because Falty achieved some objective, I was deemed no longer useful and was released, right?"

"It’s sickening, but that seems to be the case."

"…If I’m no longer useful, why would she want me to lend her my power…?"

"I believe it has to do with the Crown Princess training and dealing with foreign dignitaries. By having you act as her tutor, they probably wanted to be able to say, ‘The change was made, but she has the seal of approval from a former candidate with whom she has a close relationship’."

*I see*, Lupia thought, understanding her mother’s words. As a future Crown Princess, she had to be able to speak several languages. She was told to learn the etiquette of each country. She was reminded over and over that she must not be rude. However, what that entailed no longer existed. It was a relief that it had been erased… but the more she thought about it, the more her distrust of Falty grew.

"I don’t understand what this ‘Grand Finale’ the Crown Princess is talking about is, but I wonder if she thinks there’s still something she can do to fix it…"

"I don’t think so. The ‘System’ told her quite clearly that it was impossible."

What was this System? Was it some divine being? Or was it not a god at all, but some other entity, exceptionally advanced in magic unknown to them? …No matter how much they thought about it, they couldn't figure it out.

With the information they had, Lupia and the others were completely in the dark, but at least everyone present now shared the same understanding.

"When will you tell my husband?"

"About that, Mother. I think it would be best to wait until after we’ve moved to the Qua Kingdom."

"What?"

"If we say something now and it throws the entire country into chaos, that would be bad… but more than that, we are the ones who were deemed unnecessary. And Falty is the one who was chosen."

"In that case," Lupia continued.

"Let them proceed with the person they chose, and the future they chose."

"That’s a future where an insane woman becomes queen, you know?!"

"And what of it?"

Lupia’s question was cold and curt. Gerald was momentarily stunned, and Millière’s face grew serious. However, Rupert added to Lupia’s words with a question of his own.

"Isn’t that right? They’re the ones who chose her, and if they try to force back what they threw away, the royal family’s prestige will crumble, won’t it?"

"But, if we told my husband now…"

"Mother, please consider Father’s personality. If you tell him, he will undoubtedly move to eliminate Falty."

"…That’s true, isn’t it…"

Millière and Gerald both grimly recalled Aristerios’s personality. Especially with this incident, where his beloved daughter’s future and all her hard work had been trampled upon, ‘angry’ wouldn't even begin to cover it… he would likely fly into a rage of epic proportions. And on top of that, Aristerios was physically strong. If it ended with just a few injuries, it might be manageable, but it could easily result in deaths.

"Besides, if we make a careless move and Falty is dragged down from her position as Crown Princess only for me to be reinstated… I have no desire to be treated like a spectacle."

That royal family was capable of it. It was hard to believe that this whole affair was the work of the System they had just discussed, and that it had taken over their consciousness as it had with Lupia. They were likely acting on their own will to some extent, so they would have to take full responsibility. That was Lupia’s sentiment.

"That being said, that ‘System’… I wonder if I could make contact with it."

"What?!"

"My lady!"

"Lupia, wait!"

"Hold on, hold on, calm down!"

She was met with a torrent of protests from all sides, but Lupia alone wore a look of dissatisfaction. Everyone around her was thinking about what might happen if she, by some chance, made contact with a being that had controlled her, a being potentially superior to humans. But Lupia, her expression unchanged, said.

"I want to ask it what it was trying to accomplish by manipulating people as it pleased, and one other thing."

"Sis?"

Lupia smiled brightly at Rupert’s question and added.

"I have a few things to say to Falty, but I also have a few things to say to this ‘System.’ ……A *lot* of things, you see."

*Ufufu*, Lupia laughed, but her eyes were completely deadlocked.

"My, it’s been a while since I’ve seen that look."

"Me too."

Her family members, Rupert and Millière, gave wry smiles and sipped their tea to calm their nerves.

"Sis is seriously mad."

"It would be unreasonable to ask her not to be."

Only the one who had suffered could know what she wanted to say to the yet-unseen ‘System.’ How to make contact was also unknown, but.

"…I will make them pay for what they have done. For that, I must think of the method that will cause the most damage to them…"

Finishing her tea, Lupia poured herself a refill. The aura of anger from moments ago had vanished as if it were never there.

And, though it wasn't exactly excluding him, Rupert and Millière secretly apologized to Aristerios in their hearts. *‘We’ll tell you everything, we promise!’* they both added mentally.
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			Unsettling

			They would not tell Aristerios what Falty had done (though it was almost certain she had done *something*, the details were mostly speculation) until after they had left the country and emigrated. Vernella and the others had agreed to this, and Lupia had shared various pieces of information with them.

On the day they left the country, or perhaps after, if they were to go to the royal palace to say their farewells, she considered telling Falty alone, ‘I know what you did.’ Lupia had thought of various plans, but if she made a careless move, Falty could very well use all the power at her disposal to have Lupia detained.

"That would be a problem."

She had spoken aloud, but being detained would only mean her future would be sealed.

"…Now, what should I do…?"

Falty, it seemed, was managing her Crown Princess training well and was working hard enough to make up for her previous blunder. However, she was apparently unaware that she had already been deemed a lost cause and written off.

"Moving is now a final decision. In that case…"

What could she do? She had thought about it in various ways, but Lupia’s feelings would not be settled if she just let it go without retaliating.

"The best way would be to contact that ‘System’ and do something about it… though I don’t know how."

*That’s the biggest problem*, she muttered, then gazed out the window. A garden where beautiful flowers bloomed in profusion. Adorned with seasonal blossoms, it was a sight that always calmed her heart. It was a view maintained only by the diligent work of the gardeners.

More than loving the country, Lupia loved the ducal territory.

Seeing everyone always working so hard was both comforting and encouraging. The country's food production was high precisely because the people of this domain worked so hard. When Lupia was stripped of her position as Crown Princess, she heard that they had been furious on her behalf. Cries of ‘What a disgrace to our lady, who has worked so hard!’ were about to rise, but the now-recovered Lupia had quickly written a letter to stop them.

Just knowing they were angry for her sake was enough.

*Because you’ve been working hard since you were little, everyone is cheering for you*, her mother had told her. *But of course, I’m a duchess’s daughter, so working hard is expected.*

*Your unwavering figure, always looking straight ahead without cutting corners, gave everyone hope.* Her father had said that, but she had recently laughed it off as a gross exaggeration.

She had heard that the people of this domain had also been worried about her during the year she was being controlled.

*I’ve been truly blessed with my connections to people…* Thinking this, a smile inadvertently graced Lupia’s lips.

But the atmosphere in the room changed in an instant, and her expression hardened.

"…What…?"

A nauseating pressure. A queasy feeling churned in her chest, and a strong urge to vomit everything in her stomach welled up, but she held it back. As her eyes darted around, the space began to distort with a *jijiji* sound, like static.

"……Huh?"

And then the color vanished.

"This, is."

She remembered. The day she had returned to ‘herself.’ The day a burning rage had consumed her.

≪*Were you not the one who wished to meet?*≫

A disgusting static sound, *jiji, zazaa*, echoed, and a cacophony of high-pitched noises and crackles came from all directions. Then, just as suddenly, there was silence, and standing there was another ‘something’ with the same face, the same build, and the same voice as her own.

"………You,"

≪*Yes, I am the System.*≫

She wanted to believe she had misheard, but the voice was exactly the same as her own. The moment she understood, she was hit with another wave of nausea. A small *urp* escaped her, and she instinctively covered her mouth with her hand. The *thing* approached her with a look of concern.

≪*My… are you alright, Lady Lupia?*≫

A worried tone, a worried expression. But Lupia knew, of course, that it was all an act. Because she had *seen* its exchange with Falty.

"You’re quite skilled at feigning concern, aren’t you?"

≪*Whatever are you talking about…! I was so worried about you…!*≫

"Is that how you ingratiated yourself with *her* as well?"

*Hiku*. The expression on the ‘Lupia’ the System was impersonating twitched.

"To lose your composure over something so trivial, you’re quite immature."

≪*You mere human…*≫

"Yes, that’s right. So? What of it?"

Hiding her nausea, Lupia continued to speak. This was the cause of everything. She had wanted to make contact, but she never thought it would be granted so easily. Gritting her teeth, she posed a question to the ‘System’.

"Do you have some business with me?"

≪*The story with Falty as the protagonist is over.*≫

"And?"

≪*Next, I would like you to become the protagonist.*≫

"What?"

≪*As you like, as you wish, I will make everything come true for you! Anything you desire! And of course, I will assist you!*≫

Was it trying to say it was doing a good deed? Or perhaps that what it was offering was a good proposal for Lupia? As if suggesting something to a small child, the ‘System’ continued to chatter on in high spirits. She wished it wouldn’t do that with her face. For Lupia, who had been raised to be a duchess’s daughter and, moreover, a proper lady, it was unbearable to see her own face, before an unknown entity, changing expression so rapidly.

"…Are you in your right mind?"

≪*What?*≫

Now, it was the ‘System’s’ turn to be questioned.

"Did you really think there would be a fool who would be happy to be told, ‘She’s finished, so now it’s your turn!’… actually, you must have, which is why you’ve appeared before me…………"

*Haaaa*. She let out an incredibly deep sigh, and the ‘System,’ apparently displeased with Lupia’s reaction, twisted its face in annoyance.

──*So I said, stop doing that with my face.*

Lupia nearly twisted her own face in response, but she managed to endure it with sheer willpower.

≪*Why do you refuse?*≫

*Jiji, zaza*. A strange noise sounded, and the ‘System’s’ appearance changed.

"…Rupert…?"

≪*I’m telling you I’ll give you everything, sis!*≫

*No thanks*, she flatly refused in her mind, but the sight of its appearance shifting so rapidly before her eyes was so bizarre, so incomprehensible, so nauseating. Another wave of sickness rose within her, but showing it would mean giving it an opening. Judging so, Lupia glared at the thing in Rupert’s form.

"How much more condescending can you be?"

≪*Because I am above you! Do you understand your own position?*≫

The tone and attitude that mocked Lupia remained unchanged. If anything, as if savoring its growing advantage, the Rupert-shaped thing’s expression twisted into a sickening smile.

"Position…?"

≪*Yes! Hey, think about it, sis! Your wishes will come true, so what could be better than that!?*≫

She couldn’t understand. She didn't want to understand.

A wish granted by someone else is not a wish truly desired. A truly desired wish is one that brings a sense of accomplishment only when you achieve it and grasp it with your own hands. This thing did not understand that.

No, from their perspective, they were so convinced that there was no way she wouldn't be happy to receive such a gift that they had casually appeared before her.

"…What do I gain from you granting my wishes?"

≪*I’ll protect you with everything I have so that those who get in your way won’t be a nuisance. And,*≫

The ‘System’ changed its form again.

≪*My lady, please become the Queen of the Qua Kingdom.*≫

Next, it took the form of Vernella. It smiled beautifully, approached Lupia, gave an elegant curtsy, then knelt at her feet and looked up at her with a rapturous expression.

≪*Come now, my lady, is that not what you desire?*≫

*It’s no use, it doesn't understand anything. No, it can’t possibly understand.* The ecstatic expression on its face was silently asking, ‘See, this is what you want, isn’t it?’ and she knew it. *Of course not*, Lupia muttered in her heart. She wondered if her actions, taken in consideration of her position as a noble lady, her duties, and her family's circumstances, had looked that way to it.

≪*The Crown Prince, in particular, secretly thinks so. He believes that since you had the position of Crown Princess stolen from you, you are acting out to get his attention.*≫

*It truly understands nothing*, she thought, growing exasperated. Without letting it show on her face, Lupia slowly let her anger build. The realization that this ‘System,’ this being that acted as if it understood her and was probably superior to humans, was more foolish, more simple-minded, and more condescending than she had imagined, only served to amplify her rage.
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			Impossible

			How could you possibly reason with a being that understood nothing about itself? And was it even worth the effort to try? In the first place, Lupia had no interest in the position of Crown Princess. She had only become a candidate and completed one educational course after another because of the royal family's ridiculous justification.

≪My dear sister…≫


The voice of something that looked like Vernella whispered in a cloying tone. *Wrong.* Vernella would never speak in such a sickeningly sweet manner. She didn't fawn over people. And most importantly of all…

"Have you ever considered how infuriating it is to have the people I cherish imitated by a mere copy that understands nothing of their essence? An entity I'm not even sure is real?"


≪Eh?≫


"Something that only sees the surface and makes no attempt to understand anything has no right to tempt me! What could you possibly know about me!"


≪You…≫


The form of Vernella twisted and warped. No, it was collapsing. It must have lost its ability to maintain the image, but there was no need to pay it any mind.

"You said you wanted me to be the next protagonist, didn't you? I refuse."


≪Why?≫


The 'System' raised its voice. It was a disgusting sound that resembled no one, like a man's voice mixed with a woman's. Lupia hid her disgust and continued to speak.

"If you're so desperate to spin a tale that goes exactly as you wish, why don't you do it yourself? I have no obligation whatsoever to *cooperate* with you."


≪But you'll be the protagonist of the story! Everything will go your way! Everything!≫


"That's nothing but an illusion. Everything going my way? Don't be ridiculous."


The 'System' choked on its words. And for good reason. Though she didn't know how it worked, it used the power of some inhuman entity to make the people cast in its 'story' act however the protagonist wished. Could that truly be considered something achieved through the protagonist's own charm?

"I don't know why Falty went along with your scheme, but I will not. That is all."


≪How do you know that?≫


"For some reason, I saw you and Falty speaking in a dream… It seems Falty fell for your cowardly, pathetic little plot… but let me tell you one thing."


Lupia took a step closer to the 'System' and smiled.

"You see, I have no attachment, no lingering feelings, nothing at all for the future that girl stole from me."


≪What?≫


"In fact, it's quite the opposite. Thank you for taking it from me. Falty must be having such a difficult time, coaxed by you to stray so far from her true path, now forced to walk the road to becoming queen."


Lupia, who had apparently been quite irritated, continued while looking at the formless 'System'.

"And His Highness the Crown Prince, as well. I *never* loved him."


She could clearly see the bewilderment in the shadowy, indistinct 'System'. She wished it wouldn't be so rattled by a simple verbal assault. Of course she didn't love Liam, and she never wanted to be the Crown Princess in the first place.

It was simply a matter of being a noble who couldn't refuse a proposal from the royal family. Even though her family was a ducal house, they had no intention of seizing the throne. It was an order from above, so she accepted it. That was all there was to it. And now that Liam had changed his mind and thoroughly disgraced himself, the Calmond family had no obligation to advise for a change in the Crown Prince. Where was the need to look after him to that extent? He wasn't a baby; he had severed his relationship with Lupia by his own will. Even if it was an engagement set up by his own father, the King, he had skipped the proper procedures and forcibly dragged Falty into the place Lupia had occupied. All he had to do was take proper responsibility for his own actions.

"As an ending to a 'game,' I suppose it's quite wonderful, isn't it? A count's daughter who cast down the original fiancée. A love story with the Crown Prince who supports her. It's just like a fairytale."


Lupia laughed cheerfully. *Hehehe.* With a strange *jijiji, zazaza* sound, the 'System' changed its form once again. *Falty this time, I suppose,* Lupia thought, continuing without hesitation.

"But tell me, after the fairytale ends, how can you declare with such certainty that the princess will be happy?"


The 'System', borrowing Falty's form, stared blankly at Lupia. *Finally, we've made eye contact,* she thought. Lupia placed a hand on her hip, puffed out her chest, and grinned.

"If you want to do it, then by all means, do it yourself."


≪Wha—≫


As expected, even the voice was the same. Just what kind of mechanism allowed it to change its appearance, voice, and even body shape? *Otherworldly things are impossible to understand.* After a brief moment of thought, Lupia quickly gave up and spoke to the 'System' before her.

"If you want to do something, if you want to grant your own wish, then you should just do it yourself. It's because you rely on others that both you and Falty end up screaming, 'This isn't how it was supposed to be.' ...Am I wrong?"


She had hit the nail on the head. But this 'System' *could not exist* without its cast of characters. Lupia, Falty, anyone would do. But if it wanted to achieve its goal of completing all the endings, the one chosen as the protagonist had to be a high-spec individual. To do that, however, it *needed the consent of the chosen human*.

Lupia would not back down from her refusal. No matter what sweet words it whispered, no matter what tempting bait it dangled, it was impossible for any of it to reach her heart.

≪Why… won't you do as I want?≫


"Because something granted by another person isn't a true wish."


≪Even if it is a true wish, isn't it better to have a little help to achieve it easily…?≫


"That may be true for you and Falty."


This was going nowhere. This was pointless. It didn't take long for Lupia to reach that conclusion.

"Would you disappear already? I have no desire to have my precious time with my loved ones stolen by the likes of you."


≪So you're absolutely saying no?≫


"You're persistent."


≪…≫


"Looking like you're about to cry won't work. After all, your face and everything about you is a fake, isn't it? I can vaguely tell that you're a being of a higher order than humans. But even so, I'd appreciate it if you wouldn't try to use others to fulfill your own desires."


Lupia glared at the 'System' as it choked on its words, then her expression shifted to one of exasperation. That thing, which had believed without a doubt that she would accept, was now looking frustrated. It had probably underestimated Lupia far too much, especially since Falty had so readily snatched its hand to have her ambitions fulfilled.

"Will you please return things to normal? Even though I'm recuperating, there are many things I want to do… Oh, but I will thank you for one thing."


≪What?≫


"Thank you for taking my future from me."


It might have sounded like scathing sarcasm, but it was Lupia's genuine, heartfelt gratitude. The 'System', its face twisted in frustration again, finally seemed to understand that staying any longer was a waste of time and vanished in an instant.

And with that, the colors and sounds of the world returned.

Lupia hadn't realized how tense her shoulders were. She let out a long, deep breath.

"…So Falty was coaxed by that thing…"


Sweet, sweet words. The blissfully happy princess (Falty), who had accepted them without knowing what awaited her.

"So that's why I was made to think I was friends with her… To make things go its way, to achieve that 'game ending'… it used me…"


Lupia murmured to herself, piece by piece.

"…And the ending it reached was that wedding… Falty will live as the Crown Princess, and when His Majesty abdicates… His Highness will become King, and Falty the Queen…?"


A sudden thought struck her.

"…In this whole affair, no one has called for His Highness to be removed as Crown Prince… Does that mean… oh…"


A terrible premonition washed over her, and Lupia swallowed hard.

"Is it possible that until His Highness ascends the throne, everyone except those who've been 'freed' is still being controlled?"


It had to be her imagination, but the King's bizarre behavior and the silence of the high-ranking nobles who weren't preparing to leave the country made it feel all too real.

"…I'll have to tell Mother and Father… that we must make one 'final visit' after we finish the immigration process…"


Anger kindled in Lupia's eyes. If her prediction was correct, something terrible was about to happen.


		
			Chapter 39: Remnants of What Should Have Been
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 39

			Remnants of What Should Have Been

			"Lupia!"

A voice called out to her. A soft, gentle voice calling for Lupia as she was having tea.

"Oh, Your Highness. To what do I owe the pleasure?"


Lupia's responding voice was just as serene. The man who had called to her walked straight over, smiling as he sat down beside her.

"I heard you were having tea here. Are your official duties keeping you busy?"


"I'm managing just fine. Shouldn't I be the one asking if you're overwhelmed, Your Highness?"


"I'm fine. After all, I have you to support me, Lupia."


"Oh my…"


The surrounding servants, and even the Queen who happened to be passing by, all watched the exchange between Lupia and Liam with warm smiles. The ideal, affectionate Crown Prince and Princess were highly regarded by neighboring countries. It was clear that their bond was not just for show; they truly cared for and supported one another. There were no issues with foreign relations, either. If there was any problem, it was the young couple's lack of experience, but with their aides, the King and Queen, and the backing of the ducal family, it wasn't a major concern.

"Lupia, after your tea, there's something I'd like to discuss with you about tomorrow's duties. Would that be alright?"


"Of course. Shall I head to your office once I'm finished?"


"Yes, please."


"As you wish."


Lupia smiled and bowed as she watched Liam's back while he returned to the palace. She finished the rest of her tea, took a breath, and then, as requested, walked toward Liam's office.

"…………………!"


Falty gritted her teeth in frustration. She didn't understand why she was being shown this, but if asked whether she had built such a peaceful relationship, the answer was 'no'. Once the ending was reached and the main story was cleared, she had been abandoned as if she were no longer needed. That had been the condition for receiving help, but to Falty, it was synonymous with being cast aside. In reality, she wasn't abandoned; it was merely that 'the period of subtle assistance when needed had ended,' but Falty refused to accept that.

"What is this…!"


Recently, even Liam had begun to doubt their relationship. The groundwork for her to become queen was being steadily laid, but something about Liam seemed off.

"…The moment the ending was confirmed, my happiness was confirmed too…"


Falty muttered, as if trying to convince herself. While that was true in a sense, the people not involved in that future were slowly abandoning her, though she remained oblivious.

The first to leave were Lupia's 'true friends.' These young ladies were all high-ranking nobles, but before she knew it, they had distanced themselves. Not only that, but their families, who were supposed to be part of the royalist faction, one by one declared they would no longer support the royal family. The reason was obvious, but she wanted to deem it an act of rebellion. That wasn't an option, so the King and Queen had no choice but to silently accept it. Her foundation was crumbling, bit by bit, but it seemed they didn't notice—or rather, didn't want to.

"That's right, I am happy… I have to be happy…"


Falty whispered in a faint voice, hugging herself tightly. She repeated 'I am happy' as if to drill into herself the completely baseless assumption that Lupia, who had been cast aside by the royal family, and the nobles who had left, couldn't possibly be happy.

What is happiness, and what is not?

It was likely a far cry from what Falty considered happiness, but she couldn't understand why the young ladies who had distanced themselves, like Lupia, could still smile.

"I won't accept it…!"


Her own nails dug into her shoulder. Though it was through her dress, she winced at the momentary flash of pain. *No, I mustn't injure myself. They might think I've gone mad,* she told herself, regaining her composure.

"……………They're in the way. Those fake friends… I can't even see their statuses anymore. They're useless…!"


Her selfish thoughts just grew larger and larger. The 'System' observed her from a position where Falty couldn't see it.

Falty-Ardia, whom it had believed to be brilliant, had indeed been exceptional during her student days. She didn't dislike studying, and her grades were outstanding. That was why it had offered her a deal.

'I shall lend you a hand in achieving your desire. In return, I would like you to assist me as well, if you would be so kind? Oh, rest assured. I am not asking for anything unreasonable,' it had rattled on. The desire Falty had reached for was 'to become the beloved of this country's Crown Prince.' The System had heard this and thought, *'Hmm.'*

*Ah, there just so happen to be routes remaining, aren't there?* The 'Queen Route' and the 'Grand Finale Route'. Given the strength of Falty's feelings, it thought she might even be able to reach the 'Grand Finale Route'—the most difficult of all, one that required an incredible amount of caution to ensure not a single event was missed. That was precisely why it had supported Falty so thoroughly, to an almost excessive degree.

The result was a complete disappointment.

Still, she had entered the 'Queen Route', so it let her proceed. To ensure it could say 'I'm handling it properly' even if she complained, it had displayed it on the status screen. Sadly, Falty had entered the wedding ceremony completely unaware, believing she was on the 'Grand Finale Route'. This gave the 'System' a headache, but those things moved quickly. All it had to do was prepare the next protagonist and have them aim for the most difficult route. But here, too, a miscalculation occurred.

It had tried to make Lupia the protagonist, but she had flatly rejected the offer. She had refused without even considering it.

Nothing was going as planned, but first, it had to do something about Falty, who seemed to be accepting her reality but was only doing so halfway. If it didn't, it was certain she would keep calling on it to complain forever. *What a monster of a protagonist,* the 'System' thought, conveniently forgetting that it was the one who had tempted her and fed her sweet bait all along. It then melted back into the space around it.

A short while after the 'System' vanished, Falty was at her desk, preparing a letter set.

"…You're probably planning to run, but I won't let you…"


She was properly fulfilling her duties as Crown Princess. Yesterday, and today, she had received the Queen's approval. The Queen had even smiled and told her that her conduct was becoming more beautiful.

"See… I could do it after all… Lady Cassandra… what an idiot… To be so obsessed with Lupia that she left the capital and threw away a life of luxury… what a complete fool."


With a twisted smile, Falty began to predict Lupia's next move based on the information she was having gathered.

"Lupia's mother is from the Qua Kingdom… So, she should be heading there. Let's see…"


She spread out a map and stared at it intently.

"Ah, I see."


Her finger slowly traced the path from the Calmond Ducal territory to the Qua Kingdom.

"…Found you."


Falty said, her twisted smile still in place. The finger holding down the map pressed harder, the tip turning white, but she paid it no mind.

"I won't let you escape."


She could come up with any reason she needed. Falty smirked, her distorted expression finally vanishing. Afterwards, she was in the best of spirits.

"Just you wait………………Lupia."


The words echoed softly in the room, dissolving without anyone to hear them.
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			It had been a swift week in the Alcioni territory since they had left Calmond. A message arrived from their mother, who had gone ahead to the Qua Kingdom: 'All preparations are complete.' From their father, a concise, father-like letter: 'Business in the capital is finished. We will proceed from here.' Rupert and Lupia looked at each other and nodded. Their luggage was only what was necessary for a convalescence trip, so it wouldn't get any larger. They did one last check of their two sets of packed bags to make sure nothing was forgotten.

"We're ready to go."


"Yes."


The twins tucked their letters deep into their luggage so they wouldn't be lost.

"Sister-in-law, Rupert. The carriage is ready."


No sooner had the two of them closed their bags with a soft *patari* than Vernella knocked and came to their guest room. She bowed deeply and announced the news, to which they both nodded.

"Thank you, Vernella."


"Sorry for dragging you into this."


"Oh, Rupert, there's nothing to apologize for," Vernella said with a bright smile.

"I simply want to be of help to you and my sister-in-law. It's not as if I have any loyalty to pledge to that royal family."


*That makes sense,* Rupert thought at her words. He and Vernella had attended different schools, and perhaps because of that, she had fortunately managed to avoid getting caught up in Falty's schemes. He wasn't entirely sure what the criteria for getting involved was, but it seemed that those deeply connected to the future Falty wished to achieve had all ended up like Lupia.

There was Falty, the heroine. And Liam, the Crown Prince she wished to be with. And Lupia, who was positioned as the rival.

Rupert couldn't be sure if Liam had been dragged into it with his sanity intact, since he didn't know his condition, but he was probably far enough gone to believe that anything Falty said was undoubtedly correct. Just yesterday, a letter had arrived for Lupia here in the Alcioni territory, likely from someone who had painstakingly investigated her whereabouts. It was filled with nothing but apologies. Lupia had read it with a snort and a look of exasperation, but she had muttered something, so he predicted his sister would probably do something about it.

And the fact that Vernella hadn't been in a strange state had been more of a mental support for Rupert than he had expected. On the day they returned to the capital, amidst a chorus of insults directed at his sister, Vernella's words of concern for Lupia had been a source of genuine happiness. Soon after, a flood of get-well letters arrived from Lupia's 'true' friends. He was so glad she had at least a few allies.

"…Thank you."


"Yes, you're very welcome. My father, my brother, and I will head over after we've finished our preparations to immigrate."


"Yeah… I'll be waiting."


"We'll only be apart for a little while. Rupert, I look forward to the day we meet again."


With a nod, Rupert naturally pulled Vernella close and pressed his lips to her temple.

"Huh?"


"See you later."


"………Y-yes."


At Rupert's unexpected action, Vernella's face turned beet red.

"It's lovely that my future sister-in-law and my twin brother are getting along so well, but…"


"Ah."


"Oh."


At Lupia's calm voice, Vernella's already red cheeks flushed even redder. Rupert's face instantly turned the color of a boiled octopus.

"We're leaving, Rupert."


"Ah, yes."


Lupia wanted to watch the heartwarming scene forever, but they were in a hurry. A letter from Falty had arrived, just a single line dripping with obsession.

*Don't think you can escape.*


Being clung to so tenaciously was enough to make even Lupia's patience snap. The intentions of this person, who was not even a friend and had only been able to control her thanks to the 'System', were a complete mystery.

For a moment, she considered that the 'System' might have whispered something unnecessary into her ear, but since the ending had already been reached, it was unlikely that the actions of those around her could be manipulated at will. In that case, had it perhaps prodded at some complex of Falty's?

*(This is all so tiresome… but whatever.)*


Today, their schedule after arriving in the Qua Kingdom was more important. She would have to revise her evaluation of Falty; her talent for getting on people's nerves was probably more aristocratic than any other noble. But that was all.

"Well then, you two… May you have a safe journey…"


"Thank you, Vernella. Could you tell everyone in the Alcioni territory that it was 'a calm and perfect place for convalescence'?"


"Yes, Sister-in-law!"


With a beautiful curtsy, Vernella saw off the carriage carrying the two of them and their luggage. As the carriage grew smaller in the distance, she slowly raised her head and smiled, replaying Lupia's words in her mind.

"We have no outstanding industries… but a peaceful place is the pride of our domain… I'm so glad… that my sister-in-law was pleased."


The territory of the Alcioni Count Family was a favored place for nobles and even wealthy commoners to convalesce. Its location was relatively calm, not too far from the capital. The climate was also temperate, neither too hot nor too cold. In many ways, for better or worse, it was 'ordinary', but that was precisely what made it popular. Nobles wishing to escape the clamor flocked to purchase land within the Alcioni Count's territory and build villas. To cater to them, restaurants and shops handling foodstuffs and daily necessities increased. As a result, the territory prospered moderately, and it became easier for people and 'information' to gather.

"Now then… I need to get a little more work done before I pack my things."


Vernella murmured to no one in particular as she headed back to the mansion. In her heart was a single wish: that the two of them would arrive safely. As if in response to Vernella's thoughts, the carriage proceeded smoothly toward the Qua Kingdom.

"Sister."


"What is it?"


Inside the carriage, Rupert spoke up.

"You got a letter from the Crown Princess, didn't you?"


"I did."


"What are you going to do?"


"It's a waste of time to bother with her… but I won't be satisfied until I give her a piece of my mind. But…"


Lupia smiled and added, "Not now." Rupert tilted his head in confusion.

"After the process of immigrating to the Qua Kingdom is well and truly complete, I will visit our home country. And then, I will *put an end to it*."

She announced with a smile, then said no more, turning her gaze out the window. And Rupert thought, *Falty is free to cling to my sister if she wants, but she really should pick her targets more carefully…* He had never met Falty, but he could never bring himself to like her—a woman who might show remorse but would then do the same thing all over again.

What if, Rupert couldn't help but wonder, things had been a little different? Falty's desired future, whatever it was. If he had somehow been involved in it… the thought was nothing short of horrifying, an unknowable terror.
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			And so, Lupia and Rupert stood together, checking each other's attire. It had been three days since their arrival in the Qua Kingdom. The king had arranged a date for their audience, and today was finally the day.

"Haaa…"


"Well, it's natural to be nervous."


"You look perfectly normal to me, Sis."


"What's the point in panicking?"


"…I guess you're right."


Lupia's long hair was gathered to the side, but not fully up, styled into a side ponytail. It was braided, and small, jeweled hairpins added a touch of elegance. Her chosen necklace was a platinum choker pendant with a sapphire at its center, custom-made to fit her neck perfectly. Her earrings were of a matching design. Her dress, which capitalized on her tall, slender figure, was a mermaid-style gown, but with a fishtail design that was calf-length in the front and grew longer toward the back. The dress itself was a pale blue, but with the accessories, her entire ensemble was based on a color scheme of silver and blue.

Rupert was dressed in a knight's uniform of a pale cream color. Had things been different, he would likely be serving as a member of his home country's Knight Order right now, but that was no longer possible. Not that it was a major problem; he had decided to change his path the moment it became clear Lupia would not be the Crown Princess.

"Lupia, Rupert, are you ready?"


Their mother, Millière, entered after knocking on the door. The twins stared at their own mother, who looked so young it was as if she were faking her age. Her normally waist-length hair was intricately braided and arranged in an updo that was elegant yet not overly heavy. Her hair ornaments were simple but studded with delicate jewels that sparkled as they caught the light. One could tell at a glance they were of high quality. The fabric of her dress, the delicate lace and embroidery—all were tailored just for Millière. It was an off-the-shoulder mermaid-style gown, just like Lupia's. The color matched her father's eyes and suited Millière perfectly.

"We're ready, Mother."


"Mother, is it time to head to the palace?"


"Yes. You don't need to be too nervous, but… be careful. The high-ranking nobles of this country probably despise us."


Millière said it casually, with a little laugh. The twins nodded, understanding that it was likely true.

From an outsider's perspective, they were probably seen as shameless nobles who had used Millière's connections to cleverly ingratiate themselves with the royal family and even receive a peerage. Moreover, their eldest daughter, Lupia, was a damaged lady whose engagement had been broken, rendering her education as a future Crown Princess useless. Her twin brother, Rupert, was a defective product, insufficient to inherit the ducal title.

That was likely the general consensus.

No one would dare complain to Millière and Aristerios directly. But there was no doubt resentment would surface.

"Well, let's go."


Millière prompted them with a bright smile. Aristerios, who was already waiting by the carriage, escorted Millière, while Rupert escorted Lupia. They wanted to bring their guard knights, but given the location, Alfred was ordered to stay behind this time.

"Please proceed."


At the signal to the coachman, the carriage began to move slowly. The destination, needless to say, was the Qua Kingdom's Royal Palace. This audience with the king held several meanings: as immigrants from a neighboring country, as relatives of