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			Chapter 1

			The Social Scene

			It was the night of a perfectly ordinary ball. The host was Count Holloway. The count's daughter, Opal, who had only just made her social debut, felt a bit overwhelmed by the crowd and stepped out into the garden she knew so well. The garden of the Count's residence in the Royal Capital, a place she had visited countless times since she was a little girl, had been a perfect playground for the tomboyish Opal, so even the dim light was more than enough for her. But on the night of a ball, the garden became a completely different world.

Suddenly, Opal was seized from behind. Before she knew it, she had been pushed down onto the lawn and was being kissed. A slimy sensation fell upon her lips, and it was so disgusting that she clawed at her attacker's face. As the man groaned in pain and pulled away, Opal seized the opportunity to scream. She knew there were guards in the garden. She called for help, never imagining that the commotion would be a fatal blow to an unmarried woman's reputation.

The sound of the guards' footsteps running toward them was a signal for the man to flee, leaving Opal alone, her dress and her pinned up hair in a complete mess. It was not only the guards who surrounded the stunned, seated Opal, but many of the party's guests as well. The gazes of the guests were filled not with pity, but with a burning curiosity.

She did not remember much of what happened after that. Opal's personal maidservant came rushing over, led her back to her room, and drew her a bath. Afterward, she got into bed and fell into a confused sleep, for Opal had not yet realized the gravity of the situation she had fallen into.

The next morning, she awoke to a message from her father, summoning her to his study. Opal got ready and headed to the study without even eating breakfast. She knocked. A response came immediately, and upon entering, Opal found her father, Count Holloway, seated in his office chair, his face a mask of displeasure.

"Good morning, Father. I was told you sent for me..."

"What are you doing greeting me so casually? Do you have any idea what you have done?"

"It is true that I caused a disturbance at the wonderful ball last night, and for that I am truly sorry. But nothing happened to me, I..."

"What happened is not the issue. The issue is that you were seen by everyone in such a state."

Opal's shoulders trembled at the anger in her father's voice. There was no word of concern for her wellbeing, nor did he even try to ask her properly what had happened last night. She had known it, of course, but a rebellious spirit began to stir within her against her heartless father.

"I did nothing wrong! The one at fault is that man!"

"Do you know who this man is?"

"I do not. He ran away when I fought back and screamed."

She had intended to show off her strength, as if to say, "See?", but her father only heaved a deep sigh.

"That was the problem. If you had not made such a scene, it would not have become public knowledge..."

"But if I had not made a scene, something much worse would have happened to me."

"If you had only managed to protect your reputation, we could have found you a better match, whether you were damaged goods or not. But now, the news that you are damaged goods has likely spread with incredible speed. Our options are now limited. Still, that little brat who came this morning is out of the question."

"...A brat?"

Opal wanted to deny that she was damaged goods, but she was so shocked that he had not a shred of concern for her that she forgot to protest. She only focused on his last words and asked him to repeat them.

"A brat who came forward, claiming he was the one you were having a tryst with last night. He asked for my permission to marry you to take responsibility."

"He came forward himself? Even though he ran away last night? And he assaulted me, but calls it a tryst?"

"To that brat, you wandering into the garden alone must have looked like a golden opportunity. He is the second son of a poor viscount's family, after all. He said he ran because you made a scene. Honestly, I was a fool to invite such a brat to our home."

"A poor viscount's family..."

Opal murmured, stunned, as she recalled a young man who had been pestering her lately. Opal had a considerable dowry, and she had become the perfect prey for those who had somehow learned of it. However, Opal's guard had been firm.

Her mother had passed away early, her father was too absorbed in increasing his assets to pay her any mind, and her brother, two years her senior, had gone off to boarding school. With no family around, she had grown up alone in the estate on the count's fief. The servants at the estate were kind, of course. Still, she envied families that were close, and she had always dreamed of building a warm home of her own.

That was why she wanted to marry someone she could love, someone who would love her for herself, not for her money. She had a close childhood friend in her fief, but he was unfortunately the third son of a Baron's family, and her father would never approve. Besides, what they had between them was only friendship. And in the Royal Capital, where she had come with such expectations, she had not yet met a man who captured her heart.

(No, there was one person...)

Opal remembered a man she had danced with just once. He was a young duke who had only just graduated from university and apparently rarely showed his face at balls. On top of that, his ducal status made him the subject of a fierce battle among the young ladies, making him a difficult person to even approach. Still, when her father introduced them, he had asked her for a single, perfunctory dance. He was a man of few words, but his hand on hers was very gentle, and the occasional smile he showed still had a trace of boyishness. She had imagined then that spending time with him would surely be pleasant.

"Listen, you can no longer hope for a good match. That is the long and short of it. Still, someone who needs your dowry will appear. I will vet them and decide on a husband for you, so until then, you are not to cause any more trouble. Understood?"

"...Yes, Father."

Opal answered demurely, but she had been lost in thought and had not been listening carefully. The Count, seemingly satisfied for the time being, waved a hand, dismissing her. Opal, who was feeling hungry, obediently withdrew and headed for the breakfast room.

That night, Opal was attending a ball hosted by a certain marquis. It was there that she first understood what her father had meant. The young ladies who had been so friendly just yesterday now ignored her. The young men who used to flock to her the moment she entered the hall were nowhere to be seen. There were a few men, but a quick glance at their clothes told her they were likely not tailored this year. Furthermore, the women known as ladies of society shot her looks of contempt and whispered behind their hands.

A normal young lady might have fled in such a situation, but the strong willed Opal held her head high and remained where she was. She had done nothing wrong. If anything, the one who should be blamed was the man who had assaulted a helpless woman, yet that viscount's second son was not present. Perhaps her sharp nails had scratched his face, and he would be unable to show himself in public for some time.

In the carriage on the way home, her chaperone complained about how much shame she had suffered, but Opal ignored her. If the woman disliked the job, she could simply quit. Opal had no mother, nor any suitable older female relatives, so she was paying this woman for her services. In the end, it seemed the chaperone could not give up her high salary, and she was forced to continue accompanying Opal in society.

No matter how vicious the rumors became, Opal always carried herself with dignity, but it was still difficult to fend off the fortune hunters and profligates who were only interested in playing games. This, in turn, made her seem experienced, which only made the rumors worse. By now, she had no friends left, and the number of invitations she received had dwindled. She was only invited when it was a formal necessity to include the daughter of a count with a vast fortune. And when the season finally came to an end, Opal breathed a sigh of relief.

Now she could return to her beloved fief, to the estate. As the carriage swayed, Opal thought about her future. Her father was as busy as ever increasing his fortune and had ignored her ever since that day. Her brother, it seemed, intended to spend his long university vacation at a friend's house and had no plans to return to the fief.

(By next season, everyone will have surely forgotten about me, right? New scandals are born every day, after all.)

The optimistic Opal thought this, still dreaming of marriage as she spent her time in the fief, acting as the lady of the house in place of her deceased mother. Of course, she did so while displaying her tomboyish nature, enjoying horseback riding and even tree climbing. The neighbors, though they must have heard the rumors, treated her just as they always had. When she went to see the people of the fief, they paid her respect and consulted her with their troubles. The childhood friend she mentioned, Claude Artrey, also returned for his long university vacation and accompanied her on long rides and fishing trips. Claude was a year older than her brother, so he lamented that he still had two more years until graduation. She encouraged him and saw him off to university once more. Having spent her days in such a fulfilling way, Opal fully regained her spirits and greeted the next season, only to be shown just how naive her thinking had been.



		
			Chapter 2

			The Social Scene

			Opal had thought her second season since her debut would surely be a pleasant one, but she returned to her fief in disappointment. Far from dying down, the rumors had transformed Opal into a completely wanton woman.

A few times, she had gone on morning walks with men she thought might be suitable, or stepped out onto a balcony with them for a private moment, and even tried kissing them. But just as with the viscount's son, it felt only disgusting, and she refused to go any further. The men, their pride wounded, spread all sorts of lies about what had and had not happened. Then, other men who thought they were the only ones to be rejected would spread their own stories of what had happened in their case. Before she knew it, Opal had been labeled an indecent woman, unfit for an unmarried lady, and in the blink of an eye, her third season had also come to a close.

(It seems I should just give up on marriage. I would rather live freely than marry someone I do not even like and have them squander my fortune.)

At the end of her season at eighteen, Opal gave up on her dream of building a warm family. When Opal turned twenty, she was set to inherit a small fief and a sufficient fortune from her late maternal grandmother, Olga Kenjit. The inheritance came with the condition that it would remain Opal's even if she married. She had a vague sense of her grandmother's intentions at the time, for her mother had told her that her maternal grandfather had been a very strict man who always carried a whip.

Upon returning to the estate, Opal devoted herself to her studies rather than to play this year. She sought instruction from the fief's steward, Trevor, the butler, Orton, and the housekeeper, Marcia, following them around and studying in detail the various methods of managing the fief and running the household. Partway through, Claude returned from university, but he looked quite displeased to see Opal like this and spoke his mind.

"Hey, Opal. What are you going to do with all that studying? That is a man's job, is it not? Besides, you can just hire a steward and a butler, so there is no need for you to study, right?"

"Oh, so you also think a woman should just be quiet and take care of the house. How disappointing. I do not plan on getting married anymore, so when I turn twenty, I intend to live on the land my grandmother left for me. That is why I want to know a little about everything."

"You do not plan on getting married? Why is that?"

"Claude, have you not heard? The awful rumors about me. But the fact that you are still my friend must mean you do not know."

"Are you an idiot? Of course I have heard. Just because it is an all boys' dormitory does not mean news does not reach us. But it is precisely because I am your friend that I know you are not... not the kind of woman those rumors make you out to be. Everyone who lives around here feels the same. We have all known you since you were little."

"...Thank you, Claude."

Claude's words made her so happy that she felt tears welling up, but Opal managed to hold them back. Opal never cried. Not when she fell from a tree and broke her arm, nor when her beloved pony died. On her deathbed, her mother had said,

"Do not cry, my sweet child. Please, smile." So, at that moment, she had desperately held back the falling tears and smiled with a face messy from a runny nose. In return, her mother, her cheeks completely gaunt and thin, had slowly lifted them and smiled back, even though she should not have had the strength left for even that.

That is why, since that day when she was ten, Opal had decided not to cry. If she gritted her teeth, looked forward, and smiled, someday everyone would smile back. In fact, the people of her fief did smile back. It did not matter what the people in society said. Once the next season was over, Opal planned to move to the house her grandmother had left her.

She was still nearly two years from turning twenty, but she had spent three social seasons without finding a husband, so it could not be helped. The Steward of the Estate was a very kind man, and perhaps knowing of the rumors about Opal, he had consented to her proposal. The condition, of course, was that for a few years, the management of the land would be entrusted to a steward of his choosing.

Thanks to this, Opal's heart was light as she faced her fourth season. This time, too, she could smile even when surrounded by men who were nothing but dandies called profligates, by men after her fortune, and by so called ladies who did nothing but trade in vulgar rumors. She happened to lock eyes with the duke she had danced with once and been drawn to, but even when he glared at her, she was unfazed. Since that incident, he had ignored her even when they came face to face, not even offering a greeting. As if she was not worth speaking to. It was ill mannered, but a duke was in a position where such things were permissible.

With only a few days left in the season, Opal had already finished her packing. She would return to the estate once, and then move to the small house her grandmother had left her, which would become her new home. She had informed everyone at the estate of her intentions before coming to the Royal Capital, and though they were saddened, she had assured them that she could return in less than a day by carriage.

All that remained was to attend a small concert hosted by a certain viscount's family, and Opal's season would be over. She chose a dress for the evening and looked at the other dresses lined up in her closet. She would have no need for most of them after this season, and she intended to leave them at this residence. A few of the more modest designs would still be necessary, so she had already packed them in her bags. It is finally over. Just as Opal thought this, the butler came to her room.

"The master is waiting for you in his study."

"My father?"

"Yes. He asks that you come at once."

"...I understand."

It was the first time she had been summoned to her father's study since the morning after that incident. He had left her completely alone since then, so she had thought he truly had no interest in her, but being summoned again like this gave her a bad feeling. Still, she could not run away, nor did she intend to. Opal stood boldly before the study and knocked on the door.

"Enter."

Without even asking who it was, her father granted her entry. Opal quietly opened the door and stepped into the study. As always, her father's desk was chaotically piled with documents, a testament to his busy schedule. And despite having summoned her, her father did not even look up, continuing to write something in a document.

"Father, is there something you need?"

Unable to wait any longer, Opal asked. Her father looked up, annoyed. He then let out a great sigh and put down the fountain pen he was holding.

"A lady does not speak until the master of the house speaks first. Honestly, it is my fault as well that you were not properly taught etiquette. I have allowed you too much freedom, Opal."

"I apologize, Father. But I must prepare for this evening..."

"Be silent."

Her father did not shout, but he never listened to his family's opinions. Opal hated that about him so much. She suspected that her brother did not return from university because he did not want to see their father. Feeling weary, Opal meekly offered words of apology. At once, her father's mood brightened, and he smiled. That smile confirmed for Opal that her bad feeling had been correct.

"Opal, rejoice. Your marriage has finally been decided."

"...Pardon?"

"And he is quite a catch. It was worth the three year wait. This is a match we could have arranged three years ago if not for that incident. No matter how damaged you are, I had no intention of giving you to that brat or some worthless fortune hunter."

"Father, I have no intention of marrying..."

"I have already exchanged contracts with him. I just received word that he has obtained the marriage license. You will be wed the day after tomorrow."

It was already a settled matter, and Opal could not voice any objection. Her mind raced, but she quickly realized there was nothing she could do to escape this marriage before she turned twenty. The reason her father had allowed her to be free was because he had been aiming for this prize catch. For three years, Opal's father must have been waiting until he could take advantage of his opponent's weakness.

What kind of terrible person could he be? Hurt yet again by the words "damaged goods," she wondered if a divorce would be possible when she turned twenty. Then it occurred to her that she would have to endure that disgusting kind of kiss.

"Father, who... who is my betrothed?"

"You finally ask. When you hear his name, you may even thank this father of yours. Your groom will be Hubert McLeod. Duke McLeod."

"...Duke McLeod?"

Hearing the name, Opal felt so dizzy she thought she might faint. Duke McLeod was the man she had danced with just once three years ago. The only one who had captured her heart, the one who had ignored her since that incident, and the very same man who had glared at her just the other day.

"Why... would someone like the Duke...?"

"Duke McLeod lost his parents early and inherited the title at a young age. He is inexperienced and too soft. Three years ago, he might have managed. But his pride must have prevented him from seeking help. He is now drowning in debt. So instead of selling his ancestral lands, he has decided to sell himself."

"...His Grace agreed to marry me because of his debts?"

"Yes. It required considerable patience to simply watch him fall this far without doing anything. But patience is key to any investment."

"An investment..."

"Just think of it. A duke! I will be the duke's father in law, the grandfather of a future duke. My business opportunities will expand. Listen, Opal. I have let you be free until now, but from now on, you will conduct yourself with propriety. And you will tackle these problems alongside the duke. That, too, should be amusing."

She was not even sure if she had replied to her father's words. Opal simply stumbled out of the study and back to her room, where she remained in a daze until her lady's maid spoke to her.



		
			Chapter 3

			Marriage

			In the three days leading up to the ceremony, Opal did not even see the Duke's face. The match sent a great shockwave through society. Rumors flew that Opal had seduced the young duke and was already pregnant, or that the duke was struggling to maintain his vast fief and was therefore in need of assets. While they called him a young duke, Hubert was seven years older than Opal. She was about to turn nineteen, so how was she supposed to have seduced a twenty six year old man? Opal chuckled to herself at the rumors her lady's maid relayed. However, the part about struggling to maintain his vast fief was not entirely inaccurate. It seemed the duke was skillfully concealing his debts.

No matter the reasons behind the arranged marriage, Opal trembled with nervousness as she faced the ceremony. What was Hubert thinking as he accepted this marriage? Her dowry would apparently pay off all his debts, and her father had also given him a large sum of cash as a wedding gift. Was he perhaps grateful that his family, the ducal house, had been saved? It seemed he was not pleased, likely due to Opal's reputation. In fact, there had been no flowers or gifts of any kind before the wedding, so she was almost certain of it. Still, one of her maids had said that her sullied name would be cleared on their wedding night, so perhaps it would be all right. He must be a kind person, she thought.

However, the words her father had spoken to her yesterday were troubling.

"McLeod apparently keeps a mistress, but a wife must overlook a mistress or two." At first, Opal was shocked, but after three years of having all sorts of things she would rather not know whispered to her by dissolute men, she was somehow able to think about it calmly.

It was probably something that could not be helped for an unmarried man. But would he keep a mistress even after they were married? That might only happen if he judged her to be an inferior wife. The more she thought about it, the more this marriage frightened her. But then the church music began, prompting the bride's entrance, and she resigned herself to the fact that there was no escape. The face of her father walking beside her was cheerful.

Opal shifted her gaze from her father beside her to the front. The groom waiting at the altar had his back to her and made no attempt to turn around. His figure filled her with anxiety about the married life that was about to begin, but Opal summoned all her strength and forced her feet forward. By the time she finally stood beside the groom, she was slightly out of breath, and her fingertips were completely cold. Still, the groom did not even glance at her.

A faint murmur went through the pews at the strange sight. At the express wish of the groom, Hubert, the ceremony was extremely modest, with only a few relatives from each side in attendance. Neither Opal nor Hubert had invited a single friend.

The two of them exchanged their vows and signed the register, and with that, the ceremony was over. Normally, a celebratory feast, a reception, would follow, but even that was absent. The attendees left, grumbling in dissatisfaction. Even if they were relatives, this peculiar wedding would surely become the talk of the town.

"Um..."

"I am in no mood to celebrate, so a reception is unnecessary, would you not agree?"

Opal's words, an attempt to ask what they would do next, were cut off by a cold voice. Moreover, those were the first words she had heard from Hubert today, or more accurately, in three years. Disappointed, Opal retreated without another word. Then, she was ushered into the ducal carriage. Her luggage, which was supposed to have been sent to the house her grandmother had left her, had already been delivered to the duke's residence in the Royal Capital. It seemed that for the past several years, the duke had been living in the capital, not even returning to his fief outside of the social season.

Once inside the carriage, Opal gently stroked the velvet fabric of the seat, which appeared to have been recently reupholstered. Across from her, Hubert snorted in derision.

"Are you satisfied, seeing how your money has been spent?"

"My... money?"

"Your dowry paid to reupholster this seat. It also paid for repairs to several parts of the residence, and your room has been prepared to your satisfaction."

"...Thank you."

His tone was blunt, but knowing that he had prepared a room and a carriage to welcome her, Opal offered her thanks. However, it seemed her feelings did not get through. Hubert merely scowled.

"Your thanks are not necessary. I am a man bought with your family's money, so it is only natural that I do what I can for you. However, there are things I cannot do. I want you to understand that now."

"...Yes."

She wanted to say that was not true, but she realized it would be useless to say so to him now. Hubert clearly harbored considerable resentment for his circumstances. Her father had said he had waited three years, which meant Hubert must have tried to find a solution on his own during that time. His frustration at being forced into an unwilling marriage was now being directed at her. She decided to believe that once he calmed down and realized she was not the woman the rumors made her out to be, his attitude would surely change.

"No matter how much money your family has provided, that house is mine. I will not allow you to interfere."

"But, as the lady of the house..."

"The role of lady of the house is already filled."

"What?"

"By my father's cousin, Lady Northem. She and her husband looked after me when I lost my parents as a child. Her husband passed away seven years ago, but until then he was like a father to me. So I cannot simply throw her and her daughter, Stella, out of the house just because I am married."

"Of course not."

She had heard that Hubert had lost his parents at a young age, but she had never considered throwing out the people who had raised him. In the first place, she had not even known such people existed. Normally, now that Hubert was married, it would be his wife, Opal, who would manage the household as its mistress, but she decided to bring that up later. Perhaps Lady Northem herself would suggest it.

"Furthermore, regarding Stella. She is very frail and has rarely been outside, so she knows little of the world. I would not normally want to expose her to someone like you, but it cannot be helped. Please, stay away from Stella as much as possible."

"...How old is Miss Stella?"

"She turns twenty this year."

Opal was too taken aback to reply. To be told to stay away from a woman older than herself because she would be a bad influence was nothing short of an insult. And with that, Opal was made to realize that she had been naive about this marriage. She had thought that even if it began with a transaction of money, with time, he might come to see her for who she truly was.

Still, perhaps things would change after their wedding night. Perhaps by tomorrow morning, she could draw words of apology from Hubert, she thought, suppressing her anger. If he apologized, she would forgive him immediately, without making a fuss. Then they could discuss their future properly, and this marriage should work out reasonably well. Perhaps she could even obtain the warm family she had dreamed of.

Just as she held onto that hope, the carriage came to a stop, and she knew they had arrived at the ducal residence. Hubert disembarked swiftly. A footman helped Opal down from the carriage, and she looked up at the grand ducal residence and gasped. If his residence for his stays in the Royal Capital was this magnificent, the upkeep must be considerable. With that thought, Opal slowly ascended the stairs to the entrance.



		
			Chapter 4

			The Ducal Residence

			"Welcome home, Your Grace. Your room is ready."

"Good. Then, show her the way."

As Opal reached the top of the stairs, a man who appeared to be the butler addressed Hubert. There was not a trace of celebratory feeling for the newlyweds in his voice. Furthermore, the faces of the servants lined up to greet the master and his new wife were all uniformly cold, their eyes sizing Opal up. Opal felt anger rising at how rude they were being, but she managed to suppress it. It would not do to make her first impression an angry one. She made a mental note to call the head maid later and admonish her. Just then, the man who seemed to be the butler bowed to Opal and greeted her.

"Welcome, Your Grace. I am Romit, and I have the honor of serving as the butler of this residence. Should you require anything, please inform me or this... Beth. Beth is your personal lady's maid."

At Romit's words, the young woman standing at the very front of the line stepped forward and curtsied. However, Opal did not miss the rebellious expression that flashed across her face. Opal wanted to resent Hubert for whatever he had told them to make the servants so defiant. The man in question, Hubert, had already quickly entered the residence.

"Now then, I will show you to your room, Your Grace. You must be tired today, so please rest assured that dinner will be brought to your room."

"Is that so? I feel fine, though?"

"It is a thoughtful gesture from Lady Northem."

"...I see."

It seemed even the butler still thought of Lady Northem as the lady of the house. Moreover, if having one's meal in one's room, without any celebration on one's wedding night, was a "thoughtful gesture," then the lady must be mad. But not wanting to cause a scene in the house she had just married into, Opal silently followed Romit.

A residence, regardless of its size, tended to have a similar layout. So, as Opal ascended the grand central staircase, she immediately spotted what was likely to be her room, the master bedroom. However, Romit walked right past the door. Thinking she must have been mistaken, Opal followed, only to find that they had reached the very end of the corridor. Romit opened a door there. Although she found it suspicious, she was ushered inside, and Opal realized that the room was, by all appearances, a guest room.

"Romit, surely this is not my room?"

"It is, Your Grace."

"But this is a guest room. Perhaps the master bedroom is not yet finished being redecorated?"

"No. This room is indeed the furthest from the stairs, but it is well appointed with a washroom and a closet, and above all, the view from the window is magnificent. Furthermore, Lady Northem chose it for Your Grace so that you would not be troubled by any bothersome noises."

"...I appreciate the 'thoughtful gesture' very much, but I am the Duchess, am I not? I should be using the master bedroom. Move my things at once."

"I am afraid I cannot do that."

"Why not?"

"The master bedroom... the room adjoining His Grace's, is currently occupied by Lady Stella."

"What...?"

She knew she was taking on a haughty tone, but Opal chided herself that she could not let them look down on her, and so she gave Romit her command. She had never imagined that not only would she be denied the master bedroom, but that she would be shoved into a room at the far end of the house like this. On top of that, she was now informed of a startling fact, and Opal was left speechless. She could feel the blood draining from her face. Still, determined not to collapse here, she pinched her left hand with her right and opened her mouth to say something.

"Is this Miss Stella His Grace's mistress?"

She had not meant to say it, but the words slipped out. In this situation, it was a conclusion one could not be blamed for reaching. But this time, it was Romit's face from which the blood drained upon hearing Opal's words.

"Certainly not... How could you... I will take my leave now."

With an expression of utter disbelief, Romit cast one last look of contempt at Opal before exiting the room. Left behind, Opal glanced at the lady's maid, Beth, who was preparing her change of clothes as if nothing had happened. The maid said nothing, but it was clear she was angered by the conversation she had just heard.

It seemed there was an angel in this residence. And now a snake had slithered in, one who might defile the angel, so everyone was directing their enmity toward the snake. After giving up on marriage in her second season, Opal had not cared about her reputation. But now, that very reputation was coming back to haunt her.

(But I saved this family, did I not? So why do I have to be treated like a fool even by servants I have just met?)

The more she thought about it, the angrier she became, and the fury she had been suppressing reignited. The snake in this house was not her. She had not yet met her, but the one manipulating everyone had to be the person running this house, Lady Northem. She was probably worried that her own position was being threatened.

"How absurd."

Opal muttered as she changed from her wedding dress into a simple gown, but Beth, who must have heard, said nothing. She decided then and there that she would ask for a divorce when she turned twenty. At this rate, there was no way she would ever have children. Just as she made this resolve, she heard the sound of forceful footsteps approaching. In this residence, the only person permitted to make such a noise was Hubert. The door opened without a knock, and standing on the other side was, indeed, Hubert.

"Your Grace..."

She had just finished changing, but what if she had been in the middle of it? Opal was about to tell him he should knock, but she choked on her words when she saw the demonic look on Hubert's face as he approached.

"...!"

"What a foul woman you are! To call Stella... to call Stella a mistress!"

He gripped her right arm so tightly that she nearly screamed in pain, but Opal gritted her teeth and endured it. Hubert spat out his anger and then abruptly let go of her arm, as if touching her was a disgusting act.

"I will not allow you to meet Stella. Understood? If you wish to leave this room, you will go through Beth. I cannot have an accidental meeting. Of course, I will not stop you from going out. However, even if you become pregnant, I will not acknowledge the child. Though we are husband and wife, I will petition the Royal Legal Officer, so be prepared for that."

Having said his piece, as if satisfied, Hubert shot Opal one last glare and left. Opal let her throbbing arm hang limp at her side and watched his retreating figure. And all the while, Beth said nothing, simply standing silently in the corner of the room.



		
			Chapter 5

			The Ducal Estate

			Opal did as she was told. She had dinner in her room, went to bed early, and tried to sleep. But sleep would not come. She finally began to drift off around sunrise, and it seemed she slept until noon. When she rang the bell for Beth, the maid helped her get ready with an air of reluctance, as if scolding her for living such an idle life. Opal was normally an early riser for a noblewoman, but she found it too troublesome to explain that every single time.

However, there was something she had to do. She needed to speak with Lady Northem. With this in mind, Opal told Beth, who left the room looking as though she was being forced. It was not a proper attitude for a servant to have toward her mistress, but Opal decided to address it later and waited for the lady's reply. After a while, a knock came at the door. When she answered, a woman she did not recognize entered. Judging by her attire, this woman was likely Lady Northem.

"I was told you wished to see me?"

"Are you Lady Northem?"

"Yes. Forgive my late introduction. My name is Talia Northem. I am the cousin of the previous Duke, Lord Joseph. When Lord Joseph passed away, my husband and I raised Hubert as his guardians."

"I see. My name is Opal. Please feel free to call me Opal. To return to the matter at hand, I only said that I wished to speak with you. I had no intention of summoning you. But since you are here, would now be a good time?"

"Of course."

As she replied, Lady Northem moved to sit on the sofa but then, as if remembering her position, stopped herself. Seeing this, Opal gave a wry smile and invited her to sit. Opal sat across from her and asked Beth for tea, then got straight to the point.

"I understand you have managed this household as its mistress for a very long time, Lady Northem. Thank you for your service."

"No, there is no need for thanks. So, is this conversation about me handing over the position of mistress of the house?"

Opal nearly faltered at the rather aggressive remark, but she had grown accustomed to returning the barbs of older women. She wanted to say yes, that was exactly it, but she remembered Hubert's words in the carriage yesterday and held her tongue.

"I would not force you. I am still inexperienced in many ways, so if possible, I was hoping you might teach me a few things."

"Is that so."

Opal kept a smile on her face, though she was irritated by the lady's reply, which seemed to say, 'but of course.' Had she mentioned that Hubert had already spoken to her about this, the lady would have been even more triumphant.

"There is just one thing that concerns me. It's about the master bedroom."

When Opal finally said it, the lady's face twisted into a scowl. But Opal resolved not to lose and continued to look her straight in the eye. She no longer had any particular feelings for Hubert. The small bit of hope she had was completely shattered yesterday. But now that she had married and come to this estate, even if she didn't need to manage it as its mistress, the idea of another woman using the master bedroom was, by any measure, strange and intolerable.

"I don't know how things were before, but I have come to this house as the Duke's wife, my husband's wife. I find it questionable that your daughter, Stella-san, is using the master bedroom, which is connected to my husband's room by a single door. What would the world think?"

"My child... my child has lived in that room for years. But there is no one in this estate who would leak such vulgar matters to the outside!"

"But I might talk, you know?"

She had spoken out of anger, not because she meant it. She would never bring such shame upon herself. However, behind her, Beth gasped, and the lady began to tremble and burst into tears.

"My child has supported Hubert all this time! And now, Hubert is supporting her! If she were torn away from Hubert, she would die!"

How dramatic, Opal thought, feeling utterly weary. The lady, oblivious to Opal's thoughts, took out a handkerchief and pleaded while wiping her tears.

"My child has a grave illness! We were told she would not live past twenty, but thanks to Hubert's devoted support, she has been able to hold on until now..."

With that, the lady began to weep aloud. Opal could only watch in stunned silence. She had never imagined Stella's illness was so severe. No one had told her. They had only directed their hostility at her.

"I do apologize. I had heard from my husband that Stella-san was frail, but I did not know it was so serious. If that was the case, you should have told me from the start."

It seemed Opal's apology did not reach the lady, who was lost in her tears. Opal was not a monster. Had she known from the beginning, she would not have said such a thing. Still, she thought it was wrong for her to be using the master bedroom. Then it occurred to her. Perhaps the reason Hubert had not married Stella, despite caring for her enough to give her the master bedroom, was because of her illness.

But being by her side isn't the only way to support or protect her.

Opal's thoughts grew cold as she watched Beth step past her own mistress to console the weeping Lady Northem and lead her from the room. A short while later, the sound of heavy footsteps approached.

Oh, here we go again.

Just as she thought it, the door opened again without a knock, and Hubert, his face red with anger, stormed into the room.

"How cruel a woman can you be! Have you already forgotten what I said yesterday!?"

"Good morning, my lord husband."

"What good morning! First you demand Lady Northem relinquish her position as mistress, and next you tell her to kick Stella out of the master bedroom. You truly are a woman with no blood or tears!"

"There is a misunderstanding regarding that matter."

"Where is the misunderstanding! Not only Lady Northem, but Beth, who was listening nearby, has testified to it!"

"Is that so."

The angrier Hubert became, the colder Opal's mind and heart grew. Her attitude only fueled his rage.

"Why did I ever agree to this marriage!? Not only are you promiscuous, but such a cold woman as well!"

"...Then why do you not proceed with an annulment immediately? That would surely restore peace to this estate. However, you will have to return my dowry and my father's wedding gift."

"Wh-!?"

"Regarding your earlier question, my lord, you married me for my dowry, did you not? And you received the money you desired. You were able to pay off your debts, and the ducal family's honor was preserved. So why must I be treated in this manner? The servants show me no respect. Is it not natural to be surprised to find another woman in the master bedroom? Yet I was not told the reason, and if I say a single word, I am rebuked like this. Why? I have done nothing but reward you, the ducal family, so what crime have I committed? I never wanted this marriage in the first place. I only came here because my father ordered me to."

"Ordered you..."

"Yes, ordered me. Or could it be that you thought I had fallen in love with you and begged my father for your hand?"

Hubert's face turned red at her jesting words. Apparently, that was exactly what he had thought. The sheer absurdity of it made her want to laugh.

"I am not needed in this house. Only my money is. In that case, why do you not simply kill me?"

Hubert gasped at her words, his red face turning pale. It was impossible to tell if his reaction was due to genuine shock or because the thought had, for even a moment, crossed his mind.

"I am sure it would go smoothly. In just a single day, I have become so despised, even by the servants. They would all get their stories straight for you, would they not?"

"D-don't say such foolish things!"

"Yes, it is foolish. I had some hope for this marriage. That you would respect me a little, not just my money. But now I understand perfectly. I truly seem to be a nuisance in this house, so you are free to consider me as if I do not exist."

"What..."

"Just as you said yesterday, my lord, I will live quietly in my room so as not to see your precious Stella-san. And of course, I will inform Beth beforehand whenever I go outside. Will that satisfy you?"

Honestly, she had not intended to go this far. But the anger that had been building since yesterday, no, since her father had ordered her to marry, had finally exploded. If you get hit, hit back. That had been Opal's nature since she was a child, and the people at the estate and her childhood friend, Claude, often told her she was far worse than a tomboy. They also called her stubborn and headstrong.

Hubert, who clearly had not expected such a rebuttal, could barely get a word in and simply listened. But once Opal had finished speaking, he seemed to come to his senses. He pressed his lips together tightly for a moment, then declared.

"As long as you do not bother us, you may do as you please!"

Leaving behind words that sounded like a sore loser's excuse, Hubert turned on his heel and left, slamming the door violently behind him. The sound was likely loud enough to be heard in the master bedroom, Opal thought, and let out a sigh.

She had probably startled his precious Stella. Thinking this, Opal went to the window, only to realize her concern was unnecessary. In the garden below, a delicate woman sat in a wheelchair, attended by the lady, admiring the flowers.

If Opal were to be found here, Hubert would surely vent his anger on her again, so she started to move away from the window. Just then, the woman happened to look up, and their eyes met. Instantly, the woman smiled. The smile looked incredibly malicious, and Opal blinked. It might have been a trick of the light, or perhaps the angle from which she was looking up, she thought, and moved away from the window. Then, she rang the bell. What she was about to do was a matter of pride.
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			"The attic room?"

"Yes, Your Grace. Her Ladyship summoned Beth and inquired if there were any unused rooms in the attic. She then had Beth guide her to a vacant servant's room."

"And she didn't actually say she plans to live there, did she?"

"Indeed she did, Your Grace. She said that while her luggage and bath cannot be placed in the attic room, and so she will continue to use her assigned room, she intends to spend her time there."

"What is this, some kind of protest..."

Hubert muttered to himself and ordered Romit to leave. She was probably trying to get back at him for telling her to stay away from Stella by ensuring they would not even be on the same floor.

She'll give up soon enough.

Hubert, who had been working in his study, snorted and tried to focus on the documents before him. But his hand, holding the fountain pen, naturally came to a stop, and he found himself thinking about Opal.

He had stormed into her room that morning, furious after hearing Lady Northem's appeal, but now he recalled just how rude he had been. He had burst into a woman's room without knocking, ignored her greeting, and just started shouting. True, he had his reasons, but his actions were still inexcusable. What's more, everything she had said to him afterward was true.

No matter what kind of life she had lived before, her dowry had allowed them to pay off their debts and make repairs to the estate. Not only that, but her father's wedding gift meant they would not have to worry about their living expenses for some time. With this, they could also afford Stella's expensive medical bills.

Hubert remembered dancing with Opal once, three years ago. At the time, she had been so innocent and lovely, and he had found himself secretly drawn to her. But even back then, he was already falling into debt, and romance, let alone searching for a bride, was the furthest thing from his mind. He recalled how disappointed he had been each time he heard a new rumor about her afterward.

While she was selfishly enjoying her life, Stella was becoming more and more confined to her bed, and he had grown angry at the injustice of it all. Then, just as he was at his wit's end, Opal's father, Count Holloway, approached him as if from nowhere. Hubert was furious, thinking that the only way the Count could have known about the debts he had tried so hard to hide was if Opal, desiring him, had her father investigate.

But Hubert knew the truth. Most of the anger he directed at Opal was just him lashing out to cover for his own incompetence.

However, he had to protect Stella from Opal. The time she had left was short, and Hubert wanted to make every moment of it shine. He owed Stella a great debt. And he bore a great burden of guilt.

Hubert's parents had died when he was just twelve years old. The three of them had been traveling from their fief to the Royal Capital when a wheel came off their carriage. The carriage had tragically plunged off a cliff, and Hubert was the sole survivor. For two days until he was discovered, he had been forced to remain alone, surrounded by the bodies of his parents, a maid, a coachman, and even the horses.

He could never forget that terror, and it still haunted his dreams at times. The one who had saved him was Stella. At twelve, having just inherited the title of Duke after his parents' deaths, Hubert was forced to sleep in his parents' bedroom and was plagued by nightmares every night. It was then that Stella, having woken up in a daze, had wandered into his room and gently soothed him. Stella was only six at the time, but every night after her family was asleep, she would come to Hubert's room, rubbing her sleepy eyes, and sing him clumsy lullabies.

They would often fall asleep together, so the Northems soon found out. But understanding Hubert's situation and considering their young age, they did not scold them and allowed it. Stella even began sleeping in the room her mother had used. Perhaps the couple had hoped the two of them would marry. Hubert wasn't sure, but if they had asked, he would have married her, even if he only thought of her as a sister.

However, when Stella turned ten, her illness was discovered. At first, she had developed a fever and was bedridden, so everyone assumed it was just a common cold. But when she began to have recurring fevers with no other symptoms, everyone grew suspicious. They had a renowned physician examine her, who declared that she had an incurable disease.

He explained that the fever was a distress signal from her body, a sign that inside Stella, her protective cells were fighting against some kind of pathogen. Unfortunately, this pathogen was very strong, and a medicine to combat it had not yet been found. He said that with time, Stella would likely lose the ability to walk, and eventually, her heart would even stop beating.

Hubert and the Northems were overcome with grief when they heard the news. But they could not let Stella know. So, Hubert and the couple colluded, cherishing Stella and protecting her with the help of all the servants.

And yet, fate can be cruel. Lord Northem passed away before Stella. He had managed the fief and finances in place of the young Hubert, but on a cold winter day while Hubert was away at university, he suffered a heart attack at the estate and died. For Hubert, the estate was already filled with memories of his parents, and since then he had been unable to return. Now, it had become an even more detestable place.

Truthfully, it might be better for Stella to return to the fief for the fresh air. But not only was that place cursed with terrible memories, there were no decent doctors, and even getting medicine delivered would take time. Right now, he didn't have the funds to keep a doctor stationed at the fief.

Four years ago, a flood had caused massive damage to the crops on the fief. Since then, one disaster after another had struck, from droughts to insect plagues, and before he knew it, he was forced to take on debt. He wanted to sell that land, but he couldn't. As a last resort, Hubert had decided to take Count Holloway's sweet offer.

She'll come down from the attic room soon enough, I'm sure of it. When she does, maybe I can at least talk things over with her...

Hubert thought arrogantly as he emerged from his memories. He was certainly at fault for not explaining anything about Stella. So, he could afford to bend a little. But Hubert's expectations were in vain. Even after a week had passed, Opal did not leave the attic room.



		
			Chapter 7
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			Eight days after Opal had moved into the attic room. Waking up, Opal stretched wide, loosening the stiffness in her body. At first, the hard wooden bed had made it difficult to sleep, but she had grown quite used to it now.

Outside the room, she could hear the stirrings of the servants beginning their day. At this hour, she was certain she would not run into Stella, or even Hubert, so she had made it her time to be active. The servants still treated her as if she were invisible, but they would respond if she spoke to them. They had been quite startled the first time she had come downstairs on her first day sleeping in the attic.

She had brought several dresses with her that she could put on without assistance, intending to take them to what would become her new home before the marriage. She had a few of them in the attic room, and today, she changed and headed downstairs. Now that she knew the location of the library, her initial reason for speaking to a servant, she visited it daily and brought a few books back to the attic room. Out of the entire day, apart from this small morning walk and returning to her originally assigned room for baths and washing up, she spent all her time in the attic. She would read, then do exercises to move her body. She would do embroidery, and when she tired, she would do more exercises. She would eat the three meals that were brought to her and then sleep. It was a life like that of a privileged prisoner, but to Opal, this marriage felt much the same.

But I'm not a prisoner, and being this stubborn is starting to feel ridiculous...

She had already read through most of the books in the library that suited her taste. Opal thought to herself as she walked slowly between the shelves. Hubert had said she could do as she pleased, as long as she did not appear before Stella. If that was the case, then she might as well leave this estate altogether.

She would return to her family's fief, where she had planned to go after the season ended anyway. Her father and brother would not be coming back, so she shouldn't have to see them. If she called it a short visit home after getting married, everyone at the fief would surely welcome her with joy. As for her husband's absence, saying he was busy would be a sufficient explanation. In fact, she had often seen from her small attic window how busy he seemed to be with Stella.

She would tell Hubert this morning and depart tomorrow morning. That way, she would arrive at the estate by evening, and if she had the coachman stay overnight and return, Hubert would only have to endure two days without a carriage. In the worst case, he could use a public coach. Having come up with a brilliant plan, Opal was humming to herself as she walked through the aisles of the library, when a book suddenly caught her eye.

It was a history of this ducal family. Looking around, she saw several other books about the fief. Come to think of it, I don't know the details of where this ducal family's fief is located, Opal thought, and picked them up. Since she had married into the family, it wouldn't hurt to know, even if she was planning to divorce in about a year. She took them back to her room. From then until Beth brought her breakfast, she spent her time reading the biographies.

"Beth."

"Yes, my lady?"

"I have something I wish to discuss with my lord husband, so please ask him if he could make time for me as soon as possible. And be sure to tell him that if he specifies a time and place, I will come to him."

"...Very well, my lady."

To avoid a repeat of what happened with Lady Northem, Opal made her request to Beth in clear, emphatic terms. Beth agreed with a blank expression and left the room. After that, Beth did not return for quite some time. Since it was unlikely they would skip her lunch, Opal did not grow impatient and instead read the books she had brought from the library. Following the biography was a record book about the ducal fief. As she traced the map in her mind while reading, the more recent the records became, the more questions filled Opal's mind.

It seems I'll need to put some serious effort into this...

Just as Opal was thinking this, a knock came at the door, and her lunch was brought in. Beth glanced at Opal, and seemingly displeased to find her reading so leisurely, her lips curled slightly. Apparently, Opal was supposed to have been angry about the delayed response to her message. Opal smiled inwardly with a touch of malice and closed her book.

"Thank you, Beth. Today's lunch looks delicious as well."

To be honest, it was the kind of food the servants at the count's house might eat, a menu that seemed questionable for a ducal household. But she assumed this was due to their efforts to cut food costs. It made her wonder what the servants here were eating if this was their menu, but she held her tongue so as not to take over Lady Northem's duties as mistress. For now, the servants did not look malnourished.

Then it occurred to Opal that perhaps it wasn't just a matter of food costs, but also Lady Northem's lack of experience. She had never heard of the McLeod ducal house hosting balls or tea parties. The rumor was that the Duke did not care much for socializing, and she had assumed they avoided inviting people because of Stella.

However, if Lady Northem was simply unfamiliar with how to act as the mistress of a ducal house, it would make sense that they hadn't held even small events. Of course, financial problems would have been a major factor in recent years. Still, managing the internal affairs of an estate was different from hosting guests. To be recognized as a proper mistress, one had to be capable of both. Now that she and Hubert were married, many people would surely have expectations for the coming year.

Ugh, what a pain... But if I don't host anything, they'll mock my abilities as a duchess...

Of course, since he was a duke, no one would criticize him openly. They would just whisper and gossip behind their backs again. In that respect, getting married at the end of the season had been a blessing.

Well, let them talk if they want. I'm getting a divorce when I turn twenty anyway.

Sitting alone at the dining table, Opal began to eat, stabbing a boiled potato with her fork as if to vent her various frustrations. She put it in her mouth and chewed slowly. The salt was a bit lacking, but it wasn't so bad as to be called unpalatable.

"Um, my lady..."

"...Is something the matter?"

"I inquired about Lord Hubert's availability..."

"Ah, yes, that's right. And?"

"Eh?"

"Yes, what was his reply?"

Opal's response, her mind having been completely elsewhere, seemed to have confused Beth. If that was going to be her reaction, she shouldn't have been so coy in the first place, Opal thought coolly, and prompted Beth to continue.

"H-he said to please come to the south tea room after your meal."

"I see. And where might this south tea room be?"

"I will guide you."

"Very well. Please do."

Opal answered simply and resumed her meal. The thought that she would be leaving this estate tomorrow made everything else seem trivial. Just as she was trivial to the people of this estate, who only needed the money she had brought with her marriage. After finishing her meal, Opal did not bother to change her clothes or redo her hair. She merely glanced at her reflection in the clouded mirror to ensure her face was clean, and then followed Beth out of the attic room.
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			"This is the south tea room, my lady."

"Thank you, Beth."

As Beth led her into the room, Opal let out a soft gasp. The entire south wall was made of glass, save for the window frames, making the room incredibly bright. On a clear day like today, it almost felt as if one were outdoors. The fresh green color of the walls probably contributed to this illusion.

The room was furnished with two drawing-room sets, the fabric of the chairs and the tables all white, creating a very pleasant atmosphere. A refreshing breeze flowed in through several open windows. As she breathed a sigh of admiration at finding such a lovely room, Opal noticed someone sitting in a single armchair by the wall, in the shade. Judging by their size, it was not Hubert.

"I'm sorry, am I interrupting?"

She could tell from their presence that the person was not asleep, so she spoke softly as she approached. When the person slowly turned to face her, Opal's suspicion was confirmed.

"No, it's fine. I was just looking outside since the weather is so nice today."

"You're not going outside? I thought you always take walks in the garden."

"It's not a walk. I can't walk. So, you must be Hubert's wife, right?"

"Yes, so you knew. Please, call me Opal. And you must be Stella-san."

"Correct. And I knew that you knew about me. You were watching me from the attic room, weren't you?"

With a flick of her golden curls, Stella smiled. She was small and truly angelic. But Opal noticed a malicious glint deep within her blue eyes. Three years spent in the spiteful world of high society had not been for nothing.

"I wouldn't want to intrude on your time, so I'll be going, shall I?"

"Why? You're waiting here for Hubert, aren't you?"

"You know a lot, don't you?"

"Everyone gossips about you. If you just listen closely, you can hear the voices from the hallway and outside the windows."

"I see..."

She must be bored if she's physically unable to move, but eavesdropping was still not a good habit. However, Opal chose not to comment and turned to leave.

"You stole Hubert from me. I should have been his wife. You bought Hubert with your filthy money!"

"A pity you didn't have any money, then."

Opal replied calmly to Stella's contemptuous words. Suddenly, Stella began to cry violently and started coughing. While Opal was taken aback by the sudden turn of events, Hubert burst into the room and rushed to Stella's side.

"What is it, Stella? Calm down, take a slow breath. That's it. Now breathe out slowly... breathe in..."

By the time Stella's coughing subsided, Lady Northem and Stella's personal maid had arrived, and the room grew noisy. A footman then lifted Stella and carried her out of the room. The moment they were alone, Hubert turned his anger on Opal.

"What on earth did you say to Stella?"

"Nothing of any great importance."

"That can't be true! For Stella to be that upset... Ah, it may have been nothing of importance to you, but it must have been a great shock to Stella."

"You think so?"

"In any case, I told you to stay away from Stella!"

"She was already here when I arrived. I couldn't help it. If you're so worried, you shouldn't have let me out of the attic room."

"What..."

As far as Hubert was concerned, Stella should have been taking her afternoon nap at this time. He had never imagined she would meet Opal. When Beth had relayed Opal's request for a meeting, Hubert had assumed she was finally coming to apologize. That was why he had chosen this pleasant room over his stuffy study, for her sake, but now everything was ruined. And what's more, despite having caused Stella so much distress, Opal showed no signs of remorse. The thought made his subsiding anger flare up once more.

"I am thoroughly disappointed in you. To hurt someone as fragile as Stella and not even apologize or show any concern!"

"I am concerned. But there are plenty of people more concerned about her and better able to look after her than I am, so am I not needed?"

"Yes, exactly! We don't need you!"

"Except for my money."

"D-don't say such foolish things!"

"Is it foolish? But you need not worry anymore. What I wanted to talk to you about today was my intention to leave this place."

"...Leave?"

Hubert, whose face had been contorted with anger just a moment ago, now stared with his mouth agape. His expression was so childlike that Opal was struck by how much younger than his age he truly was. He was a Duke, so no one had ever been strict with him. He had probably just gone through the motions of his education and made it this far.

"Yes. I was thinking of staying at the Count's fief for a while. A post-wedding visit home, you could call it. That way, my lord, you won't have to worry about me upsetting your precious Stella-san, will you? I will extend my stay there as long as possible, so please, all of you, continue to live as you have before. I suppose we will need to have a discussion before the season begins, though."

"W-what will your father say..."

"He will say nothing. If I do not inform him, he probably will not even notice that I am staying at the fief. Therefore, I must trouble you, but may I borrow a carriage? It will take a day to reach the Count's fief, so I will have the coachman and horses rest for a night and have them return the following day. Also, if you don't mind, may I borrow a few books from the library to relieve the boredom of the journey?"

In contrast to his own turmoil, Opal laid out her plans with a calm detachment that began to irritate Hubert. For some reason, the words 'don't go' nearly escaped his lips, but he managed to swallow them and, feigning composure, replied.

"Fine. It's no exaggeration to say that everything in this house is now yours anyway. Take whatever you wish. The carriage, the books, anything!"

The last word was laced with emotion, but Hubert still managed to leave the room with an air of dignity. He should have been happy that the troublemaker was leaving, yet for some reason, his chest felt tight and unsettled. He quickly decided it was guilt, a feeling stemming from the truth of her words, that he only needed the money she had brought.

Opal watched Hubert leave the room and sank wearily onto the sofa. She had no intention of taking much with her. Everything she needed was at the estate, so packing would be simple and there was no need to rush. And yet, her heart was racing. She realized it was because, somewhere deep down, she had been hoping he would ask her to stay. He was, after all, a man she had once been drawn to. Though their marriage had been one disappointment after another, she knew that she, with her stubbornness, was also at fault.

Perhaps she could have tried harder to compromise. But she knew well that regret changed nothing. If one had time to mope, one should act. And Opal had already decided to leave this estate, and she was determined to seek a divorce next year. Forcing strength into her body, Opal stood up and began to prepare for her departure the next day.



		
			Chapter 9

			The Count's Fief

			"Oh my! Goodness, gracious me! My lady! If only you had sent word that you were returning, we would have prepared a much grander welcome for you all!"

As soon as the carriage bearing the ducal family crest arrived in front of Count Holloway's estate, a footman came rushing down the steps in a fluster to open the carriage door. As Opal stepped out of the carriage with the footman's assistance, the butler and the housekeeper, Marcia, came flying out of the main entrance, looking equally flustered. Marcia threw her arms around Opal, nearly causing her to lose her balance, but a practiced footman was there to steady her, and disaster was averted. The ducal coachman watched the scene, dumbfounded.

In truth, the ducal coachman, Cayve, had never been outside the Royal Capital before. He had set out from the ducal estate early that morning with a sense of unease. With the notoriously wicked duchess and a small amount of luggage in the carriage, he had driven the horses with great tension, following the route he had carefully reviewed the day before. He had managed to enter the Count's fief without issue. But after proceeding a short way down a forked road, a signal came from inside the carriage. When he stopped, he was told he had taken the wrong path. He quickly apologized and was about to turn back when the duchess ordered him to let her out of the carriage. As the coachman, fearing the worst, opened the door and lowered the step, preparing himself to be yelled at, he was shocked when the duchess announced that she would ride with him in the coachman's seat.

"I know the way, after all. It's better than giving directions from inside, isn't it? Besides, look, the weather is so lovely. It's much nicer than being cooped up in there."

True to her word, the duchess sat in the coachman's seat and guided Cayve, pointing out various things about the fief along the way. She did not seem to mind sitting next to the low-born Cayve, nor did she care that the wind was messing up her hair. For Cayve, who had previously worked for another noble family, this was astounding.

Cayve had come to work for the ducal family after being dismissed from his previous post for supposedly looking at the young lady of the house with lecherous eyes. Lord Northem had taken him in. Of course, he had not actually looked at her in such a way. He had simply happened to witness the young lady's dress being blown up by the wind.

Ever since then, he had believed that noblewomen were arrogant, self-conscious, and selfish. The only exception was Stella, the angel of the ducal house. That being said, as a coachman, Cayve had never met Stella, who never went out, nor had he ever spoken with Lady Northem, so he only knew of her by reputation. But since all the servants praised her without reservation, he assumed it must be true.

Amidst all this, he had heard more than enough over the past few days about the wicked woman who had taken advantage of the financially struggling Duke, forced him into marriage, and installed herself as the duchess. The content of those rumors was the very image of the noblewomen Cayve knew so well. For the sake of the kind Duke and the innocent Lady Stella-sama, all the servants had sworn an oath to unite and protect them from the wicked woman. Because of this, he had received a great deal of sympathy and encouragement from everyone for this assignment to the Count's fief. They told him that if he successfully delivered her to the Count's estate, the ducal household would be free from the wicked woman for a while. Cayve had shouldered this mission, yet the journey had been completely different from what he had expected.

Most surprisingly, the people of the fief had joyfully welcomed the duchess sitting in the coachman's seat, and she, in turn, had waved and smiled back at them. As the sun began to set, the duchess returned to the carriage, saying she would be scolded otherwise. Cayve wondered who could possibly scold a duchess, and continued along the path she had shown him. And now, he was witnessing the storm of a grand welcome unfolding before his eyes. As Cayve stood there gaping, the stable hands from the estate came to relieve him, telling him he must be tired and that they would take it from here. Left stranded in front of the entrance, Cayve was guided by a footman to a back entrance, into the mansion, and was warmly received in the servants' break room behind the kitchen. What's more, the dinner he was served, on the assumption that he must be hungry, was more luxurious than anything he had ever eaten before.

"This is too extravagant! I'm just a servant, you know?"

"Ah, I know. I used to work somewhere else before, so I was surprised at first too, but this is our meal here. The young lady, no, she's the Duchess now. The Duchess, ah, this is a pain. Anyway, the young lady improved our meals for us."

Cayve looked at the food before him and desperately swallowed the lump that was rising in his throat. One of the servants misunderstood and laughed.

"Come on, don't be shy, eat up. This isn't food we just carry and aren't allowed to touch. Eat well. There are seconds too."

At these words, Cayve tentatively picked up his spoon, took a sip of soup, and then devoured the rest in a flash. Seeing this, everyone laughed, but then one of the maids' faces clouded over with worry.

"Hey, are the servants treated poorly at the Duke's estate? Even though our young lady married into the family?"

"It hasn't been that long, has it? The Duke's estate is probably too vast for her to have gotten her hands on everything yet."

"But isn't it strange for the young lady to come back here in such a state?"

"That's true..."

The bright atmosphere of the meal instantly fell silent. Cayve, too, found that the bread would not go down his throat.

"Oh, but from what I heard just now, Marcia-san said the young lady told her she came back because there was something very important she needed to confirm."

"Is that so? Well, that can't be helped then."

"Ah, you're right. Hey, Cayve-san, the young lady is living happily at the Duke's estate, isn't she?"

"W-well... I... I'm usually outside... I rarely go into the mansion... but, I imagine she is..."

Questioned by one of the footmen, Cayve answered hesitantly. In reality, he rarely entered the mansion, so he didn't know the internal affairs well. He had only heard from fellow servants that the duchess was living in the attic room. They said it was out of spiteful retaliation because she was angry that Lady Stella-sama was using the master bedroom. So, Cayve had no choice but to lie.

"Don't worry, the young lady is fine. After all, those false rumors ruined her reputation, but the Duke still chose her, didn't he? And she said she had no intention of marrying anyone, yet she did. It must have been a grand romance."

"That's right. Of course it was!"

"Anyone who actually talks to the young lady would know right away that those rumors are lies!"

"Yeah, no doubt about it!"

The servants of the Count's household, unaware of the circumstances, convinced themselves that it was a love match. With this bright conclusion reached, the lively atmosphere returned, and everyone continued their meal in good spirits. Amidst them all, Cayve alone sat, feeling terribly uncomfortable.



		
			Chapter 10

			The Count's Fief

			"Congratulations, my lady. I was so surprised when I received your letter about your marriage. But are you sure it is all right for you to be back so soon? Where is the Duke? Surely you have not had a fight already..."

After a warm embrace, Marcia launched into her usual chatter, and Opal had to fight back tears as she laughed.

"Oh, how rude of you! The Duke was too busy to come with me, but there was something important I absolutely had to confirm. Besides, I was supposed to come home at the end of the season, but I ended up getting married instead, so I wanted to greet everyone properly. I truly wanted to come with the Duke, my husband, but we will have to save that for another time. Everything happened in such a rush."

As she walked slowly into the manor, Opal hated herself for the lies spilling from her lips. Still, it was necessary to keep everyone from worrying. Not everything was a lie, however.

"Is Trevor here now?"

"Yes. Will you be seeing him later?"

"No. I think I will rest for today. This is important, so I would like to be well rested. I want to ask him tomorrow, whenever he has time. Could you ask Trevor about his schedule for me?"

"Of course, my lady."

Opal made her request to Orton, the butler, and then headed to her own room, which was just as she had left it. The room was always kept ready for her to use, and Opal let out a deep breath, feeling as though she could finally breathe after months away.

"Welcome home, my lady! Oh, I mean, Your Grace?"

"Stop it, Nadia. Please, just as you always have."

Nadia, the maid, emerged from the room's washroom, her face lighting up the moment she saw Opal. Marcia often scolded the cheerful and innocent Nadia for her lack of etiquette, but she was beloved by everyone all the same. Opal was one of her biggest fans, which earned her a mild scolding from Marcia, who would say, "It is because you spoil her, my lady."

Feeling that she was truly home, the tension drained from her body, and Opal sank onto the chaise lounge.

"You must be tired, my lady. Your bath will be ready shortly, please wait just a moment."

"Thank you, Nadia."

Nadia must have started preparing the bath as soon as she heard of Opal's return. The thoughtful gesture made her happy enough to forget her fatigue. The words that followed, however, made Opal's heart skip a beat.

"Not at all, everyone is so happy that you have returned, even if it is only for a little while. And so am I! I mean, I was absolutely dumbfounded when I heard you had married the Duke. I just knew there had to be a story behind this shocking marriage."

"Oh?"

"Well, you are so clever and cautious, unlike me, so for you to marry in such a hurry, it must have been something special. The Duke must be incredibly handsome, right?"

"Oh, yes. I suppose so."

"What is he like? The Duke, I mean."

"Let's see... I first met him three years ago, and we danced just once. The Duke is not fond of socializing and rarely appears in public, so I was completely swept off my feet."

"Oh, my!"

"And then, we met again... recently... and before I knew it, we were married."

"Oh, my, my! How passionate!"

Nadia raised her voice from the washroom, its door still open. Opal answered carefully, trying not to tell any more lies. Nadia seemed to have reached her own conclusions and was buzzing with excitement. As Opal wrestled with her guilt, wondering what she would do if asked a more probing question, Marcia entered carrying a basin of hot water.

"Just as I thought. You were bothering my lady with your chatter, weren't you, Nadia?"

"What? But I want to know all about my lady's love story."

"Her, love story?"

"Exactly! Marcia-san, you just do not understand a maiden's heart."

"Enough of that. Hurry up and carry the water!"

"Yes, ma'am."

Undeterred by Marcia's scolding, Nadia left the room with a spring in her step. Opal giggled at their familiar exchange. This truly felt like home.

"I am sorry for returning so suddenly without any notice, Marcia. I must be making everyone so busy."

"Whatever are you saying, my lady? You do not need to give us notice. You are welcome to come home anytime. Even though you are married, this is still your home."

"Oh, but this is Father's house."

"Now that you mention it, I suppose it is," Marcia said, and they both laughed, making a joke of the fact that the Count had not returned to his fief in years. Then, as if remembering something, Marcia tapped the empty basin.

"Oh, yes, that is right. A message from Orton-san. Trevor-san said he will be in his study all afternoon tomorrow."

"Is that so? Thank you, Marcia. In that case, I think I will have my afternoon tea in the study."

"Very well. I will prepare it and bring it to the study for you."

"Yes, please."

While they discussed the next day's plans, Nadia and another maid appeared with more basins, and the tub was soon full of hot water. Opal took her bath, then had a light dinner and relaxed. She had never realized how much she should have appreciated this time, this treatment, which she had always taken for granted. She truly had been blessed. The thought made her wonder if it was all right to just leave Hubert like this.

*That feels like I am just running away...*

Her natural, competitive spirit began to flare up, and Opal grew increasingly frustrated. Fleeing without a fight was something only a coward would do.

*Besides, something is very wrong with this situation. Why should I be treated like such an outcast? Is it not my dowry that is paying for that angel's medical bills?*

While it was certainly a pity that the girl had an incurable illness, their attitude was atrocious. It was not that she wanted them to grovel in gratitude. She just wanted a little respect. Their comment about her having bought the Duke with money suggested that the people of the household were not entirely ignorant of the situation. Their attitude, therefore, was most likely a reflection of their master's.

*He can be as reluctant as he wants. The feeling is mutual!*

Opal involuntarily punched a cushion. Bofutto. And again. The small act of violence eased her anger slightly. She took a deep breath, in and out, steadying herself. Being cooped up in that attic room must have caused a great deal of stress to build up. She decided she would go riding in the morning and, with that resolution made, decided to go to sleep.

*Well, at any rate, I understand what Father meant now. My husband is just too soft.*

With a weary sigh, Opal snuggled into the fluffy down futon for the first time in what felt like an eternity and closed her eyes. She must have been more tired than she thought, for she fell asleep almost instantly, without another thought crossing her mind.



		
			Chapter 11

			The Count's Fief

			"Hello, Trevor. You look well."

"It has been a while, my lady. Congratulations on your marriage. My apologies for not being there to greet you yesterday."

Opal entered the study and greeted Trevor, the land administrator, who was busy with his work. He looked up, his sun-weathered face crinkling at the corners of his eyes as he smiled at her.

"It is fine. It is my fault for returning so suddenly. As for the marriage, thank you. Or at least, that is what I would like to say..."

"Is there a problem?"

"A huge one."

"Oh, dear."

Without waiting for an invitation, Opal sat on the reception sofa in the study, and Trevor moved to sit across from her. Trevor was always calm and gave her sound advice. While Orton the butler and Marcia the housekeeper were much the same, they were also a little, no, quite biased in her favor, so she could not discuss such matters with them. Just then, a knock sounded, and Marcia came in with tea.

"Thank you, Marcia. My favorite muffins with orange peel!"

"Of course. If I did not serve these, you would never leave the kitchen, my lady."

"Oh, I am not a child anymore."

"We were fortunate the Duke thought so."

With that, Marcia left the study. Trevor, who had been watching their exchange, sighed with an air of weary resignation.

"If you were to confide your troubles in Marcia-san, I imagine she would march on the Duke's mansion with not just the staff from here, but the entire fief's population in tow."

"Goodness, do not say such frightening things. She really might do it."

Opal gave a theatrical shiver, then laughed as she sipped her tea and took a bite of her muffin. Trevor remained silent as well, drinking his tea and waiting for Opal to begin speaking.

"You see, this marriage was arranged between my father and Duke McLeod."

"Ah, a political marriage, I see."

"Yes. I had no say in the matter. Well, we had a hasty wedding, and I moved into the ducal household, but... the Duke, my husband, as well as the entire staff, they all treat me like an intruder. And to top it off, there was another woman in the master bedroom. I had no choice but to be angry, don't you think?"

"That is dreadful. Setting my bias aside, even I feel like storming the Duke's mansion to give them a piece of my mind."

"You, Trevor?"

His tone was dispassionate, yet his words were so unlike him that Opal could not help but laugh. Trevor raised an eyebrow as if offended.

"I assure you, I care for you with all my heart, my lady."

"...Thank you, Trevor. But the woman in the master bedroom is a distant relative who has lived in the ducal mansion since she was a child. They say she does not have long to live."

"...I see. Nevertheless, the Duke is a married man now. His behavior is unthinkable by any normal standard."

"I know... Well, I am over that part now. But at first, I did not know, so I asked, 'Is she your mistress?' which made my husband and everyone else furious. That woman is treasured in their home, you see. But is it not their fault for not telling me? I got stubborn too and decided that if that was how it was going to be, I would stay out of their sight completely. So I started living in an attic room."

"And how are the accommodations?"

"They are not too bad."

Though it was a miserable story, Opal's tone belied the fact. Of course, this did not mean she was not hurt. She was likely trying not to worry Trevor. However, she would not have taken up his time just to complain. With this in mind, Trevor's expression grew serious.

"So, what is the biggest problem for you, my lady?"

"...As I said before, this marriage is political, a contract. My husband will use my dowry to repay his debts, and it seems the wedding gift from my father will cover their living expenses for the time being."

At Opal's confession, Trevor's eyes widened. This was clearly not what he had been expecting.

"Does the Duke have a gambling habit?"

"I do not think so. My father did not say anything about that. He only said my husband was 'soft'."

"Hmm. That is strange indeed. With the lands I know Duke McLeod to possess, he should be quite wealthy, far from having any debts..."

"There was a great drought several years ago, wasn't there?"

"Yes. The entire country was hit hard by that. But the ducal family should have had ample savings, and they should have been able to recover fully within a year."

"It seems the next year there was a flood, and the year after that, pest damage."

"In the Duke's fief? As part of my work, I pay close attention to the weather not just in our own fief but in others as well. I heard reports of floods and pest damage in other regions, but not near the Duke's fief."

Trevor systematically refuted Opal's words. Realizing her suspicions were correct, Opal placed the two record books she had brought with her on the table.

"What are these?"

"Copies of the land management records from the Duke's mansion."

"Is it all right for you to have taken something so important?"

"My husband said, 'You basically bought this place, so you may take whatever you like'."

"Oh, my."

Trevor smirked as he looked at Opal, who held her chin high. Her strong will was as present as ever. Intrigued by another family's land management, Trevor did not hesitate to pick up the older of the two record books. He skimmed through it quickly. His hand, turning the pages, would occasionally pause, but he moved on to the next book without taking too much time.

He likely wanted to read them thoroughly, but he seemed to be rushing for Opal's sake. His pace changed, however, about halfway through the second book. His brow furrowed. He flipped back several pages, then forward again, his finger tracing the text as he occasionally fell deep in thought. Throughout this, Opal fought the urge to interrupt, waiting patiently while sipping her tea. At last, Trevor set the record book down and let out a long breath.

"There is fraud here."

"I knew it."

"You noticed this just by looking at these, my lady?"

"No, not at all. I just had a feeling something was wrong. That is why I wanted to consult you, Trevor."

"I see. To grasp the full extent, I will need to check the weather records for the past several years as well. May I have some time?"

"Of course. I am sorry, Trevor, for giving you more work."

"Do not say such things. As I said before, I care for you with all my heart. But if things continue to be managed this way, the ducal house will face ruin again. To ensure you do not have to suffer, I will thoroughly expose this fraud."

"...Thank you. I will leave it in your hands, then."

"Yes, you may count on me."

This was a time for smiling, not for tears. Telling herself this, Opal suppressed the emotions welling up inside her, offered a bright smile, and left the study.



		
			Chapter 12

			The Duke's Fief

			Several days later, Trevor's investigation confirmed that fraud had indeed been committed. What was more, it seemed to have started quite some time ago, around the time the previous Duke passed away. It appeared the deception had grown considerably bolder since the death of Lord Northem. The great drought several years prior seemed to have accelerated it further.

"From what I have heard, Lord Northem, Duke McLeod's guardian, frequently returned to the fief. But the Duke himself has not been back once since his parents passed away. So the person who created these record books, the administrator, essentially could have lied about anything he wanted. Normally, even if the lord does not return to the fief, the records would be checked thoroughly, as Count Holloway, your father, does. I can certainly see why your father called the Duke 'soft'."

"So the culprit is the land administrator... Well, the Duke is too preoccupied with his angel."

"Pardon?"

"Oh, it is nothing. So, what should I do? Report it to the Duke?"

"That would be the most direct approach, but I would like to secure concrete evidence first. We do not know if he acted alone or with accomplices."

"Concrete evidence?"

"Yes. There is likely a secret ledger of some kind. It would probably be in the estate on the Duke's fief... but the official records should be in the study, so it is unlikely he would keep them together. That leaves the administrator's private quarters, or perhaps another location..."

"The Duke's... my husband's fief..."

Opal, who had been listening to Trevor in the study, pondered his words for a moment. She had thought she no longer cared, but she could not simply ignore this injustice. Even if they divorced in a year and their connection was severed, it would not sit right with her.

"All right. Then, I have a difficult request to make of you, Trevor. Would you be willing to accompany me to the Duke's fief? Or would it be too inconvenient for you to be away from here?"

"Not at all. My management is flawless. After all, I have trained my staff to ensure everything runs smoothly even in my absence. Being away for a short while will not be a problem. More importantly, my conscience would not rest easy knowing this fraud is being overlooked. I would be honored to accompany you."

Opal laughed at Trevor's deliberately boastful tone. She had thought she had forgotten how to laugh since her marriage, but back in the Count's fief, she found herself laughing all the time.

"Thank you, Trevor. In that case, I will write a letter to my husband to inform him that I am going to the fief. I will ask him to let them know in advance."

"That is a good idea. Since it is your first visit, that would be the most reliable way. To be honest, arriving unannounced would catch them off guard, but since it is just you, my lady, they are unlikely to be suspicious... Please have me attend as your footman."

"Understood. I will let you know once the date is set."

"Very well."

After leaving the study, Opal immediately wrote a letter to Hubert. A reply arrived two days later, telling her to do as she pleased.

"Just as I expected, but could he not say a little more? Like, 'Are you well?' or 'Be careful on your journey'."

Muttering complaints to herself about the curt reply, Opal went to inform Trevor and Marcia that she would be leaving for the Duke's fief in five days. This would give Hubert plenty of time to inform the estate of Opal's arrival. She had written to Hubert that she wanted to move some of her personal belongings from the Holloway estate to the ducal one, so as not to arouse suspicion.

It would be a problem if the administrator of the Duke's fief became suspicious and hid the ledgers, but most noblewomen had no interest in land management and were completely clueless about numbers. It was common knowledge, so she would probably be fine. The only reason Opal had noticed something was amiss was because Trevor had taught her how to manage the land she had inherited from her grandmother. If asked exactly what was wrong, she certainly would not have been able to give a precise answer.

And so, five days later, Opal set out on the four-day journey from the Count's fief to the Duke's, with Trevor as her footman and Nadia as her maid. The weather was favorable throughout the journey, and they entered the Duke's fief without any trouble. Opal noticed that the fields were less bountiful compared to her father's lands. The homes and clothing of the tenants also seemed much shabbier.

"To be honest, it does not seem like the land is well managed."

"That may be, but I see no signs of any disasters."

"To me, it just seems neither good nor bad. It looks like the village I used to live in. The Count's fief is just exceptionally prosperous."

As Opal and Trevor talked while looking out the carriage window, Nadia peeked out and added her own thoughts. Nadia had been dismissed from service at another estate during the great drought several years ago and had come to seek help from her distant relative, Marcia. As a result, she knew far more about the world than Opal, who had only ever known the Royal Capital and the nearby Count's fief.

"Is that so?"

"Well, yes. Your father is strict with the lazy, but he rewards the diligent properly. He also invests generously in the development of his fief. If a bridge is needed, he builds a sturdy stone one. If a tenant's farm tools break, he provides new ones. That is why the people are motivated to work hard."

"Hearing you say that, my father sounds like a wonderful lord."

Trevor gave a wry smile at Opal's words. Nadia, who had never even met the Count, said nothing.

"Your father is a shrewd man."

"You are right. He did not marry off his scandal-ridden daughter right away, but left me alone for three years. It was not to give me freedom, but because he was simply waiting for the Duke to go bankrupt. Then he pushed his daughter, along with a fortune, onto the perfect candidate. All to elevate his own status to even greater heights."

"You are a wonderful person, my lady. The Duke is a fortunate man."

"Thank you, Nadia."

Opal simply smiled and thanked Nadia, not elaborating on her current situation. She could not yet predict how the staff at the Duke's estate would treat her. Opal turned her gaze back out the window.

"They seem to be paying their taxes to the crown properly. If this is considered normal, the tenants would not complain, so no third party would have noticed anything was wrong."

"It is a clever scheme. That is why no one suspected the Duke was in financial distress."

"My father knew, though."

"Oh, my lady! I can see the manor."

Either uninterested in their conversation or trying to change the mood, Nadia called out cheerfully while looking through the small window on the opposite side. Opal moved to the other side and peeked out the window as well.

"That is a very large manor. And it looks well-maintained."

"Indeed. If he had returned to his fief just once, he would have noticed such a contradiction..."

Opal did not answer Trevor's murmur. She could see the front entrance of the approaching manor opening wide, with many servants emerging. Opal moved away from the window, straightened her back, and waited for the carriage to stop.



		
			Chapter 13

			The Duke's Fief

			At the estate, Opal received an unexpectedly warm welcome. She sensed no malice from the butler, Lind, the housekeeper, Debby, or any of the maids. Rather, they seemed delighted to have a master, a mistress, back home after so long. She was, of course, given the mistress's master bedroom. They were clearly unaware of the Duke's debts, and while the meals were not extravagant, they were properly prepared.

Only Omar, the land administrator, betrayed a hint of caution behind his smile. He seemed worried that she might question the disparity between the Royal Capital mansion and the estate. So Opal feigned ignorance and, just as she had told Hubert, brought in her luggage from the Count's fief, which consisted of old dresses and personal belongings.

Afterward, Omar offered to give her a tour of the fief, but Opal declined, saying she was not interested. When she asked where she might go for shopping or socializing nearby, Omar answered with visible relief. He explained that there was no town in the duchy large enough to satisfy the Duchess, but the town of Nobori, in the neighboring marquisate, was a two-day carriage ride away.

"Two days by carriage? My, that is a long way..."

"Yes. The duchy has unfortunately been impoverished by a string of poor harvests these past few years."

"Is that so? How disappointing. Perhaps I should return to the Royal Capital sooner rather than later..."

Opal murmured in a frivolous tone and dismissed Omar with a wave of her hand. With that, her performance as an arrogant duchess interested only in socializing and shopping was complete. As Omar left the room, Nadia said, "I will go gather some information," and followed him out. Left alone, Opal decided to head to the library to pass the time.

When Debby the housekeeper had shown it to her that morning, she had only peeked in briefly. Now, stepping inside, Opal gasped in astonishment. Unlike the Duke's mansion in the Royal Capital, the library here housed a collection of books that rivaled, if not surpassed, the one at her father's manor. A quick glance revealed several volumes she recognized as rare books, which could fetch a fortune if sold to a collector.

There had been nothing of value in the Royal Capital mansion. It was unthinkable that someone who had collected so many fine books would keep so few in their capital residence. Hubert had likely sold them off to raise funds. If he had sold the books here, he could have staved off marriage for at least another year.

*If my husband had just come back here and managed things properly, he would not have needed to go into debt, would he?*

If that had been the case, he would not have needed to marry her for her dowry, and Opal would have gained her freedom upon turning twenty. The thought made her angry with Hubert.

*Then again, Father might have married me off to some greasy, hairy man who would be advantageous to him, so maybe I should be a little grateful to my husband.*

The thought that Hubert's softness had saved her future brightened her mood a little. Even if her treatment at the Duke's mansion was awful, it was not as if he was violent or forced kisses upon her. What was more, she was starting to feel a sense of purpose in tackling this challenge.

So as not to arouse suspicion, Opal picked up a few storybooks that women typically enjoyed and left the library. Omar was probably unaware of the books' value. Of course, it was not yet certain that Omar was the culprit.

Two days later, Opal set out for the town of Nobori. Claiming she wanted someone familiar with the area, she had a different footman accompany her instead of Trevor. She wanted Trevor to find the secret ledger in her absence if possible. She had wanted to bring Omar along as well, but he had declined, citing work as an excuse.

On her second day in Nobori, Opal discovered the real reason Omar had not accompanied her. A man named LeBeau came to visit her at the inn where she was staying. Opal was initially wary of the unfamiliar name, but the man had requested a meeting through proper channels, so she agreed to see him.

"A debt, you say?"

"Yes. Here is the IOU."

LeBeau held up an IOU bearing Omar's name, careful not to let it leave his hands. His cunning was palpable.

"...And why are you bringing this to me?"

"For us, information gathering is an important part of doing business. It must be difficult to squeeze any more money out of the Duke's fief. That is why Omar has not been to this town in months. He is afraid of debt collectors. We would have normally come to collect long ago, but we heard the Duke had gotten married, so we decided to wait a while. As long as we get our money back, we do not care who pays it. So, we came to ask the wealthy Duchess."

"...How long has Omar been coming here, to the gambling dens? And are there debts to anyone besides you?"

"It has been over ten years, I would say. At first, his wagers were modest. They gradually got bigger, and now he has to borrow sums like this. But Omar is a cautious fellow. It seems he has never borrowed from anyone but me. I have a reputation in these parts for being the most discreet and trustworthy. I have many gentlemen among my clientele."

"I see..."

So Omar had been gambling since around the time the previous Duke died. And, like many addicts, he had fallen deeper and deeper, using his position as land administrator to embezzle money for his habit. To keep his debts a secret, he had only ever borrowed from LeBeau, who was supposedly the most trustworthy moneylender, when he lost. That was likely why Hubert had never found out.

Perhaps Omar had even used a false identity in town with everyone but LeBeau. And for a moneylender like LeBeau, it did not matter if Omar was a liar or an embezzler, as long as the debt was repaid. LeBeau had approached Opal to cover the debt because he had an accurate grasp of the duchy's situation and did not want to miss this opportunity. As things stood, Omar might just vanish into thin air.

"...If I am to repay that debt for him, I have conditions."

"And what might those be?"

"Naturally, you will give me that IOU. You will also provide a signed certificate stating that Omar has no other debts with you. Finally, I want the records of all the money you have lent him, your lending ledger."

"The IOU and the certificate are no problem, of course. But the ledger..."

"You will not be lending Omar any more money, will you? He has no prospect of repaying you. In that case, you should not need it."

"...I will not ask what you intend to do with the ledger. But you are truly the daughter of Count Holloway, the man rumored to be the reincarnation of the legendary king who turned everything he touched to gold."

"My father has nothing to do with this."

Having stated her terms firmly, Opal concluded all the arrangements the next day and returned to the Duke's fief. Her ready cash was completely gone, but she could simply ask the steward of her estate to arrange for more funds. That would not be a problem. She chuckled to herself, thinking he might object to what she was about to do, calling it reckless.

"My lady, did something amusing happen?"

"You could say that... Nadia, I will tell you about the plan. I am sure there will be quite a commotion when we get back to the estate."

Opal had said this to Nadia on the way back to the duchy, but a commotion had, in fact, already occurred. It seemed that while Opal was away, Omar had attempted to flee with valuables. Trevor had discovered and captured him.

"You were a little too late in your escape, Omar."

"If you had not shown up, this would have gone much more smoothly!"

"Do you think so? If it were not for me, would LeBeau not have treated you much more harshly? You should be grateful to me."

With that, Opal held up the IOU she had purchased from LeBeau. Omar immediately fell silent.

"Trevor, did you find the secret ledger?"

"Yes. It was easy. This man, Omar, had it on him when he tried to flee."

"Oh, my..."

He should have just burned it or something, Opal thought, looking down at Omar, who was still bound by ropes. He sat slumped on the floor, head bowed in defeat.

"...Ordinarily, I would have you thrown in a cell right now, but the lord of this fief, my husband, will be the one to pass judgment. Until then... we will hold you in custody at the Count's fief."

The butler, Lind, who had been standing nearby with a pale face, looked up with a start at Opal's decision. He must have been shocked to learn the true nature of Omar, a man he had trusted and worked with for many years. Of course, the possibility that Lind was also an accomplice could not be dismissed, but that could be investigated later.

"Trevor, how many people know about this, about Omar's fraud?"

"Not many. Lind-san and the housekeeper, Debby-san, over there, and the two footmen we brought from the Count's household. ...For now."

"...Lind, is that correct?"

"Y-yes... We had no idea that Omar was committing such... such a crime. This all happened in the middle of the night. We were more surprised that Trevor-san even noticed..."

Opal and Trevor shared a wry smile at Lind's answer. It was precisely because it was the middle of the night that Trevor had noticed. He had likely been secretly searching for the ledger's location and happened to catch Omar as he was trying to escape. It seemed that Trevor's habit of frequently working alongside the tenants on the farm had paid off. For a land administrator, Trevor was unusually well-built.

"My husband will absolutely want to prevent this from leaking out. So, Lind, and you too, Debby, I want you to keep this to yourselves. Understood?"

"As you wish."

"Y-yes!"

Debby, the housekeeper, who had been standing there just as pale as Lind, answered in a strained voice to Opal's emphatic order to maintain secrecy. These two could be trusted. It was only a gut feeling, but based on that judgment, Opal left the two footmen to guard Omar and went to discuss the next steps with Trevor.
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			On the carriage ride to the Count's fief, she briefly reviewed the plan with Trevor. Omar would be put to work under surveillance at the Count's estate.

"Of course, escaping won't be easy, but I'm sure it's not impossible. We don't intend to just tie you up with a rope and have you sit there all day. But, you see, if I receive reports that you are working diligently at the Count's estate, I intend to ask my husband to reduce your sentence. So you won't be hanged, nor will you spend your life in prison."

When Opal told him this, Omar looked back at her doubtfully. Far from being intimidated by his gaze, Opal offered a sweet smile.

"To begin with, you're penniless now. I had LeBeau inform all the reputable moneylenders that you have no means to repay any loans. So if you want to gamble as you've done before, you'll have to ask a disreputable lender."

Omar seemed to understand what kind of end that would bring. If he were to borrow money and gamble anyway, it was no longer any of Opal’s concern. Normally, he would be sent straight to prison, but that would expose Hubert’s lack of oversight. If that happened, the truth about Hubert's debts and the circumstances of his marriage to Opal would become public knowledge. Taking this into consideration, Opal was taking a lenient measure.

According to Trevor, this year was supposed to bring a bountiful harvest. So Opal planned to invest her own fortune in the duchy to replace the farm equipment the tenants used. Then, after making the farm work easier, once the harvest was successfully completed and income secured, she would begin improving the tenants’ houses and the roads. The road maintenance was such a large-scale project that the plan would likely take years, but Trevor had assured her the duchy’s land was fertile, so as long as there were no successive large-scale disasters, it would be fine. Even if she divorced him next year, there would be no problem if Hubert took over. And if this plan failed, the only thing lost would be Opal's private fortune.

Upon returning to the estate in the Count's fief, Opal explained Omar's situation to the butler, Orton, and left him in his charge. Two days later, she set off for the Royal Capital again, accompanied by Trevor. She thought that if she told Hubert about this plan, he might change that irritable attitude he wore, likely from the weight of his debts. With this thought in mind, Opal arrived at the Duke's mansion in the Royal Capital, but only the butler, Romit, was there to greet her. Unbothered, Opal stepped inside and asked Romit a question.

"Where might my husband be?"

"...He is in the south drawing room, madam."

"I see... Well then, do you happen to know my husband’s schedule for tomorrow afternoon?"

"I have not been informed of any particular plans..."

"Then, I need you to give my husband a message. Tell him I would like to meet him in the study after lunch tomorrow to discuss an important matter. I will have a guest with me whom I have invited, so please inform him of that as well."

"...Very good, madam."

Leaving the disgruntled Romit behind, Opal headed for the guest room assigned to her for the time being. There, she asked a disgruntled Beth to prepare her bath, then entered the attic room again. It seemed it hadn't been cleaned at all during her absence. On her way back to the guest room, she passed a maid and ordered her to clean the attic room at once. Then, Opal soaked leisurely in the prepared bath.

Afterward, Opal had Beth help her change and ate dinner in the attic room before lying down on the hard bed. Though he must have known she had returned, Hubert neither came to see her nor summoned her. She was disappointed in herself for feeling disappointed.

(I thought that with some time and distance, my husband might calm down a little, but it seems that was pointless...)

Opal sighed with a weary *yare yare* and fell asleep almost immediately. She must have been tired from her journey. The next time she awoke, the sun was already high in the sky. She went into the guest room and rang the bell. Beth appeared, looking reluctant, and helped her change. Opal then had breakfast and lunch together in the guest room and waited for Trevor to arrive. After Opal had alighted from the carriage at the Duke's mansion yesterday, Trevor had gone directly to the Count's mansion.

She had told him that if their father reprimanded him, he should just explain the reason. But her father had probably known everything and married her to Hubert for the amusement of seeing how she would handle it. Finally realizing this, Opal felt a surge of anger at what he had done with his daughter's life, but she was also resigned.

While hoping this would cure Hubert of his 'softness', Opal once again reviewed Omar's IOUs, the past lending ledgers, and the secret ledger for the duchy's administration that she had brought back with her. Just then, she heard the sound of a carriage. Peeking out the window with a view of the entrance, she saw Count Holloway's simple carriage.

"It's time."

Opal muttered to herself, put the ledgers into a large bag, and carried it downstairs herself. She ran into Romit, who had come out to the entrance to greet the visitor. Opal placed the bag on the floor and waited for Trevor to enter.

"Hello, Trevor. Thank you for coming all this way today."

"Not at all, please don't trouble yourself. It is for your sake, my lady."

Hearing the exchange between Opal and Trevor, Romit's face was a mask of disgust. As a butler, he should not let his feelings show on his face, no matter what he thought. While feeling exasperated that this mansion was failing to function as a ducal household in every respect, Opal smiled and asked Romit a question.

"Is my husband in the study?"

"Yes, madam."

"Then I will show him the way. Could I trouble you to prepare some tea?"

"--Very good, madam."

As Romit turned on his heel, Trevor subtly picked up Opal's bag and chuckled quietly.

"This is more than I imagined."

"Isn't it? So, be prepared for what's to come."

"You mean this won't be straightforward."

As Opal gave her warning on the way to the study, Trevor replied in a somewhat amused tone. If Trevor hadn't been with her, Opal might not have been able to be so assertive. Even if Hubert wouldn't listen to her, he would surely listen to Trevor, the administrator of the Count's fief. Moreover, she had clear evidence. With that in mind, Opal summoned her courage and knocked on the study door. A response came immediately from inside in Hubert's voice. But as she stepped into the study with Trevor, the sight of Hubert's face, which she hadn't seen in nearly a month, made her realize that this discussion would not be simple. Hubert looked like a block of displeasure.

"My, my."

Opal was about to flinch, but she steeled herself upon hearing Trevor's soft murmur behind her. She did not want to show him any weakness.

"My husband, it has been some time. I have returned safely."

She had returned yesterday, but Hubert said nothing in response to her greeting. He simply threw a rude question at Trevor.

"Who are you?"

"He is Trevor Litton. He serves as the administrator for my father's land, the Holloway fief."

"The administrator of the Holloway fief...? Why is someone like that here?"

It was true that Hubert was a duke, a position that allowed for such an attitude, but Opal felt embarrassed by his lack of even the slightest courtesy toward an older man. What was more, once he knew Trevor's status, his tone became even more condescending. Of course, Hubert's attitude toward the servants of the ducal mansion was generous, so this was likely because Trevor was on Opal's side. Still, it was far too childish. Opal suppressed the urge to retort and managed a smile.

"My husband, would you mind if we sat down first? We can speak after that."

"...Fine."

Hubert agreed with a look of reluctance and sat down on the reception sofa. Opal sat opposite him, but Trevor remained standing beside her without taking a seat.
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			Trevor must have judged it better to remain standing, given Hubert's attitude. Just then, Romit appeared with tea. He wore a mocking expression as he looked at the still-standing Trevor, but he silently prepared three cups of tea on the table. Ordinarily, Opal, as the lady of the house, should have been the one to pour the tea, but it was clear no one had any intention of that. Presently, Romit left the study, and Hubert, as if growing impatient, spoke again.

"So, what is it you want to say, that you went to the trouble of bringing this man here? A complaint about the duchy? Apparently you've been complaining that the duchy isn't prosperous and went off to the town of Nobori to amuse yourself."

"...From whom did you hear that?"

"From Omar. He sent me a letter as soon as you left for Nobori. He must have felt it was his duty to report to me about you as well. Omar is diligent and keeps me informed about everything."

At Hubert's words, Opal nearly laughed. Did he think that because the man contacted him frequently, he was worthy of trust? If so, Hubert was far too pure and immature. Trevor looked down and coughed, seemingly to hide his laughter.

"Then, allow me to be frank. Omar cannot be trusted. I am told there have been no disasters in the duchy for the past several years. Therefore, I suspected that Omar might be embezzling funds--"

"Ridiculous! There's no need to say any more!"

"But we did, in fact, find evidence. Omar was pouring embezzled money into gambling and had even fallen into debt."

"Is that your claim? If you conspire with that man there, you could fabricate plausible-looking evidence! Omar is a man my late father trusted and hired. It's unbelievable that you would insult him after he has worked for the ducal family for so many years!"

It was Opal who found it unbelievable. She stared at Hubert in stunned silence as he refused to listen to a word she said, dismissing it all as ridiculous and shouting at her. It seemed Trevor, too, was uncharacteristically surprised. What was more, Hubert seemed to be growing more agitated by the sound of his own voice.

"It's true, this mansion and that land were saved by your money. But the title is mine, and it will remain mine! I decide who to hire. I have no intention of letting you and your father, the Count, have your way! This conversation is over. Get out of here!"

"...Very well. We will take our leave."

Hubert must have been in a bad mood. Opal thought, trying to be charitable, that perhaps something had happened with Stella. Maybe if she gave him some time, he would calm down and listen to her. Thinking this, Opal left the study, but her feelings changed when she saw Stella and Lady Northem on the other side of the hallway. Perhaps they had heard Hubert's shouting, for Stella wore a very malicious smile, while the lady wore a look of satisfaction.

"Oh, is that the rumored...?"

"Yes, it is. But I'm sorry. I can't introduce you. My husband has told me not to meet with her."

"She's quite a malicious-looking angel, isn't she. It may be improper for me to say this, but is her life truly in danger?"

"Why do you ask?"

"Because she certainly doesn't look it. If it's a traditional family doctor, he must be quite elderly, no? It might be a good idea to have another physician examine her once."

"...You're right. I will suggest it when my husband is in a better mood. More importantly, I am truly sorry. To think this would happen after you came all the way to the Royal Capital."

Opal and Trevor spoke in low voices as they walked toward the entrance. It was also infuriating that the butler, Romit, made no move to show himself.

"It doesn't matter at all. I was able to take a refreshing trip to the Royal Capital. The Count's fief has been running so smoothly lately that I was getting bored. So, how do you plan to convince His Grace the Duke? We could bring Omar here, or I think we could have the butler of the duchy's estate... Lind, testify."

Trevor stopped as they reached the entrance. A footman stood waiting with the door open, as if to say 'leave quickly'. Opal hesitated for a moment, then smiled sweetly and replied.

"...No, that's alright now. But, I think I will be going to the Count's fief again in a little while. If you could, I'd like you to think about whether there are any candidates for a new administrator by then."

"--Understood. I... we are on your side, my lady. We are cheering you on in this battle."

"Thank you, Trevor. Be careful, then."

Opal spoke without concern for how much the footman might have overheard. Trevor, too, left a clear word of encouragement before departing the mansion. Opal saw him off at the entrance until the carriage he rode in turned the corner, then immediately withdrew to the attic room. Neither the butler nor Hubert appeared in that time.

Sitting before the shabby desk, Opal did reflect that her approach had been poor. Omar was the administrator hired by Hubert's father, and to insult him was likely tantamount to insulting the previous Duke. Although, one couldn't know what would have become of Omar if the previous Duke were still alive. A feeling of sympathy for Hubert welled up in her again, but still, Opal wrote a letter. The reply arrived the very next morning, and surprised by its speed, Opal broke the seal and read it immediately.

"I'll be going out this afternoon, so please have a visiting dress ready."

"Where will you be going, madam?"

"...Why must I report my every destination to you? Tell me, Beth?"

"I... I spoke out of turn. Please forgive me."

"You are forgiven."

Normally, Opal would not speak to anyone in such a way, but seeing Beth's constantly sullen face had pushed her to her limit. She did not know if Beth could read, but perhaps she had noticed the sender was a man. That might be why she had asked such a question. If so, Romit must have also noticed the sender was a man, and it was possible he would report it to Hubert. Her prediction proved correct. Just as she had a carriage prepared and was about to leave, Hubert stopped her.

"Where are you going?"

"...You have never shown any interest in my actions before, so why such a question now?"

"Because it would be a problem for you to go meet a man in a carriage bearing the ducal family crest. If it's a tryst, please be discreet."

"I am sorry to disappoint you, but I am on my way to my uncle's residence. He has apparently returned to the Royal Capital after a long absence and has expressed a wish to see me."

"--Then do as you please!"

"I shall."

In truth, her uncle, having learned of her marriage, had invited Hubert as well, but she did not mention it. He would likely refuse anyway, and it was too much trouble. Besides, Hubert seemed to have genuinely no interest in Opal. He didn't even notice, let alone grow suspicious of, the heavy bag she was carrying, a bag filled with IOUs and other documents, which was hardly appropriate for a simple afternoon visit.

And so, Opal visited her uncle's house and they rejoiced at their reunion after a year. However, when Opal brought up her proposal a short while later, her uncle was aghast and objected. She managed to persuade him only by explaining the current situation and vowing to protect things in the future. Afterward, Opal promised to meet her uncle next at the Count's estate. Upon returning to the Duke's mansion, she departed for the Count's estate the very next day.

When Opal returned from her uncle's residence, she did ask for permission to go to the Count's fief, but Hubert once again said only, "do as you please," as if to say he had no interest. The only thing that had changed was the attitude of the ducal carriage's coachman, Cayve. Cayve alone treated Opal properly as the Duchess, with respect. Smiling at the irony, Opal felt her frayed nerves begin to soothe as the estate came into view.
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			"Well! Claude, it's been a while!"

"It has. I was thinking I might not see you again this year... I never thought I'd find you at the Count's fief, Duchess."

The day after returning to the estate, her childhood friend, Claude, came to visit. Opal was overjoyed at their reunion after a year, but Claude's smile was somewhat stiff. It was probably only natural to be bewildered when one's childhood friend suddenly became a married woman. Especially since this marriage had no engagement period and the ceremony had been a simple one.

"Stop it, Claude. Call me by my name, just like you always have."

"...So, where is His Grace the Duke?"

"Ah... my husband is in the Royal Capital. This time is... for personal reasons. More importantly, you graduated from university, didn't you, Claude? Congratulations."

"--Somehow. Well, thanks."

Asked about Hubert, Opal awkwardly changed the subject. Claude replied with a wry smile, then began to talk about university life with his usual amusing flair. Still, the atmosphere was different from before, likely because their respective positions had clearly changed. The wife of a Duke, and the third son of a Baron's Family who had just graduated from university. Opal finally realized her true feelings, now of all times.

(I... I was in love with Claude...)

At first, Claude had come to visit as her brother's friend, but Opal had followed him around so persistently that he eventually let her join their group. When Claude went away to boarding school, she had been so lonely she spent days crying. The fact that he came to see her every long holiday was probably because he understood her loneliness. When her mother died, he even missed school to attend the funeral and comforted Opal as she desperately tried not to cry.

She had unconsciously sealed away her own romantic feelings, certain that her father would never permit a match, given Claude's position. And also because Claude himself had once said with a sad look that his own mother, who had married against her family's wishes, was unable to return to her hometown and seemed lonely.

(Well, before it even became a matter of being opposed, to Claude I was probably like a little sister... But if...)

Opal always realized things after it was too late. No matter how much she regretted it, time would not turn back but would continue to move forward, so she too had to move forward. She renewed her resolve to see through what she had decided to do, to persevere to the end even if it meant being abandoned by this precious friend.

"Well, I should be heading back now."

"Thank you, Claude."

"...For what?"

"For coming all this way to see me."

"It's nothing to thank me for. Besides, we might not be able to see each other very often from now on."

"We can't? But once the social season starts--"

"I have no intention of attending such stuffy events. Besides, I doubt they'd welcome the third son of a poor Baron's Family."

"That's not..."

Claude silenced the protesting Opal with a shake of his head. They both knew very well that it was the truth.

"Be happy, Opal."

"...Thank you. You be happy too, Claude."

"I'll try. --See you!"

Leaving behind the same parting words as always, Claude bolted out of the entrance. As if he knew the place by heart, he waved to the watching Opal as he ran toward the stables. Claude's home was less than an hour away by horse. Opal had wanted to ask Claude what he planned to do now, but in the end, she couldn't bring herself to say the words. Letting out a deep sigh, Opal returned to the living room, and Trevor entered after a knock.

"Was Lord Claude well?"

"Yes. But it's not the same as it used to be. He seems to be holding back."

"That's to be expected, I suppose. By the way, about the administrator for the duchy..."

"Have you found anyone suitable?"

"It's quite difficult. Since His Grace the Duke hasn't approved Omar's dismissal in the first place, we can't exactly advertise the position widely."

"You're right... For now, I'm borrowing one of your subordinates as Omar's replacement, but the real problem will be when an issue arises."

"In that case, why not just send Omar-san back? Then Trevor-san can just check in on him periodically."

As Opal and Trevor were discussing, Nadia, who had been standing quietly in a corner, interjected with a nonchalant air. While normally not permissible, Opal didn't mind. However, the content of her suggestion was unfortunately not feasible.

"Nadia's idea is a very good one, but it would be impossible to actually implement."

"Why is that?"

"For now, as a temporary measure, I, as the Duchess, am receiving help from Trevor and the others. But Trevor is originally employed by my father, Count Holloway. To have him supervise the affairs of the duchy as well would be a breach of his contract with my father, and my father could be seen as overstepping his authority into another's territory."

"Her Ladyship is correct, Nadia. But thanks to you, I've thought of a good idea."

As Opal explained in a resigned tone, Trevor agreed. However, a smile soon spread across his sun-tanned face as he said something reassuring.

"What kind of idea?"

"Just as Nadia said, let's send Omar back to the duchy. I have reviewed the past ledgers, and it seems that when the previous Duke was alive, Omar managed the fief very well. He has the ability, so it would be a waste not to use him. And then, you should be the one to supervise Omar, my lady."

"Me?"

"Yes. His Grace the Duke seems to have no interest in his fief, so there shouldn't be a problem. You are not overly fond of the Royal Capital either, are you, my lady? The location is different, but how about spending your time relaxing in the duchy?"

"That's true..."

Listening to Trevor's proposal, Opal fell into thought. The scale was vastly different, but she had originally planned to live on the land she would inherit from her grandmother. For that purpose, she had learned how to manage a fief from Trevor. It would be difficult for her to manage it all on her own from the start, but supervising Omar might be possible. Besides, if her plan went as intended, she would inevitably end up living in the duchy.

"I'm not very confident, but it's worth a try... By the way, how is Omar? Is he working properly?"

"Yes. Reluctantly, but he is helping with the farm work without attempting to escape. If he can just quit his bad habit of gambling, he would make a good administrator."

"Then let's positively consider sending Omar back to the duchy. More precisely, a way to prevent his escape."

Opal felt as though she could see a bright future for the duchy, and she ended the conversation with a joke. Now, she just had to get through her uncle's visit tomorrow. While her uncle wasn't opposed, he had yet to give his approval.

The next day, her uncle visited as promised, and the staff of the estate welcomed him joyfully. It was his first visit since her mother's funeral, but since he was her late mother's younger brother, he had often come to play in the old days. His troubled smile as he received the grand welcome reminded Opal of the happiness of the time when her mother was alive.

(If only Mother were still here...)

Noticing her own weakness, Opal clenched her fists tightly and steeled herself. They then moved to the study, and the three-way discussion with Trevor, which was later joined by Omar, was somehow brought to a conclusion.

That evening, she had dinner with her uncle, just the two of them, for the first time in a while, and he told her various stories about foreign countries. In the Taisey Kingdom across the sea, an epidemic had spread a while ago, and even the king had perished. Seizing upon the confusion, a succession dispute had arisen between the late king's illegitimate son and the king's younger brother, and it was developing into a civil war. Although the legitimate heir was the king's younger brother, several influential nobles were backing the illegitimate prince.

"Just as the epidemic has finally subsided, they should have no time for succession disputes."

"Were you alright, Uncle?"

"Ah, by the time the epidemic began to spread, I had already moved on to another country. However, I can't shake the feeling that something is suspicious about whether that prince is the real thing. I have met His Highness the king's younger brother once, and he was a very fine man. That is precisely why he is an obstacle to nobles with their own agendas. The problem is that they have spread a plausible rumor about a tragic love story between the late king and a common woman, and have won over the support of the people, who are exhausted by the disease. At this rate, His Highness's accession to the throne will be in jeopardy."

"But for it to escalate to the point of war..."

"The Taisey Kingdom is rich in resources and is also a technologically advanced nation, so the stakes are high. It's no wonder that greedy men are so desperate, but if it comes to war, it will have a major impact on our country's development as well. If only they could avoid war, at the very least..."

"Is there no way? If only we could find out that the prince is an imposter."

"Now, now, Opal. Nothing is certain yet, and you must not speak like that in public."

"I know. I have grown up, you know. I won't behave as foolishly as I used to."

When Opal said this and deliberately lifted her chin in a pout, her uncle gave a wry smile. He must have realized she was talking about the foolish behavior of the past, the night of that fateful ball.

"You seem just as impulsive as ever, though. But from now on, I intend to settle down in this country, so if anything happens, you can always rely on me."

"Thank you, Uncle. That is very reassuring."

That night, Opal could not fall asleep for a long time after getting into bed. The die was finally cast. And yet, she laughed at herself for realizing that even now, she was holding on to a sliver of hope regarding Hubert's response. The result would be known in a few days. After that, all Opal could do was wait.



		
			Chapter 17

			The Duke's Mansion

			A few days later, in the morning, Opal, who had returned to the Duke's mansion in the Royal Capital, noticed the sound of a visitor and went downstairs. She headed straight for the study and knocked on the door. When she heard a voice ask who was there, she answered, and the butler, Romit, opened the door from inside with a suspicious look on his face.

"I have something I wish to ask my husband. May I come in?"

Though he looked reluctant, Romit took a step back and let Opal inside. Hubert, sitting at his desk, also looked up at Opal suspiciously.

"What is it?"

"...Good morning, my husband. It seemed someone visited just now, so I thought I should know if you are expecting guests this afternoon."

Perhaps realizing that he hadn't even offered a greeting, Hubert's face faintly reddened. He must have been ashamed to have forgotten his manners, even with someone he disliked. But Opal's subsequent question made his expression harden at once.

"I have no need to report my visitors to you one by one."

"But I am, for what it's worth, the lady of this house. It is originally my duty to entertain our guests, so you should inform me if someone is coming, shouldn't you?"

"If it were a guest for you, I would naturally tell you. But this time, it is my guest. Your hospitality is not required."

"...Who did you say is coming?"

Even though Hubert continued to treat her coldly, Opal pressed on. Romit, who had been watching, finally left the study, hiding a look of joy behind a blank expression. Hubert, having lost the battle of wills against Opal's persistence, spoke with irritation.

"The person just now was only here to deliver a letter from Omar."

"So there will be no visitors, then?"

"A man named Jonathan Kenjit is supposed to come with another man and some documents. But it only requires my signature and has nothing to do with you!"

"...Are you sure it has nothing to do with me?"

"Oh, right. You were saying Omar was committing fraud. However, I trust him. That is my answer. Now, would you please leave?"

Perhaps thinking he had become too heated, Hubert let out a great sigh and changed to a calmer voice as he answered Opal's question with a sneer. Opal suppressed her disappointment and nodded calmly.

"I understand."

Secretly praising herself for her voice not trembling, Opal left the study and returned to the attic room. As afternoon arrived and the sound of a carriage signaled the arrival of visitors, Opal did not leave her room. She just sat quietly and waited. However, Opal was not called for, nor did angry footsteps approach her room. Eventually, she heard the sound of the carriage again, and knew the visitors had left. She had been prepared for this, yet tears streamed down her cheeks. But Opal would not cry over something like this, and she immediately wiped her cheeks roughly.

That night, when Beth told them that Opal had gone to bed without dinner, the servants rejoiced. The master had finally taken a firm stand, and that intruder had understood her place in this house. Hubert, on the other hand, was feeling ill at ease. Had he not been too rude this morning? In fact, his attitude toward her was unfair. Hubert was troubled as he dined with a cheerful-looking Lady Northem.

And the next day. Opal, with a dignified air as if nothing had happened, went out to her uncle's residence. After receiving the documents from him, her uncle offered her kind words. He told her there was no need to force herself to continue the marriage. But Opal just smiled and shook her head.

"We were brought together by some fate, so I don't intend to separate just like this. I will do what I must."

"Opal... that foolish youngster is not worth you being so generous."

"Even so, I cannot abandon the people of the fief as they are."

"I see... You are very much like your sister."

"I am happy to hear you say so."

As Opal's face broke into a smile, the atmosphere between them softened. From then on, he told her various stories and memories of her mother, and Opal left her uncle's residence in a cheerful mood. However, once in the carriage, Opal's expression changed. She gave a signal to the coachman, Cayve, and told him of a change in destination. Cayve readily agreed.

(I suppose Cayve is the only one in the Duke's mansion who isn't hostile toward me...)

But that too might change in the future. The thought made her sad, but from now on, Opal planned to spend most of her time at the estate in the duchy, so she would no longer be using this carriage. At the estate, she planned to have a new carriage prepared just for her.

When she arrived at her destination, Count Holloway's mansion, her family home, Opal was given a grand welcome. She had not returned to the Count's mansion in the Royal Capital even once since her marriage.

"I'm sorry for being so sudden. You must have been surprised."

"It is a pleasant surprise, my lady."

"How could you be such a stranger, my lady. You have returned to the Count's fief many times, yet you have not shown your face here even once since your marriage."

Surrounded by the butler and housekeepers, Opal felt tears welling up, but she desperately held them back and smiled. In truth, she was happy. It was just that a whirlwind of emotions was swirling inside her, and right now, she couldn't properly convey her joy to everyone in the house. A footman tried to take the bag she was carrying, but she refused. Composing herself, she asked the butler a question.

"Is my father out, by any chance?"

"No, he is at home today. He is working in his study, but he has instructed that no one is to be admitted for a while."

"I see... But it's alright. I'll make sure to tell him it's not your fault."

"My lady!?"

Hearing that her father was fortunately in, Opal headed for the study. The butler, surprised, tried to stop her, but Opal did not stop. She gave the study door a light knock and entered without waiting for a response. Her father, perhaps having heard the commotion, did not look particularly surprised and simply raised an eyebrow in question as he looked up from his documents.

"As you heard, I entered this room against his orders, so there is no need to reprimand anyone but me."

"I am aware of that. So, I assume you have a reason sufficient to convince me? Surely you are not here with some foolish complaint that you cannot bear your married life."

"Unfortunately, I have no such thing as a married life. However, I have come to inform you of something that I am sure will interest you, and at the same time, to ask a favor."

"Oh?"

Opal did not even greet her father upon their first meeting in some time. But her father did not seem to mind. With everything just as it had always been, Opal did not need to force a smile, nor did she need to suppress her emotions with him. She stated her purpose for visiting in a businesslike manner, took the documents out of her bag, and laid them all out on top of her father's work-in-progress.

"As you once said, Father, here is the proof of the Duke's 'softness'. Evidence of the fief land administrator's fraud, the secret ledger. Also, the lending ledger, proof that the administrator was engrossed in gambling."

"I already know that. So, has your husband finally realized it?"

"If he had, why would you think these are here? His Grace the Duke did not believe me when I reported the administrator's fraud. I tried to have Trevor act as a witness, but it seems the Duke thought that we, father and daughter, were trying to take over the duchy."

"--I see. So your husband was not 'soft', but 'foolish'."

"Could you please stop referring to him as 'your husband'? You're the one who chose him, weren't you? It has nothing to do with me."

At these words from Opal, even the Count was surprised. There had been many times he had wished Opal were his son. His daughter, who at first glance appeared to be a selfish girl, was in fact quite intelligent and had grit. He had seriously considered having Opal, rather than his eldest son who was idling at university, inherit his legacy, everything but the title. For that reason, he had had her acquire an education unnecessary for a lady.

When Opal made her social debut, he had no intention of marrying her off to men who were only after her fortune, or to any uninteresting man for that matter. But because of that scandal, she was no longer in a position to choose. The Count was quite angry at Opal's carelessness, but conversely, he thought of something interesting. When Opal and the Duke danced for the first time, the Count noticed they were attracted to each other, and he used a suitable reason to marry Opal off to the Duke. He knew that if Opal married into the ducal family, she would soon notice the problem.

Opal had a harsh personality, but she was also compassionate. At first, she would resist, but eventually, out of necessity, she and the Duke would work together to rebuild the fief. Perhaps something like love might even bloom between them. That was what he had thought, but his scheme had apparently failed. He was intrigued by what the Duke must have done to make Opal speak such cold words, but he did not say it aloud. However, his eyes fell on the last document Opal had placed, and they widened.

"...Are you truly certain about this?"

"I... have stopped dreaming. No matter how long I waited, the prince on a white horse never came to rescue me. So, I've decided to move on my own, even if I have to steal the white horse."

"Did it not occur to you that this prince on a white horse of yours might have simply been held up?"

"Pardon?"

"Never mind... So, what is your request?"

"First, I would like you to store these documents in your safe here."

"Hmm. That would indeed be best. I accept. But it seems there is more?"

"Yes. The other is... if His Grace the Duke should come to you seeking guidance, I ask that you please accept him."

"...Very well. It is doubtful that foolish youngster will come to me even if his eyes are opened, but if he does, I will accept him."

"Thank you. Then, I leave it in your hands."

Opal offered her thanks with a wry smile. Both her father and her uncle referred to Hubert as a foolish youngster. Acknowledging that it was probably true, Opal left the Count's mansion and returned to the Duke's.
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			By the time she returned to the ducal mansion, it was nearly time for dinner, and the butler, Romit, and the housekeeper greeted her with looks of annoyance. Opal paid them no mind, announcing that she would be dining with Hubert and the others. She ordered the astonished Romit to have Beth sent to the guest room to help her change. As an afterthought, she added that she was thirsty and to bring her some tea. Romit and the housekeeper, suppressing their anger, set about their tasks.

I suppose it’s an improvement that they’re still trying to hide their anger, she thought.

A short while after she entered the guest room, Beth arrived, her face a mask of displeasure. She set the tray down so roughly that the teacups clattered with a shrill sound.

"Beth, I don’t know what has you so irritated, but if you so much as chip that tea set, will you be able to compensate for it?"

"His Grace would never scold us servants for a simple mistake."

"Not for a simple mistake, no. But I doubt the master of this house would be pleased if something were broken due to deliberate carelessness."

Beth said nothing in response to Opal’s words, but her defiant gaze spoke volumes. Not caring in the slightest, Opal took a sip of the tea and grimaced. Instantly, a triumphant look appeared on Beth’s face.

"Are you incapable of brewing a decent cup of tea? This is terribly bitter. And lukewarm. If this continues, you had best start looking for a new position. When you do, I will be sure to write it clearly in your letter of reference. She is poor at making tea."

"How dare you act so high and mighty..."

Having decided to stop holding back, Opal spoke to Beth with an imperious tone. She had never taken such an attitude with a servant before, but she now felt that the staff of the ducal mansion deserved neither her consideration nor her concern. Beth’s face turned bright red as she started to retort, but Opal silenced her with a raised hand.

"In fact, I am in a position of authority. This has nothing to do with rank. I am the mistress of this house, and you are an employee. If you cannot accept that, then you are free to leave. In that case, whether we meet on a street corner or in some other estate, we will be strangers. You will no longer have to suffer me speaking down to you. Now, do as you please. I will be wearing the crimson dress for dinner tonight. Will you prepare it, or not?"

Beth, pale and trembling, heard Opal's ultimatum. She looked chagrined as she entered the dressing room and silently began to make preparations.

"Oh, that’s right. If you plan on tattling to Romit and the others about me later, there is something I would like you to pass along. During tea after dinner, I will have an important discussion with His Grace and Lady Northem. It concerns all of you as well, so tell them that not only Romit, but anyone who is interested, is welcome to come to the drawing room."

When Opal spoke with a hint of a smile, Beth stopped combing Opal’s hair, her hand having been pulling so hard it hurt. She seemed suspicious, hearing that any servant was permitted to be present for a conversation between their masters. However, when her eyes met Opal’s in the mirror, she pressed her lips together firmly and nodded.

"...Very well, my lady."

After a brief pause, Beth agreed in a small voice. It seemed she had finally sensed something was different about Opal’s newly assertive attitude. But Opal had already made up her mind. She had to let Hubert, Lady Northem, and all the servants know that she had no intention of meekly accepting this situation. She was prepared to be lenient with those who changed their ways. Steeling herself against the turmoil she knew was coming, Opal stood and made her way to the dining room.

When she entered the room, Hubert, who was already seated, did stand, but he did not escort her to her seat. Lady Northem remained seated, but Opal paid it no mind. She glanced at Hubert’s fashionable jacket and thought idly that he must have had his clothes retailored. As soon as Opal was seated, Hubert began his attack.

"Who do you think you are? I heard you threatened to dismiss Beth earlier."

"My, word travels fast, doesn’t it? However, that information is incorrect."

"In what way?"

"It was not a threat. I was quite serious. I have thought for some time now that the servants here allow their personal feelings to interfere with their duties. I have warned Beth several times to no effect, so I was merely giving her a final notice."

"What... You have no right to..."

"I do. I am the mistress of this house. The management of the servants is my responsibility, not something Your Grace needs to concern himself with."

"Wh..."

Perhaps sensing a stronger will than ever before in Opal’s resolute tone, Hubert was lost for words. Lady Northem, who had been watching the exchange with a smug smile, now sat with her mouth agape. The serving maid and footman turned pale. The butler, Romit, who was pouring wine, pulled the bottle back from the glass, as if to steady his trembling hand. Noticing the atmosphere, Hubert cleared his throat.

"This is not a conversation to be had in front of everyone."

"You are the one who started it, my lord. Besides, since you seem to have already heard, perhaps it is unnecessary to tell you again, but there is an important matter to discuss in the drawing room after this meal. As I have already told Beth, it also concerns the servants of this house, so I have asked any who are interested to gather. Please, try not to be offended."

"What on earth are you..."

"You will understand later. For now, we should enjoy our meal."

Perhaps because he had been sheltered by his title of duke and had never been spoken to so forcefully by another person, Hubert said nothing more and continued with his meal. However, his curiosity was clearly piqued, as he kept glancing furtively at Opal. Lady Northem, too, seemed to have lost her appetite, as the food on her plate was largely untouched. Unlike the other two, Opal ate her meal with a steady hand.

"Shall we proceed to the drawing room for tea?"

"Y, yes..."

When the meal was over, Opal stood and spoke. Lady Northem nodded anxiously. Then Hubert also rose.

"I think I shall join you for tea today as well."

"...Is that so."

It seemed Hubert was eager to hear what Opal had to say, forgoing his usual after dinner drink. However, Opal needed to return to her room to retrieve something important for the discussion.

"Lady Northem, I must return to my room for a moment to get something. Would you mind seeing to the tea?"

"Y, yes. I understand."

Lady Northem answered timidly, while Hubert narrowed his eyes in suspicion. Feeling his gaze on her back, Opal left the room. She returned to her guest room, took several documents from her now lighter bag, and then entered the drawing room.

"My apologies for the wait."

Romit, the housekeeper, Beth, and several other maids and footmen were already standing and waiting in the drawing room. Hubert and Lady Northem were seated on the sofa, and it appeared neither had touched their tea. Opal sat in front of the other prepared cup, across from Hubert, and got straight to the point.

"As of yesterday, all the ducal family’s assets, including this mansion, the ducal fief, and the estate within the fief, have become my property. And so, I will give you all five days to decide whether you will leave this place or remain."

Opal directed her first words to Hubert and Lady Northem, and the next to the servants. Instantly, Hubert’s face contorted with rage.

"What nonsense is this! It is true that this house, the ducal house, has recovered thanks to your dowry. But that gives you no rights whatsoever! Do not upset everyone with your foolish talk!"

"Recovered? That is incorrect. The ducal house has only temporarily stayed afloat thanks to my dowry. It seems you have been getting by for some time by borrowing money against your fief, trusting Omar’s promises that ‘next year will be better.’ That moneylender must be a very discreet person, mustn’t he? But at this rate, you will soon have to take on more debt."

Shamed in front of his servants, Hubert’s face flushed with humiliation. In contrast, Opal remained perfectly calm. Seeing her cool expression seemed to fuel Hubert’s anger even further. He commanded in a harsher voice than ever before.

"Get out! I will divorce you! Get out of here this instant!"

"My lord, if we are to be divorced, then you are the one who must leave. Yesterday afternoon, you signed a document transferring all your land and property to me."
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			A momentary silence fell over the room at Opal’s shocking words. But soon, Hubert scoffed.

"Do not be ridiculous. What I signed yesterday was a document from Omar..."

"That was not a document prepared by Omar. You are free to trust Omar as you wish, my lord, but why did you not thoroughly read what you were signing? I cannot help but wonder what exactly you do in your study all day."

"I, I study... You would not understand, but I learned a great deal at university. There are many fascinating subjects among the courses I took then."

Hubert had now completely lost his momentum. Challenged by Opal, he must have been growing anxious about not having checked the contents of the document he signed. He was trying to postpone facing reality by talking about his studies.

"Indeed, deepening one’s knowledge is a wonderful thing. But the era when a nobleman could live elegantly without working is coming to an end. You, my lord, had people to support and land to manage. Was your scholarship so valuable that you cast all that aside? Did you think those studies would generate money?"

"What a vulgar woman you are! To immediately reduce everything to money!"

"Of course, money is not everything in this world. But to live, everyone needs money, regardless of their station. Your marriage to me allowed you to pay off your debts. The wedding gift from my father will cover your immediate living expenses. But what then? Did you think money would magically appear from that vast fief you never once bothered to look at?"

"E, everyone said that all regions would have a bountiful harvest this year."

"Everyone?"

"My friends. My irreplaceable friends with whom I spent my university days."

"Then those gentlemen must either manage their own fiefs properly or have hired truly competent administrators. And I am sure they read their administrators’ reports thoroughly."

Opal could not care less what subjects Hubert was interested in. What mattered was the future. Even as he was being backed into a corner by the reality Opal presented, Hubert was still trying to find a way to escape. Suppressing another wave of disappointment, Opal placed the definitive proof, the evidence, before him.

"This is a copy of the document you signed yesterday afternoon, my lord. The one you actually signed is kept safely in a vault, so as long as no one here lets it slip, the world need not know. ...Unless we divorce, of course."

Hearing Opal’s words, Hubert started to say something, but in the end, his gaze fell upon the document, which he picked up with trembling hands. It was as if he was afraid to face reality. He slowly read through it, his face growing paler and paler.

"This... this is a lie!"

"It is the truth."

"E, even if it is, this is a sham. This sort of thing... taking all my property... His Majesty the King would never allow it!"

It seemed that everyone, those who had been watching the exchange between Opal and Hubert with bated breath and those who had assumed Opal was bluffing, finally understood the reality of the situation. Everyone turned pale at Hubert’s words, and some looked so faint they had to be supported by others. As for Lady Northem, she was trembling violently.

"Unfortunately for you, that is not a possibility. Upon investigation, I found that the regulations of the McLeod ducal house have no conditions regarding the transfer of houses and lands, other than the ducal title itself. That is likely why you were able to use them as collateral for your debts until now. The document was prepared by an official Royal Palace legal officer, and you signed it right before their eyes."

"A, a Royal Palace legal officer...?"

"Jonathan Kenjit is a legal officer renowned for being deeply trusted by His Majesty. He has been abroad for the past year on His Majesty’s orders... Given your position, my lord, it would not be strange for you to be acquainted with him by face, not just by name. And yet, you did not know him."

"Th, that’s because... Omar said in his letter..."

By now, Hubert’s face was as white as a sheet. His handsome features were contorted in anguish. Opal felt a strange sensation, realizing she had once thought this man was charming, as she continued.

"Omar’s letter simply stated that there would be two visitors. I believe he never once wrote that it was for his own business, did he?"

"How do you know that? So it was you who orchestrated this!"

"But of course."

"What!?"

Hubert was rendered speechless by Opal’s casual admission. Among the servants, some glared at Opal with hatred.

"As I have said repeatedly, Omar was engaged in misconduct. I hold the proof, and I have also paid off his debts. Therefore, it was I who ordered Omar to write that letter."

"How despicable!"

"Despicable? That is quite a misplaced accusation. You dismissed my claims about Omar out of hand, my lord. If you had lent me even a small ear at that time, might you not have been suspicious of this letter? At the very least, would you not have scrutinized the document’s contents? It is true that the document began with a list of the fief’s territories, each with detailed notations of expected revenues, so at a glance it might have looked like a simple report. But if you had read it through to the end, you would have seen my name and realized something was amiss."

"I, I said I trusted Omar. You took advantage of that!"

"Yes, I did. But did I not ask you for confirmation multiple times, my lord? I asked if you were certain the visitors had nothing to do with me."

"That’s... one wouldn't think they were connected!"

Opal gave a sad smile to Hubert, who was shouting in desperation. Then her expression turned blank, and she let out a deep sigh.

"You truly had no interest in me at all, did you, my lord. All you needed was my dowry."

"What are you saying now..."

"Jonathan Kenjit is my maternal uncle. To think you did not even know that..."

"Th, then you and your family conspired to deceive me! I knew it, something was strange. Giving such a large wedding gift just for marrying you... I will sue you!"

"As I have said, that would be futile. There are no flaws in the document. It was not strictly necessary, but because my uncle, Jonathan Kenjit, and I are blood relatives, we had a third party, a colleague of my uncle’s, witness the signing to ensure fairness. His signature is also on the official document, so please, give up."

Hubert, now completely lost for words, received a look from Opal that was akin to pity. Hubert was simply foolish. The cause was likely that after inheriting the ducal title at such a young age, no one had taught him the duties and responsibilities that came with it.

"I am sure my uncle asked about me when he visited as well."

At those words, it was the butler, Romit, who gasped. He had been there yesterday when the two visitors were shown to the study, and he had seen one of them ask Hubert, "Is your wife at home?" Furthermore, although the two had introduced themselves at the entrance, Romit, believing them to be mere messengers from Omar, had paid them little heed. And yet, one of them was the sender of the letter that had arrived for Opal just the other day.

"My uncle and I did not intentionally announce our connection, but had you met with me, the relationship would have been obvious. ...Even if you didn't think we were related by marriage, you would have suspected something and been more cautious with the document."

After speaking of herself and her uncle, Opal remembered the rumors about her and added.

"My uncle was also against this plan at first. But that was because he believed you would surely notice something so obvious if you just read it properly. He was worried about the anger that would be directed at me at that time."

Talk of Kenjit shamed Hubert. He, a duke, did not even know the name of a Royal Palace legal officer and had signed a document in front of two of them without so much as reading it. It was as if he had exposed his own incompetence for all to see.

"As you suggested earlier, my lord, if you wish it, I will agree to a divorce. What will you do? You now have nothing but your ducal title. Will you divorce me? And then find a new, wealthy woman to remarry? Even now, a ducal title is an attractive thing that money cannot buy, so I am sure she would overlook the associated debts. I cannot say, however, if such a person would be tolerant of rebellious servants or relatives to whom she has no obligation of support. Or perhaps you will work for a living? If you rely on your friends, I am sure they could introduce you to some kind of work."

Opal’s words finally brought everyone in the room to their senses. They realized they had been intoxicated by a story of their own making, starring the "poor Duke and Lady Stella." Even when the coachman, Cayve, had insisted that "the Duchess should be treated with proper respect," they had all pitied him, thinking he had been seduced by a wicked woman, and tried to reason with him. But it was Cayve who had been right all along. Their future was now in the hands of the woman who had implicitly called her husband, the duke, a liability. The Duchess. The room was now completely silent, and everyone looked at Opal in terror, as if she were a demon.

"I, I..."

"One more thing. I have just had my last will and testament drawn up, with my uncle as a witness. Should I die, all my assets will be donated to several charities."

"Wh..."

It was not the destination of Opal’s inheritance that made the stunned Hubert react, but rather the fact that she had stated it so clearly. He was shocked by her words, which were as good as saying that even killing her would be pointless. But it was all the same to Opal. Devoid of all emotion, she asked again.

"Well, my lord, what will you do? Will you divorce me and leave this place? Or will you stay?"
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			"You... after doing all this, do you still wish to continue our marriage?"

"...Pardon?"

After a long silence, Opal was left dumbfounded by Hubert’s question. Then, she burst out laughing. The idea was so preposterous that she could not stop. Hubert, Lady Northem, and the others stared at her in astonishment. Opal somehow managed to quell her laughter, took several deep breaths, and finally spoke.

"My apologies. Your words were so unexpected, I just couldn’t help myself. To be honest, from the very beginning of our marriage, I have been trying to find a way to divorce you. But the reason I held back was not due to any lingering attachment to you or the title of Duchess. Frankly, I do not care about this mansion either."

As she spoke, Opal’s gaze swept over Romit and Beth. Romit was sweating, though it was not hot, and Beth’s eyes were vacant, her face devoid of color.

"...It is simply that I feel pity for the innocent people of the fief, the people you never once spared a thought for. When I visited the ducal fief, the people were living in great poverty compared to those in my father's lands. This is all due to the negligent management of Omar, the man you trust so much. In the last decade or so, agricultural tools have become much more convenient, yet the workers there still use outdated implements and suffer needlessly. Therefore, I plan to live in the estate and manage the fief properly from now on. If you wish to continue this marriage, my lord, you are welcome to live here in this mansion."

Opal spoke calmly to Hubert, whose face was red with either shame or anger. Then, she turned to Lady Northem with a deliberately benevolent smile.

"I will allow you and your daughter to live here as well, Lady Northem. Of course, you are free to leave or stay as you please."

"What kind of woman are you... Stella is ill!"

"Yes. That is why I am saying she may live here as a guest."

She knew she sounded cold. Even so, Opal steeled her heart and stated plainly the reality of their future positions in this house. Of course, even if Hubert and Lady Northem decided to leave, she intended to provide them with enough support to live on. She would even give the servants letters of recommendation.

"I, I have nowhere else to go if I am driven from here... But it does not matter what happens to me. Just let Stella... please, just let Stella stay here!"

Lady Northem’s tearful plea seemed to elicit sympathy from everyone. Opal was exasperated but said nothing. Just then, Hubert stood up, shielding the lady from Opal as if to protect her.

"We... we will stay here for Stella’s sake. The thought of taking Stella anywhere else is inconceivable. So please, let us throw ourselves on your mercy."

Hubert pleaded with an air of one willing to sacrifice his own life to protect Stella, as if offering his neck to an enemy. Romit, the housekeeper, and Beth watched with tears in their eyes. Opal felt a sense of detachment, as if she were being forced to watch a cheap melodrama.

"...As I have said, I do not mind if you wish to stay here. However, there are conditions."

Finally able to get to the heart of the matter, Opal breathed a sigh of relief. But Hubert and the others looked as if they had been told to offer up their heads. Wondering what had happened to their earlier resolve, not that she needed it, Opal continued.

"Dr. Harrison, the ducal family’s physician, seems to be getting on in years, so I would like Stella-san to be seen by another doctor as well."

"What are you talking about!? Dr. Harrison has been looking after Stella since she was a child! There is no other doctor who understands Stella like he does!"

Lady Northem snapped back at Opal’s condition. Her grief from moments before seemed to vanish, replaced by a mother’s fierce protectiveness, and Opal’s heart softened slightly. Nevertheless, she had no intention of changing her mind.

"Even so, she will be examined. I am not trying to dismiss Dr. Harrison. It is just that medicine has advanced considerably. I have heard stories of doctors who cling to old-fashioned treatments and fail to save lives that could have been saved. You need not worry, I will not be the one choosing the doctor. Perhaps someone introduced by one of His Grace’s friends would be trustworthy, don't you think?"

Opal looked at Hubert questioningly, but he only narrowed his eyes suspiciously, as if trying to gauge her true intentions.

"Of course, I will cover the medical expenses. As for the rest, well, if you all intend to remain here, I will pay you a proper wage for your work."

As Opal spoke to the anxious-looking servants, she heard a few of them mutter, "Thank goodness..." They fell silent immediately when Romit glared at them.

"You may all go now. Please decide what you will do within five days."

At Opal’s authoritative command, Romit and the others hesitated for a moment before bowing and departing, leaving only Opal, Hubert, and Lady Northem in the drawing room.

"Well then, shall we discuss the other matters?"

"Is there more?"

"Wouldn't it be strange if there wasn't? How much money do you think it takes to live? We may be in a privileged position, but money does not simply materialize out of thin air if we do nothing. Please consider how much money has been wasted because of your inaction, my lord. If you had the money Omar squandered on gambling, you would not have had to go into debt, nor would you have had to marry me. And it could have been given back to the people of your fief."

Hubert fell silent at Opal’s words. His expression was grim, but she could tell his anger was not directed at her. He was likely regretting his past actions. For a moment, Opal felt a pang of sympathy, but she quickly hardened her resolve. Hubert was not a child who had just lost his parents. He was a twenty-six-year-old man. If he did not show some fortitude now, all would be lost.

"As I said earlier, this mansion is now my property, so I will pay the servants’ wages and the upkeep. I will also cover your living expenses, my lord, such as food, clothing, and medical care. In addition to that, I will give you a not insignificant allowance, as I am sure you will need funds for your social obligations as a duke."

"...An allowance?"

"Would you have preferred I called it pocket money?"

"Are you mocking me?"

"My apologies. I was not sure how to phrase the act of giving money to someone who has none. I thought ‘charity’ would be too presumptuous... since we are, for all intents and purposes, a married couple. Even if all assets belong to the wife and are not considered shared."

Opal’s choice of words made it sound as if she were keeping a lover, or dealing with a child. Her condescending attitude heaped more humiliation upon Hubert, whose face contorted with shame. Lady Northem shifted restlessly on the sofa, glancing at the door as if she could no longer bear to be in the room. But in the end, Hubert seemed to be enduring it, clenching his fists tightly rather than lashing out at Opal.

"It is your money to spend as you please, my lord. Whether you amuse yourself at a gentlemen’s club, frequent brothels, or keep a mistress."

"My lady!"

Lady Northem admonished Opal for her unladylike words, looking as if she were about to faint. Opal calmly noted that this was the first time Lady Northem had called her "my lady" and offered a relaxed smile.

"It cannot be helped, can it? I may be your husband’s wife, but it is in name only. That relationship will not change, so I have no intention of accusing him of infidelity or causing a scene. What we need to discuss is not such matters, but rather the future of this mansion and the fief."

"...What is it?"

Hubert seemed to have lost the will to be angry. Opal found it rather dull and wondered if she was truly as malicious as she was now discovering herself to be. But the conditions she was about to present had nothing to do with her personality.

"As long as I live, I have no intention of relinquishing these assets. However, I will sell this mansion and the fief back to you, my lord, and only you, at a fair market price."

"But that all belonged to Hubert in the first place!"

"And what of it? It is mine now. This situation was brought about by my lord’s own weakness. What do you think would have happened if Omar had been unable to repay his debts and conspired with a ruthless moneylender to do the same thing?"

When Opal countered the lady’s protest with sound logic, neither she nor Hubert could say a word. In fact, it was a wonder the situation had held out for as long as it had. If Opal’s father, the Count, had wanted to, he likely could have snatched Hubert’s assets without having to marry Opal off to him at all. The current Count Holloway had no need for a title like ‘father-in-law to a duke’ anyway.

"I have told you I will give you a substantial sum of money each month, my lord. It would not be impossible to save that money and buy back the mansion and the fief. But that would take an immense amount of time. So, why not try to use that money as capital to make it grow?"

"...Make money grow? By gambling?"

"Well, I will leave that up to you. Whether by gambling or investing. I do know that my steward of the estate seems to consult my father for advice on how to increase my assets. Where to invest, when to withdraw funds... It seems my father is rumored in society to be a reincarnation of the king who turned everything he touched to gold."

"Are you telling me to seek guidance from your father, Count Holloway?"

"That is up to you, my lord. You are free to use the money I give you however you see fit. However, I do not believe my father would refuse a request from you. Well then, please consider carefully what I have told you tonight and give me your answer within five days. I will take my leave now."

It was finally over. Relieved to have concluded the evening’s charade, Opal left the drawing room to return to the attic. Servants used the back stairs, but Opal used the main staircase to reach the second floor. As she was about to pass the master bedroom, Stella emerged into the hallway in her wheelchair.

"You really are a devil. Not only did you steal Hubert from me, you stole his fortune and now you’re trying to take his home!"

"...I am not trying to steal it, I have stolen it. But I am a merciful devil, so I will grant you all some compassion. Don’t be shy, you may thank me."

Opal returned Stella’s resentful words with a sarcastic reply. Inwardly, she had been worried that Stella might fall ill, but she seemed to be fine. In fact, the way she gritted her teeth and glared at Opal made her look quite spirited and healthy. Trevor was right, suggesting she see another doctor was the correct choice, Opal thought. With a bright smile, she passed by Stella.

She climbed the servants’ stairs and entered the attic room to find it had been warmed. A mattress had been placed on the bed, and the bedding had been replaced with a feather duvet. Her own guest room had likely been prepared as well. It seemed some of the servants had already made their decision. With that thought, Opal lay her tired body down on the small but warm bed.



		
			Chapter 21

			Investment

			Two days after Opal’s declaration, Hubert visited her in the attic room. He looked around curiously but did not state his purpose. It seemed he was surprised by the shabbiness of the small, low-ceilinged room, which contained little more than an old bed, a desk, and a chair crammed inside.

"...My lord, what can I do for you?"

"Ah, well... I’ve been thinking about what you said the other night."

"So, you’ve reached a conclusion?"

"I have."

Figuring it was a waste of time to wait in silence, Opal asked the obvious question. Hubert answered, albeit with some hesitation. Judging by his demeanor, his response would not be a bad one. When Opal prompted him to continue, he nodded with a serious expression.

"This whole affair... has made me realize just how arrogant and foolish I have been. I know I do not deserve your generous offer. However, I intend to turn over a new leaf. With your support, I will seek guidance from the Count and devote myself to my duties. And I swear I will buy back the land from you as soon as I am able."

"...Very well."

He was still a bit pompous, but this was likely just who Hubert was. More important was his resolve. Though she answered calmly, Opal was inwardly quite relieved. If Hubert had shown no intention of changing his ways, she had been prepared to push him further into a situation where he would be forced to work. Of course, she doubted how long this vow would last, but for now, Opal decided to believe him.

"Then, as I would like to proceed with the arrangements at once, may I be excused?"

"...Yes. Well then... I leave it in your hands."

"I will inform you of the details later."

Hubert looked as if he had more to say, but Opal kept her response businesslike and ended the conversation. After he left, she let out a sigh of relief and eagerly began to write a letter to her father. She was pleased to be able to push Hubert back onto the father who had pushed him onto her. But this brief sense of liberation was soon interrupted by a stream of servants, visiting one after another to express their remorse and pledge their newfound loyalty.

Romit and Beth, however, were a different matter. Opal had already hired a new butler and several other servants. If Romit chose to leave, so be it. If he stayed, he would be demoted to assistant butler. As for Beth, Opal no longer required a personal lady-in-waiting. If she remained, she would be demoted to an upper housemaid. When Opal finally informed them of this, both Romit and Beth wore expressions of pure humiliation, but neither said they would quit.

So, this is all it amounts to, she thought.

Opal had expected more resistance and was rather let down. In the end, their defiant attitudes had been entirely dependent on Hubert’s protection. Having thus dealt with these minor matters in her attic room, exactly five days later, Opal finally left the ducal mansion.

"Ah, what a relief!"

Seen off by Hubert and the new butler and servants, Opal exclaimed softly to herself in the carriage. Cayve was to escort her to the estate in the ducal fief. His wages had been doubled. Cayve had been quite humbled and tried to refuse, but in reality, he had been severely underpaid before. The new butler came with her uncle’s seal of approval, so things would surely change at the ducal mansion from now on. She had left the evaluation of the other servants entirely in his hands.

As for Lady Northem and Stella, she had not seen them during her five days of seclusion in the attic, but frankly, she did not care. That mother and daughter were Hubert’s problem, not hers. More importantly, the rewarding work of reforming a vast fief awaited her. Her first task would be to reform Omar. With that thought, Opal journeyed in the swaying carriage, heading straight for the former McLeod ducal fief.

* * *

Three years later. Opal placed her hand of cards on the table and sighed deeply.

"I lost. It’s my loss..."

"So it would seem. Well then, I will leave this month’s bookkeeping to you, my lady."

"Unbelievable... Why do I pay you such high wages?"

"To motivate us servants, of course."

"And yet you showed me no mercy."

"There’s no need to hold back in a game, is there?"

Omar replied, gathering the cards from the table. It was impossible to tell if he was comforting or teasing the lamenting Opal. The card game had been a custom ever since Opal had moved to the estate. To distract the newly reinstated administrator Omar from his bad habits, she, along with the butler Lind and others, had taken to playing card games every evening. The stakes were household chores and the like.

At first, Omar had seemed restless, finding it all rather unsatisfying. But with a watchful eye on him, he was unable to visit the town of Nobori, and the thrill of betting large sums of money gradually faded. Now, he truly enjoyed card games and the like as simple pastimes. When he was serious, Omar was an excellent administrator, and there was much Opal learned from him as well. Of course, she was slowly being repaid the money she had lent him from his high wages.

"Oh, it seems we have a visitor."

"...A letter, perhaps?"

Just as Opal was about to leave the study to begin her afternoon work, she heard the sound of a carriage approaching on the road to the estate. From the sound of the wheels, it was likely a delivery carriage. However, deliveries of food and other supplies were supposed to go to the back entrance, so Opal guessed it was a letter and decided to wait in her study.

For the past three years, Opal had hardly left the fief. Naturally, she had not appeared in high society even when the season began, which gave rise to various rumors. It was speculated that she was struggling to maintain Hubert’s vast fief, leading people to conclude that it had been a marriage for money after all. Some whispered that he had confined his promiscuous wife to the fief, while others claimed that Hubert, ensnared by Opal’s wiles, was so consumed by jealousy that he would not let her leave.

So in the end, I’m still confined, aren’t I...

Opal had laughed without a care when she heard the rumors. In truth, Hubert had repeatedly invited her to the Royal Capital during the season and to visit friends’ fiefs during the off-season. Opal had refused every invitation.

It was not that she could not leave the fief. Over the past three years, the fief had developed steadily thanks to Opal’s investments and Omar’s proper management. Blessed with good weather, it seemed she would soon recoup her initial investment. It was just that Opal found socializing in high society to be a nuisance, and she no longer cared what people thought of her as the Duchess.

Despite this, Opal had started to see Hubert in a new light. Amazingly, in the past three years, he had already bought back the mansion in the capital and nearly thirty percent of the fief from her. It went without saying that Opal was relieved she had not needed to resort to her next plan. In fact, Hubert had managed to buy back the mansion and a small portion of the land in just over a year. And when Opal visited the ducal mansion in the capital for the first time in a long while to handle the paperwork, she was not only warmly welcomed but was also shown to the mistress’s chambers.

"They said it would be better for Stella to convalesce where the air is fresh, didn't they? I found a relatively small estate with some land for sale in a rural area near the capital and purchased it. Lady Northem and Stella have moved there. I sent Romit, Beth, and a few other familiar servants with them."

"I see..."

"Truly, I am grateful to you. If you hadn't told me to have Stella see another doctor back then, she might have... Well, anyway, I'm just glad they found an effective remedy. Thank you so much, Opal."

"...Not at all. She is someone important to you, my lord. I only did what was natural."

In truth, an effective remedy had not been found, it had existed for quite some time. The previous physician, Dr. Harrison, had been unaware of it and had been prescribing old-fashioned medicine at exorbitant prices. Apparently, Dr. Harrison treated the poor for free, and he made up for it by charging wealthy clients like Hubert, though he was not truly wealthy, excessively high medical fees. When Hubert finally realized this, he dismissed Dr. Harrison and sent Opal a long, effusive letter of thanks. Dr. Harrison’s intentions may have been noble, but his methods were certainly flawed. Opal did not interfere, simply sending a conventional reply to close the matter.

"No, still, please allow me to thank you."

"Y, yes..."

As he said this, Hubert took Opal’s hand and smiled brightly. The about-face in attitude from Hubert and the other servants who had served there before, even without Romit and Beth present, left Opal bewildered. But she swallowed everything she wanted to say and spent the entire day forcing a pleasant smile. The next morning, despite Hubert’s attempts to detain her, she left the mansion early, citing concerns about the fief.

After that, Hubert continued to buy back his lands at regular intervals. Even Opal’s father, Count Holloway, was surprised. Initially, his letters had repeatedly asked, "May I just cast that fool aside?" but the content gradually shifted to one of grudging acknowledgement. It seemed Hubert was working desperately hard, just as he had vowed. He no longer needed the allowance from Opal and had even repaid the amount equivalent to what she had paid him for about a year.

Recently, rumors of Hubert’s success in investments had spread through high society, and he was gaining popularity among the ladies. It was said that he attended evening parties but never with his wife, or any woman for that matter, and spent his time talking with other men, making women scheme for ways to get close to him. Moreover, though he never brought his wife, he was often seen talking amicably with her father not only at parties but also at gentlemen’s clubs, which only fueled further speculation.

Listening to the butler Lind conversing with someone at the entrance, Opal waited, her thoughts drifting. Omar, unconcerned with the distracted Opal, had already resumed his work. The lands Hubert had bought back were still managed by Omar, who occasionally traveled to the capital to report and teach Hubert the details of management, so there were no worries for the future. At this rate, if things went well, Hubert might regain half of his fief by the end of the year.

He was always capable of it, she thought. He was just so spoiled that he had abandoned his duties...

However, luck had also been on Hubert’s side. The story her uncle had told her three years ago, about the civil war in Taisey Kingdom, had apparently ended in about six months. Now, the demand for various goods for postwar recovery was boosting their own country’s economy.

It’s infuriating that war stimulates the economy, but this time it was mostly a conflict within the royal palace, and the common people were spared bloodshed. That’s a credit to the king’s younger brother’s faction, the victors.

Originally, Taisey Kingdom was a country rich in resources with extremely high technological capabilities. Unfortunately, much was lost in the civil war and the plague that preceded it, but it seemed to be recovering under the leadership of the king’s younger brother, the new king. Just as Opal’s thoughts had drifted to Taisey Kingdom, Lind entered after a knock, carrying a letter on a tray.

"A letter for you, my lady."

"Thank you, Lind."

As expected, the carriage had come to deliver a letter. Opal took it from the tray, turned it over, and checked the sender. Her face immediately fell with disappointment.

Seeing her reaction, neither Omar nor Lind said a word. Everyone at the estate knew that Opal had been waiting for a letter from someone for nearly three years. But though they wondered who it could be, they never brought it up. Including Omar, they all wished for the happiness of their beloved Opal and refrained from prying into her personal affairs.

"Oh my..."

Opal let out a small gasp as she quickly scanned the letter. The sender was Hubert, so she had assumed he was planning to buy back another piece of land, but she was mistaken.

"Is something the matter?"

Lind asked with concern, knowing who the letter was from. He glanced at Omar, who had also stopped working in concern, and conveyed that it was from Hubert. When Opal first arrived at the estate as its new lord, the air between Lind and Omar had been tense, but now their friendship had been restored.

Lind had blamed himself for not noticing Omar’s misconduct after the previous duke and duchess passed away. He had believed Omar’s occasional trips were for land management, thinking he was struggling since the great drought. Then Opal had arrived and exposed Omar’s deceit. For a time, he had been furious with Omar for being reinstated as administrator, but as he watched him diligently apply himself to his work this time, his anger subsided.

"His Grace is coming here soon, to this estate."

"That can’t be..."

Opal turned to look at Lind, who had muttered in disbelief. She was surprised by the uncharacteristic reaction from the usually calm and collected butler. Seeing her expression, Omar spoke up to explain.

"His Grace has not returned to this fief in... seventeen years. Not since the accident that took the lives of the previous Duke, his parents... After Lord Northem also passed away here, it seemed His Grace came to despise this land. So..."

Omar trailed off, his face flushing red as he fell silent. He had been able to get away with his misdeeds because Hubert had left the fief entirely in his hands, even after coming of age.

"You see... when the previous duke and duchess had their accident, His Grace was only twelve years old. And yet, it took us two days to find their carriage... For that entire time, His Grace was trapped inside with the bodies of his parents."

"That’s..."

Opal grew pale hearing Lind’s story. She had known that Hubert stopped visiting the fief after his parents died, but she had never imagined he had gone through such a traumatic experience. She recalled how she had blamed him for being irresponsible without knowing anything.

"B, but, the fact that His Grace is coming here must mean he has found some peace with his past. We will do everything in our power to help him forget those memories."

"...Yes. I’ll be counting on you. I should go tell Debby as well."

Seeing Opal’s shock, Lind quickly added his reassurance, to which Opal replied with a smile. She left the study and headed for the housekeeper, Debby’s, rooms. But she could not help but think of the wounded young Hubert, and she now regretted not having tried to understand his past sooner.
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			The day of Hubert’s arrival had finally come. Despite having prepared in advance, the Estate was in a flurry from the morning on. Only Omar and Lind knew that most of the duchy now belonged to Opal, and everyone else was giddy with excitement at the lord’s return after seventeen years. Amidst it all, Opal remained alone, sequestered in her room, gazing vacantly outside.

What on earth could have caused this change of heart, she wondered. Could it be that he now had enough money to buy back this Estate as well?

Opal’s perspective on Hubert had changed considerably after hearing that he, a boy of just twelve, had been trapped in a carriage for two days with the bodies of his parents. It was understandable that those around him had become overly protective. If he began living with Lady Northem and Stella after his parents died, then it was only natural that he would treat the frail Stella with special care. Losing someone precious is a painful, bitter, and sorrowful thing.

Opal, too, had been terribly grieved when she lost her mother. She could now recall those memories with a sense of peace, but only because she had people who supported her. Yet one of those people, Claude, was no longer here.

Sometime after moving to the Estate, Opal had written a letter to Claude. In it, she described how she had seized the land from Hubert. The contents were like a confession, and Opal later regretted it. She had written it out of a desperate need to tell someone, but she worried that even Claude must have been appalled. And as she waited anxiously for a reply, the letter that arrived was not from him, but from his mother, the Baroness.

It seemed that Claude’s whereabouts had been unknown ever since he left home after graduating from university. The Baroness was terribly worried, but she promised to forward the letter as soon as she knew where he was. Yet now, three years later, there was still no word. Fearing something might have happened to him, Opal had written several times to her family’s estate, only to receive replies from the butler, Orton, expressing similar concern that Claude’s location remained a mystery.

If only she had talked to him more that last time they met. She should have asked him what he planned to do after graduation. But she had been so preoccupied with her own affairs, her mind filled with the realization that she loved Claude and the worries of her married life with Hubert, that she had put it off. She tried to recall Claude from that day, but all that came to mind was his awkward smile.

Please, just be well.

She didn't mind if they never met again. It was fine if he hated her. As long as he was healthy and happy, that was all that mattered. She wasn’t sure if she was still in love with him, but he was, without a doubt, a precious person to her.

Perhaps this is how My Lord Husband feels about Stella.

After his investments succeeded, he had bought a new house for Stella even before buying back his own mansion in the Royal Capital. That must be it. Even if he could not express his feelings, perhaps making Stella even a little happier brought Hubert happiness as well. If that was the case, then it should not be long now. Gazing at the magnificent carriage bearing the ducal family crest as it approached, Opal let out a deep breath and headed for the entrance hall to greet him.

"It has been a long time, My Lord Husband. How was your journey here?"

"Ah, yes. It has been a while, Opal. Fortunately, the weather was good to us."

"I am very pleased to hear that."

Opal greeted Hubert with a gentle smile as he entered the Estate, giving him a warm welcome. They had all decided beforehand to do whatever they could to help him forget his unpleasant memories. But there were many others more overjoyed than Opal at Hubert’s long-awaited return. She quickly took a step back, yielding her place to the butler, Lind, and the housekeeper, Debby.

The Estate erupted with joy at the reunion after seventeen years. Lind and Hubert shared a firm handshake. Watching the scene, overflowing with smiling faces, Opal herself felt a sense of happiness. It made her long to return to her own family’s estate.

It seemed Hubert, too, was able to forget the dreadful memories of the past for now. That evening, a feast prepared by the chef’s masterful hand filled the dining table. For what could be called the first time, Opal and Hubert enjoyed a meal together in a peaceful atmosphere.

But the next day, what Hubert revealed to her in the study left Opal stunned. Her vision swam, but she knew she had to hear the details. She forced her mouth to open.

"…My Lord Husband, could you please say that one more time?"

"I said I bought the land in Mantest. It would be a mistake not to acquire it."

"And… how did you procure the funds? It has not been very long since you bought back the fief…"

"You need not worry. It’s true the area is barren land for now, but it is certain there is a mine there. A railway has already been partially laid. If we can just extend it to the urban centers, we can make a solid profit."

"I am asking about the funds to purchase that land! It must have carried an enormous price tag! How did you procure that kind of money?"

Hubert’s explanation was something anyone interested in investments would know. Frustrated by his evasiveness, Opal pressed him.

"I, of course, used all the funds I had on hand and borrowed money using the Royal Capital mansion and the fief as collateral."

"My Lord Husband… surely you know why that land, why Mantest, was left in a state of partial development? It is true that a mine lies dormant there. But it requires enormous expense and technology to transport the excavated ore. The previous owner went bankrupt for that very reason. A deep valley cuts through the wilderness between that mine and the city. It is not yet possible with our country’s technology to run a railway across that valley. Even if it were possible, imagine the cost. How will you raise those funds? And even if you do, it will take a great many years to recover your investment."

If the succession crisis in Taisey Kingdom had not erupted, the development of Mantest might have succeeded. With that country’s engineers and technology, they could have built a railway even across the valley. But in the end, the plan to connect the mine and the city by rail was abandoned. The land, left untouched for three years, was far too great a risk for any investor to touch. Even Opal’s father, while remarking that it was a shame, had judged it a property that would not yield a sufficient return at present.

"I intend to recruit investors for the development funds. I hope you will cooperate as well."

"…What did my father say?"

At Opal’s question, a faint blush colored Hubert’s cheeks. That alone was answer enough.

"The Count said… he would consider it once engineers were secured. Of course, he said he couldn't provide the full amount, so we would need to find other investors. But if the Count invests, others will gladly follow. So it will be fine."

Opal wanted to scold him, to ask him what exactly would be fine. Securing those crucial engineers was next to impossible right now. The very reason engineers had become so valuable was that so many had lost their lives to the plague that spread through Taisey Kingdom, followed by the civil war. And now, they were protected by the new king, making it difficult for them to leave the country. Then, it suddenly occurred to Opal that the price of Mantest, that untouched treasure trove, was far too great to be covered by Hubert’s assets alone.

"…My Lord Husband, were your assets truly enough to purchase the land in Mantest? Or did you not purchase all of it?"

"Well… I used the entire duchy as collateral."

"The entire duchy…?"

It took Opal a moment to comprehend Hubert’s answer. To be honest, she did not want to comprehend it.

"Surely… surely you do not mean this Estate and the lands in my name as well?"

"All of that is something you wrested from me. Besides, if this development succeeds, you will acquire something that satisfies you. What is wrong with that?"

"But that is a crime! To use my property as collateral without permission!"

"Did you not do something that was practically a crime yourself?"

"That is completely different from this!"

"Be that as it may, if you remain silent, there will be no problem."

"How could you…"

Hubert’s resolute words sent another wave of dizziness through Opal. She had thought Hubert had changed over these three years. That his ability to come to the Estate was a sign he had overcome his emotional wounds. But while Hubert may have developed a talent for investing under her father’s tutelage, his arrogance, it seemed, had not changed at all.

Even geniuses can fail. Opal knew for a fact that even her father had failed in his investments several times. The reason he had walked a path of success until now was that he always assumed the worst. Opal, too, had learned from the painful failure that had ruined her reputation, and ever since, she had lived her life always assuming the worst. On that foundation, she strove to achieve the best.

"My Lord Husband, if… if this investment ends in failure, what will you do?"

"I have no intention of letting it fail. But… in the unlikely event it does not go well, we can live on the farmland in the suburbs with Stella and the others. From there, I will simply have to start investing again with the assets I have set aside for Stella and grow them."

"I see…"

With that, Hubert stared intently at Opal. It was true that Opal had swindled the duchy from him, and in the eyes of the world, it was naturally considered his. That was why he could use it as collateral without needing the title deeds. But none of that mattered anymore. What was important now was how to protect the fief and its people. Opal let out a long breath, then slowly rose to her feet and left the study.
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			From her window, Opal watched Hubert ride out with Omar in an open carriage. She had been up all night, thinking about what was to come, and had only managed to fall asleep near dawn. The sound of their departure had woken her. She vaguely recalled Hubert mentioning last night that he was going to inspect the fief.

Over the past three years, thanks to Omar’s diligent management and Opal’s unstinting investment, the fief had regained its natural abundance. She had recently managed to recoup most of her initial investment. But for Opal, regardless of the profits, she had already grown attached to this land. The people of the fief were good-natured souls. They did not resent their past misfortunes but instead rejoiced in their much-improved lives and treated Opal with respect. And yet, she might have to let this land go.

Of course, she knew that one day it would all belong to Hubert. But she had never imagined that she might have to part with it to pay off a debt. She had thought she was always preparing for the worst, but it seemed she was still naive. Even so, she could not give up. If, by some chance, the next owner of the land was a cruel person, it would be the people of the fief who suffered.

Opal steeled her resolve and began to move toward securing the best possible outcome. At dinner that evening, she announced that she was returning to the Royal Capital. Hubert’s brow furrowed at once.

"Just when I have finally returned to the fief, what will everyone think if you go to the Royal Capital…"

"You need not worry. Rumors that our relationship has broken down are already circulating. More importantly, the people of this Estate and the fief are all overjoyed that you have returned, My Lord Husband. Please, take as much time as you can to look around the land. I will go and ask my father once more to invest in the Mantest property."

"I see. Well, my apologies. But I…"

Hubert replied awkwardly, apologizing to Opal. Seeing her surprise, he started to say something else, but ultimately closed his mouth.

"…My Lord Husband?"

"No… I said too much yesterday. I owe who I am today to you, yet it seems my old arrogance returned. I truly am sorry."

"…No, I spoke impertinently as well. I apologize."

"There is no need for you to apologize. Just… well, be careful on your journey."

"Thank you."

In reality, Opal was the one who had taken the land, so Hubert was not wrong in what he had said. If he had taken a loan against that land and invested the funds in a new property, there was only one thing for Opal to do. She must devote her efforts to making the Mantest development a success.

He would never have apologized in the past, so she could feel, if only slightly, that these three years had not been a waste. The two of them finished their meal in a peaceful mood. Opal then returned to her room and hastily prepared for her trip to the Royal Capital. The next morning, she departed for the city in her private carriage.

Fortunately, the journey to the Royal Capital went smoothly, and she arrived at her family home, the Count’s residence, five days later. Unfortunately, her father was away on business and would not be back for two more days. She had sent a letter ahead of her departure, but it seemed it had not arrived in time. Disappointed but graciously welcomed by the butlers, Opal spent two days resting quietly at the residence.

When her father finally returned, she requested an audience through the butler. She couldn't afford to be assertive, as she was the one asking for a favor, and she had no idea how her father would react. Though she had been his daughter for twenty-two years, Opal still could not read her father’s thoughts at all. The time the butler relayed for the meeting was the following afternoon. Opal went to bed thinking over various lines of persuasion and spent another sleepless night.

Why is it that I can never sleep when I need to most?

She was about to face a formidable opponent, her father, and needed her mind to be sharp. Being sleep-deprived would be a disaster. In the end, though she dozed off and on, she could not get a proper night’s rest. When she got out of bed before noon, she was still not feeling her best. Nevertheless, to wake herself up, Opal selfishly requested a bath to be drawn. Soaking in the hot water refreshed her mind and body, and she ate a proper lunch.

Alright, it's time for battle.

When the time came, Opal marched into her father’s study, full of fighting spirit, only to be swiftly defeated. She asked her father to invest, but he dismissed her request out of hand.

"Opal, it is true that I have money. But I have no intention of throwing it down the drain."

"Treasure lies sleeping in the lands of Mantest. It is not a drain."

"No matter how much treasure you dig up, if you cannot transport it, it is no better than a storage shed. Surely you understand that, Opal?"

"If we had engineers… engineers who could build a bridge strong enough for freight cars loaded with ore to cross that valley, it would be possible."

"But those engineers are not in this country. And there are few even among the engineers of Taisey Kingdom who could do it. In short, it is too soon to develop that land. But it seems McLeod ignored my advice. I do not understand why he needs to be in such a hurry. There is no need to rush. As long as you are alive, the duchy will not fall into anyone else’s hands."

Opal was struck by her father’s words. It was true. Why had Hubert made such a gamble, one that might cause him to lose everything he had worked so hard to regain? Investing was inherently a gamble, but with careful assessment, the chances of winning were high. And Hubert was supposed to have a talent for that assessment.

Come to think of it, I was so focused on the financing that I never asked him about that.

As Opal fell into thought, her father’s voice reached her. She snapped back to reality and saw him watching her intently, as if trying to read her mind.

"Um… so, when the time is right, that land can be developed? If so, as long as he continues to make the payments properly, he can maintain the fief and…"

"Stop it, Opal. Where do you intend to get that repayment money? Surely you are not thinking of touching your own fortune?"

"But I have used it for the fief’s sake until now."

"The reason I did not object was because it was a sound investment that could be recouped in the short term. It is true I also considered purchasing the Mantest land. Its development difficulty meant it was available for a considerably low price. Moreover, I have enough funds to purchase it without taking out a loan. But with our country’s current technology, it would take at least five years just to begin development. From there, another five years at the earliest to lay the railway. It will take ten years for that land to transform from a nonperforming asset into a prime one. Only then does the recovery of the investment begin. Of course, one cannot predict the future perfectly. Still, at this stage, even if everything goes smoothly, it will take twenty years to generate a profit."

"Twenty years…"

"In short, even if everything proceeds smoothly and the investment is recouped, it is doubtful whether I will even be alive at that time. It is not that I am reluctant to leave money to you all. I simply want to witness the success with my own eyes. In reality, that is what most investors are like. And the ones with enough capital to purchase and develop that land are all old men like me. …Opal, take my advice. It will be a considerable loss, but you should advise McLeod to part with the Mantest land as soon as possible."

Seeing his daughter fall completely silent, the Count let out a great sigh. If Hubert had not listened to him, he was unlikely to listen to Opal. The Count, who had long regretted their marriage, decided he would lend the Duke a small hand with his reckless plan, for his daughter’s sake. But first, there was something he needed to confirm.

"No matter how much of a fortune McLeod builds, he currently has no child to inherit it. If you have no intention of fulfilling your greatest duty as a Duchess, then perhaps you two should divorce? What are McLeod’s intentions?"

"I cannot say. I have told him before that if he wishes to marry another, I will grant him a divorce and continue to sell him the land, but there has been no sign of that… If she were a person of questionable status, I have also said I would not mind making her child my own. It would be a pity for her, but she could simply serve as a wet nurse."

"…I see. Regardless of McLeod, I understand your thoughts on the matter well."

With that, the Count looked directly at Opal. A strong will resided in his gaze, and Opal desperately fought the urge to flinch.

"In any case, if McLeod goes bankrupt, it is his own fault. The only thing you stand to lose is the duchy you acquired with a single piece of paper, so do not get any more involved. Just wait for the outcome."

"Then… then, I have just one last request."

"What is it?"

"If this development does not succeed, and the income from the duchy is not enough to cover the loan repayments, if the duchy is put up for sale, please, Father, I want you to buy it."

"…It is a ridiculous proposition, but it is a far wiser choice than investing in the Mantest land. Very well."

"Thank you!"

Although she could not secure his aid, she had managed to avert the worst-case scenario. Relieved, Opal left the study. It was true what her father said. Whatever happened from here on was Hubert’s own doing, and Opal need not worry about it. She no longer had to worry about the people of the fief either.

I feel so tired.

For nearly four years since her marriage, nearly seven years since that scandal, Opal had lived her life putting on a brave face. It felt as if all that exhaustion came crashing down on her at once. She staggered back to her room. The moment she entered, a wave of intense dizziness washed over her, and she hurriedly sat down in a chair. But her condition did not improve, and Opal would end up spending the next twenty days in bed.



		
			Chapter 24

			The Ceremony

			"Opal, are you sure it’s all right for you to be up?"

"…My Lord Husband, I am quite well now. I have only been staying here as a precaution, and I was planning to return to the Estate soon. I am so sorry to have troubled you to come all this way."

"No…"

Opal had caught a terrible flu and had suffered with a fever for ten days. Apparently, her accumulated fatigue had been the cause, and with her resistance so low, her recovery had been slow. Even after she was able to leave her bed, the people of the house worried over her, and she ended up staying at the Count’s residence for over a month. During that time, her father had informed Hubert by letter, and he had sent get-well letters and flowers while she was bedridden. She had declined a direct visit, citing the risk of infection.

"The Count told me you had fully recovered, so I came to see you. And I have brought wonderful news."

"Thank you. And what is this wonderful news?"

Hubert smiled brightly and offered Opal the bouquet of flowers he was holding. It had been a long time since he had shown her such a smile, not since she had helped with Stella. Flustered, Opal accepted the bouquet with a word of thanks and asked him what had happened.

"An investor has appeared!"

"…For the Mantest land development?"

"Yes. Actually, for the better part of the last month, I was visiting Taisey Kingdom."

"You went to Taisey Kingdom, My Lord Husband?"

"I did. I was not acting without a plan. I intended to go to the kingdom and negotiate directly to have their engineers come to our country. The Count introduced me to a certain gentleman, a Marquis Rousel, and the Marquis went to great lengths to help me. Thanks to him, I was even able to have an audience with His Majesty the King. What’s more, the Marquis convinced His Majesty, and he has agreed to dispatch engineers from the kingdom! And on top of that, the Marquis will be investing as well!"

"That… is incredible."

"Isn’t it? Opal, I am sorry for worrying you. Your father has now promised to invest as well, and from now on, everything will surely go well."

At the unexpected news, Opal’s heart finally felt lighter. At the same time, she wondered why Hubert was acting so aggressively, why he had been in such a rush as to travel to another country. But she did not voice the question, instead listening intently to Hubert, who sat opposite her.

Hubert was in a very good mood, and as he spoke of his future prospects, he was filled with motivation. Of course, profits would not be immediate, but with the technological prowess of Taisey Kingdom, they would likely be able to recoup the investment much faster than her father had calculated. The mine was not the only source of profit. The railway construction would set people and money in motion, and a town would spring up. Once the railway was complete, not only would miners gather, but many other people as well, and the land would develop even further.

Mantest was also well-positioned for trade with Taisey Kingdom, and it seemed Marquis Rousel had noticed this. Having restored stability to its domestic affairs, the kingdom now needed to rebuild its relationships with foreign countries. The Marquis, it seemed, was a man who had greatly contributed to the new king’s victory in the succession dispute three years ago, supporting him with both funds and materials. He was apparently promoted from Count to Marquis for his services, and it was rumored that he was now pouring his efforts into reconstruction and would soon receive a dukedom.

It was fortunate that this Marquis Rousel was an acquaintance of her father’s. Hubert had been seeking investors in their own country for the past month, but they had shied away, seeing that his own father-in-law, Count Holloway, would not get involved. But upon seeing the letter of introduction from her father, the Marquis had not overlooked the treasure trove that was Mantest and had decided to bet on its potential. Thanks to him, her father had also decided to invest a large sum, and Hubert said that investors would now likely come flocking.

"…But if the Marquis and my father are investing so much, do you still need other investors?"

"To be precise, the Marquis has agreed to provide a loan for the land purchase at a very low interest rate. He said that for the time being, just repaying the interest would be fine. And at that rate, I can somehow manage with the income from my own holdings. My father-in-law will invest in the majority of the development costs, but he can’t cover everything."

"That sounds almost too good to be true. Is the Marquis a trustworthy man?"

"Ah, I am sure you would think so. But the Count has just confirmed the contract and vouched for it. All that is left is for me to sign."

"I see… In that case, I will provide the rest of the investment. Was that not our promise?"

Things were going so well that she worried Hubert was being deceived again, but if her father had checked it, it must be fine. Letting out a relieved breath, Opal offered to become an investor, but Hubert shook his head with an awkward look.

"Please… could you forget about that? I was not myself at the time. I was so eager not to be beaten to the newly affordable Mantest land that I rashly used your land as collateral and threw harsh words at you. Of course, I will immediately begin the procedures to cancel the loan contract secured by your land, but…"

"My Lord Husband, setting aside what happened then, this is a genuine investment for me. Of course, the choice of investors is yours, so if you say no, I will give up."

"There is no choosing about it. I would be delighted if you invested. But it feels strange for me to say this, please do not be reckless. No matter what a treasure trove Mantest is, there is no guarantee of success."

"…Thank you for your advice. But it is all right. As you know, I have a considerable fortune of my own."

Relieved that Hubert had finally regained his composure, Opal replied with a smile. There were still many challenges ahead, but surely, things would work out. This time, Opal could believe it too, and she saw Hubert off from the Count’s residence with a peaceful heart.

＊　＊　＊

Four years later. The railway connecting the mine to the city and to the newly built port was successfully opened, and Opal was attending the ceremony. Recouping the funds was still a long way off, but it was a stroke of luck that the development had proceeded without any major surface-level problems. She had struggled at times to stop a reckless Hubert from going off the rails, but while he would not listen to Opal’s words, he readily accepted those of her father or Marquis Rousel, so they had managed to avoid disaster.

I wonder why most men think women do not understand business. I have produced real results, so at the very least, my own husband should acknowledge me.

When she grumbled about this once, her father had replied with a wry smile, "It’s precisely because it’s you." He explained that for a husband, being told he is wrong by his wife wounds his pride. While she thought it was ridiculous, she supposed it couldn't be helped when society expected women to rely on men. In reality, many women used that perceived weakness to live shrewdly.

Opal glanced at Hubert, who was surrounded by women, and sighed. The land value in Mantest had skyrocketed more than expected. Count Holloway, of course, and Hubert too had now joined the ranks of the immensely wealthy, making him incredibly popular with women who did not care that he was married.

Naturally, the spotlight had turned to Opal again, and people of all ages and genders tried to approach her for one reason or another. Young men in particular, as if recalling the old rumors, would come up and try to ask her out, which was unbearably annoying. Fed up with the current situation, Opal intended to retreat to the countryside again as soon as this ceremony was over. She had only attended this event, which she was not keen on in the first place, because she wanted to thank Marquis Rousel, but unfortunately, he was apparently absent. Opal had asked her father and Hubert several times if she could contact the Marquis, but in the end, she had only been able to communicate with him through one of them.

I wonder if Marquis Rousel also thinks women are incapable of business.

This project’s success was thanks to the Marquis, and Opal had thought she would finally be able to meet him and speak with him directly today, but even that was not to be. Apparently, the Marquis did not like to appear in public, and her father had laughed as he told her that the Marquis seemed delighted to have an excuse to be busy this time.

Am I fated never to meet the people I want to see?

Even after four years, Claude’s whereabouts were still unknown. When she had recently visited her family’s fief and met with the Baroness, it seemed she did not want to touch upon the subject of Claude, so Opal had quickly changed the topic. As she was vaguely recalling that moment, the loud sound of the band brought her back to her senses with a start.

Soon… it will be over soon.

Gazing at Hubert’s brilliant figure, Opal waited for the ceremony to end. She was not fond of lively places. Ten years ago, Opal had just made her debut into high society and had been giddy with its splendor. But by the time she realized she was much happier living quietly in the country, it was too late. Her competitive nature had made her stubbornly pretend to enjoy high society, something she now thought was foolish. Her married life had also turned out completely different from what she had dreamed, but it had still been rewarding. Even though it was not the place she had planned, rebuilding the fief while living in the country and seeing the happy faces of the people had been truly enjoyable.

But this doesn't mean my country life is over.

No matter how much she was celebrated, Opal had no intention of appearing in social circles more than necessary. It might even be nice to get a dog. With such thoughts, Opal, who had been attending the party after the ceremony, slipped away when she saw her chance.

The venue was a new hotel built along with the land development, and Opal was staying in its finest suite. Naturally, Hubert was in the same room. As they were husband and wife it could not be helped, but the suite had two bedrooms, so Opal accepted it without much fuss, thinking it would not be a problem.

Once in her room, she called a maid and had her hair undone and her dress removed. As her head and body were freed from their constraints, Opal let out a sigh of relief. A knock sounded at the door, followed by Hubert’s voice.

"Opal, are you all right?"

"Y-yes. Of course. Why do you ask?"

"Well… you left the venue early, didn’t you? I thought you might be feeling unwell…"

"I apologize for causing you concern. But I am perfectly fine, so please, My Lord Husband, return to the party."

"…I have no intention of going back now. More importantly, Opal, there is something I want to discuss. Could you come out?"

The conversation through the door was full of surprises, and Opal and her attending maid exchanged glances. But she could not go out as she was. She called out to Hubert first.

"I will be right there, could you wait just a moment?"

"I understand."

So as not to keep Hubert, who had apparently returned to the living area, waiting, Opal hurriedly changed into a regular dress. She told the maid her hair was fine down and combed it herself while the maid fastened her dress. Then, having managed to get ready, Opal entered the living area.

"I am sorry to have kept you waiting."

"No… I am the one who is sorry for being so sudden."

Suspicious of Hubert’s uncharacteristically restless demeanor, Opal sat down on the sofa. He asked if she wanted a drink, but she declined. Hubert poured himself a brandy and sat opposite her.

"Well… with this recent matter, I have finally acquired enough funds to buy back all the land from you."

"That is… congratulations. However, you will still need more funds from now on, will you not? Besides, I…"

"No, it is not as if my assets will disappear. That is why I want to buy back all of the former ducal lands."

"I understand. In that case, I do not think we need to draw up a formal sales contract. I will give you the documents from that time immediately, so please feel free to dispose of them."

It was something Opal had decided upon from the moment she had taken Hubert’s land with those fraudulent documents. The truth was, she had always intended to return everything once Hubert had bought back half the value of the ducal family’s assets, including all the money from his previous buybacks which she had reinvested and grown. If Hubert had not purchased the Mantest land back then, this issue would have been settled much sooner. One could say four years had been wasted, but for Opal, who was able to live in the country as she had originally planned with only a husband in name, it made no difference. And for Hubert, he had become one of the wealthiest men in the country, so it was probably for the best.

Opal was already mentally calculating the currently growing assets and beginning the process of transferring them in her head. Hubert’s tense voice brought her back to reality. When she looked, Hubert was kneeling on one knee at her feet, his face beet red as he looked up at her.

"…I am sorry. What did you say?"

"I said… Opal, will you officially marry me?"

The astonishing words entered her ears, and a loud bell began to clang in Opal’s head. It was so loud it made her head ache. And Opal found herself thinking the completely irrelevant thought, so this is what they call a bolt from the blue.



		
			Chapter 25

			The Ceremony

			"...Even if you say we should officially marry... My Lord, you and I are already married, are we not?"

Opal’s words, once she managed to find her voice, were perfectly reasonable. At this, Hubert’s face grew even redder as he pressed on.

"Y, yes, but that was in name only. I... back when we first married, I treated you so horribly. It’s no excuse, but at the time my mind was so full of my debts and Stella that I can only think I wasn't in my right mind. Even so, I’ve been drawn to you since we first danced together ten years ago. Then we were married under those circumstances, my pride was wounded, and I foolishly took it out on you. I am truly sorry."

"That is... all in the past now. I also did a terrible thing, tricking you to take your lands."

"No, that doesn’t matter. That’s what it took for me to open my eyes. Of course, I resented you at first, but I soon understood why you resorted to such actions. My world until then had been far too narrow. When I realized that, I understood what a wonderful person you are, and that I wasn't mistaken when I was first captivated by you. However, I no longer had any right to confess my feelings to you. That's why I resolved that when I bought back all the land, I would propose to you again properly."

Listening to Hubert's confession, Opal understood that this was why he had been in such a rush to purchase the Mantest land, and she felt a pang of regret. If she had simply supported him from the start instead of arrogantly testing him, he would not have had to take such a risky path. At the time, Hubert had said something about living there with Stella, so Opal had just assumed it had something to do with her. Come to think of it, that was what he said would happen if he failed, she recalled, only now remembering Stella.

"I thought... that you were in love with Stella-san..."

"Stella? Of course not! To me, Stella is just like a younger sister!"

Seeing Opal's surprise, Hubert’s face flushed again as he hurriedly explained.

"Of course I care for Stella. But it’s the love one has for family, completely different from what I feel for you. Although... there was a time I foolishly hoped you might get jealous over her."

"Is, is that so..."

"Yes. I love you, Opal. Please, will you marry me again?"

Stunned by this first-ever proposal from Hubert, Opal stared intently at him as he knelt at her feet. She had dreamed of this moment long ago. But now, it was all too late. Her resolve had not wavered since that day seven years ago.

"I am sorry, My Lord. I cannot accept your proposal."

Hearing Opal’s refusal, Hubert looked as though he could not believe his ears. Still, Opal continued in a level tone.

"Seven years ago, when I tricked you and made your fief and mansions my own, I made a decision. I decided that once you had bought back half of the assets you had lost, I would return everything. And then, I would ask for a divorce."

"Th, there’s no need for that. I will buy them from you properly. So please..."

"Please divorce me, My Lord. Please set me free."

"Free...? Why? Why..."

"To be honest, when I first danced with you, I was very much captivated. Had you proposed to me then, I would have jumped for joy. But after that, I was caught up in a scandal. Nothing had actually happened, yet society would not forgive me. So I became stubborn, and no matter what lies were spread or what whispers I heard behind my back, I pretended to enjoy myself in society."

Now it was Hubert’s turn to be surprised by Opal’s confession. Opal thought to herself how foolish she had been back then. In the end, they had both been young and foolish.

"I knew that once I turned twenty, I would be independent from my father and free to use my grandmother’s inheritance. I thought I just had to endure until then, that I would soon be able to live peacefully in the country. It was then that I was ordered to marry you. I was furious, and I believe I was quite impertinent and rebellious after we were married."

"That's not true. It was I who should have acted more like the elder one. Despite the great debt I owed to you and your father, I... we treated you far too cruelly."

Hubert begged for forgiveness, but Opal only offered a sad smile and stood up.

"Opal?"

"My Lord, please have a seat. And could you wait just a moment?"

With that, Opal went into the room assigned to her and returned to the living area. She placed the documents she was holding on the table. Hubert glanced at them quizzically, and then his eyes widened.

"I intended to give these to you after today's ceremony. The money you paid to buy back the land has been invested in Mantest, and as I said earlier, I promise to return all of that to you as well. So please, sign these divorce papers."

Hubert stared, dumbfounded, at the divorce papers placed next to the documents used to fraudulently transfer the property deeds. Opal gave him a wry smile and added.

"Of course, please be sure to read them carefully before you sign this time. You should find they are nothing more than simple divorce papers."

"Can we... not start over?"

"...You said you think of Stella-san as a sister, did you not? For quite some time now, I too... have only been able to think of you as family. So it would be impossible for me to see you as a man from now on. However, the final decision to divorce rests with you. If you refuse, then I suppose it cannot be helped. You will need an heir, so I will..."

"That's enough! ...Please, don't say any more."

Looking utterly distraught, Hubert cut Opal off. Though Opal had phrased it vaguely, for a long time now, since around the time she had tricked him out of his fortune, she could only think of Hubert as a troublesome younger brother, despite him being older. And she had been fired by a strange sense of mission, feeling she had to make this tantrum-prone brother into a respectable duke. Though he had disappointed her four years ago, she could not bring herself to abandon him, but now she felt confident he would be all right and had proposed the divorce. Thinking of the worst-case scenario, she had even asked her legal representative to keep an eye on the ducal fief’s affairs in the future.

However, it was natural that Hubert would need an heir, and she had been prepared to accept it if he insisted. She had thought he would resent her, but she had never imagined Hubert harbored romantic feelings for her, so her worst-case scenario regarding a child had been something else entirely. That she would be forced to produce an heir in place of Stella, who could not have children.

"I'm sorry, Opal. I'm too tired today, it's difficult to look over documents. So, could I give you my answer tomorrow?"

"...Yes, of course."

Opal answered Hubert's pained question clearly, then quietly stood up. She left Hubert, his head still bowed, and returned from the living area to her room. She did not say anything more, thinking it was for the best.

She called a maid to remove her makeup. She desperately wanted a bath, but she endured, changed into her nightgown, and got into bed. She was so tired she felt she could fall asleep the moment she closed her eyes, but the faint sounds from the living area kept her awake.

Even so, Opal must have fallen asleep at some point. The next morning, she awoke to the sunlight. It was already late. The maid informed her that Hubert had already left the hotel. What's more, he had apparently left something with the maid for her. Opal accepted the large envelope offered to her and checked its contents on the spot. It was the signed divorce papers. But there was nothing else. Not the documents from when she took the land, nor any letter from Hubert.

Opal took a deep breath, began to get ready, and after a proper breakfast, she left the hotel. Her destination was the Duke's mansion in the Royal Capital. To bring things to a final close, Opal braced herself as she swayed in a carriage instead of taking the train. To be honest, she was dreading seeing Hubert, but there was something she had to do before formally submitting the divorce papers.

Several days later, having steeled herself, Opal arrived at the ducal mansion. She was relieved to hear Hubert had not yet returned, but also slightly worried. But Hubert was a grown man now. Opal told herself it was not her place to worry and instructed the butler, who was surprised by the sudden return of the lady of the house, to gather all the servants. Just then, Stella appeared, pushed in her wheelchair by Beth, with Lady Northem and even Romitt in tow, and glared at Opal.

"Why have you returned so suddenly?"

"Hello, Stella-san. It has been quite a while. And you seem to be looking much healthier."

"Unfortunately for you, Hubert isn't here."

"It seems the medicine is working. I'm glad."

Beth and Romitt watched, stunned, as Opal and Stella continued their conversation, their words completely missing each other. They had probably never seen Stella with such a harsh attitude before.

"Stella, stop it! That is rude!"

"Oh, it's quite all right. But what are all of you doing here together?"

"Ah, um, we are currently staying here so that Stella may see her doctor. For her monthly checkup..."

"Ah, I see. By all means, please stay as long as you like."

At Stella’s impertinent behavior, Lady Northem hurriedly scolded her. Stella still seemed to be as spoiled as ever, and Opal could only feel pity for her. She would have to depend on Hubert for the rest of her life. Just then, the butler returned with the servants.

"My Lady, I have gathered everyone currently in the mansion, but...?"

"Thank you."

Opal smiled and thanked the perplexed butler, then slowly looked around at the assembled staff. It was a shame she could not see Cayve the coachman, but perhaps they would have a chance to meet again someday.

"Thank you all for gathering on such short notice. It's a pity I can't greet everyone, but it can't be helped. I came today to say goodbye."

At Opal’s words, a collective gasp went through the room. The ones who looked most frightened were the long-serving staff, who had apparently misunderstood and thought they were being dismissed.

"The truth is..."

"Stop it! How could you do something so cruel!?"

"...Cruel?"

"Everyone here has served this house since long ago! To fire them is just cruel!"

"Lady Stella..."

At Stella’s moving words, Romitt and the others grew teary-eyed. Opal thought that she truly had not learned a thing, but the angel in the wheelchair no longer had her former ethereal fragility. It seemed time passes for everyone equally. Opal let out a deep sigh and opened her mouth.

"It seems you've misunderstood. The one who is leaving is me."

"...What?"

"My Lord and I are getting a divorce. I've endured for so long, but now I can finally be free. So please, I hope you will celebrate with me."

With a radiant smile she had never before shown in this ducal mansion, Opal made her announcement to the astonished servants. Only the new butler, whom she had informed of the situation to some extent, accepted the news with a gentle smile. Opal looked at the gaping faces of Romitt and Beth, then stared at Stella for a moment before turning back to the servants, to the ones who had served for a long time.

"My Lord... no, Duke McLeod will likely remarry before long, so I hope you will all be respectful and kind to the new duchess this time. It is possible the new lady of the house will be very young, and perhaps inexperienced in her role."

She knew it was spiteful, but Opal felt she was allowed at least this one parting shot. And with just that, she felt as if a weight that had been building for years had been lifted.

"Well then, thank you for these seven years. It was quite enjoyable. Goodbye!"

Opal bid a cheerful farewell to Stella, Romitt, and the others, who were still speechless with shock. She turned on her heel and walked out the main entrance. The weather was fine, and so was Opal's mood. Of course, she had not left a single belonging in this mansion.

Opal descended the stairs to her private carriage that was waiting for her, then turned to look back at the mansion one last time. Lifting her gaze high, she could see the small, dirty, fogged window of the attic room where she had stubbornly holed herself up for that short time. A wave of nostalgia washed over her as she thought of how young she had been, but she quickly shook it off and climbed into the carriage.

Her destination was the small estate her grandmother had left her. But before that, she planned to stop by the ducal fief to say her goodbyes. That place had felt more like home than this mansion ever had, so parting would be difficult. Even so, with a clear and bright feeling, Opal set off toward her new life.



		
			Chapter 26

			Reunion

			Back in her father's fief for the first time in a long while, Opal climbed a tree she had known since childhood and gazed into the distance. But while her eyes saw a peaceful landscape, her mind was occupied with something else entirely. Two days ago, her father had summoned her to his mansion in the Royal Capital, and the story he told her had shaken her to her core. Perhaps even more so than when she was ordered to marry Hubert.

Over ten years ago, when Opal had just made her social debut and was hit by that scandal, Claude had apparently come to her father to ask for permission to propose. At the time, her father had dismissed Claude, who was just a university student, and sent him away. Yet three years later, Claude had returned to ask for Opal's hand once again.

What’s more, despite being from a Baron's Family, Claude had earned his own wages through labor and used that to build a fortune through investments. Of course, to her father, it was a paltry sum, not even thirty percent of Opal's dowry, but he said he had been faintly moved by Claude’s spirit. However, her father had already finalized the contract with Hubert, and Opal's future was set.

Even if Claude had amassed a fortune and they could have lived without touching Opal's dowry, being the wife of a duke versus the wife of a mere gentleman were two vastly different things. Besides, Opal did not need to be saved. Concluding this, her father had told Claude that Opal's marriage was already decided. Claude had apparently offered a small word of congratulations and left.

"I figured that even if you married your childhood friend who suddenly developed a chivalrous spirit, you would both quickly grow bored of each other and come to regret it. I thought it would suit your nature better to face adversity in a ducal house," her father had explained.

"...Why are you telling me this now?"

"I knew that once you turned twenty, you intended to live in the country without marrying. So I thought if I forced you to marry, you would try to make the marriage work out of sheer defiance toward me. But my judgment was a grave error. You acted in a way I never predicted and wasted seven years. And in the end, you're living in seclusion in the country anyway. Even though you still have other options."

"This... this life is what I wanted."

Opal replied resolutely to her father’s confession, though he had remained silent when she divorced Hubert. In truth, her heart felt like it was being crushed.

On the last day she had seen him, Claude had congratulated her on her marriage. If she hadn't been so stubborn, if she had confided in him and asked for his help, would he have saved her? She had wondered this so many times, only to be exasperated by her own foolishness.

Her prince on a white horse had been right beside her since childhood, but she herself had failed to notice. To then ask for help only when she was in trouble was the height of audacity. She was sure Claude would have helped her if she had asked. But that would have burdened him with a heavy sin and responsibility.

So, it was for the best this way. The seven years since her marriage to Hubert had brought much hardship, but the people of the duchy had been lifted from poverty, and Hubert had grown as a duke. For Opal, it was as if her unreliable younger brother had finally learned to stand on his own two feet, and she felt a certain sense of accomplishment.

Naturally, their divorce was still the talk of high society nearly a year later. While there were many unhappily married couples in society, actual divorces were rare. Most concluded that the Duke had given up on Opal after seven years of marriage with no signs of pregnancy. However, it was Hubert who refuted this. He said that Opal was not the kind of woman the rumors before their marriage had made her out to be. He explained that their marriage had been a contract, one where Opal had extended a hand to save him when he was in dire straits, and that after their marriage, she had been nothing but devoted to and supportive of him. He went even further, saying that he owed everything he was today to Opal. He confessed that he had wanted to continue the marriage but had been rejected, finishing his story with a wry smile.

Everyone had no choice but to believe this story, surprising as it was. Of course, there were many questions, but no one would dare contradict the Duke, and moreover, no one had seen Opal engage in any extravagant behavior after her marriage. On the contrary, it was a fact that she had remained secluded in the ducal fief. Thus, Opal's honor was restored, but for her, it hardly mattered. She simply hoped Hubert would marry again soon and find happiness this time.

That shouldn't be too difficult. Hubert was now quite wealthy and considered the best possible match in society, causing a stir among unmarried women and their mothers. And since Hubert did need an heir, considering his age, he would likely marry soon. Apparently, Hubert had recently been growing close to a certain woman. She was said to be famous for being young yet level-headed and dependable, though Opal's father said "strong-willed" was a more accurate description.

"Furthermore, that girl has an even more powerful, hot-tempered mother. If he marries her, the house of Duke McLeod will be taken over by that mother and daughter," her father had said with a laugh.

Recalling her father's words, Opal sighed. The problem was Stella's presence. Hubert might see Stella as only a sister, but it was clear Stella felt differently. Opal wondered how the new wife would view Stella’s presence, and how Hubert planned to handle it, before reminding herself that it was no longer her concern.

She was now living modestly in the small house on the land her grandmother had left her, just as she had planned before her marriage. She did not know what became of the deed transfer documents she returned to Hubert, but all the money from when he bought back the land and mansions had been paid to her. In fact, he had even paid for the remaining portion of the fief.

Although her uncle had mediated, Hubert had been adamant about paying, and in the end, Opal had relented. The letters Hubert sent several times after the divorce might have been about that matter. But Opal, though she felt it was cold, had sent them all back unopened with a request to communicate through her representative, so she would never know for sure. However, the letters stopped coming around the time the financial matters were settled, so she assumed that was the case.

And so, Opal had invested the payment from Hubert back into Mantest. She intended to use the profits to improve the working conditions for those at Mantest. A good working environment would lead to good work, which would in turn be returned as profit. She had seen this firsthand in the duchy. Furthermore, Opal planned to use the fortune she grew through investment to establish an organization to support women's independence.

(It's strange that just because someone is a woman, they can't secure financing for a business or find a job.)

With a new goal in mind, Opal was full of motivation. She had just been feeling a little sentimental after what her father had told her. Just as Opal renewed her resolve, she heard a familiar set of footsteps from behind her. Thinking it couldn't be, she turned around. And gasped.

"It's been a while, Opal. But I don't need to ask if you're well."

"...No. As you can see, I'm well enough to climb trees. But more importantly, it's been far too long, Claude."

From up in the tree, she couldn't see Claude’s face clearly. His footsteps were the same, but his voice seemed a little lower. Wondering if it was because his way of speaking had changed, Opal pressed a hand to her stinging nose.

"Come on down, Opal. It's been a long time, let me see your face properly."

"I went to all the trouble of climbing up here, why should I bother coming down? You could just climb up."

"Don't be ridiculous. If I climbed up too, the tree couldn't take it, right? We're not kids anymore."

"...I suppose not."

She knew she was being difficult, but she didn’t want Claude to see her face on the verge of tears, so she stubbornly held her ground. Claude replied with a wry smile. His words seemed to describe their current situation perfectly, and Opal couldn't think of a clever response.

They used to climb this tree together all the time, sitting side by side and gazing into the distance, but they couldn't do that anymore. The girl who used to welcome Claude home from boarding school with a joyful hug was nowhere to be found. And now, after hearing that story from her father, she felt too pathetic and ashamed to face him.

"Just come down. If you don't, I'll drag you down."

"W, wait! All right! I get it, so stop it, Claude!"

Ignoring Opal's feelings, Claude came to the base of the tree and tried to pull her leg, just like in the old days. She quickly moved it out of the way, but then he grabbed her skirt and pulled. When Opal cried uncle, Claude's assault finally stopped. Looking down, she could see Claude’s grinning face, and her earlier sentimentality vanished, her tears receding.

She could have climbed higher, out of Claude's reach if she really tried, but her pride wouldn't allow it. And because Claude knew her personality so well, he was waiting with a mischievous grin for her to come down.

"...If you were a gentleman, wouldn't you turn around for a moment?"

"Why? You never used to say that."

"Because it was easier to get down back then. Now it takes a bit of effort."

"Then I should definitely watch. I'll catch you if it gets dangerous."

"...Thank you."

Claude raised an eyebrow slightly at Opal's uncharacteristically sincere acceptance, but said nothing. Opal hiked up her knees under her skirt, grabbed a thick branch with a practiced hand, and hugged the trunk. Praying that her undergarments wouldn't be visible, Opal descended as boldly as ever. However, her body didn’t move like it used to, and she slipped. Claude’s arms shot out instantly to support her. He lifted her effortlessly and gently set her down on the ground.

"...Thank you, Claude."

"I didn't think I'd actually have to help you. You've lost your touch, Opal."

"It’s not my touch I've lost, it's my stamina. I'm almost twenty-seven, you know?"

Opal replied with a laugh and casually moved away from Claude. Seeing him again after so long, she noticed the last traces of boyhood had vanished, replaced by the full presence of a grown man. Compared to this newly charming Claude, she wondered how she must look, and she cast her eyes downward. But that felt like she was running away, which wasn't like her at all. So Opal lifted her head, looked Claude straight in the eye, and smiled.

"I don't need to ask if you're well, either. You helped me out just fine. Thank you, really."

"Yeah, I'm well. Anyway, it's not like I did anything worth that much thanks. Is something wrong?"

"Of course something is wrong. I haven't heard from you in nearly eight years, do you have any idea how worried I was... And all that time, you were in contact with my father."

Opal clenched her right hand into a fist and lightly tapped Claude's chest. He didn't try to avoid it, just furrowed his brow and looked down at her. He hesitated slightly, then spoke.

"...You heard?"

"I did. That you are Marquis Rousel of Taisey Kingdom."



		
			Chapter 27

			Reunion

			"...So, you found out. I was planning to tell you myself and surprise you."

"Liar. If that were true, you would have come to the ceremony. I would have fainted from the shock."

Hearing Claude’s disingenuous words, Opal raised her fist again. This time, however, he easily caught it in his palm.

"You're as dangerous as ever."

"That's because I'm angry."

"I didn't want to make you worry."

"And I'm telling you that I did worry!"

With her right hand still caught, Opal tried to hit him with her left. But he caught that one, too. Frustrated, Opal glared at him. Claude gave a troubled smile, released her hands, and touched her flushed cheek.

"And I didn't want to make you cry."

As he spoke, Claude wiped away the tears streaming down Opal's face. Still, she kept glaring at him.

"Of course I'm going to worry and cry! When someone you care about does something as stupid as going to a country in the middle of a civil war, anyone would!"

"It hadn't turned into a war yet when I went."

"Don't give me excuses! But... I'm so glad you're safe..."

Opal roughly wiped her tears away, took a deep breath, and stepped back from Claude. Then, she looked him over carefully, from top to bottom.

"You weren't injured, were you?"

"...No, I'm fine. I wasn't on the battlefield."

"I see... Well, that's good. I mean, war itself isn't good, but."

After a visual check and hearing his reply, Opal let out a sigh of relief. But the words she muttered immediately after with a frown were so typically Opal that Claude grinned. Of course, it was no laughing matter. He had denied it to Opal, but he had actually been caught up in several skirmishes. Still, he had made it back safely, so there was no need to tell her and make her worry.

Even though he knew it was hopeless, Claude had been in love with Opal for as long as he could remember. After she married, he had become reckless for a time. So he took the money he had worked so hard to make and headed for the politically unstable Taisey Kingdom. It wasn't as if he had no objective at all.

"You know my mother is from Taisey Kingdom, right, Opal?"

"Yes. She and your father, the Baron, met while he was studying abroad, and they fell deeply in love. She came to this country against her family's wishes, didn't she?"

"To be precise, she was disowned. No matter how many letters she sent, she never once received a reply. So after I graduated from university with nothing in particular to do, I went to check on things."

"But to go without saying anything..."

"I intended to come back right away. I had no plans to reveal who I was. I just wanted to go to the Rousel Count's estate in the capital, hear some rumors about how my mother's family was doing, and come home."

"So your mother was from the Count Rousel family."

"Yeah, she was the youngest daughter of a stubborn old man."

Opal finally understood the connection between Claude and the Count Rousel family, now a Marquisate. But she still had so many questions. Still, they couldn't just stand here forever.

"Hey, Claude. How about some tea at the estate? Marcia would probably cry with joy."

"...That's a kind offer, but before that, shall we go to that place?"

"You mean the big rock?"

"Yeah."

"But..."

The place Claude was suggesting was an area at the foot of a mountain with several large boulders, and it required a bit of a walk. When they were children, they had used it as a secret base and played there often.

"But what? Are you worried about being alone with me?"

"That's not it. It's just that I don't think I have the confidence to climb that big rock anymore."

Claude teased Opal for her hesitation. It was true that even though Opal had been married, being alone with a man could be problematic. But that was water under the bridge, and besides, there was no one around here who would spread such rumors. The real problem was her own stamina. When Opal answered honestly, Claude burst out laughing.

"Getting scared? That's not like you, Opal."

"But it was hard enough just climbing this tree! You saw me coming down, didn't you? I'm so disappointed in myself!"

"So, should we forget it?"

"Let's go."

Delighted by their familiar back-and-forth, Opal accepted Claude’s challenge and started walking. Claude laughed and walked beside her. It was then that Opal remembered they had gotten completely sidetracked.

"So, was your mother's family well?"

"No... Unfortunately, except for my grandfather, most of them had died in the epidemic that also caused the succession crisis."

"Oh... How tragic..."

"Yeah, it is. But maybe it's because I had never met them. It might sound cold, but I can only think of it as tragic."

"Claude..."

But he was still suffering deeply. Sensing this, Opal instinctively squeezed Claude’s hand. He squeezed back tightly. Opal was not the only one who had suffered for nearly eight years.

"In the end, even though I hadn't intended to meet him, when I heard my grandfather was alone in the mansion, I couldn't help but go see him. Honestly, I thought I'd be turned away at the gate, but apparently my face has strong Rousel family features. The butler let me in, surprised, and even got me an audience with the old bastard."

"The old bastard?"

"He was an old bastard. The moment we met, he ordered me to go to the royal castle. He told me to go and swear the Rousel family’s loyalty to the King’s younger brother."

"...How forceful."

"He's arrogant."

"But you did it, didn't you? You always complained about my whims, but you always listened to them. You're really too kind, aren't you?"

"That's not it."

Claude replied to Opal's words with a wry smile. Opal's ‘whims’ were utterly adorable, and Claude had loved granting them. The way her face would light up with a happy "thank you" whenever her wish was granted, how could he ever forget how cute she was.

Still holding Opal's hand, Claude let out a deep breath. He had followed his overbearing grandfather's order because it simply hadn't mattered to him. Just as the epidemic had subsided, the Taisey Kingdom was being torn apart by a succession crisis. Claude had been in danger many times since arriving in the kingdom, but the royal castle was an even more dangerous place. However, under the Count's name, he was fortunate enough to be granted an audience with the King’s younger brother and successfully delivered the letter affirming his grandfather's loyalty.

(That was nothing short of a miracle...)

Through a series of coincidences, Claude got the chance to speak directly with the King's younger brother, the current king, and was so impressed by his character that he began working to defeat the anti-royal faction, independent of his grandfather’s will. He used his own funds and the Count's assets for financial support, leveraged his university connections for supplies, and even received considerable help from Opal's father, Count Holloway.

"Claude, are you all right?"

Opal asked, worried about Claude who had fallen completely silent. Claude hurriedly put on his usual smile.

"Of course I am. I was just thinking about that old bastard. In the end, my grandfather died right after seeing the King's brother, His Majesty, ascend the throne, but he left behind a troublesome will."

"...Is that why you inherited the Rousel title?"

"Yeah. But it makes no sense, right? There are other grandchildren through his daughters. And if anyone was going to inherit, it should have been my older brother, right? But even His Majesty approved it, so I had nowhere to run."

In reality, the backlash from other members of the Rousel family had been fierce. During the civil war, they had loudly complained about providing funds to the King's brother, saying that the family head, Count Rousel, was senile. It was the new King who silenced them. The King first confiscated the entire Rousel title and fortune, on the grounds that there was no direct male heir. Then, in recognition of Claude's service, he announced he would bestow upon him a new title of Marquis, the confiscated fortune, and new lands, territories taken from the nobles who had lost the civil war. This shut the Rousel relatives up.

They realized that if things continued as they were, they might be seen as traitors like the defeated nobles. They judged it would be more honorable for Claude to inherit the title, allowing the Rousel family to claim they had contributed to the new King's ascension. And so, they reluctantly agreed. Claude deftly handled his new relatives while pouring his energy into rebuilding the exhausted Taisey Kingdom.

Of course, not everything went smoothly. His life was often targeted by the remaining anti-royalist faction, and he sometimes had to go into regions where the populace was on the brink of rioting from starvation. For Claude, the first three years in Taisey Kingdom were a constant dance with danger. He told himself he was cutting off contact so as not to worry Opal and his family, but in truth, it was to prevent himself from weakening. Even in that desperate situation, Count Holloway not only continued to provide aid but also introduced him to many investors.

Although the Count's letters never mentioned Opal, Claude was of course aware that Duke McLeod, Opal's husband, was among the investors. He tried not to think about it. Still, it was true that he felt a mix of loneliness and happiness, thinking that if her father had introduced him, the Duke must be getting along well with Opal.

After that, Claude worked relentlessly, driven to rebuild the country for its people and to provide returns to his investors. Eventually, when things had settled down across the kingdom and everyone could finally breathe a sigh of relief, Duke McLeod came to visit Claude, carrying a letter of introduction from Count Holloway. After reading the contents of that letter, Claude had to desperately restrain himself from punching the man, Duke McLeod, standing before him.



		
			Chapter 28

			Reminiscence

			"Oh? That’s strange."

"...What is it?"

Just as the large boulder came into view, Opal voiced her puzzlement. It was only then that Claude realized he had been lost in thought, silent for some time. He hastily brought his focus back to Opal and asked his question. She showed no sign of being upset with him, simply pointing at the boulder with a smile.

"I thought it was smaller than I remember. The last time I was here... was twelve years ago, and it doesn't seem as big as it did back then. It’s not as if I’ve grown any taller since, so it’s strange, isn’t it?"

"Then you can climb it easily?"

"Are you provoking me?"

"What do you think?"

"Well... In that case, it's a race!"

"Ah, hey!"

Seeing Claude’s mischievous grin, Opal pretended to think for a moment before suddenly breaking into a run. It was a race they often had in the old days. Opal would usually get a head start, but she would inevitably lose. This time was no different. Despite leaving a surprised Claude behind and getting a significant lead, she was overtaken in the blink of an eye.

They placed their feet on a few smaller rocks, leaped onto a slightly larger one, and finally scrambled up the biggest boulder. By the time they both reached the top, they were out of breath and collapsed into a sitting position.

"...Honestly, what are we doing..."

"Opal... you’re the one who started it..."

"The one who provoked me... was you, Claude. I’m... twenty-seven, you know?"

"I’m twenty-nine."

They both spoke of their age with regret, and then, without prompting, they burst into laughter. It was a struggle to laugh, their chests so tight for air. But as their breathing eventually evened out, they both fell silent, gazing at the nostalgic scenery. Their ages and stations in life had changed so much, yet being here like this, it felt as if nothing had changed at all. Realizing she couldn't stay like this forever, Opal took a deep breath and looked at Claude sitting beside her.

"Claude."

"What is it?"

"Thank you so much for investing in Mantest. If you hadn’t sent the engineers, if you hadn't put up the funds, the Duke would have been ruined. It must have been a huge risk for you, too... No amount of words is enough, but I am truly grateful. Thank you, Claude."

"...That’s nothing to be thanked for. I invested because I was confident that with Taisey Kingdom’s technology, it would certainly turn a profit. The initial investment was large, that’s true. But we’re steadily recouping it now, so it wasn’t a mistake. You know that, don’t you, Opal? You’re one of the investors, after all."

"Yes, well... The risk was quite high, though. Investing is just like gambling, isn’t it? I never want to go through that again."

At that time, if Marquis Rousel, if Claude, hadn’t helped them, Hubert would have been ruined. Now, nearly five years later, Taisey Kingdom was completely stable, sending its engineers to various countries which were, in turn, training their own. Building a railway was no longer so difficult. But it was precisely because of the timing back then that it was now yielding enormous profits. Opal took another deep breath, mustering the courage to face a reality she would rather not know.

"So... the reason you came back after so long, was it to introduce your family to... your wife?"

"...What? My wife?"

"Aren’t you married?"

"Who told you that? Such a lie."

"Eh? N, no. It’s not that I heard it from anyone... I just assumed..."

"Why did you just assume that?"

"W, well, you know, Claude is a Marquis, and you’ll be thirty soon..."

As Opal hurriedly explained herself to an irritated Claude, she was secretly overjoyed. It wasn't as if anything would change just because Claude was single. Still, if he were to find happiness, she had hoped it would be with a woman she didn’t know, in a place she didn’t know.

"Don’t talk about age. It’s just that all this time... I never felt up to it. Besides, I came this time because I can finally bring my family, my mother, to Taisey Kingdom, so I came to get her."

"Is your whole family... moving there?"

"No, that won’t happen. My mother came to this country prepared to be buried here with my father. Still, Taisey Kingdom is her homeland. Her close relatives have passed away, but she’ll want to visit their graves, and there are still servants at her childhood estate and the capital residence who know her. Well, she’ll probably be surprised by how much her home has changed in nearly forty years. You can travel all the way to the fief by train now."

Claude spoke with delight, a smile on his face unchanged from his boyhood. Opal felt a thrill of excitement herself, but she knew there was something she had to say and deliberately frowned.

"Still, it’s cruel of you not to have sent a single word all this time. Your mother was so worried about you."

As Opal voiced her complaint, she remembered the letter she herself had written long ago and felt a pang of awkwardness. But Claude, too, wore an uneasy expression.

"I’m sorry, Opal. The truth is, I’ve been in contact with my mother the whole time."

"...The whole time?"

"For about four years, to be precise. Before that, I was completely preoccupied with rebuilding the country alongside His Majesty. I also thought that if she knew I was in Taisey Kingdom, it would only cause her more worry. So, I had Count Holloway keep it a secret. Then, once the country had stabilized, Duke McLeod arrived... and it was only then that I wrote a letter to contact my mother, my family."

"Then why didn’t my aunt... why didn’t anyone from the Baron’s family tell me? I was worried, too..."

She had met with the Baron’s wife just a year ago, but her questions had been deflected, and she hadn’t been told anything. Opal had thought she was quite close with the Baron’s family, and she was on the verge of feeling dejected. But for some reason, it was Claude who apologized again.

"I’m sorry about that, too. Forgive me."

"Why are you apologizing, Claude?"

"I was the one who asked my mother and the others not to say anything. I asked them not to tell you, Opal, not to tell anyone."

"Is that, by any chance... because you read that letter?"

"That letter?"

She thought Claude’s reluctance to contact her was because of that confessional letter she had written. Even Claude must have felt contempt for a woman who would swindle her own husband out of his fortune. But Claude didn't seem to understand right away.

"The letter I wrote to you about seven years ago. The one your mother was keeping for me because she didn't know where you were."

"Oh, that one! The one about you stealing the Duke’s fortune."

"Hey, don’t say it so loudly."

"There’s no one around to hear, is there? Besides, about that... can I be honest?"

"Y, yes. Go ahead."

"Sorry, but it made me laugh my head off."

"What?"

"Well, normally you might think it was a joke or something. But I knew it was absolutely true. That if it was you, Opal, you’d do it without a doubt."

"...You don’t despise me? You don’t think I’m a terrible person?"

For more than seven years, Opal had agonized over sending that letter, sometimes regretting it, sometimes telling herself it was for the best. And yet, Claude was telling her he had laughed his head off when he read it. As Opal stared at him, dumbfounded, Claude’s expression turned serious, and he gently stroked her head, just like he used to.

"I didn’t just laugh. The truth is, I was pretty angry, too."

"At me?"

"No. At the Duke. The fact that you did something like that meant you had a good reason, right? And yet, I was angry at myself for not being able to do anything to help."

"That’s not true, Claude wasn’t at fault for anything..."

"No, I never should have left this country. But by then, I couldn’t just go back. Still, you persevered on your own. You must have gone through so much pain, yet I hear the Duke McLeod's fief is now as prosperous as this Holloway fief. Opal, you’ve done something worthy of everyone’s praise. So you can hold your head high. You’re the best."

"Claude..."

She had sworn to her mother that she wouldn't cry, but she had already shed so many tears. She had just been crying a moment ago. And yet, tears started to flow from her eyes one after another.

"...You idiot, Claude."

"Why?"

"Because I was worried. So much..."

"I know, I’m sorry. Forgive me, Opal."

As Opal cried with her head down, her hands braced on the large rock, Claude pulled her into his arms. It was a rather bold thing to do in such an exposed place, but Opal said nothing and remained still. She wondered when the last time was that someone had held her like this to comfort her. And then she remembered it had been nearly fifteen years ago. The person who had held her then was not her father or her brother, but Claude.

It was the same feeling of security, of being protected, as back then. She wanted to stay like this forever. She suppressed the thought, telling herself she had to pull away soon, but her body wouldn't listen. Indulging herself for just a little longer, Opal continued to speak.

"...So, why did you keep it a secret from me?"

"Because I was weak."

"You, Claude...?"

"I couldn't get over it within myself, so I couldn't do it."

Before Opal could comprehend the meaning of his words, Claude whispered in her ear.

"Hey, Opal."

"...W, what is it?"

"Will you come with me to Taisey Kingdom?"



		
			Chapter 29

			Departure

			"Does that mean... with your family, Claude?"

Startled by Claude’s words, Opal pulled herself forcefully from his arms. Then she stared at him intently and posed her question. Claude gave a wry smile and shook his head.

"Not quite. I want you to marry me."

Opal touched her ear, wondering if she had misheard. Not that it helped her understand anything. Seeing her obvious confusion, Claude pressed on.

"I love you, Opal. I have for a very long time. But I felt so unworthy that I never intended to confess. Still, I did ask the Count for your hand in marriage twice before."

"That was..."

"You heard from the Count, didn’t you?"

"Yes... just the other day..."

"The other day, huh... That’s not very flattering..."

Opal’s heart was so full from Claude’s confession that she couldn’t manage a proper reply. Of course, she had been happy when her father told her, but regret over her own foolishness, along with the thought that it might just be pity, had prevented her from feeling pure joy. But now, Claude had told her he loved her. That was enough. That made her happy.

"At the time, I thought I was following the proper procedure. But I’ve since realized I just didn't have the courage to confess to you directly. So this time, I’ll say it to you myself. As many times as it takes. Opal, marry me."

"...That’s... impossible."

"Is it too audacious of me, after all this time?"

"It’s not that. But..."

"But what? Is it impossible because we’re friends?"

Claude’s proposal brought her an unbelievable amount of joy. She felt a power welling up inside her, so much so that she felt she could leap off the great boulder. Even so, Opal lowered her eyes and, summoning all her reason, refused. But Claude would not back down.

"Do you dislike me?"

"Of course not!"

"Then do you love me?"

"...Claude, we’re not children to be having this kind of immature back and forth—!?"

Opal’s attempt to reason with him was cut short when Claude suddenly kissed her. Her first kiss with Claude was so pleasant that for a moment, she wondered if this was what a real kiss felt like, before she came to her senses.

"Claude!"

"Did you not like it?"

"—Th, this place has a very good view, you know!"

"I know. It’s a convenient landmark from anywhere, isn’t it?"

"So what are we going to do if someone sees us!"

"What, are you worried about your reputation?"

"I don’t have a reputation to worry about. But you have to get married someday, Claude, so..."

Claude paid no mind to Opal’s protests. A mixture of anger and sadness caused Opal’s vigor to wane, and Claude pulled her into his arms once more.

"I’m marrying you, so everyone will overlook a little something like this."

"...Hey, were you listening to me?"

"I heard you loud and clear. You've always hated lying, Opal. Whenever you have to, you avert your eyes and change the subject. So that means you love me and want to marry me, right?"

Her feelings laid bare, Opal pushed Claude away and hastily tried to flee. But the footing on the rock was unstable, and just as she jumped down from the large boulder onto a slightly larger one used as a foothold, Claude caught her.

"Don’t be reckless, Opal. We’re both not as fit as we used to be. You said so yourself, didn’t you?"

"I did. That’s why... it’s impossible."

"What is?"

Though not as much as when they climbed up, they were both slightly out of breath. But the reason Opal’s heart was pounding so violently was because Claude was holding her even tighter than before. She wanted to be released from this torture, but it seemed Claude had no intention of letting her go.

"Claude, you’ve become a Marquis... You need an heir, don’t you? But I’m almost twenty-seven, and children are—"

"What I need is Opal, not an heir. What I want is Opal, not an heir. Understood?"

"That’s not the issue."

"It is the issue. You’re as stubborn as ever. Just say you’ll marry me."

"I won’t."

Something that hadn't bothered her so much with Hubert felt intensely important with Claude. If she could, she wanted to bear the child of the man she loved, Claude’s child. But her age made her afraid. And yet, Claude refused to yield.

"Alright. Then I’ll just renounce my title as Marquis."

"That’s not alright! If you do that, what will your mother, what will your family think! And besides, you’ve surely become a fine lord. Your people would be in trouble!"

"But if you won’t marry me, then I’ll be the one in trouble."

Opal’s anger was no match for Claude, who was proposing something so outrageous. Claude, too, was plenty stubborn, though he didn't seem to realize it.

"You know, I have a small piece of land I have to manage. I even got a dog recently, and there are so many other things I need to do—"

"Then I’ll live here with you, Opal, and go back there from time to time."

"In that case, I should be the one to come back here from time to time, shouldn’t I?"

"Alright, let’s do that. It’s settled."

Her attempts to persuade Claude were fruitless. Worse, when she found herself reflexively retorting to his nonchalant solution, it was immediately declared a settled matter.

"Wait a minute, Claude. I haven't said I’ll marry you yet."

"But you will, won’t you? So look at me, Opal."

This time, even if she wanted to escape, she couldn't. She was still held firmly in his arms. Cornered, Opal finally surrendered and raised her head. When she did, Claude smiled happily, the crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes, which hadn't been there in his youth, crinkling. Feeling a bit vexed, Opal revealed her trump card.

"The dog I got is named Claude."

"...Can we change his name?"

"No. He’s a mischievous one and still in training, but he’s already learned his own name. It’s true what they say, the more trouble they are, the cuter they become."

"...I’ll accept it."

Seeing Claude sigh in resignation, Opal laughed. In response, Claude feigned a grimace, then hugged her tightly and kissed her again. And this time, Opal understood that this was a real kiss. It seemed Claude had been holding back in that place with the all-too-perfect view.

* * *

Opal, along with Nadia, was giddy with excitement on her first sea voyage. And on her first visit to a foreign land, she was simply overwhelmed by the prosperity of Taisey Kingdom. They would travel from the port to the Royal Capital by passenger train. The country had always been powerful, but it was hard to believe it had been ravaged by plague and civil war eight years ago. It had developed so much. She thought she understood the extent of the country’s technological prowess from her experience with Mantest, but it seemed she had been naive. It was no wonder, then, that high society had been in an uproar when the engagement between Opal and the Marquis Rousel of Taisey Kingdom was announced.

After the announcement, a flood of invitations began arriving for Opal, who had finally started to live a quiet life. However, the ulterior motive of getting closer to Marquis Rousel was transparent in all of them, and she and Claude had laughed as they sent out refusals to every single one. It seemed no one had yet realized that Claude, the third son of a Baron's family, was Marquis Rousel, as not a single invitation had arrived addressed to him.

Hubert was in a similar state of confusion, and had apparently asked her father several times how the two of them had become so close. But her father had refused to answer at all, reportedly advising him that Opal’s personal affairs were no longer his concern and that he should focus on himself and his future family. Hubert had been utterly crestfallen ever since. While some in high society were indulging in vulgar speculation, Opal and Claude had decided to ignore it all.

(I'm not looking forward to it, but I’ll have to start making appearances in that country’s social circles, and I’ll probably have opportunities to see the Duke again. They’ll find out the Marquis Rousel’s true identity eventually, I suppose...)

Opal was an investor in Mantest, so her ties with Hubert were not completely severed. Moreover, she had just launched an organization for women, so she would have to attend social gatherings to solicit donations. She decided she could have any necessary conversations then. Just as she thought this, the train arrived at the station. After alighting, Opal's party separated from the Baron and his wife, climbing into the three carriages the Marquisate had prepared. Claude joined Opal, Nadia, and Dog Claude in their carriage for the journey to the Rousel Marquisate's residence in the Royal Capital.

As the carriage began to move, Opal and Nadia could do nothing but marvel at the cityscape visible from the window. Dog Claude, perhaps because he had been cooped up in a cage on the ship and train, was sprawled out on the seat, resting his chin on Claude’s knee. The human Claude remained silent for a while with a complicated expression on his face, but then he remembered something he needed to discuss before the wedding and spoke up.

"Come to think of it, I forgot to mention, but when I decided to return to my home country this time, I told His Majesty that I wouldn't be coming back to Taisey until my childhood friend agreed to marry me."

Claude's sudden confession startled Opal, pulling her attention back inside the carriage. Nadia, whether out of consideration or lack of interest, kept her gaze fixed out the window.

"...What did you plan to do about your parents?"

"They’re all adults, they can manage on their own as long as the arrangements are made. More importantly, I was planning to court you patiently this time, without any hesitation. I thought a lot about how I could move beyond being just a childhood friend. Well, if it really didn't work out, I was prepared to kidnap you and bring you to this country anyway, and then start courting you again."

"Claude... kidnapping is a serious crime."

"It’s fine. His Majesty said, ‘In that case, bring that childhood friend back, even if you have to kidnap her.’"

"...And I had heard that the King of Taisey Kingdom was such a respectable man."

"He is a respectable man. Anyway, on to the main topic."

"There’s more?"

"It's no big deal. As a condition for leaving the country, His Majesty is going to grant me the title of Duke when I return. I tried to refuse, but with the number of nobles reduced by the previous turmoil, he says there are titles to spare."

"I don’t think ‘sparing’ is the issue here... So, you’re going to be a Duke, Claude?"

"In this country, yes. Which means you, Opal, will be a Duchess again. The fief will be even larger, but it would be a great help if you could manage it with me."

"Of course... I’ll do my best, but... I’m anxious."

"There’s no need to worry. We can handle it together, right? Besides, you’re skilled at managing a fief, Opal. I’m a lucky man."

"...Becoming a Duke and getting a larger fief... that is a big deal..."

While Opal was still reeling from what she had just heard, the carriage arrived at the Rousel Marquisate's residence. As she stepped down from the carriage with Claude's help, she saw the Baron’s wife, who had arrived earlier, having an emotional reunion with the familiar butler and servants. Claude must have decided to leave his family matters to his mother, for he began to explain things as he stood beside Opal, who was looking up at the residence. Dog Claude was frolicking about, running up and down the stairs.

"This has been the Rousel family’s residence in the capital since they were Counts, and half the servants are the same. But, and I feel bad for my mother, it was a bit inconvenient, so I had it renovated in a modern style."

"...It’s very, lovely."

"I’m glad you think so. But living here might be different, so if there’s anything you’re not happy with, just let me know anytime. I’ll have it fixed again."

As Opal gazed up at the Rousel residence, the image of the Duke McLeod's mansion, which she had looked up at on the day of their separation, floated in her mind. Her reply was distracted, but Claude's next words brought her back to the present.

"I’m sure I won’t have any complaints. And... the attic rooms look quite comfortable, too."

"Ah. Even for an attic, I thought it would be more pleasant to have large windows if it was going to be used as a room."

"You’re right. There’s no doubt about that."

Opal answered with confidence, turning to Claude with a radiant smile. Seeing her expression, Claude raised an eyebrow inquisitively. Knowing her well, he seemed to sense there was a hidden meaning.

"I was just thinking it might be fun to hole up in the attic room from time to time."

"Then I’ll hole up there with you."

Unfazed by Opal’s words, Claude replied with a grin. His very Claude-like response made Opal laugh out loud. It was true. With Claude, no matter what the future held, she was sure they could enjoy it together.

Her memories, her stubborn insistence on living in the attic, she could tell him about all that eventually. Claude would surely just laugh it off and listen. So for now, all she needed to do was look forward. A smile still on her face, Opal walked with Claude, step by step, up the stairs to the residence where they would live together.



		
			Chapter 30

			The Engagement Period

			Three days after their arrival at Claude’s residence in the Royal Capital of Taisey Kingdom, life had finally settled down for Opal and Claude's family. Opal was enjoying afternoon tea with Claude. With their wedding just a few days away, they were permitted to spend time alone together in the residence. With Claude, Opal never ran out of things to say, but for some reason, a sudden silence fell between them. Then, Claude spoke her name quietly.

"...Opal."

"What is it, Claude?"

She knew that when Claude spoke like this, it was about something important, so Opal placed the cup she was holding back on the table. Claude then continued, looking as though it was difficult to say.

"You’ve accepted my proposal and I’ve brought you to this country. It might be cowardly of me to say this now, but..."

"—Are you about to tell me there’s a chance we’ll run into a past lover or mistress of yours?"

"Of course not! I would never do something so dishonest!"

"Then what’s the problem?"

Opal asked with a smile, though inwardly she was relieved. She herself had been married until about a year ago, but she really didn't want to come face to face with any of Claude's past women. Compared to that, she could handle anything else. Well, if he told her "I can’t marry you after all," she would probably fall into despair.

"Actually... wait, why do you jump to past lovers and mistresses... You don’t think I have a current one?"

"If you had a current one, you absolutely would not have proposed to me. For the record, I’m not worried about you cheating, either."

"...I’m glad you trust me."

"I do. Because with you, it wouldn't be cheating, it would be real, wouldn’t it? If that happened, you would tell me honestly. That you’d found someone else."

"When you say things like that with a smile, I don’t know whether to be happy or sad."

"Oh, I just didn’t say it because I didn’t want to burden you, but honestly, if that were to happen, I would be devastated. That’s why I’ll keep trying my best not to be abandoned by you. But maybe this stubborn side of me isn’t very cute."

Opal considered her strong will to be a virtue, but there were times she yearned to be a more delicate woman. Her final words came out as a sigh-filled grumble. Claude stared at her in surprise.

"...Did I say something that strange?"

"No... It’s just, I never imagined you thought about yourself that way, that you worried about not being cute."

"Eh? People don’t normally think of themselves as cute, do they?"

"That’s not entirely true. I think it's quite common among women."

"Well, it’s common among men, too. But those are conceited people, and I wouldn’t call them normal."

"You’re as harsh as ever."

Opal replied with a prim little sniff, then regretted that her words had once again come out sounding uncharming. But this, too, was because she had realized Claude must have had a fair amount of experience with women. Come to think of it, Opal didn't know much about the Claude who had gone away to boarding school. She was suddenly aware that for the eight years they hadn't seen each other, she knew almost nothing of what he had been doing in this country beyond rumors.

"...Don’t tell me some circumstance has come up and you can’t get married?"

"That’s not it! Even if such a circumstance arose, I would marry you, Opal. I’m done being pushed around by things I don't understand."

"I see... In that case, what is it?"

After Claude had gone that far for her, she really should have said a word or two about how happy she was, but now she was too shy to say it. It had never bothered her before, but she found herself unaccustomed to this part of herself that wanted Claude to think she was cute. But looking at Claude, she suspected he could see right through it all. That thought made her vexed all over again, causing her to put up her guard. It was a vicious cycle.

"The truth is, it’s about me. I’m not very well accepted in the social circles of Taisey Kingdom."

"Oh, what a coincidence. The same is true for me in my home country of Sosylle Kingdom."

"This isn’t a laughing matter."

"But you’re laughing, Claude."

Claude's confession was so anticlimactic that it was hardly a big deal to Opal. When she replied in kind, Claude laughed and complained.

"I can’t help it. You make me laugh. You really are you, Opal."

"Of course I am. So, you’re a Marquis, and you're about to be elevated to a Dukedom, yet you’re not accepted? That’s strange. If I recall, the Rousel Earl three generations ago married a daughter of the Boccelli Ducal family, didn't he? From a bloodline perspective, I don't think it’s strange for you to be granted the former Boccelli Duchy."

"Well, the Rousel family is of distinguished lineage, and we are related to the Boccelli Ducal family by blood. But some look down on my origins. As a foreigner. Of course, no one says it to my face, and everyone is polite in person, but they say all sorts of things behind my back."

"Well, what a coincidence. They say all sorts of things about me behind my back, too."

When Opal replied just as she had before, this time Claude laughed out loud. Opal shot him a theatrical glare, but soon she was laughing along with him. Once they had both laughed their fill and settled down, Claude spoke with a happy expression.

"I knew it. You’re the only one for me."

"Wh, what... Saying things like that won’t get you anywhere."

"But you’ll still marry me, right?"

"Of course. It's a promise."

"Even though you might have a hard time in high society?"

"I won’t have a hard time. You have nothing to be ashamed of, Claude. On the contrary, you’re a hero. It’s something to be proud of."

"...Thank you, Opal."

Claude’s gentle smile and words of thanks were so handsome that Opal reflexively looked away again. Still, words of self-consciousness tumbled from her lips.

"This country has a developed railway network and all sorts of cutting-edge technology, yet its way of thinking is so old-fashioned. It’s unexpected."

"The ones with the old-fashioned ideas are the people in society, the so-called upper class. They don't like that commoners with new ideas are getting richer and richer. The civil war eight years ago was instigated by conservative nobles, led by the Boccelli Ducal family, who couldn't agree with His Majesty’s vision of a country where everyone could live comfortably. Right now, reformers like me are entrusted with important positions, but among those who chose to sit on the fence, the so-called moderates, many are actually conservatives. The fact that I’m called a hero is just for popular appeal. It’s easier to sway the public when there's an easy-to-understand symbol of justice, don’t you think?"

"...The way you put it, it sounds like you’re being used. Are you okay with that, Claude?"

"I thought I was fine with it. But if you don't like it, Opal, I’ll withdraw to our fief and focus on its administration."

He said it jokingly, but Opal could tell he was serious. He had no intention of abandoning the people, but he probably didn’t care about the power struggles in the royal palace. But to achieve his true ideals, power was necessary. Claude surely understood that well enough, yet he was taking her feelings into account. In that case, Opal wanted to respond in kind.

"Claude, the thing I hate most is running away. A strategic retreat is one thing, but I refuse to flee without a fight. So, I will fight. With you."

"..."

"...Claude?"

She thought it might have been a bit cheesy, but she meant to convey her honest feelings. Yet Claude remained silent. Feeling embarrassed, she called his name, and Claude seemed to snap out of it in a hurry.

"Eh? Oh, ah, sorry. You were just so cool, I was mesmerized."

"...Are you teasing me?"

"I’m serious. It’s just that... I’m a little, no, I’m very relieved."

The look on Claude’s face as he exhaled was one of genuine, heartfelt relief. Opal was worried that her status as a divorced woman would damage Claude's reputation, but Claude was solely concerned for her. Because of that, she had been prepared to fight for his sake, but the next thing Claude told her made her flinch.

"Well then, I’m sorry to ask, but would you fight alongside me tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow?"

"Actually, I’m scheduled to go to the royal palace tomorrow to report our marriage. So let’s report to His Majesty together."

"T, tomorrow? To His Majesty? ...Why didn't you tell me that sooner!?"

"If I told you sooner, I knew you would say you’d go with me, right? But I didn't want to force you. His Majesty isn’t one to fuss over details, so he wouldn’t mind if you didn’t make a public appearance. You don’t have to engage in tiresome socializing if you don’t want to."

Claude was still being considerate of her. It was true that Opal found society tedious and hated it, but for Claude’s sake, she could endure anything. But not wanting even that feeling to become a burden to him, Opal put on a prim expression again and declared clearly.

"I’ll take that as a challenge to me. Once I marry you, Claude, I’ll turn tiresome socializing into something fun. And I will rule over the high society of Taisey Kingdom."

"Spoken like the Opal I know. I’m counting on you."

At Opal’s characteristically bold declaration, Claude’s eyes widened for a moment before he quickly replied with a smile. And so, the curtain rose on Opal's new battle.



		
			Chapter 31

			The Royal Castle

			The next day. The journey from Marquis Rousel's residence to the royal castle by carriage did not take very long. Of course, Opal had noticed the castle's proximity soon after arriving at the house, but what surprised her was that they proceeded to the carriage porch at the front of the castle without stopping even once. This alone offered a glimpse into Claude's standing within the castle walls.

"...You know, it's a bit late to ask, but what is your position at the castle, Claude?"

"Ah, that's right. I haven't explained it yet. I'm a secretary."

"That doesn't happen to be the King's Private Secretary, does it?"

"I offered my resignation, since I'll be leaving His Majesty's side for a time... but it's been put on hold, so I imagine I'll be reinstated."

"Are the people in this country's high society all fools? To not accept the King's Private Secretary..."

"On the surface, they're very amicable. In fact, they practically fawn over me. But it seems they say whatever they please behind my back. So, Opal... if someone tells you something you don't recognize as a custom of this country, just ignore it. It's a new custom created solely to exclude foreigners."

"If that's the case, leave it to me."

When Opal answered with her chest puffed out, Claude laughed with amusement. His smile gave her courage.

(That's right. There are plenty of women who are frail, or who appear frail, but Claude chose me.)

Opal's strong will hadn't changed since she was a child. Since he had told her he loved that part of her and proposed, all she had to do was trust him. With that thought, Opal's anxiety melted away.

"Well then, before I go into battle, could you tell me who you wouldn't want to make an enemy of?"

"Oh, that's easy. The only person I wouldn't want to make an enemy of is you, Opal."

"Claude... I'm being serious."

"Yes. And I'm answering you seriously."

Opal glared at the joking Claude. But he just kept smiling. In the end, Opal suppressed the laughter that was welling up more than her anger and pressed on in a serious tone.

"But surely you can't make an enemy of His Majesty, can you?"

"It's the other way around, Opal. His Majesty wouldn't want to make an enemy of me."

"...That's quite a bold statement. If anyone heard you, you could be charged with treason."

"His Majesty would just laugh and say it's the truth."

Opal stared at Claude's face, still smiling as ever, and let out a deep sigh. He might be brushing it off with a joke, but there was surely something more to it. In the last eight years, Opal felt she had grown through her own struggles, but Claude must have grown even more. He probably just wasn't saying it, but he may have even had some life or death encounters. Thinking about it made Opal anxious again. She wondered if this marriage was truly the right decision. If there might be a woman in this country who could be a better source of support for Claude.

Her thoughts came to a halt, and Opal caught her breath. She had just found her confidence, so why was she being so timid now? If Claude needed support, she just had to become it. Opal might be a newcomer in this country, but she had knowledge, experience, and wealth. She was no longer the little girl who sulked about her circumstances and shut herself away in the attic. Her emotional instability was due to nervousness. Anyone would be unsettled at the prospect of an audience with the king of this country.

"...Claude."

"Yes, are you all right?"

"I'm nervous, but I'm fine. It's just that you might regret choosing me."

"I won't."

"Then I'll make you regret it. You'll wonder why you ever took such a strong, willful woman for a wife."

"I'm looking forward to that."

This time, Claude laughed out loud, and people passing by turned in surprise. They had already been attracting attention, but now they were being stared at without reservation. Yet Opal, despite having been secluded in the countryside for a while, was used to being the object of people's gazes, so it didn't bother her. She didn't even mind if those gazes were malicious. Claude, too, seemed unconcerned, standing tall and dignified. What's more, her accompanying maid, Nadia, showed no fear, walking a little behind them while looking around with curiosity.

"Thank you for coming with me, Nadia."

"It is I who should be thanking you, my lady! To think you would bring me to such a wonderful place!"

As always, Nadia maintained her own pace, and Opal smiled in reply before turning forward again. For the past few years, Nadia had apparently been working as a lady's maid apprentice for a certain marquis family, through a connection of Opal's father, Count Holloway. She had done so because she was determined to become a fine maid and stand by Opal's side, knowing Opal had no allies in her former husband's household, the Duke McLeod's. When Opal heard this from Marcia, the housekeeper at the Holloway estate, she was deeply moved and asked Nadia to accompany her for her new marriage.

Opal might have many enemies in this country as well. Still, she had two powerful allies right beside her. Her confidence fully restored, Opal smiled at the people who were staring at her as if she were some rare curiosity.

"Opal, please don't spread your charm around so much. I feel like I'm going to go mad with jealousy."

"Don't you trust me?"

"This isn't an Opal problem, it's my problem. I trust you, but I can't interfere with the hearts of the men who will fall for you, can I? But I can't forgive the thought of you existing in another man's heart."

"I feel the same way. I would be jealous just knowing you existed in the heart of another woman."

"And I'm jealous of the both of you!"

Nadia unabashedly cut in to stop the couple's exchange, which was frankly nothing more than flirtatious banter. It was impertinent for a servant, but neither Opal nor Claude minded and just laughed. Just then, they seemed to have arrived at their destination. Claude stopped, knocked, and then opened the door without waiting for a response.

"I'm sure word of our arrival has reached His Majesty, so we'll be summoned shortly. Let's relax and wait here until then."

After a quick check of the room, Claude gestured for Opal to enter first. Nadia followed her hesitantly, and Claude closed the door behind them as he spoke. Then, he rang a small bell. A young woman in what appeared to be the uniform of a royal castle maid appeared instantly, and Claude asked her to prepare some tea. His polite request, rather than a command, was so like him that it made Opal happy. No matter his position, Claude was still the same.

"Is something wrong?"

"No, it's nothing."

"Oh?"

Claude must have found Opal's smile strange, because he asked her what was on her mind. Opal didn't think she could properly explain this warm feeling, so she gave a noncommittal reply, and Claude didn't press her further. A knock echoed through the room. When Claude responded, a man's voice answered. He seemed to be a friend. Claude quickly opened the door and invited him into the room.

"Opal, I'm sorry for the short notice, but I'd like to introduce a friend of mine. This is Eric Baphot. He's Baron Prado. Eric, this is my fiancée and soon to be wife, Opal. Though, I've talked about her so much that an introduction is hardly necessary."

"Yes, that's true. I've heard more than enough, to the point of being sick of it."

As Opal stood to greet the man, Claude made the introduction. The man, Eric, seemed very friendly with Claude, but Opal sensed it immediately. He held animosity toward her.



		
			Chapter 32

			The Royal Castle

			"Would you be so kind as to call me Eric?"

"I must decline, Baron Prado. You may continue to call me Holloway. You will be calling me Lady Rousel soon enough, after all."

"Is that so..."

Opal made her intentions perfectly clear to Eric. She had no desire to befriend him, nor would she let him interfere with her relationship with Claude. At that, Claude, who had been listening in silence, burst out laughing.

"Eric, whatever you may think, I intend to marry Opal, and she doesn't care what you think of her. So if you plan on remaining my friend, either welcome Opal or say nothing at all."

"You misunderstand, Claude. That said, if I gave you the wrong impression, I apologize. Miss Holloway, that was very rude of me."

"Not at all, it's quite all right. I paid it no mind."

Though he was laughing, Claude stated unequivocally which of them he would choose, he would choose Opal. Eric, who apparently knew Claude well, offered an apology. When Opal replied with a bright smile, Eric turned his face away sharply to look back at Claude.

"Right, I almost forgot the important thing. Claude, Lord Barba was asking for you."

"I'm afraid I can't leave here right now."

"It seems His Majesty's morning schedule ran long, and he only just returned to the castle, so you won't be summoned yet. You should go to Lord Barba. Apparently, His Majesty has been saying that the ball the day after tomorrow is also meant to celebrate your engagement. Isn't that what he wanted to discuss?"

"That man, doing such things again..."

Claude replied to Eric's words with a look of annoyance. Still, Eric continued to try and persuade him, and Claude let out a deep sigh. Lord Barba must be the count who serves as the chairman of this country's House of Lords. He was supposed to be one of Claude's allies.

"Claude, I'll be fine, so why don't you go? I'll just have some tea here."

"But..."

"Don't worry, Claude. I'll keep her company until then."

Eric added his encouragement to the hesitant Claude, but Claude looked at Opal as if to say that was precisely his worry. Opal barely managed to suppress the laugh that threatened to escape, but it seemed Claude saw right through her. With a deliberately perplexed expression, Claude let out a third sigh.

"Honestly... I never get a moment's peace."

"You're taking this too seriously, Claude."

Even when Opal offered a gentle, caring smile, Claude was not deceived. Still, he let out a fourth sigh and turned back to Eric.

"Eric, I consider you a friend. That is why I am entrusting you with my precious time with Opal. I'm counting on you."

"Don't worry, Claude. Miss Holloway has a chaperone with her, I won't do anything improper."

Eric gave a wink toward Nadia, who was standing quietly in the corner of the room. Nadia, contrary to her usual demeanor, looked down shyly. It seemed Nadia's training under the marchioness had paid off handsomely.

"Don't be ridiculous, Eric. Well then, I'll be right back, Opal."

"Yes, take care. I'll be waiting here quietly for you."

"...Alright."

Claude chided Eric, then spoke to Opal as if instructing a child. Opal had answered obediently enough, but Claude narrowed his eyes suspiciously before nodding. As Claude left, a maid came in carrying tea, but she seemed surprised to find Eric there.

"We will pour the tea ourselves, so you are excused. Thank you."

"...Very well. Excuse me."

The maid bowed with a faint look of disappointment. As she left the room, she cast a lingering glance at Eric, and Opal understood. It seemed the baron sitting before her was popular with the ladies.

"Baron Prado, are you married?"

"...I'm single. I have certain requirements for a wife, and for a lover. For example, virtue."

"Oh, my..."

Opal had only asked out of simple curiosity, but Eric seemed to have taken it the wrong way. His reply was dripping with sarcasm, but Opal simply smiled and said nothing more. The old rumors of her "promiscuity" had probably spread throughout the Taisey Kingdom. Bad rumors travel with lightning speed, while good ones struggle to gain any traction. It was of no consequence to Opal at this point, but Nadia, having heard Eric's barb, was a different story. She placed the cup on the table with what seemed to be a bit more force than necessary. It was a sign of growth that she didn't talk back.

"Thank you, Nadia. That's enough now."

"Ah... thank you."

It was hard to say whether Eric was surprised that Opal had thanked her maid or that he had sensed Nadia's anger. Nadia, understanding the meaning in Opal's words, bowed her head and returned to her corner of the room. Opal then took a sip of her tea, returned the cup to its saucer, and posed another question to Eric.

"I know this is a rude question, but when did you and Claude become acquainted?"

"...About four years ago. Claude was originally a friend of my older brother, Thierry. I got to know him as well after I returned from studying abroad."

"Ah, so you are Viscount Amady's younger brother?"

"You know of my brother?"

"Only his name. I've heard it often from Claude."

At these words, Eric looked displeased. In essence, she was telling him, "I've never heard your name from Claude." To be honest, she now recalled having heard Eric's name a few times along with Thierry's. However, Opal was not kind enough to say so.

"In that case, Baron, you must be... turning twenty, six, is that right?"

"That is correct. Is there a problem?"

"No, none at all."

When Opal smiled brightly, Eric looked back at her suspiciously. Still, Opal paid him no mind and gracefully lifted the cup to her lips. Eric was the same age as Hubert had been when Opal married him. If Eric knew she was thinking he was a little cuter than Hubert had been back then, he would surely be furious.

Thinking this was rather funny, Opal took another sip of tea to hide her laughter. She then remembered how Claude used to say he wanted a little brother. As the third son, he was always being ordered around by his older brothers, so he declared that if he had a younger brother, he would be a kind older brother to him. At the time, Opal had been disappointed that she wasn't a boy and had sulked, asking if a little sister wouldn't do.

"Are you truly planning to marry Claude?"

"Pardon?"

Opal had been lost in childhood memories and hadn't heard Eric's words. In response, Eric glared at her.

"Claude is a wonderful man who deserves respect. There are countless women more suitable for him, so I struggle to understand why he chose someone like you."

"Yes, Claude truly is a wonderful person, isn't he."

"Then why don't you step aside? If you truly care for Claude, shouldn't you do anything for his sake?"

Opal herself had certainly thought that a younger woman from a family that could offer him support would be better for Claude. However, aside from her age and marital history, Opal was quite a good catch. Her standing in the Taisey Kingdom might be weak, but in her home country of Sosylle Kingdom, she had powerful connections and was also a wealthy woman. It was unclear if he was overlooking this fact or intentionally choosing not to see it, but Eric's words were based on nothing but emotion. While Opal herself had been troubled by her situation in this country, Eric's tone infuriated her.

"...You're quite naive."

"What was that!? You're the naive one! You won't be welcomed in this country! Don't think you can do as you please like you did in your own country!"

It seemed Opal's unintentional mutter had lit a fire, as Eric began to shout. It was like a repeat of eight years ago, and a weary sigh escaped Opal's lips.

(Are all men of this age like this? How tiresome...)

Hubert's shouting, which she could now almost recall with fondness, overlapped with the present moment. That's when she suddenly remembered the letter she had received yesterday.

(That's right, Father's letter had one from the Duke enclosed with it.)

At the time, she had only read her father's letter and then taken Dog Claude for a walk, completely forgetting about it. She was wondering what on earth he could want now when Eric's even louder voice reached her.

"Hey! Are you even listening!?"

"With a voice that loud, one can't help but hear you."

"Claude!"

"Oh, Claude. You're back sooner than I expected."

"...Yes, His Majesty's preparations are complete, so I came to get you. Shall we go?"

"Yes."

Eric let out a cry of surprise at Claude, who had entered the room at some point. Opal was inwardly surprised as well, but she maintained a calm smile, and Claude played along.

"Well then, Nadia. Please wait here for a while."

"As you wish."

"Eric, you have no more business here, do you?"

"Ah, right..."

"Goodbye, Baron Prado. It was a pleasure."

As Opal stood up and spoke to Nadia, Claude also spoke to Eric in a slightly dismissive tone. Opal then gave a polite farewell, but Eric just frowned unhappily. But Claude said nothing more, simply gesturing for Opal to go and turning his back on Eric.



		
			Chapter 33

			The Audience

			"What did Eric say to you?"

"It was nothing important."

"Opal..."

"To be honest, I wasn't really listening."

"...So, are you all right?"

They had been walking for a while after leaving the room when Claude, perhaps losing his patience with Opal's silence, posed the question. Opal answered him honestly, but he didn't seem convinced. He frowned with worry, and Opal smiled at him.

"I'm fine. It was all within my expectations. More importantly, were you all right, Claude?"

"Ah, that..."

"It seems you weren't?"

Now it was Opal's turn to worry, seeing the clear shift in Claude's tone. However, she was left dumbfounded by his next words.

"When I entered Lord Barba's office, His Majesty was there."

"What?"

"I did think it was unlike Lord Barba to summon me for no good reason. I was deceived."

Listening to Claude's sigh-laden story, Opal grew anxious. They were about to meet the King, yet he had summoned Claude alone beforehand. The reason was obvious.

"Tell me, Claude. Is His Majesty opposed to this marriage? If that's the case..."

"No, that's not it. He's not opposed, this is just harassment."

"...I don't see the difference."

"He's still sulking because I offered my resignation. He actually said, 'Who is more important, me or your childhood friend?' As if there's any question. It's my childhood friend, it's you, Opal, of course."

"His Majesty... is a man, correct?"

"Yes, a forty year old man."

"Claude."

"There's no need to worry. Arguments between His Majesty and me are a common occurrence."

Claude spoke in a serious tone, not even cracking a smile, while Opal frantically looked around, worried someone might have overheard. It seemed Claude was genuinely angry.

"The position of Private Secretary is just a glorified errand boy. And for him to harass me just because his workload increased now that his errand boy is gone, honestly, how childish can he be? And in the first place, I wanted to properly introduce you after we were married, but now he's demanding we attend a ball. That's also just harassment because he wasn't invited to the ceremony."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. Today was the same. He called me away just to separate me from you, and because of that, you had to endure that unpleasantness with Eric. Am I wrong?"

"What? No... not really..."

Opal was surprised by Claude's unusual state. The Claude of late had seemed so mature and composed at all times, but now he was like the boy from long ago, complaining about his older brothers. She found it so amusing that she burst out laughing.

"Opal? This is no laughing matter."

"It is a laughing matter. Because you look like you're having fun, Claude."

"Having fun?"

"Yes. You do."

Opal had been worried about Claude's past eight years, but she was happy to know that he seemed to have someone he could open his heart to. She was angry with Eric, but he too was worried about Claude in his own way.

(Well, if Claude hadn't shown up, I might have talked back to him...)

Opal's tension from moments before had vanished as if it were a lie, and she now found herself looking forward to her audience with the King. She wanted to see for herself just how much Claude's claim of him "sulking" was true. This was a person who knew the eight years of Claude's life that she did not.

Eventually, Claude stopped before a certain room, a door flanked by royal guards. He looked at Opal, as if to gauge her state of mind.

"This is it."

"...This is unexpected."

"I imagine so."

She had thought an audience with the King would take place in some sort of grand hall, but this appeared to be his private chambers. This showed just how close Claude and the King were, and also hinted at the King's personality, one that disliked stiff formalities. Urged on by Claude, Opal stepped into the room, feeling the curious gazes of the guards. Inside, a man in his prime stood up and spread his arms wide toward Opal.

"Welcome, to my kingdom, to my palace. Claude's fiancée, I bid you welcome."

"Your Majesty, this is Opal Holloway. As you said, my fiancée. Opal, this is His Majesty King Alessandro."

Naturally, Opal did not leap into his arms. She stood beside Claude, who had stopped, and received the introduction. For some reason, the distance between them and the King felt greater than during a typical greeting.

"It is an honor to meet you for the first time. My name is Opal Holloway."

"I have heard so much about you that it does not feel like the first time. If you would permit me, may I call you Opal?"

"Yes, Your Majesty."

Opal curtsied, then straightened her posture and observed Alessandro, albeit reservedly. Alessandro noticed her gaze and smiled brightly. His expression instantly became friendly, but Opal was not fooled.

(At first glance, his atmosphere is different, but he reminds me of Father...)

To those who did not know him well, Opal's father, Count Holloway, seemed like a very gentle man. But his personality was far from gentle. He was strict and shrewd. He assessed the state of the world, read the markets, and moved faster than anyone to increase his fortune. He used that fortune and status to strengthen his voice at the royal court, thereby building even more fortune and status.

Alessandro, too, had developed the Taisey Kingdom, which had been ravaged by plague and a succession war, to this extent in just a few years since ascending the throne, so his skill was undeniable. As Opal sat down next to Claude on the sofa she was offered, a small, barbed comment immediately came her way.

"Opal, I am delighted to finally meet you. There were calls for Claude to marry my niece, but he insisted he wasn't interested. But it seems he wasn't uninterested in marriage, just in anyone other than you."

"To have you say so is a great honor. Claude is quite stubborn, so I imagine he must often be a source of trouble for Your Majesty, is he not?"

Opal replied to Alessandro's gentle smile with a calm smile of her own. Claude seemed to have sensed her feelings and decided not to interfere for the time being. He was smiling, but his eyes were not.

"Indeed, Claude's stubbornness has often left me at a loss. There are many beautiful women in this country. No matter how many times he was invited by such women, Claude never agreed, and in the end, he declared he would propose to you and went off to the Sosylle Kingdom. You can't imagine how relieved I am that he has returned safely..."

"I am happy to hear such a story. It has deepened my affection for Claude all the more. Thank you, Your Majesty."

"I am glad to hear it. The reason this country has been rebuilt to this point is thanks to Claude's help. I am very grateful to him."

"Thank you for your gracious words."

Unable to stay silent any longer, Claude offered his thanks and glared at Alessandro. However, Alessandro just grinned and waved his right hand dismissively.

"Oh, no thanks are necessary. I intend to keep working you hard for a long time to come. Therefore, I truly do welcome you, Opal. For you will surely be a strong support for Claude. Just as you acquired your former husband Duke McLeod's fortune through fraudulent means."



		
			Chapter 34

			The Audience

			"Your Majesty, you go too far."

"But you do not deny it."

"I am only asking that you refrain from making comments that demean Opal."

It was Claude who protested Alessandro's sudden remark. Only a handful of people should have known about the situation with Hubert's fortune at the time, but Alessandro must have managed to investigate it somehow. He might not have known the exact details of their dealings, but it wouldn't be impossible to infer from Hubert's financial situation at the time, the fact that Opal's uncle and his fellow legal officers were visiting the ducal house, and Opal's subsequent actions. It was unlikely Claude had told him, so Opal found herself marveling at Alessandro's sharp perception. He had probably even investigated the debts of Omar, the duke's land administrator.

"Regarding Your Majesty's recent statement, may I offer my own opinion?"

"You may."

Even if his words were true, she had to offer a rebuttal. She didn't care what he thought of her, but she didn't want to cause trouble for Claude.

"Regarding Duke McLeod's fortune, I do not know how Your Majesty came by this information, but it became mine through legitimate procedures. Therefore, I have no reason to be ashamed. It is simply that many aspects would be inconvenient if they were to become public knowledge, and it is not something worth broadcasting, so everyone has simply remained silent."

"I see. A rather boring answer, but I suppose it is a safe one."

With those words, Opal realized she had been tested. She was smiling, but she was frustrated with her own slowness. Perhaps noticing this, Claude directed a stern gaze at Alessandro.

"Your Majesty, that is quite enough."

"Don't be so angry, Claude. I admit, that was malicious of me. I just thought that a woman who would falter at something like this would not be fit to be your wife. I am sorry, Opal."

"No, there is no need for an apology."

"You see, Claude? Opal has forgiven me. So you should stop being so irritable."

This was beyond a matter of forgiveness, but that was a problem for Opal's own heart. She shifted her focus and gave Claude a reassuring smile. Then, Alessandro continued cheerfully.

"There are still many enemies to you and me in this country. In that respect, I have no worries about Opal. You have found a wonderful woman, Claude."

"I proposed to Opal because I love her, not for the sake of this country or for Your Majesty. Therefore, I have no intention of using her, and I ask that Your Majesty be of the same mind."

"But it seems Opal is of that mind, is she not?"

Even when Claude stated his position firmly, Alessandro remained unperturbed and smiled at Opal. He had apparently reached that conclusion by watching her continuous smile.

"...I will not try to stop Opal's actions. No, I cannot stop them. It would have been nice if Opal were the type of woman to meekly hide in my shadow, but she is not. What's more, it is that very part of her that I fell in love with, so there is nothing I can do. In fact, I may be the one hiding in her shadow."

"If you do such a thing, I will be the one to drag you out."

Claude, who had been answering with a note of resignation, was laughing by the end. In short, this audience was not to grant permission for the marriage or to judge Opal's character, but to tell her that she was free to act as she pleased. To put it bluntly, it was a command to stop hiding and make her public debut at once.

His Majesty's niece, the talk of marriage to the princess who was the last remnant of the previous king, was likely a sentiment voiced by the opposition. A simple way of thinking would be that a marriage between Claude, the right hand of the current king, and the princess would strengthen Claude's ties to the royal family and could silence the opposition. But if a son were born between them, it could become the spark for a new conflict. What's more, Claude himself could lead the charge to place his own son on the throne. Even if Claude had no such intention, suspicion would arise in Alessandro and those around them, creating a rift.

(I believe the princess is turning twenty two this year... Marrying her off to royalty in another country could lead to her being used in a similar way. It's a difficult problem...)

The princess's marriage had likely been put on hold due to the country being ravaged by plague and civil war. And now, she was in a delicate position. Alessandro had two sons, but they were still in their early teens, so even with support, he couldn't make any rash moves until they were more established themselves. Alessandro's wife, who should have been queen, had died in the plague, so I had heard that Alessandro himself was receiving many marriage proposals. It wasn't apparent from the outside, but this country was still unstable.

"Then, I will ask you directly, Opal. Will you attend the ball to be held the day after tomorrow, a ball to celebrate the opening of the new railway line?"

If she was being challenged, she would accept. It seemed Alessandro had grasped even that aspect of her personality.

"I wish to follow Claude's lead. I could not imagine having any escort other than Claude."

"You heard her. What will you do, Claude?"

"If that is what Opal wishes, then we will attend. I would not want to be thought of as running away."

"Then it is decided. I feel I have learned how to handle you."

"Do not get too carried away. I might just take back my earlier promise. With that, we will take our leave."

Claude replied with what must have been his umpteenth sigh of the day, then announced their departure. He stood at the same time as the apparently satisfied Alessandro and offered his hand to Opal.

"This was enjoyable, Opal. I eagerly await seeing you again the day after tomorrow."

"Thank you, Your Majesty. We will take our leave now."

Taking Claude's hand to stand, Opal also bid farewell to Alessandro and departed. Escorted by Claude, she returned to the waiting room. She still felt the curious gazes of those around them, but now a sense of relief allowed her to show a bit of composure.

By coming to the royal castle and speaking with Alessandro directly, she had gained a small understanding of the country's current situation, something she couldn't have gleaned from books and other preliminary research alone. And, as Eric had said, many women had probably approached Claude. A single man with such favorable prospects as Claude was rare, and above all, Claude himself was a charming man.

(Well, that might be a slightly biased view...)

Just because Claude was getting married, it was unlikely that all those women would gracefully back down. Not only women, but men with ambition or hostility must also be trying to get close to Claude. If that was the case, some would surely appear who would try to use Opal.

(I can understand why His Majesty had me investigated, but still, this is not something that could be done in just a few months...)

Opal wondered just how long Alessandro had had his eye on her. She casually glanced at Claude, and their eyes met perfectly.

"Are you tired?"

"No, I'm fine. I was just wondering when His Majesty first learned about me..."

"Ah, that would be about eight years ago, I think?"

"Eight years?"

"I think it was around then. I told His Majesty about you not long after we first met. After that, you came up in conversation from time to time."

"...I won't ask about the contents."

"Oh?"

Part of her wanted to know, but Opal decided it was better not to touch the subject and fell silent. Claude seemed to mean no harm, and was smiling cheerfully. He had probably just spoken of her as a childhood friend, but five years ago, when Claude had sent investment and engineers to Mantest, Alessandro had met Hubert and likely investigated her more thoroughly then. In those days, sending engineers to foreign countries must have been a gamble.

She had worried about whether she was truly worthy of Claude, but now, Opal's resolve was firm. She had no backing in this country, and she might not be able to have children, but she had connections in the Sosylle Kingdom, she had wealth, and she could manage a fief. Since she had received permission from King Alessandro, she just had to fight as she saw fit in this country's social circles. Whether it was the opposition faction or not, Claude's enemies were her enemies.

(But, I have to be careful not to turn Claude's friends, his allies, into enemies...)

Remembering Eric, Opal swallowed a sigh and looked up at Claude walking beside her. Just one year ago, she never would have imagined such happiness awaited her.

"Opal... if you stare at me like that, I won't be able to control my impulses, so could you please stop?"

"What?"

"Or, are you saying it's all right if I kiss you, right here, right now?"

"D, don't say such foolish things!"

"But I'm serious."

Flustered by Claude's words, Opal quickly faced forward and quickened her pace, hearing his amused laughter behind her. She shot Claude a light glare before finally entering the room where Nadia was waiting.



		
			Chapter 35

			The Ball

			"Claude, not now. You have to be patient."

"That's right, you should learn some patience. You're far too spoiled."

"Claude isn't spoiled at all. He's just… a little needy, that's all."

"I really should have had them change his name."

Opal laughed as the human Claude clutched his head and lamented with theatrical flair. Dog Claude had darted out of the room the moment he sensed Opal, and was now being held back by Joseph, the butler. Thanks to Joseph, both Opal and the human Claude, dressed in their finest for the ball, were saved from being pounced on. A footman, the dog’s handler, rushed over in a flurry, but the human Claude simply gave him a brief warning before leading Opal outside. As they left, Opal noticed Joseph's uniform was ruffled and covered in dog hair. She offered him an apology before climbing into the carriage.

Since returning from the royal castle the day before yesterday, Opal had been so busy she hadn't had time to play with Dog Claude. She had been drilling herself on the intricate relationships of high society, questioning Claude and Joseph to commit everything to memory. The factions among the men were one thing, but the women had their own separate cliques. The social world, for all its surface glamour, was a place of constant backstabbing beneath the surface. One wrong step could lead to a swift and disastrous fall.

Opal glanced from Claude, who sat opposite her, to his mother, the Baroness, who sat beside her. The Baroness had apparently lived a brilliant social life as the daughter of Count Rousel, but after eloping with the Baron, she was disowned by the previous Count and lost contact with her friends. Only recently had she begun to exchange letters with them again. And yet, despite not having seen them in person for decades, the Baroness showed no signs of nervousness. She and the Baron, seated across from her, gazed at each other with serene affection.

They truly are as close as ever, Opal thought. They must have been through so much hardship.

The Baron’s fief, adjacent to Count Holloway’s, was small and not particularly wealthy, yet they had lived modestly without overburdening their people. Opal knew for a fact that they had overcome at least two major famines.

They have always been my ideal of a married couple.

Opal knew that her late mother had loved her father, but he had never paid much attention to his family. She couldn't say he had no love for them, of course, but what good was love if it was never expressed? Just as that proposal from Hubert had been a complete shock to Opal, who had never felt a shred of affection in his words or actions.

"Ah…"

"What is it, Opal?"

"Hm? Oh, it’s… it’s nothing."

Startled by her sudden outburst, Opal found not only Claude but the Baron and Baroness looking at her as well. She blushed and gave her reply. Her in laws seemed satisfied and returned to their private world, but Claude continued to watch her with a skeptical gaze. Still, when Opal offered him a bright smile, he gave up and turned his eyes to the window outside. They must be nearing the royal castle.

It wasn't as if she had done anything wrong, but Opal’s heart was pounding. Doki doki. She had completely forgotten about the letter from Hubert. It seemed her mind had been a bit sluggish lately.

I wonder if this is what it feels like to be swept off one's feet.

For Opal, who had always fought her battles alone, having someone to rely on was incredibly reassuring. And since that person was the man she loved, it was difficult not to feel giddy. But it wasn't in her nature to simply be coddled. She wanted to be a source of strength for Claude.

"We've arrived. Opal, Father, Mother, are you ready?"

"Yes, I’m fine."

"It’s been so long, I’m a bit nervous…"

"Oh, you'll be fine."

Just as they answered Claude’s question, the carriage came to a halt. A signal from outside was followed by the door swinging open. Claude hopped down first and offered Opal his hand. As the Baron disembarked next, followed by his wife, Opal felt the weight of many eyes upon her, but she kept her back straight and her bearing proud.

"Shall we?"

"Yes, thank you."

Opal placed her hand on the arm Claude offered her once more. She kept a smile on her face as she walked into the ballroom. Everything after that was a blur. The moment they entered, they were surrounded, introduced, and scrutinized. But Opal was also discreetly observing everyone around her.

Tonight, she should keep her own personality in check and focus on grasping the social dynamics of this kingdom. Of course, she couldn't learn everything in one night, but this was a perfect opportunity to understand Claude's precise standing and her own current situation. To that end, Opal let Claude do most of the talking, content to simply stand by his side, smile, and remain silent. And while pretending to listen, she strained her ears to catch snippets of conversation from a short distance away.

"I was expecting some legendary beauty to appear, but she’s nothing special, is she."

"But look, just look. All the gentlemen are practically drooling over her, aren't they?"

"Perhaps she has some secret art of seduction that we are unaware of."

"If so, I’d love for her to teach me. She managed to capture Marquis Rousel, after all."

"And Duke McLeod of the Sosylle Kingdom, too."

"Oh, but wasn't she cast aside by the Duke?"

"But I heard she received a considerable fortune in alimony, a very valuable piece of land. Was it Mantest?"

"Yes, that's it! Not just a money tree, but a whole land of money, apparently. They say she's now one of the wealthiest women in the world."

"It’s enough to make one green with envy. I suppose with that much money, one can afford to overlook her other flaws."

Even Opal was surprised by this. It wasn't widely known that the investment in Mantest had been made with her own funds. The rumor must have spread because Hubert had transferred assets to her as payment for his fief at the time of their divorce. Besides, it was unheard of for a woman to invest on her own. It seemed that female independence was not readily accepted in this country either. Opal swallowed a sigh. Just then, the brief spell of giggling ceased, and one woman's cheerful voice cut through the air.

"Well, that almost makes it sound like Marquis Rousel is after her money."

"You might not be entirely wrong. The Marquis was originally the third son of a Baron's Family in the Sosylle Kingdom. He skillfully used the chaos in our country to ingratiate himself with His Majesty and climb to his current position. I hear he’s next in line to be promoted to Duke…"

The topic shifted from Opal to Claude. Just as Opal’s irritation began to mount, the King’s entrance was announced. Everyone curtsied or bowed their heads to welcome King Alessandro. Alessandro then delivered a speech celebrating the opening of a new railway and the engagement of Marquis Rousel, officially declaring the ball open.

First, Alessandro led a young woman, likely his niece the princess, onto the floor to dance. Midway through, Opal and Claude joined them. Opal’s heart danced along with her feet as she was led by Claude in her first dance in a long time. It was also the first time she had ever danced with him at a formal event.

"You look like you're having fun."

"Yes, very much so."

"You seemed angry just a moment ago, though."

"You noticed?"

"Of course. Your smile deepens when you’re angry. So, what were you angry about?"

"…The ladies' gossip. The things they were saying about you were awful."

"Ah, that. You shouldn’t let it bother you."

"Perhaps not, but…"

Opal replied, wondering what he meant by her smile deepening. Claude just laughed and gave a small shake of his head. She wished she could be like him, able to laugh off even the most infuriating things, but she already knew that was impossible for her. Seeing Opal mutter with displeasure, Claude laughed again. With Claude, who knew her personality so well, she could entrust her future without worry. That was why she was able to watch calmly as he left her side to dance the second song with the princess. And now, even as she was subtly separated from the Baroness and surrounded by a circle of ladies, Opal could maintain her smile.



		
			Chapter 36

			The Ball

			"They call her the ‘femme fatale’ of the Sosylle Kingdom. I was expecting someone extraordinary, but frankly, I’m disappointed."

"It must have been a mistake. She must be a witch. She probably knows some kind of magic to bewitch men."

The women surrounding Opal laughed spitefully. But far from being hurt, Opal found herself amused by the new moniker. A quick glance around revealed, at the very least, one marchioness, a countess and her daughter, another countess, and a viscountess. Perhaps it was strength in numbers, or perhaps they felt secure on their home turf, but Opal found it strange that these women, who could know almost nothing about her, could be so bold. For the moment, she held back any retort and simply offered a demure smile. It was then that a man’s voice cut in.

"I apologize for interrupting your conversation, but I came to request a dance from Miss Holloway."

"Oh, my! Baron Prado… you’re acquainted with this woman?"

"Yes. Marquis Rousel introduced us the other day. Isn't that right?"

"…Yes."

"So, will you grant me a dance?"

"With pleasure. Ladies, if you will excuse me."

Opal took the hand Eric offered, gave the women a slight nod, and moved toward the dance floor. The women were whispering amongst themselves. It seemed they were now saying she had already managed to ensnare Baron Prado. In the end, every social circle was the same. Weary of the gossip and scheming, Opal turned her attention to the man before her.

"You’re rather meek, aren't you?"

"Pardon?"

"To be spoken to like that and not even offer a rebuttal."

"…I am not yet aware of the power dynamics here, so I cannot afford to say anything careless."

"I see. So you change your attitude depending on your opponent's power."

She had thought he was helping her, but apparently not. Opal had to suppress a laugh at Eric's unique interpretation of her actions. As she looked down, Eric seemed to misunderstand her expression and pressed on.

"It's useless to try and gain sympathy by feigning injury. I know your true nature. So do the others. That is why no one else will even ask you to dance. I cannot believe that only Claude is being deceived. He usually possesses such an astonishingly brilliant mind."

The reason other men hadn't asked Opal to dance was because Claude had been turning them away. And after Claude had left her side, she was immediately surrounded by the ladies, so Eric was the only man to brave that obstacle to ask her. Eric had heard the nasty rumors about her beforehand and was now seeing only what he wanted to see. He really is just like the Hubert of old, Opal thought, as she casually glanced toward Alessandro.

Their eyes met instantly. Alessandro, who had not danced with anyone but the princess, was sitting and observing the ballroom, a habit of his that apparently no one minded. The smile on his face, however, suggested he was enjoying the spectacle. He seemed particularly amused by Opal’s current predicament.

He really is a malicious man, she thought. It’s as if we are all just puppets dancing on His Majesty’s board.

The irony of her situation was so amusing that she sought out Claude to distract herself, finding him easily. When their eyes met, Claude began to dance with exaggerated movements, as if he had read her very thoughts.

"Claude looks like he’s having a great time. Even more so than when he was dancing with you earlier."

"Do you think so?"

"You may not want to admit it, but…"

"It was a very enjoyable time. Thank you."

The music ended just then, and Opal cut Eric off with her closing remarks. Eric, who seemed to have noticed the jab, flushed red. He had likely just remembered that making one's partner uncomfortable was a problem that went far beyond mere dancing skill.

"I could fetch you a drink if you’d like. What would you prefer?"

"In that case, could you guide me to where they are serving light refreshments? There might be something unusual, so I'd like to choose for myself."

"…Very well. This way."

"Thank you."

She had asked Claude to stay away for a little while, so he likely wouldn’t be back for some time. Perhaps noticing this, Eric seemed to have decided to at least act the part of a gentleman toward her. His tone was a bit condescending, but he had offered her a drink, so Opal decided to accompany him to the separate room where hors d'oeuvres were being served. She placed her hand on his offered arm and walked, drawing the attention of everyone around them.

"Do I have horns or something growing from my head?"

"What was that?"

"No one seems to want to approach me. Or is it that you’re disliked, Baron?"

Usually, when a person of interest like Opal appeared, many people would flock to be introduced. But unlike before, everyone was just watching from a distance. She had meant it as a joke, but it seemed to be lost on Eric. He furrowed his brow in confusion but said nothing more as they reached their destination.

There, Opal requested a light alcoholic beverage and several kinds of canapés. The presentation was different, but the food itself was not so different from that of the Sosylle Kingdom.

"Are you going to eat all that?"

"…All this?"

After taking a seat, Opal followed Eric's gaze down to her own plate. The room was furnished with tables and chairs so guests could sit and eat. It was still early, so besides a few servants, there were no other guests, though a man had just entered alone. And on her plate were only a few canapés.

"Drinking on an empty stomach makes one more susceptible to intoxication."

"Isn't it common practice to eat something before attending a ball? It’s not a banquet, after all."

"Common practice?"

"Yes. That's why there are no other women here but you. Is it because you lack that sort of self control that you’ve made a drunken spectacle of yourself in the past?"

"…A drunken spectacle? What sort of thing, for example?"

Opal suppressed a rising tide of anger, elegantly brought a canapé to her lips, and waited for Eric’s answer. Even eight years ago, when her new husband Hubert had called her 'wanton', she had not been this furious. At the time, Opal shared some of the blame for not denying the rumors, and above all, Hubert was her husband, so he had the right to condemn her. Though Hubert's refusal to even listen was also a problem. After that, Opal disappeared from society. Even when she appeared in public during the development of Mantest, she had kept a low profile.

They say that lost trust is not easily regained, but this was a different matter entirely. Why should she be spoken to this way simply for taking a few canapés? Fueled by this anger, Opal's smile deepened, just as Claude had described.

"It was because… because you were drunk that you were so familiar with men…"

"Familiar in what way?"

"W, well, to begin with, aren't you ashamed to make me say such things!?"

"Not at all. I am asking because I do not understand what you are trying to imply, Baron. I have never once had too much to drink. And the only event that could be considered a scandal happened just once. It was when I foolishly went into the garden alone during an evening party and was attacked by a man after my dowry. I screamed for help. As a sixteen year old girl who had just made her social debut, I did not know what the consequences of that would be. But even if I had known, I would have fought back."

"But the rumors say…"

"Yes, they are all rumors. No one ever actually witnessed any subsequent scandal, yet the rumors took on a life of their own. I did not want to be defeated by a single scandal. That was all. So I always held my head high. That must have grated on everyone’s nerves. After all, it is considered ‘normal’ for a woman to be protected by a man and live without asserting her own rights. I suppose a woman should also refrain from eating a few canapés at a ballroom. Why? Because that is what is ‘normal’."

"No, but…"

As Opal spoke, her voice calm despite her anger, Eric was at a loss for words. He took a step or two back from her, his face a mask of astonishment. He seemed to pull himself together somehow, glaring at Opal as he spoke again.

"Then why did Duke McLeod divorce you?"

"I wonder why?"

"Obviously, because you were too busy gallivanting about to even produce an heir. Not only that, he had to give away part of his fortune to…!?"

By the time he came to his senses, it was too late. Opal had thrown the contents of her glass at Eric. But as she calmed down, she felt no particular regret. In fact, she thought she ought to praise herself. She slowly set her glass down and smiled radiantly.



		
			Chapter 37

			The Ball

			"Wh, what do you…"

"I have seen many foolish men in my time, but you are a hopelessly foolish man."

With that parting shot to the dumbfounded Eric, Opal stood up to leave the room. He grabbed her arm instantly.

"What kind of woman are you!"

"What kind of man are you, I wonder."

Eric, seemingly having lost himself to rage, glared down at Opal. But when she glanced down at her captured arm and repeated his words in a similar tone, he hastily let go. It seemed he had that much reason left.

"What am I supposed to do about these wet clothes?"

"Oh, don't you worry. A ‘normal’ woman, as you call them, would surely have a handkerchief. Why don't you borrow one? Unfortunately, I do not have a handkerchief to lend to someone like you."

"How can I appear before everyone looking like this!"

"Why not? A ‘normal’ woman, as you say, a chaste woman who fits a certain criteria, who doesn’t make a fuss when she feels she’s in danger, who doesn’t eat when she’s hungry, who bears the full responsibility for being unable to produce an heir, and who silently accepts being divorced and cast out without a penny, would surely be lenient with you, would she not? No, she would be more concerned for your well being, Baron. It would be impossible for her to have an opinion, so there is no problem at all."

"What nonsense are you…"

Eric stopped mid sentence. His face turned red. He must have finally understood that every word Opal spoke was a reflection of the ones he had thrown at her.

"That's not what I…"

"Eric, say no more. As she said, you are only exposing your own foolishness."

The man who cut off Eric's attempt at an explanation was a stranger to Opal. But his identity quickly became clear.

"Brother, why would you say that…"

"Because you and she are of a different caliber."

"That’s not…"

"Silence, Eric. Miss Holloway, my younger brother has been terribly rude."

"…I believe you are the one being rude. Viscount Amady?"

She said his name like a question because they had not yet been introduced. At that, the man she presumed to be Viscount Amady smiled and gave an ostentatious bow.

"You are quite right. I am Thierry Baphot, Viscount Amady. My apologies for my foolish brother and myself."

"…I am Opal Holloway. But my objection was not because we hadn't been introduced. It was in response to your words, Viscount."

"Mine?"

Thierry's pleasant expression soured into a suspicious one at Opal's statement. But Opal simply smiled and nodded.

"What is this ‘caliber’ you speak of? What would you have done if my ‘caliber’ had been inferior to your brother’s? Would you have ignored his rude behavior? Or would you have stepped in to help? Either way, your actions would have been despicable. While your brother was berating me, you stood with your back to us, drinking nonchalantly. Whatever my ‘caliber’ may be, it is certain that neither of you knows how to treat a woman."

Opal had noticed Thierry enter the room shortly after she had sat down. But Eric, apparently blinded by rage, had no attention to spare for his surroundings. And now, Eric seemed to be growing angry once more at Opal's tone toward Thierry. He opened his mouth to say something but was silenced by a gesture from Thierry.

"My apologies. I meant no harm, but it seems I have made you uncomfortable."

Thierry's words, which were not an apology at all, caused Opal’s heart to grow cold. In stark contrast to her feelings, her smile deepened again.

"You meant no harm? Have you ever considered how much your words and actions might hurt someone? An innocent rumor, a harmless prank. Do you believe that as long as there is no ill intent, everything is permissible? The words ‘I meant no harm’ are not a license to do as you please. But if you cannot take responsibility for your own words and deeds simply because you meant no harm, then perhaps you should renounce your title and honor. Rather than offering me a perfunctory apology like ‘my apologies’."

Eric’s foolishness had angered her, but Thierry’s arrogance was something Opal could not tolerate. Nearly a decade ago, she had been the target of so called gentlemen's harmless pranks and bets, and she had been hurt time and time again. The price for a single scandal had been steep. And the wounds from that time still followed her.

Eric and Thierry stared at Opal as if she were some exotic creature, likely never having been spoken to in such a manner. As the heir to a marquisate and his younger brother, they had probably been taught to be rulers. Perhaps their arrogance had transformed into strength during the civil war eight years ago, earning them titles independent of their family. That might have become the source of their confidence, but the arrogance peculiar to the nobility would be a hindrance in the coming era. If possible, she did not want to destroy the friendship between Claude and Thierry or Eric, but she would not bend her own principles either. Opal let the smile fade from her face and spoke coolly.

"Please, continue your friendship with Claude. However, I would ask that you avoid appearing before me as much as possible. I shall do my best to avoid you as well."

As Opal turned toward the exit, Claude was just walking in. He must have overheard, because he quickly moved to Opal's side and shot Eric and Thierry a severe look.

"I support Opal. So, though it is a shame to have invited you, please do not come to the wedding."

With that firm declaration, Claude prompted a surprised Opal to turn and leave before Eric or Thierry could say a word. Opal obeyed without so much as a farewell to the two men.

"…I’m sorry."

"Your worst habit, Opal, is trying to take responsibility for things you don't need to. That's why you apologize for things that aren't your fault."

"Claude…"

Claude sighed, looking somewhat weary. She did not think her arguments had been wrong, but she regretted picking a fight with Claude’s friends, wondering if there might have been a different way to handle things.

"I’ve caused an unnecessary rift between you and your friends. …I’m sorry, Claude."

"Again, it’s not something you need to apologize for. If a friendship is so fragile that it breaks just because someone else joins the picture, then that’s all it was worth. They’re good at their jobs. But that doesn’t excuse their insensitivity. If those two don’t shed their arrogant, class bound thinking, they won’t be able to keep up with the changes of the coming era."

"But…"

"Don’t worry, they aren't fools. They'll realize what the problem is. I'm talking a big game, but I need to change myself, too. For the past few years, we’ve been pushing forward relentlessly, and while we’ve accomplished some things because of that, I think we lost sight of what was around us. If we don't open a window in this closed off society, it will eventually rot and collapse. Or it will be destroyed from the outside."

"…So, should I be the one to open that window?"

"No, Opal, you should do as you please. His Majesty wanted that as well, didn't he?"

Claude, of course, had also been aware of Alessandro's intentions during the audience two days prior. Regret was not in Opal’s nature. If she had time for that, she should learn from her mistakes and apply them to the future. With that thought, Opal nodded firmly.

"You can count on me for that."

Then it suddenly dawned on her where they were heading, and she grew flustered.

"Claude, aren't we going back to the ballroom?"

"No, we’ve fulfilled our obligations, so it’s fine."

"But we haven't even said our farewells to His Majesty."

"It's alright. His Majesty understands."

"What about your parents?"

"My mother said she's done her duty, so she and my father have already returned to the carriage."

"Well then, I hope we haven't kept them waiting too long…"

"Don't worry about it. Since they're together, they might even tell us not to bother them."

Claude made a theatrically weary face, and Opal laughed. When they reached the carriage, the Baron and Baroness were indeed already inside, waiting.

"Oh, you could have stayed longer, you know."

At the Baroness's words, Claude shot Opal a look that said, "See?" Opal bit her lip to hold back a laugh. Soon, she would be a member of this warm family. Pushing aside the unpleasant feelings, Opal decided to look forward to the wedding, now just two days away.



		
			Chapter 38

			The Picnic

			"Why didn't you come?"

"…My brother said girls are just a hindrance and that I shouldn't come."

Opal had been so happy when her brother's friend, Claude, invited her on a picnic. But on the day of, her brother told her not to tag along. Thoroughly sulking, Opal had hidden in her favorite spot. More than the fact that she was only five years old, it was the reason that she was a girl that had made her so angry. Claude, apparently back from the picnic, had come looking for her, but even when he called her name, Opal refused to show herself. Then, she heard Claude’s disappointed voice.

"You shouldn't have listened to him. I invited you because I knew you would be fine, Opal."

"…Because it was me?"

"That's right. Because you're very brave, Opal."

"Brave…"

Those words swayed her heart considerably. But the words that followed hardened it once more.

"So stop sulking and come on down, Opal."

"No way. I'm not sulking!"

"I see…"

When Opal shouted from her favorite spot, high up in the spreading branches of a large tree, Claude replied with a sigh. A short silence fell, and then she heard the sound of footsteps. Startled, Opal quickly peeked through the branches and saw Claude walking away.

She shouldn’t have been so stubborn. It was too late for regrets. Claude had come all this way for her, and she had rejected him and driven him away. She half rose to climb down and chase after him, but then she sat back down. What if she chased him and he rejected her? Realizing just how cruel her own actions had been, Opal shivered.

The time that followed was even more painful and sad than before. She was angry at herself for being so stubborn and unable to be honest, and her mind was consumed by the fear that Claude would reject her forever. But amidst the chaos in her head, one thought grew steadily larger.

"I have to apologize."

She was the one in the wrong. So even if he ended up hating her for it, she had to at least apologize. Mustering her courage and steeling her resolve, Opal shifted her weight to climb down from the tree when she heard footsteps again. This time, they were coming closer and closer. She looked down and saw the top of Claude's head. While she stared, wide eyed, he deftly climbed up the tree.

"Opal, hold this for a second."

"…Okay."

Claude held out the basket he was carrying, and Opal took it, puzzled. It seemed it was in the way as he tried to settle onto the branch that served as his usual spot. Opal shifted her gaze from Claude and peeked inside the basket, her eyes widening in surprise.

"Claude, this is…"

"Yeah, I asked Marcia for it."

"…Are we going on another picnic?"

"Isn't this a picnic?"

Claude, who was now sitting almost right next to her due to the arrangement of the branches, reached for the basket. He took out some thinly sliced bread and cheese that Marcia, the housekeeper, had hastily prepared. The basket also held fruit and a corked bottle of fruit water.

"Here, let's eat. You haven't had lunch yet, right?"

"…Yeah."

Opal's reply was faint as she took the bread from Claude. She felt like she was about to cry, but she didn’t want to ruin their special picnic with tears. With that thought, she managed the brightest smile she could muster.

"Thank you, Claude."

"You're welcome. It's a little unbalanced and hard to eat up here, but you can handle it, right, Opal?"

"Of course!"

When she thanked him, Claude replied with a smile. That smile gave her courage.

"Claude, I'm sorry about before."

"It’s okay."

"Really?"

"Yeah."

"…Why do you always forgive me so easily, Claude? Don't you ever get mad?"

Time and time again, whenever Opal did something wrong, Claude would forgive her as soon as she apologized. She found it strange.

"That's because you always apologize. When you know you've done something wrong. So, I don't get mad."

"…You’re strange, Claude."

"You think so?"

When Opal mumbled her thoughts, Claude laughed cheerfully. Seeing his gentle smile made Opal happy, and she stopped thinking about it, focusing instead on her food.



		
			Chapter 39

			Resolve

			The day after the ball. In the early afternoon, Opal, along with Claude's family, arrived at the Rousel Marquisate's villa in the suburbs of the Royal Capital. The wedding ceremony tomorrow would be held at the village chapel, so they would spend the night at this estate. After the reception, the family and guests would return to the capital, while she and Claude would spend a three day honeymoon alone in this house. However, Claude was still at the main residence in the capital. And now, having been shown to the mistress's chambers, Opal was feeling as restless and fidgety as a bride should.

In her previous marriage, her husband Hubert had used the adjoining room for only a single night at the estate in his duchy. But this time, Claude would, of course, be using the room next door. It wasn't that she was opposed to it, of course.

What should I do… Even Claude wouldn’t imagine that after seven years of marriage, I’ve still never shared a marital bed, would he…

Having seen Claude's luggage being carried into the next room a little while ago, Opal began to pace around the room, which was furnished with elegant furniture. At twenty eight years old, she certainly understood the matters between a husband and wife. It would be a lie to say she wasn't embarrassed, but with Claude, she felt it would be alright. The only question was whether to tell him. He knew she was a novice when it came to romance, but she didn't know to what extent he understood.

But, if there's some procedure to it, and I end up causing him trouble… I should probably tell him beforehand.

Having reached a rational conclusion, Opal was then faced with the problem of when to tell him. It didn't seem like the kind of thing one should convey in a letter. But if she headed to the capital residence now, she wouldn't be back until late at night.

Well, just telling him will be over quickly, so tomorrow should be fine. There will be time between the ceremony and the start of the reception.

Satisfied with this answer, Opal felt a sense of relief and moved to the writing desk. She had several documents that needed to be processed and had brought them with her. However, when she opened the bag containing the papers, the first thing that caught her eye was the letter from Hubert. After failing to read it once, she had been putting it off, but she knew she had to deal with it now. She should have just sent it back through his agent as she always had when she first received it.

I really was swept off my feet…

Opal sighed at her own foolishness and slit the envelope open with a paper knife. She took out the contents and read through it.

"…This doesn't make any sense."

Opal muttered to herself, placing the letter on the desk and staring at it. She regretted not replying sooner, or better yet, sending it back. Her father, the Count, should have known she had cut off all contact with Hubert. She wondered why he had enclosed the letter, then corrected herself. Her father had nothing to do with it, it was her own fault for procrastinating. Still, she wondered if her father knew what the letter contained.

Father should be arriving in the country around now…

He would be attending the ceremony as the father of the bride, but he would be staying in the capital tonight and would not come to her until tomorrow. He planned to return to his own country immediately after the ceremony, so it seemed he was as busy as ever. As for her brother, he would not be attending, just like last time. Claude had been the one to tell her that.

To think that my brother and Claude have been in contact all this time… it's so unfair.

Opal had written to her brother several times but had never received a reply. And yet, not only had he been corresponding with Claude, he had even helped with supply replenishments during the civil war in the Taisey Kingdom. What's more, she learned he had dropped out of university at some point and was now in some other country. Her father surely knew, which made Opal feel like she was the only one in her family being left out.

Well, as long as he’s healthy, I can’t ask for more than that.

As a child, she had disliked her mean spirited older brother. They weren't close even now, and she hadn't even seen him since he went to university, but she still felt a familial love for him. She worried about him, and she got angry at him.

Really, men are so selfish!

Opal put the letter away with a rather rough gesture, as if taking out her frustration. Fueled by that anger, she tackled her paperwork. She made more progress than expected, and by the time she had finished everything, her mood had cleared.

The next morning. After she finished her preparations, her father, who had just arrived, came to see her. His clothes were impeccable, showing no signs of his carriage journey from the Royal Capital.

"Opal, you are as beautiful as you were eight years ago."

As she was about to step into the carriage that would take them to the chapel, Opal’s brow furrowed for a moment at her father’s words. But she quickly smoothed her expression into a smile and replied.

"…Thank you, Father."

Inwardly, however, Opal was irritated. Did he really have to make such a sarcastic comment on a day like this? Then it occurred to her that he might be serious. He had apparently believed that arranging her marriage to Hubert, however misguided it had been, was for her own good.

"…Father, did you love Mother?"

"What's this, all of a sudden?"

At Opal's question, Count Holloway furrowed his brow suspiciously. In the past, this expression would have terrified her into silence, but now she could stand up to him, just a little. Feeling a bit pathetic about the 'just a little' part, Opal bravely continued.

"Mother loved you until the day she died… Of course, she loved my brother and me dearly, and she gave us so much love. But I can't help but think that what she wanted most was for you to be with her more often…"

"…I made a promise."

"Pardon?"

"When I met your mother, I had inherited the title, but I had also inherited my father's debts and was in over my head. I didn't want her to think I was after her dowry, so I made a point of keeping my distance."

"And yet… you proposed to her in the end, didn't you."

"No, she proposed to me."

"Mother did?"

"Yes. She told me not to run away. That having no money was not shameful. That she had money, so that was enough."

"So you built your current fortune using Mother’s dowry?"

Opal was quite surprised by this unexpected revelation. She tried not to let it show as she prompted him to continue.

"Yes, that's right. I promised her I would multiply her dowry many times over. But in the early years of our marriage, I put her through a lot of hardship. Besides, your mother was never very strong, so I thought it would be better for her to live in the countryside where the air was cleaner. I developed the fief to make it more comfortable for her."

"…I never knew."

"I've never told anyone."

As Opal murmured her response, the Count seemed to puff out his chest with a hint of pride. Opal averted her gaze from her father and looked out the carriage window at the peaceful scenery. She knew her mother had been lonely, and she herself had been lonely too. But her mother had probably loved her father for his awkwardness and all.

Awkward isn't the word, he's completely clueless…

If it were her, even if her body were weak, she wouldn't just wait quietly in the countryside. She would go to be with the one she loved. She would fight to change the situation. It was then that Opal had another realization.

"Did you push through my marriage to Duke McLeod and provide such an extraordinary amount of aid because you saw a parallel to your own situation?"

"…I had factored in your stubbornness, but I had not factored in McLeod's arrogance."

"Then you didn't calculate this outcome either?"

"I do not regret refusing Lord Claude's first proposal. I did regret not permitting the second. But now, I believe this was for the best."

"Yes, I suppose so…"

She had many complaints, but she understood that her father loved her in his own way. Her father, however, would likely never admit to a feeling like love. That was part of who he was, and she loved him for it.

I think I understand how Mother felt, just a little…

Opal's gaze drifted from her father back to the world outside the window, and she swallowed a sigh.



		
			Chapter 40

			The Wedding

			Her wedding to Hubert had been a cold affair. The ceremony proceeded dispassionately, and when it was over, she received only perfunctory words of blessing from the few attendees. There had not even been a reception. But now, she was being celebrated not only by the guests but also by the villagers who had gathered around the chapel. Opal was overjoyed to receive such pure hearted congratulations from so many people.

"Claude, what should I do..."

"Are you all right? What's wrong?"

"This might sound... terribly cliché, but..."

"Yes? What is it?"

"I'm so happy, it's frightening."

She never thought she would utter such words. She fully expected him to laugh, but Claude just nodded with a serious expression and placed his hand over hers, which was resting on his arm.

"I'm frightened too. I keep thinking this might be a dream. I couldn't sleep at all last night."

"Claude..."

Hearing a moment of weakness from Claude, who always seemed so full of confidence, made Opal's chest tighten with a kyu. They had only just held their wedding and officially become husband and wife, yet her heart was going doki doki, as if she had a one-sided crush. At the same time, she remembered something she had to tell him, and her face turned bright red.

"Um, there's something I have to tell you—"

"Claude! Stop staring at your bride all day and get over here!"

Opal's words were cut off by the teasing of Claude's eldest brother. The two of them had stopped just outside the chapel, and it must have looked as though they were gazing into each other's eyes. They were, in fact, but to hide her bashfulness, Opal turned toward the others and smiled. It was somehow embarrassing, perhaps because the members of the Baron's family had known her since she was a child. Claude seemed to realize she had been about to say something, but he also appeared to understand her feelings and did not press her. Instead, he shot his brother an exaggerated glare.

"I'm not staring as much as you did, brother. Though my feelings are just as deep."

With that, Claude shot his sister-in-law a mischievous grin before turning his gaze back to Opal. Opal pushed her embarrassment aside and returned his smile. Surrounded by everyone's blessings and smiles, they boarded the carriage, and Opal let out a long sigh, fuu. Next was the reception at the estate.

"Are you tired?"

"No, I'm fine. But my heart feels so full it almost hurts."

As Opal replied, pressing a hand to her chest, Claude simply smiled gently without a word. This was the side of Claude that Opal had a weakness for. He could reassure her without needing any words.

"You're not fair, Claude."

"What do you mean?"

"It's like you know everything about me."

"Not everything."

"But you know more about me than I know about you. For example..."

"For example?"

Opal hesitated, though she had intended to say it all at once. Perhaps even Claude could not imagine that she had been married for seven years and yet nothing had ever happened. Still, she was sure that he, of all people, would understand.

"Th, that I've never... you know... e, experienced it."

"Experienced what?"

"You... you know what!"

Her embarrassment made her tone unintentionally harsh. When this happened, her stubborn side came out, and she could not be honest. Claude simply gazed at her, looking puzzled.

"'You know what'...?"

"M, marital matters."

Unable to bear Claude's gaze as he murmured to himself in thought, Opal turned her face away, tsun, and looked out the window. She was not seeing the scenery at all, however. Her every nerve was focused on Claude.

"...Huh? No, but... you were married for seven years, weren't you?"

"But we lived separately."

"Even so..."

Opal answered defiantly, but she was starting to feel anxious about Claude's reaction. She had not thought it was a big deal, but now she began to lose her nerve, wondering if it was a problem after all.

"Is it... is it that strange? Is it a problem? Does this mean you don't want me?"

"Of course not! The problem is that I—"

Opal asked, completely disheartened, and Claude vehemently denied it. He started to say something else, then shut his mouth.

"That you what?"

"—It's nothing."

Opal had confessed with all her heart, but Claude would not give her a straight answer. At that, Opal grew sullen, mu, and forgot all about her embarrassment.

"Claude, tell me properly."

"It's not a big deal, so don't worry about it."

"I will worry about it. Now I'm even more curious."

"Then I'll tell you later."

"What? When is later? I can't wait that long."

"I'm the one who can't wait! Why on earth would you bring this up now, in here!"

"Because I didn't know when else to say it! Why are you getting angry!? So it is a problem!?"

"I told you, that's not it! You've done nothing wrong, Opal! It's just that I—"

"What's wrong? Arguing already?"

Both Opal and Claude were so absorbed in their conversation that they had not noticed the carriage had stopped. What was more, perhaps because they were not getting out, Opal's father had apparently opened the door himself. He might have called out to them, but Opal, in her frustration, just glared at him.

"Father, please don't just open the door like that."

"Opal, if you don't do something about that strong will of yours, you'll tire a man's patience."

"That's one of Opal's charms."

Opal grew even angrier at her father's words, but Claude came to her defense with a gentle smile. After that, Opal could not say anything more. The Count just shrugged his shoulders as if exasperated and walked away.

"Oh, no. We've kept everyone waiting."

Claude murmured apologetically, looking at the servants lined up in front of the estate. After receiving their congratulations, they would then have to greet the guests for the reception. Her father had probably returned ahead of the others because he intended to leave partway through. Perhaps what he had said just now had been his own way of giving her advice.

(That's beyond clumsy...)

Opal watched her father's retreating back as she accepted Claude's hand to step down from the carriage. Claude squeezed her hand tightly and gently drew her closer.

"I love everything about you, Opal."

"I... I find it difficult. The way you just... say whatever you're thinking."

"Sorry."

"...That's a lie."

"Hm?"

Claude had defended her from her father, yet she had been so embarrassed that she had said something negative without thinking. And instead of getting angry, he had apologized. Hating her own inability to be honest, Opal squeezed his hand back tightly and mustered the courage to confess her true feelings.

"It is difficult, but... the truth is, I love it even more. I love you so much, Claude."

"...Thank you, Opal. That makes me so happy. But to say that right now—"

"Congratulations on your marriage!"

Claude started to say something else, smiling a little bashfully, but was cut off by the butler's words of congratulations on behalf of the staff. After that, everything happened in a flash, and before they knew it, night had fallen without them having a chance to speak privately again.



		
			Chapter 41

			Newlyweds

			Some time after the servants had begun to stir, Opal awoke to an indescribable sense of unfamiliarity. The sight that greeted her before her mind was fully awake nearly made her scream, but she managed to stifle it. Startled by the sight of Claude's sleeping face so close to hers, Opal was then tormented by a wave of embarrassment. Fortunately, Claude showed no signs of waking.

(Th, that was a shock…)

Pressing a hand to her heart, which was pounding hard enough to leap from her chest, she held her breath and gazed at Claude’s face. They had known each other for a long time, but this was the first time she had observed him from such a close distance.

(…Oh? There’s a faint scar on his cheek. Since when?)

Opal furrowed her brow at the mark, which looked like it had been made by a sharp blade. She should have known about any injuries he sustained up until their school days. It then occurred to her that he must have received this scar during the civil war. Claude had said it was nothing serious, but of course, she had not believed him. Even if she could not ask about it now, she hoped he would tell her soon. Opal reached a hand toward the scar, then stopped.

He was sleeping so peacefully. She wanted him to rest a little longer. With that thought, Opal savored her happiness while gazing at his sleeping face for a while longer before quietly slipping out of bed.

＊　＊　＊

"Opal."

Having finished her morning preparations, Opal was looking through some documents while sipping her tea when she turned at the sound of her name. Claude was peeking out from the bedroom door. Opal hurriedly stood up, forcing a smile to hide her embarrassment.

"Good morning, Claude."

"…Good morning."

Although she offered a cheerful morning greeting, Claude’s response was stiff. Hiding her anxiety about what mistake she might have made, Opal decided to act the part of a wife.

"Shall I have breakfast brought to our room? Or would you prefer the breakfast room?"

"…The breakfast room."

Claude answered curtly and closed the door, but Opal immediately followed after him. If there was a problem, she wanted him to tell her. She wanted to try her best to fix it.

"Claude."

"What is it, Opal?"

"What is it, you ask…"

When Opal called out to him, Claude, who had been heading back to his room, stopped and gave her the same smile as always. Opal’s resolve instantly faltered. Perhaps it had just been her imagination that Claude seemed displeased. But she felt she should trust her intuition. She did not want any misunderstandings or to make him endure something in silence.

"If I… if I’ve made some mistake, I want you to tell me."

"A mistake? You, Opal?"

"Yes. About… about last night… Was I wrong in some way, as a bride?"

"As a bride…"

Claude repeated her words as if to digest them, then, after a pause, his eyes widened in understanding.

"Of course not! No, no. You did nothing wrong, Opal! It’s my problem!"

"Yours, Claude?"

"I’m not a morning person."

"You’re not?"

While she was surprised to learn this for the first time after their long acquaintance, many nobles were slow to rise in the morning, so Opal did not see it as a problem. If anything, she was the one who woke up too early. So, Opal waited for Claude to explain further. But he did not continue.

"Um… I don’t see how that’s a problem."

"Ah, well. That’s why I said it’s my problem…. It feels like a waste, or rather, uncool, that I was just sleeping while you were right next to me…"

"You’re always cool, Claude. You look very cool right now."

"…Thank you. Well then, I’ll go change so I can be even cooler."

"Yes, I’ll be waiting in the breakfast room."

After seeing Claude off with a smile, Opal returned to the living room and sank to the floor. She let out a deep breath and pressed a hand to her doki doki heart.

(That was nerve-wracking…. I acted normally, right? There was nothing strange about me, was there?)

She was relieved to know she had not made a mistake, but Claude’s words had almost made her break into a grin. She had somehow managed to maintain her composure, but her face felt hot. Fanning her face with one hand, Opal stood up, rang the bell, and then stood before the mirror to quickly tidy her appearance.

"How may I help you, Madam?"

"Could you please inform the staff that my husband and I will be dining in the breakfast room, and to make the preparations?"

"As you wish."

She suppressed the ticklish feeling of being called "Madam" by the maid who appeared at the ring of the bell, and her tone became a little sharp as she hid her shyness at calling Claude "my husband." To compensate, she gave the maid a smile, who then departed with a look of relief. They had only been at this estate for two days, so the servants were still trying to get a measure of their new mistress. She had to establish boundaries as an employer, but she wanted to build a good relationship with the staff. She wanted to avoid a repeat of what had happened at the Duke McLeod mansion at all costs.

(Come to think of it, I need to do something about Duke McLeod…)

Opal, who had been about to head to the breakfast room, remembered the letter and sighed. She could ignore Hubert, but then the mystery would remain unsolved and would weigh on her mind. In any case, she intended to consult Claude before deciding whether to grant Hubert's wish. And so, once Claude was seated for breakfast, Opal waited for the right moment to bring it up.

"McLeod is coming to see you?"

"That’s right. I should have refused sooner, or returned the letter unopened, but I was careless…. He’s probably on a ship by now. But, I still have the option of not seeing him…"

When she told him about the letter from Hubert announcing his intention to visit, Claude’s brows drew together in suspicion. As a result, Opal found herself making excuses. Noticing her tension, Claude’s expression softened into a faint smile.

"What do you want to do, Opal?"

"Me? I… to be honest, I am curious what on earth he’s thinking."

"I can see that."

Claude's gentle question eased the tension from Opal's shoulders. When she answered honestly, Claude smiled encouragingly and agreed.

"If you don’t meet him, you’ll probably always wonder what it was all about. So I think you should see him. However, it should be after we return to the Royal Capital in two days, and I’d like to be there with you."

"Of course. Thank you, Claude. I’ll feel much stronger with you by my side."

As Opal smiled in relief, Claude’s expression turned mischievous.

"To be honest, I’m curious too. Purely as a nosy onlooker. If I weren’t, I’d be so jealous I’d lock you in the attic and never let you see McLeod."

"…But if you did that, I’d escape. By any means necessary."

"I know. That’s why I love you so much, Opal. You’re stubborn, you hate to lose, and you despise anything unjust."

"I, I’m not happy to hear that! That’s not a compliment!"

At his unexpected confession, Opal’s cheeks flushed red and she turned away with a huff. Claude immediately burst out laughing, and in the end, Opal could not hold back either and joined in.



		
			Chapter 42

			A Consultation

			The day after Opal and Claude returned to the Royal Capital, Hubert came to visit without delay. Before facing him, Opal stood in front of the drawing room door and took a deep breath. Claude gave her hand a firm squeeze before letting go.

"Thank you, Claude."

"No, I’m nervous too."

"You are?"

"I suppose I still can’t believe my own good fortune. But I’ve gotten good at bluffing, so just watch me."

Surprised by his unexpected words, Opal watched as Claude announced this mischievously and opened the door. Hubert was alone in the reception room. He stood up upon seeing Claude and Opal. It had been about a year since Opal had last seen Hubert. He had not changed much, though he did look a little tired.

"Well, it’s been a while, McLeod."

"Rousel. …So you two really got married."

Even as Hubert shook Claude’s hand, his gaze was fixed on Opal. Claude quickly released Hubert’s hand, wrapped an arm around Opal’s waist, and pulled her to his side.

"I doubt an introduction is necessary, but this is my wife, Opal."

"It’s been a long time, Your Grace."

"Ah, yes…. So, did you two meet through the Mantest investment?"

Opal hesitated at the question and glanced at Claude. She was unsure if she should reveal Marquis Rousel’s true identity, that he was the third son of a Baron’s family from Sosylle Kingdom. However, her hesitation seemed to have caused a misunderstanding in Hubert, whose expression turned menacing.

"How long have you two been meeting?"

"McLeod, Opal and I are childhood friends."

"…Childhood friends? You two?"

When Claude answered his question, Hubert’s eyes widened in disbelief. It seemed news of Claude’s origins had not yet reached his home country. Judging that Claude himself had no intention of hiding it, Opal began to explain in detail.

"Claude is from Sosylle Kingdom. His family’s barony and my father’s, Count Holloway’s, fief are adjacent, and our estates were close enough to visit easily, so we became good friends."

"Rousel, no, Claude Fred…"

Hubert murmured Claude’s name, seemingly cross-referencing it with his mental list of nobles from Sosylle Kingdom. Although they held a title, Claude’s parents did not attend the social season in the Royal Capital every year, so perhaps he was not well known among the younger generation. Even so, something must have clicked for Hubert, as he stared at Claude anew.

"…How did someone from a Baron’s family in Sosylle Kingdom become a marquis in Taisey Kingdom?"

"My maternal grandfather was the previous head of the Rousel family. His heir unfortunately passed away in an epidemic eight years ago. Things were chaotic with the civil war and all, so my existence isn’t widely known in other countries."

"But if that’s the case, then at least five years ago, when I met you seeking support… Is that why Count Holloway introduced you to me? Were you two in contact all that time?"

Hubert, who had been muttering bitterly, suddenly snapped his head up and questioned Opal and Claude accusatorially. Feeling as if she were being accused of past infidelity, Opal bristled.

"The only time Claude and I met after I was married was once when I first returned home to my father’s fief… Until just a few months ago, I hadn’t heard a single word from Claude since that day. To think he was in contact with my father all that time, and was a Marquis Rousel no less…"

Though she had started by explaining things to Hubert, Opal found herself growing increasingly angry at Claude, and at her father as well. When it truly mattered, she was always left out of the loop.

"Even the Mantest development, which was how I learned about Marquis Rousel in the first place, do you have any idea how worried I was?"

"I, I’m sorry…"

"An apology won’t fix this. I am still angry, you know."

"W, well, then what should I…"

Suddenly being blamed as the topic shifted, Hubert recoiled. Opal’s glare moved from Hubert to Claude.

"And you, Claude!"

"Yes."

"Don’t just say ‘yes’!"

"Yes, ma’am."

Claude seemed somewhat amused, likely because this was familiar territory. Opal was less angry and more pouting. Realizing how childish she was being, Opal hastily regained her composure.

"I have a lot to say to you, but I’ll save it for later. For now, let’s hear His Grace’s business. Your letter mentioned a consultation regarding Lady Stella’s future. What did you mean by that?"

Hubert’s letter had, for some reason, stated that he wanted to consult Opal, who was now a complete stranger, about Stella. In the first place, Stella disliked her, and Lady Northem would surely resent any involvement Opal had in Stella’s affairs. Opal could not understand why Hubert would go so far as to come see her in person for advice.

"The truth is… I’ve been thinking that I must remarry soon to produce an heir, and I have selected a candidate from a list of promising prospects. But her family, Lady Marienne of the Count Lefond Family, has put forth a condition for the marriage."

Hearing Hubert’s words, Opal managed to force her twitching face into a smile. It sounded incredibly self-centered and selfish, but such things were to be expected in a marriage between nobles. Perhaps the other party had agreed to it, which was why they presented the condition.

"What sort of condition is it?"

"She has requested, in writing, that I sever all ties with Stella… with Stella completely."

"So, this is a formal contract that requires a signature, then?"

"Yes."

Lady Marienne, or more likely her mother, was quite shrewd, just as the rumors suggested. Aware of the gossip about Stella being Hubert’s mistress, she was likely setting a condition to solidify her own standing and position as his wife. The fact that marriage conditions were being discussed meant that even if they were not formally engaged, it was common knowledge. If the engagement were broken off now, it would cause a minor scandal, a major one for the woman. And if the reason was related to Stella, it would be tantamount to a public admission of their relationship, regardless of the truth.

(So, what does he want me to do about it…)

Swallowing the sigh that threatened to escape, Opal glanced at the man beside her. Claude met her gaze with a subtly sympathetic expression. He was here by her side, supporting her and telling her to do as she pleased. So she would do just that. Having reached her conclusion, Opal let out a soft breath and turned her eyes back to Hubert, who sat opposite her.

"In short, Your Grace, you must choose between Lady Stella and Lady Marienne, is that correct?"

"That’s right."

Seeing Hubert nod with a somewhat relieved expression, Opal gave him a bright smile.

"In that case, consulting me will be of no help, so please make the decision yourself."



		
			Chapter 43

			Contempt

			"Wha…?"

Hubert stared blankly at Opal, who had delivered a response that was as cold as it was reasonable. He was snapped back to reality by Claude clearing his throat, a sound that seemed to be suppressing laughter.

"N, no. I’m consulting you precisely because I can’t decide."

"And I am asking, why me, a stranger?"

"Because… you were my wife for seven long years. You know Stella well, don’t you? Are you saying you would just abandon her now?"

"…As I said, that is in the past and no longer my concern. You, Your Grace, are the one who will bear the responsibility for the future of Duke McLeod. You should be the one to decide."

This circular conversation felt both tiresome and strangely familiar, and Opal decided she was, after all, simply tired of it. Hubert, for his part, looked shocked, his dismay written plainly on his face.

"It must be painful to cut ties with Lady Stella, whom you grew up with like a true sister, but I believe it may be a necessary choice when considering the future of the McLeod ducal house. Even if the marriage negotiations with Lady Marienne fall through this time, other young ladies may believe the rumors and demand similar conditions. Besides, you have set up a considerable trust for Lady Stella so that she will not want for anything in the future, correct? Of course money isn’t everything, but Lady Stella still has Lady Northem and the long-serving staff, like Romit and Beth, by her side, so…"

"Beth is gone."

Claude watched with amusement as Opal ended up giving advice after all, but Hubert’s expression grew progressively more dejected. He suddenly scowled and cut Opal off.

"…Beth is gone? Did something happen?"

Opal was surprised to hear that Beth, who had adored Stella so much, was no longer there. But she quickly guessed the reason and smiled.

"She got married, then?"

"No. But Beth is apparently with child, so Lady Northem dismissed her."

"…What?"

At Hubert’s reply, laced with open contempt, it was Opal’s turn to give a blank response. Her mind understood, but the thought of ‘surely not’ was overwhelming. Yet Hubert restated it earnestly.

"Beth is trying to have a child with no father. We cannot employ such a person."

"My! So Beth has had an immaculate conception! What a miracle!"

"How could that be possible? Beth won’t name the father!"

Incensed by Hubert’s attitude, Opal feigned delight. Claude smirked, while Hubert raised his voice. Hearing his words, Opal continued, no longer bothering to hide her own contempt.

"Then there is a father, is there not? A very irresponsible man, it seems."

Opal’s icy words seemed to make Hubert finally realize his slip of the tongue. A flicker of dismay crossed his face, but it was quickly replaced by a sullen expression.

"Even so, it does not change the fact that Beth acted irresponsibly."

"Why must women in vulnerable positions always have to fight alone?"

"What was that?"

"Nothing… I have no intention of saying anything more about Beth without knowing the full details. In any case, if you are considering the future of the McLeod ducal house, I believe accepting Lady Marienne’s condition would be for the best."

Remembering the past events that had tarnished her own reputation, Opal had become emotional, but a gentle touch from Claude’s hand on hers brought her back to her senses, and she returned to the topic at hand.

"But, if I do that, Stella will be so…"

"Then why not try speaking with Lady Marienne again? Alternatively, if Lady Stella were to marry, perhaps the situation would change."

"That’s impossible. I invited several of my friends to the manor to meet her, but each time Stella had a terrible attack. It seems the thought of having to marry creates too much pressure for her."

"You invited your friends to the manor…?"

"Yes."

Opal, exasperated with herself for taking his consultation seriously, gave her opinion and then froze, repeating his words as a question. She had expected that Stella would resist marrying any man other than Hubert, but hearing that he had invited his friends to the mansion sparked a realization. If the proud Beth were to choose a partner, or perhaps if she had been coerced, could it have been one of Hubert’s friends?

Opal had met several of Hubert’s friends at balls and other events when she was single. Some of them had questionable characters, and she had had unpleasant experiences with them. It was only after her marriage that she learned they were Hubert’s friends, and she later wondered if Hubert’s terrible treatment of her might have been because they had fed him lies about her.

(I can’t exactly tell a duke well past thirty that he should be more careful in choosing his friends, like some overprotective mother. That said, I can’t just let this situation with Beth lie…)

As Opal became lost in thought, Claude gently patted her hand. When she looked up to see what was wrong, he gave her an encouraging smile before turning back to Hubert.

"It may be a bit early to call it Opal’s homecoming trip, but we are thinking of going to Sosylle Kingdom soon. We will likely make an appearance in society, so I look forward to you introducing us to your future bride then."

"No, but…"

"Opal has already answered your request for a consultation, has she not? All that remains is for you to reach a conclusion."

Claude gently told him it was time to leave. Hubert started to say something, but Claude made his point more clearly by standing up. At this, Hubert had no choice but to rise as well, and Opal stood with the help of Claude’s hand.

"I wish you the best of luck, McLeod."

"Ah, thank you. Opal, Rousel, I wish you happiness."

"We certainly will be."

"…Thank you, Your Grace."

Claude and Hubert shook hands, and Opal replied with a placid smile. The exchange of pleasantries felt hollow and insincere, but it was perhaps unavoidable given their current relationship.

"Opal, I am sorry for everything."

"Not at all. I apologize for not being of much help."

"It was more than enough. I’m sorry for intruding, Rousel."

"McLeod, I heard a rumor that bandits have been appearing recently in Sosylle Kingdom. Is everything all right?"

"Ah. They’ve already been captured. It seems there was some internal strife, the leader was killed, and they became a disorganized mob."

"I see."

This was the first Opal had heard of bandits, but it seemed the matter was already resolved. Hubert gave Opal one last look, then turned on his heel and boarded his waiting carriage. As the carriage began to move, Opal looked up at Claude.

"Is this really all right?"

"You’re worried about that woman, Beth, aren’t you?"

Despite her simple question, Claude seemed to understand her immediately. He even understood what she wanted to do.

"But will His Majesty permit it?"

"It’s fine. His Majesty understands."

"That you’re returning home?"

"My priorities."

She felt like she understood the meaning of his words, yet at the same time, she did not. She thought she knew Claude well, but whenever King Alessandro was involved, things suddenly became complicated.

"These past eight years feel so frustrating."

"I feel the exact same way, but I do think they were a necessary eight years."

"I feel the exact same way."

Opal replied, and they looked at each other and laughed. Laughing lightened her heart. Remembering that she had never once laughed with Hubert, Opal vowed to cherish this laughter.



		
			Chapter 44

			Homecoming

			"The season is about to start. How did you manage to rent this place?"

Stepping out of the carriage in front of a mansion in the center of the Sosylle Kingdom's Royal Capital, Opal posed the question to Claude. The mansion itself was not overly large, but it was quite old, and its good taste was evident even from the exterior. It was close to the Holloway estate, an impeccable location. Many members of high society who flocked to the Royal Capital when the season began did not own their own mansions. A residence like this would have been difficult to rent without booking it last year. Impressed that he had managed it for their sudden homecoming, Opal looked at Claude’s face and revised her opinion.

"You bought it, didn’t you? And quite some time ago."

"I purchased it as an investment. It was the right decision not to lease it out this year."

"Why didn’t you lease it this year?"

"…Anticipation, perhaps? Anyway, let’s go inside."

"Yes, let’s."

They knew each other well, but there were still many things they did not know. Deciding to look forward to discovering them, Opal placed her hand on the arm Claude offered and began to climb the stairs to the entrance.

"The interior is quite lovely as well."

"I’m glad to hear you say that."

Opal stepped inside the mansion as the doors were opened with perfect timing. After being introduced to the butler and other servants who came out to greet them, she quickly surveyed the entrance hall and offered her honest impression. Claude smiled in response and led her toward the living room. Seeing Nadia chatting happily with a maid, Opal decided she could trust her to supervise the unpacking and proceeded into the room, where she let out a sigh of admiration. The room was adorned with furniture and decorations that suited her tastes perfectly.

"It’s lovely…"

Opal sat down on the sofa and gently stroked the damask-upholstered seat. Claude watched her, looking pleased. There were many things she wanted to say, but what came out of her mouth was a simple and important sentiment.

"Claude, thank you for bringing me to such a wonderful home."

"You’re welcome. If you like it, then it was worth buying."

His smile, like that of a boy whose prank has succeeded, filled Opal with a nostalgic thrill. Of course, he had not been this gentle in the past.

(No. Claude was always kind. It was just a little hard to see…)

If anything, she had been the cheeky and selfish one. Remembering this, Opal felt a pang of embarrassment as she looked at Claude anew.

"Is something wrong?"

"I was just thinking how glad I am that you fell in love with me."

After answering Claude’s question, Opal realized her words could be misinterpreted in the flow of the conversation. She hurriedly added an amendment.

"It’s not because this house is lovely, you know."

"I know. But may I ask why?"

Finding her flustered state amusing, Claude laughed aloud before asking his question. She hesitated for a moment, wondering how to answer, but the perfect response for the Claude of today came to her quickly.

"Because you fight alongside me."

"Of course. For you, Opal, I would even lay down my life!"

Opal burst out laughing at Claude's dramatic gesture of clutching his chest. He feigned an offended expression, then broke into a grin.

"So, how are the preparations for this battle coming along?"

"For now, I’ve found where Beth is."

"Was she at the charity you established, the Sanctuary for Women?"

"No. It seems she never went to the facility. Apparently, Lady Northem gave her a rather large sum as a severance payment. That, at least, is a relief."

Immediately after Hubert’s visit, Opal had written a letter to her agent in Sosylle Kingdom, asking him to find out what had happened to Beth. The agent had been introduced to her by her uncle, Jonathan Kenjit, and was extremely capable and reliable. In fact, as soon as they had disembarked at the port in Sosylle Kingdom, a messenger from the agent had handed her an investigation report on Beth. It could only have been two or three days since he received her letter, which made Opal suspect he had likely been keeping an eye on the McLeod ducal household for some time.

"In that case, do you need the results of my investigation into the recent conduct of McLeod’s friends?"

"Thank you, Claude. That would be very helpful."

Claude had probably been investigating Beth on his own as well. Not because he did not trust Opal, but because he was always ready to help her in any way he could.

"I’ll visit Beth first thing tomorrow."

"Would it be better if I weren’t there?"

"I think so. It would be reassuring for me, but it might frighten Beth."

"Then I’ll arrange for a carriage. A plain one without a crest would be best, right? Also, I insist you take an escort."

"Yes. I understand. Thank you for everything, Claude."

Opal thanked him and concluded the topic of Beth, changing the subject to the current state of affairs in Sosylle Kingdom.

And so, the next day. Opal stepped out of the carriage on the outskirts of the Royal Capital and looked up at an old apartment building. It did not seem well-maintained, but there was no scattered trash or foul odors. She had confirmed that the area was not particularly unsafe. Nevertheless, both the coachman and the footman were carrying guns, and an escort was following them from a short distance.

"Well then, shall we go?"

"Yes, Madam."

Opal spoke to Nadia, who had been looking up at the building with her, then gave a slight nod to the coachman. He responded by touching the brim of his hat and starting the carriage. The carriage would wait a short distance away, while the footman and escort would keep a discreet watch nearby.

According to the report, the room was on the second floor, the corner unit on the west side. Opal and Nadia ascended the stairs with brisk steps and stood before the target door. There was no name on the decaying door. Feeling a slight twinge of anxiety, she knocked firmly. She had confirmed in advance that Beth was home, so there should be no mistake, but it took some time for a response. Just as Nadia, growing impatient, opened her mouth to say something, a sound came from the other side of the door, followed by the click of a lock being turned.

"Yes?"

The face peeking through the slight gap was indeed Beth’s, but she was considerably haggard since Opal had last seen her, and she looked older. Feeling a small shock at the transformation of the once-defiant Beth, Opal forced a smile and pushed the door wide open.

"Hello, Beth."

"Wh, what!?"

Startled, Beth stared blankly for a moment, then immediately tried to shut the door. The force pushed the door from Opal’s hand, but she quickly wedged her foot in the opening. Ignoring the dull pain in her toes, Opal pushed the door wide open again.

"Don’t be like that, Beth. It’s been a long time, let’s talk for a little while."

"…Did you come here to laugh at me?"

"Oh, I can’t laugh at something that isn’t amusing. But perhaps it’s something similar. I’m just a nosy parker, after all."

At Opal’s words, which offered neither comfort nor pretense, Beth burst into tears.



		
			Chapter 45

			The Circumstances

			"You, you are a truly… cruel, demonic person!"

"Hmm? But my lady is a very kind person. Well, she can be a bit stubborn, strict, and inflexible, but she’s a real softy and can’t leave anyone in trouble alone! There’s no way she’d cross the sea just to be a nosy parker."

"Nadia…"

It seemed Nadia could no longer hold her tongue at Beth’s sobbing accusation. It was one thing for her to suddenly interject with a rebuttal, but the content was so ambiguous that Opal could only manage a wry smile, unsure of what to say. However, the appearance of a new person surprised Beth enough to stop her tears.

"Wh, who are you?"

"I am her lady’s maid. I’ve known my lady for a long time."

When Beth asked, still frightened, Nadia replied proudly. Perhaps disliking her tone, Beth scowled and glared at Nadia.

"W, well I was a lady’s maid too. But this person is so cold…"

"What?! That’s impossible! There’s no one more angelic than my lady!"

"Um, Nadia? I’m very happy to hear you say that, but at this rate… Beth, could you let us inside?"

Nadia's intervention was not just sidetracking the conversation; Opal felt she was being left behind entirely, so she hastily cut in. Arguing on the doorstep would only attract attention and tire them both out. When she prompted Beth to let them in, Beth, distracted by Nadia’s appearance, complied without protest.

Opal had expected the interior to be as dilapidated as the exterior, but she was surprised by the almost complete lack of furniture. On a worn-out rug sat a small round table and a single chair. There was no fireplace, no sofa, not even a bench or a chest. It would be a lie to say that Opal, born into wealth, knew how commoners lived, but even she could see that the resident of this room was in dire straits. However, as she took another step inside, a single door came into view, and for some reason, Opal let out a sigh of relief.

"Is there another room back there?"

"Just a bedroom that’s full once you put a bed in it."

"Then where do you cook? And the bathroom and washing area?"

"They’re all communal. Any other questions?"

As if challenging her to complain, Beth stood with her hands on her hips, her belly so large it looked as if she could give birth any day. Perhaps she should have felt pity, but instead, Opal met her defiant attitude with a smile just as unwavering as before.

"In that case, I won’t hesitate to ask. Who is the father of that child?"

At the blunt question, devoid of all tact or consideration, Beth gasped. Her complexion was faintly pale, but her face showed no fear or revulsion. Suppressing the urge to press further, Opal took the liberty of opening the door at the back of the room.

"What do you think you’re doing!?"

"Unwelcome guests are known for their lack of manners."

With that, Opal sat down on the small bed, which lacked even a mattress. Despite sitting on the coverlet, it felt like sitting on a hard floor, but Opal did not let it show on her face as she beckoned to Beth.

"It must be hard for you to keep standing. Why don’t you sit down and we can talk."

"I’m not your lady’s maid anymore!"

"Yes, that’s right. I have a capable maid now, so I have no need for a rebellious one."

Inwardly praying that Beth would not remain stubborn any longer, Opal smiled again. Seeing Opal’s deceptively malicious attitude, Nadia grinned. Faced with the audacity of these two who had barged in and made themselves at home, Beth seemed to have moved past anger to resignation. She let out a heavy sigh and sat down next to Opal.

"…Why did you come here?"

"Because I heard your story, and it made me angry."

"At me?"

"At you, and at everyone around you."

Beth looked as if she were about to cry at Opal’s merciless words, but this time she seemed to hold it back. Opal took a basket from Nadia, who was standing in the doorway of the small bedroom, and offered it to Beth.

"This is a bit late, but it’s a gift for you."

"A gift?"

"Yes. I didn’t know what you like, so I had it filled with various things that will keep."

When Opal removed the cloth covering the basket, Beth’s face lit up. It seemed she had been cutting back on meals as well.

"Is there no support from the child’s father?"

"That is…"

"He’s quite irresponsible, isn’t he?"

"Lord Keimont is not irresponsible! He told me he would definitely come for me!"

Beth had let the father’s name slip, though she did not seem to realize it. She was glaring at Opal, but her eyes were filled with anxiety. Her words were likely meant more to convince herself than Opal.

Opal remembered Keimont well, as he had tried to court her several times when she was single. Reading the report Claude had prepared, she was exasperated to see he had not changed. While she was relieved that Beth did not seem to have been forced, she also felt sorry for her for being deceived.

"…Are you still in contact with him?"

"Right now… we are waiting for the scandal to die down. If there’s too much of an uproar, Lord Keimont might be disowned by the Count. If that happens, he would be removed as an heir, and it would be difficult for us to live together… So he said he would speak to the Count at the right time, so that he will approve."

"I see…"

Opal replied quietly, though inwardly she was seething. According to Claude’s investigation, Jeff Keimont, the second son of a Count family, had already inherited a significant fortune. Yet he was letting Beth dream sweet dreams while leaving her without any support. And he was apparently still living a very frivolous and degenerate life.

"Well then, I’ll be going now. I’m sorry for barging in on you like this."

With those words, Opal stood up and offered a hand to Beth, who was trying to rise. Beth looked at Opal in surprise.

"I’d like to say you don’t need to see us out, but you do need to lock the door."

As Opal and Beth left the bedroom, Nadia quickly stood up from the chair. She seemed less worried about being scolded for resting and more guilty about sitting in the only chair without the permission of the homeowner, Beth. But Beth seemed too preoccupied to notice such things, and she followed behind Opal awkwardly. Opal stopped at the door leading outside, turned around, and looked at Beth intently.

"Life has its share of very painful and sad moments, but it also has many, many joyful and happy ones. So please, take care of your body and don’t push yourself too hard."

"…Yes."

Beth’s voice was small and faint, but her face was free of despair. Opal gave her a gentle, encouraging smile, then left the old, cramped room with Nadia.



		
			Chapter 46

			The Return

			"My! What a wonderful day this is! To think the Duchess McLeod has returned to us!"

"...I am the Marchioness Rousel now."

"Oh, that’s right, you are. And where is the Marquis?"

The Viscountess, the evening's hostess, shifted her large frame and peered behind Opal. Her booming voice echoed throughout the hall, drawing everyone’s attention. Opal maintained her smile and studied the Viscountess’s expression to gauge her true intentions, but she could see no malice. It seemed the woman simply did not think, but surprisingly, that type could be the most difficult to handle.

"My husband is a very busy man and cannot seem to leave his desk... That is why I have imposed upon you like this, without an invitation. Am I a bother?"

"Not at all! You are always most welcome!"

When Opal answered with a hint of loneliness, the Viscountess's face clouded with sympathy. Opal felt a pang of guilt for deceiving the relatively good natured woman, whose only flaw was an astonishingly loose tongue, but she reasoned it was not so bad. Their conversation would make the Viscountess the talk of society for a while. And the household butler would surely not be reprimanded for admitting an uninvited Opal. Seeing the hostess rush to deny her apologetic question, Opal felt a wave of relief.

It seemed Hubert had not told anyone that Opal and Claude had planned to return to their home country. And as she had not run into any acquaintances on her journey, her return had not yet reached the ears of high society. So, rather than announcing her presence by writing letters or strolling through the park, Opal chose to make a sudden appearance at a soirée. High society was glamorous and venomous, and most people flocked to whatever was newsworthy. Just as she predicted, once she moved away from the Viscountess, a great number of people gathered around her.

Everyone showered Opal with praise, desperately trying to get closer to her. Opal responded with a placid smile, but her heart was quite cold. Eight years ago, because of the awful rumors, the women had scorned her, and the men had hurled obscene words at her. Yet because of her status and fortune, the invitations had never ceased, and Opal, out of sheer stubbornness, had continued to attend. Now, she thought it had been foolish. She then realized that nothing had changed even now. She had simply acquired even greater status and fortune than she had back then.

Formerly the Duchess McLeod, now the Marchioness Rousel. And her wealth was still growing. Eight years ago, she thought she was fighting for her own honor. Now, she was fighting for Beth's honor. Or rather, it was probably for her own satisfaction. She could easily provide Beth with financial support without doing any of this. Just as she was thinking this, Lord Keimont, the source of Beth's suffering, approached her.

"It has been a while, Marchioness. Do you remember me?"

"...Yes. It has been a long time, Lord Keimont."

"You paused for a moment, didn’t you? That hesitation is proof."

She had paused because she was surprised by Lord Keimont’s overly familiar attitude, but his next words surprised her even more. Lord Keimont, a school friend of Hubert’s, was in his mid thirties, yet he was far too childish. What’s more, she had only ever danced with him once at some ball eight years ago. She had thought him conceited back then, but it seemed he was even more so now.

"Lord Keimont, is it not quite a difficult thing to remember someone with whom you have danced but once eight years ago?"

"Then we shall have to dance again, so you can remember more clearly."

The sarcasm was lost on Lord Keimont, and before Opal could refuse, she was forcefully led to the dance floor. Come to think of it, she remembered giving in and dancing with him because of his pushiness back then too. Perhaps Beth had also resisted at first, but eventually gave in. As Opal was pondering this, an unbelievable whisper reached her ear.

"—What did you say?"

"I said, if you’re lonely, I don’t mind keeping you company."

"Lonely?"

"Divorced by Hubert, then married to some doddering old man. That must be boring, right? I can show you a good time. Something you’ve probably never experienced with Hubert. He’s such a stick in the mud."

She had not intended to cause a scene tonight. She had crashed this uninvited soirée to meet the current Lord Keimont in person, thinking there were things a background check could not reveal. She had even checked their schedules in advance, believing it best not to encounter Hubert or Lady Marienne. And yet, she could not bear it, not because of anger, but because of disgust and nausea. Though the music was still playing, Opal abruptly pulled away from Lord Keimont and headed for the exit.

"Marchioness?!"

She ignored Lord Keimont's surprise and did not stop walking even as she was exposed to curious stares, taking care not to disturb the dancing couples. The reason she hadn't felt such revulsion eight years ago was probably not because they were both younger, but because Lord Keimont, for all his vanity, had still barely been within the realm of a respectable young man. She met up with Nadia, who was waiting in a separate room, and felt a sense of relief upon stepping outside the mansion. Then, the carriage she had expected to wait for pulled up before her immediately. She climbed in and was stunned.

"Claude?!"

"Hello, Opal. You’re back earlier than I expected."

"That is... more importantly, what are you doing here?"

"I wanted to see you sooner, of course."

"Oh, it seems I’m in the way."

Though she was happy, Opal sent him a suspicious look, and Claude feigned a wounded expression. But then he smiled at Nadia, who had grumbled to herself.

"My apologies, as always, Nadia."

"I’m enjoying myself."

"Oh my..."

Nadia grinned in reply, then sat in the opposite seat and closed her eyes. It was a gesture that said she was not listening, but she was surely listening intently. Still, Claude did not mind if Nadia heard, so he continued.

"I had a feeling you might cause some sort of commotion, Opal. I wanted to be ready to rush over at any time, but it seems that wasn’t necessary."

"How rude. I didn’t cause any commotion. ...This time, I just left in the middle of a dance."

"Leaving Lord Keimont abandoned on the floor?"

"How did you know it was Lord Keimont?"

"Perhaps because you don’t let unimportant people affect your emotions. You went to see Lord Keimont tonight, so the only person who could have angered you is him, correct?"

Listening to Claude’s smile and his low, calm voice, the murky feeling of nausea within Opal began to fade. She let out a sigh of relief and rested her head on his shoulder.

"Thank you, Claude."

"Of course. I love you, Opal."

"That’s out of nowhere."

"You think so?"

"But, I love you too."

"I know."

"...Well, do you know this? Apparently, Marquis Rousel is a doddering old man."

Embarrassed to continue the current topic, Opal changed the subject. Nadia snorted with laughter and quickly covered her mouth, while Claude sighed as if in resignation.

"Are there still people who believe that information?"

"I used to believe it too. That Marquis Rousel was an elderly man."

"My agent has been the same since my grandfather’s time. It seems there are still people even in Sosylle Kingdom who don’t know that my grandfather and uncle passed away... I see. So that means you’ve remarried a much older man, as far as they’re concerned."

"Yes, it seems so. For status and fortune."

Apparently, Hubert had not told anyone about Marquis Rousel’s true identity either. It was to be expected, since he never cared for socializing in high society to begin with.

"Amazing. Just how high are you planning to climb, Opal?"

"Oh, I plan to aim for His Majesty King Alessandro next."

"So you’re going to cast me aside. How sad. I’ll still love you, though, Opal."

When Opal made a joke, Claude played along. But she could not reply to the confession that followed and averted her gaze.

"Hm? You’re not going to say it back this time?"

"Don’t expect to hear it every time."

"I see, what a shame."

When she peeked at him, Claude was smiling playfully. Claude was utterly indulgent with Opal, and Opal was utterly weak to that indulgence. Opal, who had been holding her chin up defiantly, could no longer hold back a laugh, and Claude laughed even louder. Nadia watched them with her eyes wide open, a happy expression on her face.



		
			Chapter 47

			Invitations

			The next morning. Opal stood before a pile of invitations and let out a deep sigh.

"I suppose I should be impressed..."

"To think they found where we’re staying in a single night. Were we followed?"

"Or maybe they checked every suitable rental house one by one?"

"Who knows? We borrowed a carriage when we rented this manor, so perhaps they identified it by its features."

"I see."

Opal had returned quite early last night, so the rumors must have spread like wildfire after that. The names of the senders included many who had not been at the Viscount’s soirée.

"There are very few addressed to you, though."

"What did you tell them about me yesterday?"

"I said you were busy and couldn’t leave your desk."

"Ah, so they must think the ‘doddering old man’ of a Marquis hasn’t come to this country."

"Should I have been more specific?"

"No, this is fine. It gives me more freedom to move around."

Seeing Claude’s smirk, Opal simply raised an eyebrow and said nothing. It seemed Claude had work to do in this country as well, but she knew he would tell her if it was something she needed to know. She gathered the invitations and sighed again.

"It seems the people in this country who have met Marquis Rousel in person are all very discreet."

"Well, most of them dealt with my agent and never actually met me. Even in Taisey Kingdom, it was only recently that I started appearing at the palace as Marquis Rousel."

"Oh, I didn’t know that."

Until her father told her a year ago, Opal had also believed Marquis Rousel was an old man. Still, if it were known that the Marquis hailed from Sosylle Kingdom, there should have been more rumors. The fact that there were not must mean there was a reason for it.

"These are for you, Claude. I’ll leave it to you to reply whether you’ll attend or not."

"Alright, understood. By the way, which ones are you attending?"

"I haven’t decided yet. So I’ll decline the ones with dates that are too soon."

"Then what are your plans now?"

"Since I have the chance, I thought I’d visit my fief to check on things, and then extend my trip to the town of Nobori."

"Nobori, huh..."

"Is it too far, after all?"

"There have been rumors of bandits lately."

"Bandits? Did we discuss this with Duke McLeod before?"

"No, this is a different group. And much smaller in scale. Their activity is in the opposite direction, but I’ll see you part of the way."

"It’s fine. I’ll have a proper escort."

"I’m the one who’s worried. I wish I could go with you, but that’s impossible, so please let me at least see you part of the way."

"Alright."

Opal had initially refused, but she had no choice but to yield to his gentle persuasion. Claude smiled, satisfied.

"We’ll be acting separately for a while. It feels like we’re a modern couple, doesn’t it."

"Are you lonely?"

"Not particularly... It’s nothing new."

Even though she had brought it up herself, being asked so directly made her stubborn. Yet Claude did not seem offended and just laughed. She hated that she could not be more honest, but Claude understood her perfectly. In the end, Opal also smiled, and the discussion came to a close.

—That afternoon. Opal paid a visit to the Sanctuary For Women in the Royal Capital. This facility also served as the base for an organization Opal had founded, and many staff members worked there. Most of them had initially been women seeking shelter themselves, but now they were independent and full of life.

(All that's left is for society to understand...)

In the carriage on her way back, Opal thought about her conversations with the staff and women at the sanctuary. Most of the women being sheltered had become pregnant while unmarried and had been fired from their jobs or abandoned by their families. That said, the sanctuary did not just protect them. It also had them work according to their individual circumstances.

Pregnant women were tasked with cooking, laundry, and other jobs within the facility. Immediately after giving birth, they rested, aside from caring for their babies, and gradually returned to their former work as their health allowed. When their child turned one, they entrusted the daytime childcare to other women at the facility and sought outside employment to reintegrate into society, aiming to eventually leave the sanctuary. But that was proving quite difficult. There were very few workplaces that would hire an unmarried mother.

Just as Lady Northem had dismissed Beth, public opinion was harsh toward unmarried mothers. In a society where one could not secure a decent job without a letter of recommendation, they were almost always dismissed without one. On top of that, even when their children were old enough to require less care, they were often refused employment simply for being unmarried mothers. It had only been a little over a year since Opal had established this charitable organization, but they were already running out of places to send the women.

(I can provide enough financial support for them to live on, but that’s not the answer...)

Opal possessed a staggering amount of wealth. Enough to support many mothers and children for decades. But that would not solve anything.

The women supported by Opal and her organization were likely just a handful of those who needed help. In the provinces, many women and children were surely struggling without anyone to help them, in the worst cases, even dying. She wished for a society where more people in this country would understand and offer their support. Of course, she knew how steep and long that road would be. But if you do not aim for it—if you do not begin—nothing will ever change.

(In the first place, men are always involved when a woman is driven into a corner. It’s wrong for only the woman to bear that responsibility.)

Regardless of the circumstances, pregnancy did not happen without the presence of a man. The sanctuary also housed women who had sought refuge after enduring violence from their husbands. Each of them carried their own painful story. And yet, as fellow women, how could others overlook women in such circumstances? What was worse, many women of the upper class even looked down on them with contempt.

(I need to start by changing that mindset...)

Even if they could not understand everything, she wished they would at least not try to exclude them. Even if they could not accept them, she wished they would at least leave them be. And if they had the means, she wished they would lend just a little bit of their strength. If each person’s awareness changed, society would change, little by little. It was a problem too large for Opal to shoulder alone, but that was precisely what made it so worthwhile. She resolved to do what needed to be done first, and clenched her fists tightly.



		
			Chapter 48

			Old Acquaintances

			Opal, having come to the town of Nobori for the first time in a long while, was delighted to reunite with Omar, the administrator of the Duke McLeod fief. She could not very well set foot on Duke McLeod's lands, so she had asked Omar to come out to meet her. She had wanted to see Lind, the estate's butler, and Debby, the housekeeper, as well, but she unfortunately had to give up on that.

"Still, to think the town has changed this much. It certainly makes me feel my age."

"Let’s not talk about age. More importantly, I think this town has changed so much just in the last two or three years. It wasn’t this different the last time I came."

Apparently, Omar had not set foot in Nobori once in the past eight years. While answering the astonished Omar, Opal herself was surprised. She had visited Nobori several times since then, but she had not seen this much change.

Nadia, her attendant, had been quite excited upon their arrival, taking in the vibrant streetscape.

"So, was your trip this time a success?"

"Yes, thank you. It was very fulfilling."

Omar did not press for details, but he seemed to realize that Opal’s trip was not just for inspecting the fief. After confirming there were no issues with her lands, Opal had met with the owner of a railway company in Nobori. There was no need to mention that, so she and Omar had an enthusiastic conversation about the latest agricultural machinery and other topics. Just then, a familiar voice called out.

"Well now, if it isn’t the Duchess McLeod. It has been a long time."

Omar’s face soured at the sight of the man who appeared. Opal signaled to her guard, who had started to approach, that everything was fine, and then offered a bright smile.

"It’s been a long time, LeBeau. But I am no longer the Duchess McLeod."

"Ah, I believe I did hear something of the sort. In that case, what should I call you now?"

"—Mrs. Fred will do."

"My, have you remarried?"

"Yes, I have."

LeBeau, being so well informed, must have known about her remarriage, but since he was playing dumb, Opal decided not to mention Claude’s title. LeBeau, who had come to collect on Omar’s debt from Opal eight years ago, was as shrewd as ever. This reunion, though he feigned it was a coincidence, was likely a deliberate visit. She could not imagine LeBeau frequented this public salon.

The guard, having judged that Opal was in no real danger, sat back down at a nearby table. Nadia, who had been listening silently to the conversation with Omar, had a sparkle in her eye at LeBeau’s appearance. It seemed she was thrilled by his roguish demeanor.

"Since I am here, may I join you?"

"I don’t mind."

"I, I don’t mind either..."

"What’s this, Omar? You no longer owe me a thing, so you can hold your head high."

"Yes, well..."

Even if he had no debt, he was likely still uncomfortable. Opal was exasperated by LeBeau’s mean streak, deliberately bothering Omar knowing this. It was unfortunate for the guilt ridden Omar, but conversations with LeBeau were often informative. Besides, LeBeau, a self proclaimed legitimate moneylender, was a surprisingly friendly person despite his appearance.

That said, it was improper for a lady to associate with a moneylender, and merely being seen with one was a dishonor. In the town of Nobori, however, no one cared if you let your hair down a little. Of course, none of that mattered to Opal. She simply associated with whomever she pleased.

"I was just telling Omar, I was surprised at how much the townscape has changed."

"Ah, that’s because the town has been booming this past year."

"A boom?"

When she posed the question to LeBeau, who had plopped down next to Omar, she received an unexpected answer. As far as she knew, there had been nothing in this area in recent years to cause an economic boom. It was true that the Marquis who was the great lord of Nobori owned a gold mine in another of his fiefs, but that had been providing a steady, consistent supply for a long time, so it was unrelated.

"Are you familiar with the stories of the bandits that were making headlines a while back?"

"Yes. They were caught after some infighting, weren't they?"

Opal nodded, recalling her farewell conversation with Hubert when he had visited her in Taisey Kingdom. According to what Claude had told her afterward, the Marquis who was lord of this whole area had also been a victim. Apparently, his convoys transporting gold from the mine had been attacked several times and the gold stolen.

"It was those bandits, you see. They were spending money all over this town."

"My, what an unpleasant circulation of wealth."

"Indeed it is. Many people were killed, you know. Still, gold is gold. At the time, everyone just thought they were a bunch of free spending regulars. When they came to town, they were dressed like perfect gentlemen. No one ever imagined they were bandits. They lost a lot at gambling, too. That meant other customers won and got richer, and the establishments prospered. So, my business was terrible. No one needed to borrow money."

Listening to LeBeau, whose story ended in a complaint, Opal was reminded of Claude’s concern. On her way here, Claude had escorted her part of the way, warning her of bandits. These seemed to be different from the ones LeBeau mentioned, but that was a problem in its own right.

"The public order in this country has gotten considerably worse this past year, hasn't it."

"Times are changing rapidly. Everyone is desperate. But for those who can’t keep up with the changes, their only options are to sleep on the streets or to attack on the streets."

"That’s quite extreme."

When Opal murmured with a sigh, Omar replied as if to make an excuse. But for Opal, a crime was a crime. There were many people in the world who tried to live righteously no matter how hard things got. Crime was no excuse. Still, there was no point in taking her anger out on Omar, so she only let out a single word. LeBeau then continued, as if to defend Omar.

"No, Omar is right. I apologize for saying this, but you, madam, are one of the strong, one of the winners. You have had money and status since birth. And now as an adult, you have gained even more money and status."

"If you put it that way, there’s nothing I can say. I can’t even be angry at criminals."

"No, no, of course you may be angry, madam. Feelings are free."

"But I should be careful what I say and do?"

"You are in the public eye."

"I see. But I will use my status and my fortune to live freely. It is my life, after all. What the world thinks is irrelevant. Call it hypocrisy or what you will, I intend to help those who are facing hardship."

When Opal replied, her chest puffed out with pride, LeBeau laughed out loud. His laughter drew everyone’s attention.

"It seems you’re the one in the public eye."

At Opal’s playfully chiding words, even Omar, who had been looking awkward, began to laugh. It seemed he had felt guilty about the chilly turn the conversation had taken after his comment. Nadia, who had apparently been cross with LeBeau, was laughing too. But LeBeau, though he remained seated, bowed his head deeply to Opal. A murmur rippled through the surroundings.

"LeBeau?"

"I have always despised nobles. But you are different. You are a person worthy of respect."

"—Thank you."

Though startled by LeBeau’s sudden words, Opal replied calmly. LeBeau raised his head, his usual smirk returning to his face.

"It’s probably a nuisance to you, but I’ve been paying close attention to you these past few years. And you’ve provided me with a great deal of entertainment."

"My, how frightening."

When Opal feigned a shudder, LeBeau laughed loudly again.

"I have no father. My mother raised me all by herself through great hardship. So, you may not want the friendship of a vulgar fellow like me, but if anything should happen, please let me know. I will always be there to help."

"Vulgar? Not at all. That’s very reassuring. Thank you, LeBeau."

"I’ll be a great help too!"

"I, I will help as well!"

Opal happily accepted LeBeau’s gracious offer. Then Nadia and Omar, who had been silent until now, chimed in.

"Thank you, Nadia, Omar. I’m so happy to have so many reliable allies."

Though she answered with a smile, her words came from the heart. The townspeople, who usually did not meddle in others’ affairs, were now curious about the woman who had made even LeBeau say such things. Unconcerned by their gazes, Opal and her companions enjoyed their afternoon together.



		
			Chapter 49

			The Denunciation

			Having completed her fifteen day journey and returned to the Royal Capital, Opal attended a ball the very next day. She had learned in advance that Lord Keimont would be in attendance. Though she had replied to the invitation late, the hosts, Lord and Lady Croisel, welcomed her with delight. The moment she finished greeting the couple, she was surrounded by a crowd of people.

"Marchioness Rousel, I wonder if you remember me?"

"Of course I do, Countess Keimont. It is a pleasure to see you again."

Opal answered with a smile, but inwardly, she was flustered by a miscalculation. Countess Keimont was the mother of Jeff Keimont, the very target of her objective tonight, and also a pillar of high society. There was a chance that Lord Keimont might not appear at a ball his own mother was attending. If that were the case, she would have to carefully select another soirée, making sure not to cross paths with Hubert and his party.

Moreover, Countess Keimont was known for her extremely narrow minded and haughty personality. She had apparently often said of Opal in her unmarried days, ‘A wanton girl like her should be barred from social gatherings.’ Feeling gloomy that the night might pass without any results, she then heard a familiar voice.

"It’s been so long, Opal. I heard you were back, but I haven’t seen you at all. I was worried. Where have you been?"

"...It has been a while, Chiara. The purpose of my return this time was to inspect my fief, so I was away from the Royal Capital for some time."

"Inspect your fief? Why bother with such a troublesome task when you can just leave it to someone else? Besides, that is not something a lady should be doing."

"Is that so?"

Opal offered a polite smile, thinking that Chiara's habit of imposing her own values on others had not changed. Chiara had been a friend before the scandal, but she had ignored Opal ever since. Not just the two of them, most of the people surrounding Opal were much the same.

Not that it angered her. Of course, she had been hurt and frustrated at the time, but she had since realized it was her pride, not her heart, that had been wounded, and now it did not matter. What unimportant people said about her was unimportant.

(Well, it does feel rather lonely not to have any friends in high society...)

She had already made many enemies in Taisey Kingdom as well. King Alessandro could hardly be called an ally, let alone a friend. In that case, she wanted to at least solidify her foundation in Sosylle Kingdom, which was her strength. With the thought of being of some help to Claude, Opal smiled and replied to the people who spoke to her one after another.

But the problem was Countess Keimont. She did not think that Lord Keimont, known as a profligate, would attend the same ball as his mother. They must have been unaware of each other's plans. If Lord Keimont were to appear and she were to execute her plan, she would end up shaming the Countess and earning her resentment. Opal debated changing her plan, then decided she should proceed after all. Everyone needed to know what kind of person Lord Keimont was. Opal looked at the people in the hall and felt confident it would be alright. Most of them would just be delighted by a new scandal. There would be some who were disgusted by her actions, but she could never come to an understanding with such people anyway. It was better to increase her allies, however tenuous their support, than to waste energy on them.

Smiling as she listened to the people surrounding her, Opal carefully observed them. Most of the people gathered here wanted something she had. The wanton girl with the enormous dowry from eight years ago had become the former Duchess McLeod and the current Marchioness Rousel. What’s more, she was one of the wealthiest individuals in the country. The women wanted to know how to catch a worthy man, and the men wanted to know how to get her to notice them. They were all vying for her attention.

Still, as she spoke with various people, she found herself having lively conversations with a few individuals and was able to genuinely enjoy herself. Society was about to change dramatically. As industry developed, commoners were beginning to acquire the wealth that the upper class had long monopolized. Those who understood and accepted this, and who made an effort themselves, did not look at Opal with prejudice. They treated her as an equal, listened properly to her opinions, and stated their own. Even opposing opinions in a serious discussion stimulated the stubborn Opal, giving birth to new perspectives and goals.

Wealth begets power. And wealth and power rule the masses. Opal slowly watched the elegantly dancing people and pondered. Besides the people she had just spoken with, how many others in this room would be able to keep up with the changing times?

(I had heard rumors that Viscount Croisel has progressive views, but it was true...)

Although there were still many who clung to old fashioned ideas, this hall had a relatively high number of progressive people, and Opal was taught that she herself had been trapped by her own preconceptions. Tonight, she had been able to discuss investments not only with men but with women as well. That was a joy for Opal, and her heart swelled with hope.

(Perhaps we can become friends.)

Opal fidgeted as she looked at the young woman she had spoken with briefly earlier. Roana, the daughter of Viscount Croisel, the host of this ball, must not have made her debut yet when Opal was last active in society. Perhaps because of her way of thinking, she seemed composed, but she had to be at least five years younger than Opal.

(Oh, what should I do? How does one become friends? Do you just shake hands and say, let's be friends?)

Opal, who had never had a friend other than Claude, was stumped. Claude, who had been with her since childhood and had become her friend before she knew it, was not a useful reference. She was considering that adults might begin friendships by sending cards when someone spoke to her familiarly from behind.

"Well, Marchioness Rousel. What a surprise to see you here."

"...Lord Keimont."

"After the last ball we met at, I heard you vanished as if into thin air. I must be very lucky to meet you again at the very next ball you attend. Or perhaps, is it fate?"

"It is a coincidence."

Opal cut him off with a bright smile, but the shameless Lord Keimont did not give up. He suddenly took her hand and kissed its back.

"Then we must make it fate from now on."

She wanted to slap that leering face. Desperately suppressing the rising anger, Opal settled for forcefully shaking her hand free.

"Just how many women have you made cry?"

"Perhaps the number necessary to satisfy you."

"You are despicable. I do not want to speak to you, let alone see your face. However, there is something I must tell you, Lord Keimont."

"Oh? And what might that be?"

Though his smirking face made her sick, Opal managed to respond politely. There was so much she wanted to say. Even if it did not directly concern her, she could not remain silent when she thought of Beth and the women and children she had spoken with at the sanctuary.

"I imagine my representative will contact you tomorrow, but I must ask you to part with some of your assets in order to pay for child support."

"...Huh? What are you talking about, you."

"You?"

The crowd murmured at Opal’s statement, and Lord Keimont became intensely flustered. Of course, Opal had expected that, but being called "you" in such a manner was truly irritating.

"I have no memory of being addressed in such a way by you."

"What else should I call a wanton woman like you?"

Many of the women gasped. A few covered their mouths as if feeling ill and left the area. But Opal, without so much as batting an eyelid, stared coldly at Lord Keimont.

"There is nothing between you and me! We only danced once or twice in the past!"

"Yes, that is correct. Between you and me, aside from the partial dance at the last ball, we have only ever danced once in the past. And yet, I hear you have been speaking as if we had a deep relationship?"

"Th, that was..."

By now, no one was dancing on the floor. All eyes and ears were on Opal and Lord Keimont. Countess Keimont, who had apparently been in another room, seemed to have heard the commotion and was rushing over. Amidst it all, Lord Keimont glared at Opal, his face contorted with rage.

"That was just me playing along at the time! Any man would sow his wild oats when he was young, wouldn’t he?! We compete over how much we can drink, how many women we can have, and make fools of ourselves!"

Lord Keimont appealed to the surrounding men as if seeking their agreement. But all he received in return were cold stares and silence, from both men and women.

"It may have been just foolish antics for you. But what becomes of the woman whose honor is tarnished? I was burdened with a dishonorable rumor, but fortunately, I had people who believed in me, so I managed to recover. But what about other women? The women who were actually deceived by you, whose honor was tarnished, and who became with child?"

"Other women?"

"A maid from the Duke McLeod household who previously served as my lady-in-waiting is with your child. Furthermore, at the sanctuary I support, two women who gave birth to your children are being sheltered with their children, having been dismissed from their respective positions at the manors where they worked. All three of them said you had promised to marry them."

At Opal’s words, Lord Keimont showed a flash of panic, but he quickly breathed a sigh of relief. Just then, his mother intervened.

"Jeff. What is all this commotion? Did something happen with the Marchioness Rousel?"

"M, Mother. No, it’s nothing serious. The Marchioness suddenly started making baseless accusations, and I was just surprised, that is all."

"What did you say?"

The Countess turned her hostility on Opal, as if protecting a small child. Emboldened by his mother’s support, Lord Keimont returned to his arrogant demeanor.

"When you said other women, I wondered who it could be, but they’re just servants. As if I would ever marry a servant. It’s foolish to believe the words of a stupid woman who can’t even understand that. In the first place, we don’t even know if they are really my children."

"...So you do not deny that you pressed yourself upon servant women after promising them marriage."

"What of it. They’re just servants, aren’t they? They are easily replaced."

"My son was merely led astray by a base woman. There is no reason to blame him."

Opal had not thought there were still people so trapped in such a vile class consciousness, so blind to the changing times. Among the privileged class, there were not a few who thought like Lord Keimont and the Countess. But in this day and age, most of them had learned how to conceal it. Indeed, while no one openly agreed with the Keimonts, there were a few who looked on with sympathy.

"Is that so... Well then, since it is difficult for them to work while pregnant and raising a child without help, you will take financial responsibility."

"Huh? What are you talking about. There’s no way I’m paying!"

"In that case, I will, with all my might, strip you of your entire fortune."

In response to Lord Keimont, who no longer bothered to hide his irritation, Opal delivered her declaration with unwavering calm. And the impact of those words was felt only by those who understood their precise meaning.



		
			Chapter 50

			Accusation

			"Ha, hahaha. What nonsense. You may have a surprising amount of wealth for a woman, but that doesn’t mean you can touch another person’s assets. Or do you actually believe I would be seduced by you like McLeod and hand over my fortune?"

"Oh, but you are aware that money moves money, are you not?"

When Opal replied so matter of factly without a hint of anger, Keimont narrowed his eyes in suspicion. Next to him, the Countess, who had been laughing along, raised her thin eyebrows sharply. Realizing they didn't seem to understand, Opal let out a small sigh. Just like Hubert eight years ago, Keimont had likely left his assets entirely in the hands of a capable manager, an agent, or perhaps his father. The only difference from Hubert was that the person he entrusted them to was competent.

"The small mine you inherited from your father, the Earl, the Aion Mine, it’s in a poor location, but since the railway began passing nearby, its profits have increased dramatically, haven't they?"

"Y, yes. But that doesn’t mean you can steal the ore. Much less the mine itself."

"No, of course not. The profits from that mine are the largest part of your assets. It would be a pity to take that away. Therefore, I demand all of your other assets. Well, it is a little meager to divide among three people, but I shall be so kind as to compromise."

"What foolishness is this!"

As Opal smiled sweetly, it was not Keimont but the Countess who showed her anger. The ball had become a stage for Opal and her companions, and the orchestra had even stopped playing. Opal felt sorry for the hosts, Lord and Lady Croisel, but surprisingly, they seemed to be watching with considerable amusement.

"Compromise? Do not mock me. Why should I have to hand over my assets to such base women?"

"...In that case, let us stop the locomotives that transport ore from stopping at the mine station. You will have to transport your ore by horse-drawn carriage, just as you did in the old days."

"Do not say such things! As if you could do that!"

"I can. I am a co-owner of that railway company."

"What!?"

"You, you are out of your mind!"

In contrast to the composed Opal, Keimont was building up frustration and anger. The Countess shrieked and glared at Opal. In the past fifteen days, Opal had not only met with familiar faces but had also met with the owner of the railway company that passed near the Aion Mine. That owner was burdened with debts from other investments and had gladly welcomed her as a co-owner when she offered financial assistance. Since the railway company itself was profitable, it was bound to be a long-term source of revenue for Opal as well.

Incidentally, her previous words were a threat, and she had no intention of carrying them out. She did not want to cause trouble for the people working at the mine and its associated facilities. But she was certain Keimont would not be able to call her bluff.

"I can also freeze Lord Keimont’s other assets, but those belong to your children, so I would prefer not to touch them if possible."

"R, ridiculous! Do you have any proof that those are my children!? I may have said something that sounded like an admission in the heat of the moment, but it's possible I have never even met that woman. And why are you interfering in the first place?"

"That’s right! There is a limit to such insolence!"

Perhaps he had calmed down during their exchange, for Keimont's attitude had become haughty once more. Similarly, the Countess shrieked and wailed. Still, Opal maintained her smile and continued.

"Regarding them, I have had the circumstances of that time investigated. I have also obtained testimony from their former colleagues at the mansion where they worked. Furthermore, one look at the children is enough to know they are yours. They resemble you very closely. As for me, I am their representative. They are far too powerless to stand up to you."

"B, but those children are illegitimate. They have no right to inheritance."

"Whether there is a provision or not is irrelevant. You carelessly stole the futures of young girls and are now attempting to steal the futures of their unborn children. Therefore, for the sake of these powerless women, I will take what you already possess. Now, from this point on, please speak with my representative. ...Oh, I suppose that makes me the representative of a representative."

Opal chuckled softly and looked Keimont straight in the eye. The Countess no longer offered any rebuttal, she simply pressed a handkerchief to her forehead and closed her eyes.

"Lose everything, or lose a part of it. The choice is yours. You do not have much time, but the answer is simple, is it not?"

"What kind of woman are you! You hussy!"

Opal did not care what he called her at this point. The people here understood it was merely Keimont’s sour grapes. For that reason, Opal tilted her head slightly and smiled, but a figure appeared suddenly and knocked Keimont down with a single punch. Screams erupted from the women, and the Countess fainted.

"I will have you stop insulting my wife."

"Claude..."

"...W, wife?"

Hearing Opal’s surprised murmur, the surrounding crowd began to stir, and Keimont, still on the floor with his hands, looked up in a daze. Lord and Lady Croisel seemed excited by the arrival of Claude, Marquis Rousel. It was then that Opal remembered an invitation to this ball had been sent to Claude as well.

"W, what is this? There is no way Marquis Rousel could be this young. Did you return to the country for a tryst with your mistress?"

"This time, I believe I have good reason to punch you."

As Keimont spewed insults while staggering to his feet, Claude raised his fist again. Keimont flinched and braced himself, and Opal stepped in to stop it.

"Stop, Claude. More importantly, let me introduce you to Lord Croisel and his wife."

"Ah, you are right."

Relieved that Claude had agreed so readily, Opal turned her gaze to the hosts, Lord and Lady Croisel. The couple was making their way through the crowd when Keimont's furious shout echoed.

"Marquis or not, the fact is this man struck me! I will sue! And this woman trying to steal my fortune, such an illegal act cannot be permitted! You both shall be judged by a magistrate!"

"You should be more concerned about your mother."

At that moment, the Countess, who was being attended to by the surrounding women, snapped her eyes open. However, Keimont only spared her a fleeting glance. While it was well known that the Countess was prone to fainting, his reaction seemed cold for a son.

Be that as it may, Opal was the one who had started all of this, and she wondered how she could make amends to the Croisels for completely interrupting their ball. The plan had been to make everyone aware of what a despicable person Keimont was and collect child support for the children, even if Beth and the others’ honor could not be restored. Of course, arrangements had been made to avoid breaking any laws, and there had been no need to involve her uncle, the Royal Palace legal officer. More than that, she wondered if Claude, who had thrown a punch, would be alright. When she looked at him, he returned her gaze with a smirk.

"It is too late for regrets! With this many witnesses, you cannot talk your way out of this!"

"That's right. I will testify as well! You truly are a wicked woman. You have insulted our Count family and Jeff! We must also hold your father, Count Holloway, responsible!"

More so than Keimont himself, the Countess rattled on, huffing with indignation. But it was her last words that made Opal react.

"My father has nothing to do with this, does he?"

"Oh, but he does. You lost your mother at a young age, so I have been lenient until now, but I can no longer tolerate it. Your father, Count Holloway, was so preoccupied with making money that he clearly failed in raising his children. I heard your brother dropped out of university as well. How pathetic. In any case, a parent is responsible for a child's misdeeds."

Opal was about to protest, wondering why her brother was being dragged into this, but she held her tongue when Claude’s arm tightened around her waist. Claude usually let her do as she pleased, so if he was stopping her now, there must be a reason. She found herself wondering again why Claude was even here, and she stared at him intently. It could not be simply because he had come to pick her up.

"Excuse me, are you listening? Honestly, to be unable to even listen to someone properly."

"Opal is listening perfectly well. As am I, of course. So, my lady, you believe that a parent is responsible for a child's misdeeds?"

"Yes, that is correct."

"Then how do you intend to take responsibility for your son's misdeeds?"

"My son is a victim. He was ensnared in the trap of those base women."

Next to the Countess, who snorted derisively, Keimont was smirking. He looked like a badly behaved child causing mischief from behind his mother’s skirts, not at all like a man in his mid-thirties.

"Coming from an adolescent, perhaps, but as an excuse for a man well past thirty, it is far too crude. And for it to happen multiple times suggests a lack of memory and judgment. In short, he is a fool who cannot even control himself."

"What did you say!?"

"What was that!?"

Keimont and the Countess bristled as Claude retorted on behalf of the speechless Opal. Even in the face of their anger, Claude remained calm and stated plainly.

"Lord Keimont, there is a warrant for your arrest."



		
			Chapter 51

			Arrest Warrant

			Aside from someone letting out a small "Oh my," the large hall fell surprisingly quiet, filled with silence. A moment later, however, a jarringly loud laugh echoed through the space.

"That was quite an amusing bit of entertainment, Lord Rousel. Or... are you truly Marquis Rousel?"

Keimont's laughing words turned into a question, and the people around them also looked to Opal for an answer. When it came to something like an arrest warrant, it seemed no one could quite believe it. Opal was just as confused about the warrant, but she could answer this question clearly.

"Yes, of course. Lord Croisel, my lady, my apologies for the late introduction, but this is my husband, Marquis Rousel, Claude Fred."

Deciding she would properly apologize and make amends for causing a scene at the ball later, Opal introduced Claude to Lord and Lady Croisel. Claude then followed suit.

"A pleasure to meet you, Lord Croisel, Lady Croisel. I must apologize for not replying to your invitation and for arriving so suddenly. Please also allow me to apologize for the disturbance."

"Marquis Rousel, it is an honor to meet you—"

"You can say whatever you please! There is no one here who knows the real Marquis Rousel! What arrest warrant? Do not be ridiculous!"

Lord Croisel had been responding with a smile despite the situation, but an irritated Keimont cut him off. Not only was it rude to interrupt a greeting, but calling Opal a liar was also quite impolite. Yet the Countess, who was usually so fussy about etiquette, did not even scold her son.

"Y, yes! What is all this? Why is everyone letting those insolent people do as they please!? Lord Croisel, all of you, what is wrong with you! To be subjected to such an insult, I will never forgive any of you!"

At the shrill voice of the Countess, who seemed to have completely forgotten her manners, the people who had been watching in silence began to murmur. Even as everyone’s attention focused on what would happen next, Claude calmly stated his case.

"Several of the bandits who have been appearing near the Royal Capital recently were apprehended today. Their testimony has revealed that Lord Keimont was one of their accomplices. Thus, an arrest warrant was issued just a short while ago."

"A, a lie..."

"As the bandits are all young men of high birth, all the arrest warrants were issued by His Majesty's royal decree. Furthermore, police officers are waiting outside this hall to take Lord Keimont into custody. My role was to escort Lord Keimont out of here without disturbing everyone, but it seems I have failed."

Everyone stared at the shrugging Claude in disbelief. The hall was once again enveloped in silence, with only the sound of Keimont’s ragged breathing. The Countess had lost so much color that she looked as though she might have fainted while standing, and Keimont did not even utter a word of rebuttal.

"Now, Lord Keimont. If you would please come outside—"

Claude’s words were cut short. Keimont had started to run. He roughly shoved aside a woman who was in his way and bolted towards the exit.

A scream rang out, and Opal, who had been dumbfounded, snapped back to her senses and followed Keimont's escape with her eyes, only to see that Claude and several other men were already in pursuit. They apprehended him in front of the doors.

"Let me go, you insolent fools! I am Jeff Keimont of the Count Keimont family!"

The men surrounding the shouting, struggling Keimont were all of a station no less than his own. Even Lord Croisel had joined them. As everyone watched in astonishment, Keimont was led away, and Claude slowly returned.

"Claude?"

"I will explain everything later."

"Yes, please do."

When he spoke so apologetically, she could not possibly press him for answers in this place. Claude gave Opal a grateful smile, then turned to face the Countess. The Countess, who had been staring in a daze at the door through which her son, Keimont, had been taken, instantly wore a look of fury the moment she noticed Claude before her.

"That boy... that boy is innocent. Of course he is innocent! It was you, wasn't it? You framed him! My husband will sue you, both of you!"

"...I have done nothing. In fact, I was unable to do anything. However, you, my lady, could have done much more."

"What on earth are you talking about!?"

"A parent is responsible for a child's misdeeds, is that not so? However, what they were doing was not a misdeed, it was a crime. They were mimicking the bandits who ravaged the highways months ago, threatening travelers and stealing their valuables. How His Majesty must have lamented and raged upon learning that such criminals were men of high birth..."

"That cannot be..."

"From now on, I would hope you would think less of yourself and your son, and more of the unfortunate victims. Now, if you will excuse me."

In the face of the Countess’s furious cries, Claude remained calm until the very end. But Claude was very angry. Opal was aware of this but said nothing, continuing their trivial conversation until they had said their goodbyes to Lord and Lady Croisel and boarded the carriage. Once they were alone inside, Opal began.

"Alright, Nadia has been sent home in another carriage, and it is just the two of us now. I will listen to anything you have to say."

"I need to explain what happened tonight."

"That can wait. But if talking about it will help calm your anger even a little, I want you to tell me. And if there is anything I can do, I want you to tell me."

There were many things she wanted to know, but she was more concerned about the source of Claude's rare anger. So much had happened tonight that she could not begin to guess. In the dimly lit carriage, illuminated only by the interior lamp, as Opal earnestly put her feelings into words, Claude suddenly pulled her into a hug. His embrace was unusually strong.

"Claude?"

"I am sorry, Opal."

"What?"

"It pains me that they spoke ill of you. I am sorry that I interfered with your plan. I am furious that a scumbag like Keimont has been allowed to run free until now. It makes me sick to feel so powerless, even with the title of Marquis. I am truly sorry, Opal."

Claude's anger was for her and for the victims. He had always been the same, kind and warm. Opal hugged him back and let out a breath of relief.

"Thank you, Claude. But I am alright. I do not care what people who do not matter say. As for Lord Keimont, I achieved my goal. I wanted everyone to know how irresponsibly he made those women suffer, but he turned out to be an even worse... scumbag."

Unable to find the right word to describe Keimont, Opal borrowed Claude’s. It was an unladylike thing to say, but Claude chuckled.

"Besides, with what happened tonight, perhaps the prejudice against women in unfortunate circumstances will lessen a little? I hope the victims of the bandits will receive some form of relief..."

"Fortunately, it seems there were very few injuries among the victims. Their valuables were stolen, but Keimont and the others will have to make full restitution. Along with compensation, of course. They left the stolen goods in the mansion they were using as a hideout. That became the evidence... It seems their motive was not money, but the thrill of it, and the enjoyment of watching their victims cower in fear."

"They really are irredeemable scumbags."

This time she said it clearly, and Opal rested her head on Claude’s shoulder.

"Hey, Claude."

"Yes?"

"It is not true that you are powerless. I am fine on my own, but when you came to my rescue, I felt so, so happy and strong. And when you punched Lord Keimont, I felt so satisfied."

"I am relieved to hear that. I acted in anger, but I was secretly terrified that you would hate me for being a brute."

Wondering if he was serious, Opal lifted her face and looked at Claude. He always seemed so confident, but right now, he looked a little vulnerable.

"...It is not just me. There must be many people you have saved. Just having you around makes one stronger. But that does not mean you have to carry everything on your own. We promised, did we not? To live our lives together, joining our strengths. I will carry your burdens with you. So I want you to rely on me more."

Claude, who had not changed since long ago, still tried to carry everything by himself. He always came to her aid when she was in trouble, yet he never relied on others when he was in trouble himself. It would be impossible to change him right away, but she hoped she could help him, little by little.

"...Thank you, Opal."

As Opal rested her head on Claude's shoulder again, his low, gentle voice touched her ear. It tickled her terribly, and to hide her shyness, Opal suddenly lifted her face and gave him a mischievous smile.

"—Which is why, you are going to properly explain everything that happened tonight."

"Right now?"

"The night is still young."

"That sounds suggestive."

Claude replied with a deliberately mischievous smile of his own. From then on, the two of them continued their lighthearted banter, just like in the old days, until they arrived at the mansion.



		
			Chapter 52

			Explanation

			Upon returning to the mansion, Opal entered the study, accepted a drink from Claude, and sat on the sofa. After everything that had happened tonight, she was more in the mood for alcohol than tea. Claude poured a drink for himself as well and sat down across from her.

"Where should I begin..."

"There is no need to wonder. I will ask what I want to know, and I would like you to answer. If you cannot, just tell me so."

"Understood."

It would probably be better to hear the explanation in order, but Opal was too confused with her own multitude of questions. More than the process, she wanted to know the outcome.

"Did you know about Lord Keimont from the start?"

"No, I only just found out today. I knew you would be at that ball, so I rushed over."

"I see... Then what about the bandits? And the fact that they were the sons of aristocrats?"

"It was suspected from the beginning that they might be young men of high birth. Eyewitness accounts indicated that although they wore masks, their clothing and the guns they carried were expensive. However, that meant the investigation had to proceed with caution. It would be a major incident if they made an arrest only to admit it was a mistake, would it not?"

"I understand why the information could not be leaked. Even so, why are you involved in this matter?"

"I suppose it just happened that way?"

At Claude's casual reply, Opal's expression turned doubtful. She wondered if he was teasing her or if he was unable to speak about it, but that did not seem to be the case. Seeing her expression, Claude explained with a laugh.

"It is true. I was gathering information about the bandits for a separate matter. Through that, I came to know the legal officer investigating the bandits who have been troubling the highways recently. We decided to cooperate by providing each other with information."

"And that separate matter is?"

"I cannot tell you that yet."

"I understand."

For Opal, the possibility of danger was a greater concern than Claude having secrets. But she did not press the matter further and instead feigned a complaint.

"So that is why you so readily suggested going to Sosylle Kingdom. You had business here all along. If it had not been for Beth’s situation, would I have been left waiting all alone in an unfamiliar country?"

"I would not let that happen. Someone other than me could have come to this country. It was seeing you at that time, after you heard about that woman from McLeod, that made me decide to come here."

"It seems I am just dancing in the palm of your hand. Even tonight, after all my preparation and groundwork, everything was overshadowed by Keimont’s arrest... Speaking of which, what will happen to his assets? What about the child support?"

In the shock of Keimont’s arrest, she had completely forgotten that a criminal’s assets are often confiscated. Regretting that she had not pushed the proceedings more forcefully, Opal watched as Claude smiled reassuringly.

"That will be fine. Keimont’s assets will likely be confiscated, but it should be approved if you go through the proper procedures."

"If that is the case, then good... What kind of punishment will Keimont and the others receive?"

"As I said before, there were fortunately few injuries. And all of them were minor, so the actual damages will likely be considered monetary only. Since those will be returned along with compensation, I imagine they will be released before long."

"What? So that... good for nothing will be out soon? And several more just like him? They are nothing but a menace to society. That is negligence on the part of the Ministry of Justice. I must protest to my uncle."

Though angry, Opal seemed to have avoided the word "scumbag" this time. Nevertheless, Claude could not help but laugh at her merciless words.

"This is no laughing matter, Claude."

"Yes, you are right. However, their assets will be confiscated, so from now on they will have no choice but to rely on their parents and siblings for support. By tomorrow, everyone will know, so it will likely be difficult for them to return to high society."

"I find it questionable that the thought of working to earn their own living does not occur to them, and I wonder if they truly will be unable to return to society. The victims were common people, were they not?"

Just as Keimont had looked down on Beth and the others, there were many who unjustly discriminated against those outside the aristocracy. Opal thought that in the end, people might forgive Keimont and his friends, but then she recalled the ball from tonight.

"Come to think of it, the atmosphere tonight seemed different from usual. It was not so stiff, and everyone listened properly to my impertinent accusations. Above all, Lord and Lady Croisel were such wonderful people. Well, with the exception of one couple."

Eight years ago, there would have been many more men who would have openly sided with Keimont. Of course, there were still many who were just as vulgar, but several of the titled nobles in attendance had accepted her without prejudice, and she had been able to converse with them as equals, regardless of gender. Claude nodded, as if affirming Opal’s thoughts.

"Lord Croisel seems to be a progressive man, so it is likely that like-minded people gather around him. The soirées he hosts are not formal, and many young people attend. But they are not so raucous as to make the old guard frown, so unmarried women can also attend with peace of mind."

"I have been away from high society for a while, but it seems to have changed a great deal. Or rather, I myself held a prejudice against society and did not try to learn about it. Not everyone is like Keimont or the Countess."

Opal had been trapped by the unpleasant memories of eight years ago, assuming that the new people she met would be the same. She realized that she herself had become an unpleasant person and felt a sense of remorse.

(No one would want to become friends with someone so stubborn, competitive, and sarcastic...)

Opal let out a deep sigh and, feeling a gaze upon her, looked up. Claude was watching her with a gentle smile.

"Is something wrong?"

"You are cute, Opal. Very cute."

"T, that is just your imagination! Besides, I will be twenty-eight soon, there is no way I am cute!"

"Is that so?"

"It is!"

Claude’s words made her happy, yet she was too embarrassed, so she turned away with a pout. She was aware that this was one of the things about her that was not cute. Just as she was about to feel down about her inability to be more honest, a thought struck her.

"Tonight’s incident... I am sure Roana-san is put off, do you not think?"

"Incident?"

"My accusation against Lord Keimont."

"Ah... Do you regret it?"

"I do not regret it. In fact, I think the drama of the arrest has probably overshadowed what I did. But this is a separate matter, is it not? No one wants to be friends with someone who is always causing a stir. They would rather keep their distance."

Anyone would be angry if someone caused a scene at their parents’ ball. Even if Lord Croisel was understanding, she would go and apologize properly tomorrow. It would be awkward to face them, but she had to do what was right. Opal resolved herself.

"It will be fine. I am sure you and Roana-jou will become friends."

Claude stated this with certainty to the pondering Opal. For some reason, his words pricked at Opal’s heart.

"...Are you acquainted with Roana-san?"

"No, I do not know her."

"Then how do you know?"

"Because I cannot imagine that someone you would want to befriend would care about such a trivial matter."

Realizing they were not acquainted, Opal felt a secret sense of relief. There was no need to be jealous, but her heart would not listen to reason. She was sure this would repeat itself every time she met an attractive woman. Even so, she could never leave her precious Claude.

"Thank you, Claude."

"...Yes."

Opal beamed at Claude for his kind words. She was unaware of just how much that smile captivated him. Instead, she abruptly changed the subject.

"By the way... were you acquainted with Lord Croisel?"

"I knew his name, but today was the first time we met. Why do you ask?"

"Oh, I was just thinking it would have been a bit foolish of me to introduce you in that setting if you were already acquainted."

"That certainly might have been a little odd."

Opal and Claude laughed, imagining such a scene, like something out of a caricature. Then, the two of them set down their glasses, stood up, and holding hands, slowly made their way to the bedroom.



		
			Chapter 53

			Newspaper

			The incident at the Croisel family’s ball had already spread throughout the country by the next morning. To Opal’s surprise, it had been featured prominently in a popular newspaper.

"Is it not far too soon for this to be an article? I wonder who leaked it..."

Opal murmured as she placed the newspaper on the table. The article’s content was written in a highly sensational manner, revealing that the true identity of the bandits who had been troubling the public recently were the sons of aristocrats. While it was undoubtedly a major incident, what bothered Opal was the considerable detail in the article. Not only did it accurately describe what happened at the ball, down to the exact words Claude had said, but it also included information Opal did not know, such as the internal affairs of the Ministry of Justice.

"Literacy rates have been rising recently, and newspapers are becoming a form of entertainment for the citizens. The Ministry of Justice probably thought that if everyone was going to find out anyway, they might as well provide accurate information. The news that the bandits, the enemies of the public, were the idiot sons of nobles... well, of the upper class, is going to stir up considerable resentment. Citizen dissatisfaction with the aristocracy is already growing, and it would be problematic if this became the spark that set off a larger fire. So, they want to frame it as a picture of the Ministry of Justice and upright nobles defeating the evil nobles."

"I think it is a wonderful thing for all citizens to obtain equal rights. But I fear that rushing things may create distortions somewhere. And lately, things have been moving so rapidly that it sometimes frightens me."

"That is true. This country, Taisey Kingdom, and other nations are all changing at a dizzying pace right now. If you do not pay attention, you will be unable to keep up with the changing times and be left behind in an instant."

As Claude spoke, he picked up the newspaper from the table. He opened it and pointed to a particular article.

"More than that, this article makes me angry. Who wrote this? Alan Maron? Is he kidding?"

It was rare for Claude to be so irritated. Opal had been so focused on the article about Keimont and the others, but she wondered if something else important had been written. She lowered her gaze and was surprised. She quickly took the newspaper and read the article.

"What is this..."

Opal’s face contorted as she traced the words with her finger. The article detailed not only last night’s arrest but also her denunciation of Keimont. The headline read, ‘A Champion for Defenseless Women! Opal Holloway, Former Duchess McLeod!’

"How rude to get my name wrong!"

"Ah, you are right, it is wrong."

"I am Opal Fred, Marchioness Rousel. I must protest and have them print a correction immediately!"

As Opal angrily searched for the newspaper company’s contact information, Claude burst out laughing. Hearing his laughter, Opal looked up.

"Why are you laughing? Were you not angry as well?"

"I was angry about the article’s content. This reporter is praising Opal. That is fine. It is the truth. But at the end, it says, ‘I would very much like to become acquainted with her.’"

"I think it is just a lighthearted closing remark, but if it bothers you, I will protest. I will tell them I am not interested in anyone but you."

"No, that is not it."

"Then what is it? This reporter probably does not know that I have remarried. As a journalist, their research is insufficient."

Opal found the newspaper company’s address and furrowed her brow. It was not too far from here, but she had a visit to the Croisel residence to make soon, so she was short on time.

"I wonder if I will have time in the afternoon..."

"Are you really planning to go and protest? It will surely cause a huge commotion."

"It is already a commotion. More importantly, I was thinking of making a donation along with the protest. If they report on it in a big way, it will be good publicity for the newspaper as well as the organization, would it not? Moreover, it could lead to an increase in donations from other companies and individuals. There is no reason not to do it."

As Opal spoke with enthusiasm, Claude burst out laughing again. He thought that being with Opal was truly never boring. The headline and conclusion aside, the article’s content was as follows.

'Opal Holloway took measures to have Jeff Keimont transfer his assets as child support in order to save the women he had deceived and irresponsibly impregnated, along with their children. She then boldly denounced his misdeeds at the Croisel family’s ball and cornered him. She was granted an immense fortune upon her divorce from Duke McLeod and has been using it to increase her assets and give back to the less fortunate. She has established a protective organization with a focus on the welfare and empowerment of women, and has apparently begun activities to extend a helping hand not only in the Royal Capital but also to provincial areas.'

The mention of provincial areas was likely a guess based on Opal’s trip to the town of Nobori. In reality, Opal was focusing her efforts on establishing charitable organizations in provincial cities. Claude felt a pang of guilt, wondering if it had been right to whisk her away to Taisey Kingdom when she was still in the middle of her work.

"Claude, is something wrong? Was I being unladylike?"

"No, not at all. That is not it."

Noticing that Claude, who had been laughing just a moment ago, had suddenly become serious, Opal asked him. She had many things she wanted to do, but her first priority was to cherish Claude. That feeling had not changed since she accepted his proposal. She worried that she might have been rushing things a bit too much during their time in this country, but Claude’s answer was unexpected.

"Opal, you are working so hard to help the people in need in this country, and I was just thinking if it was right for me to take you to Taisey Kingdom for my own convenience. You seem so full of life right now."

"Of course I am. One of my recent worries has been partially resolved. It is only natural to be happy."

"A worry?"

"Yes. I have been wondering for a long time how I could let more people, especially those in need, know about the sanctuaries and charitable organizations. It is fine in the Royal Capital, but they are still largely unknown in the provinces. I found out that even in a town as large as Nobori, there is almost no awareness. But with this newspaper article, I think things might start to change, even if just a little. If the number of supporters increases, that would be perfect."

"Indeed..."

"And you know, it is not just the people of this country that I want to help. The people of Taisey Kingdom are the same. That country was much more developed than this one, but it seems the mindset of high society has not changed much, and there are still many people in the provinces who have not recovered from the epidemic and the civil war, are there not? This is the country where I was born and raised, I understand the situation, and while my collaborators are still few, they do exist, so it will be fine even if I am not here. I am a meddler, so now I intend to help the people of Taisey Kingdom."

As Opal declared this with her chest puffed out, Claude seemed to let out a breath of relief. Then, a broad smile spread across his face. Instantly, Opal’s heart gave a thud, and from there it began to beat like a drum, doki doki.

"Thank you, Opal."

"Y, you are welcome? Oh, um, I have to get ready to go out!"

"You are right. If we are too late, we will be late getting to the newspaper office."

"Exactly! Well then, I will see you later!"

In the end, Opal beat a hasty retreat and fled from the room. Even though they had been married for nearly a month, she still found her heart pounding at Claude’s slightest gestures and words. Entering her room, Opal took a deep breath and somehow managed to calm her feelings by reciting her tasks for the day out loud.



		
			Chapter 54

			The Reporter

			After apologizing to Lord and Lady Croisel for her impolite behavior the previous night, they both laughed and assured her they did not mind. Following a conversation about the current state of society, Opal managed to forge a new friendship with the viscount's daughter, Roana. Feeling satisfied, she departed from the Croisel estate. Now, she and Claude were headed to the newspaper company.

"I do hope the reporter who wrote that article is there..."

"Well, even if the reporter isn't, the editor-in-chief should be."

Although she had spoken boldly to Claude that morning, a newspaper office was an unknown world to Opal, and she felt a little nervous. Claude, however, was as relaxed as ever and casually answered her concerns. Seeing his demeanor, a thought struck Opal.

"Don't tell me you're involved in the newspaper's management?"

"No, I'm friends with the owner, but I don't participate in the management."

"What about in Taisey Kingdom?"

"I own one company, I suppose."

"...I never knew."

Opal sagged, leaning back against her seat. As this recent incident demonstrated, controlling information was of immense political importance. It was unlikely that King Alessandro would not have his hand in a newspaper company. Of course, if the king himself were involved in its management, it would lack credibility, so Claude was probably the owner in name only.

"Shall I make you a list of my assets and give it to you?"

"No. You can just tell me whenever it becomes necessary."

"Then I will do that."

She had known it, but Claude had truly become a grown man she no longer recognized. It had not even been six months since they had reunited after eight years. Not only were there those eight years, but ever since she had entered the boarding school, they had only seen each other during long holidays, so it was only natural there was much she did not know about him.

It would be a lie to say she was not curious about this other matter of his. If Claude had not returned to the country, someone else would have likely been involved, a person who could seamlessly enter the social circles of Sosylle Kingdom.

"Both you and His Majesty King Alessandro are quite the schemers, aren't you?"

"What's this all of a sudden?"

"But you aren't my enemies, are you?"

"Not to you, and not to this country."

"...In that case, I'll let it slide."

"Thank you, my dear wife."

"You are most welcome, my dear husband."

Claude understood exactly what Opal was saying, but they both chose to leave things ambiguous. Opal, too, understood that while Claude might have secrets, he did not lie. Just as their conversation concluded, the carriage arrived in front of the newspaper company.

"There are quite a few people gathered here. There are children, too..."

"The newspaper has small jobs to offer. Everyone is looking for work. ...Or more accurately, a bit of pocket money."

"Mantest is always short on staff, yet everyone wants to come to the city."

"Isn't it a matter of image? I wouldn't say everyone, but many people think they can make a name for themselves if they come to the city."

"Speaking of which, I heard the owner of this place came to the Royal Capital from a rural village and started out polishing shoes. He's a perfect example of someone who rose through the ranks."

"He often says he learned the ins and outs of business by polishing shoes, not by going to school."

"That's amazing."

Opal replied, impressed, and waited for Claude to exit the carriage. She then took his hand and stepped down. At once, the eyes of the crowd gathered before the newspaper office fell upon her. She flinched slightly but hid it well. Then, as if addressing a crowd at a ball, she offered a light bow with a smile on her face and entered the building.

"Well, Lord Fred. It's rare to see you here."

"Hello, Editor-in-Chief. It's been a while. This is my wife, Opal. Opal, this is the editor-in-chief, Marc Ponsero."

"A pleasure to meet you, Ponsero-san."

"A pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Fred. I must be truly lucky today to have the chance to meet such a beautiful lady."

Upon entering the newspaper office, Claude gave a small wave to the security guard at the reception desk, then escorted Opal up to the third floor with unerring steps. When they entered a certain room, a man at the farthest desk stood up and called out to them. They seemed to be acquainted, but it appeared the man did not know Claude was Marquis Rousel.

"I came to see a reporter named Alan Maron. Is he here?"

"Yes, he is. Was it about this morning's article? I can't reveal the source, but it was a splendid piece, wasn't it? It's selling like hotcakes, we just ordered another printing."

The editor-in-chief spoke with a pleased look on his face. His good luck was likely more about the extra printing of the newspaper than about meeting Opal.

"Alan just got back from his reporting. It seems he's uncovered some new information on this morning's article and is about to submit his copy, so please keep your business brief. Hey, Alan! Alan!"

"...Yeah, yeah, what is it? I'm busy right n...?!"

Alan, who had looked up with an annoyed expression from a desk piled high with documents and newspapers, knocked his chair over with a clatter and shot to his feet the moment his eyes met Opal's. Even in the noisy editorial department, the sound of the shrieking chair echoed loudly.

"Opal-sama?! Opal-sama!"

"...Y, yes?"

The young man, barely in his twenties, wove through the tightly packed desks and rushed toward Opal. His frantic demeanor made Opal take an involuntary step back as she responded, but the young man, Alan, was blocked by Claude.

"Sorry, but please don't get near my wife."

"Huh? Oh, no, I'm sorry. I was just so happy to see Opal-sama..."

"You know my wife? She doesn't seem to know you."

Claude's voice was unusually stern. The atmosphere grew heavy, and the editorial department fell completely silent. Even the editor-in-chief, seemingly unsure of what was happening, simply watched the events unfold with a dumbfounded look.

"I... I just admired Opal-sama from afar eight years ago, so it's only natural that you wouldn't know me!"

"Eight years ago?"

"Yes! My father works for the Duke McLeod's household, so I was able to see Opal-sama a few times. And thanks to you, Opal-sama, I was able to get an education and become a reporter like this. Thank you!"

Alan stood at attention, answering as crisply as if reporting to a superior officer. Opal peeked out from behind Claude to look at Alan but could not recall him. She had indeed arranged for the workers at the Duke McLeod's estate and their families to receive an education, but there had been many of them, so she could not remember.

"So, what is your father's name?"

To Claude's slightly irritated question, Alan smiled brightly.

"My father's name is Cayve. We don't have a family name, so I chose the name of my favorite food for mine."



		
			Chapter 55

			The Interview

			"Oh! You're Cayve's son! I'm so sorry I didn't recognize you right away."

"N, no... I look like my mother, so it can't be helped. Though she passed away ten years ago, so I only know that from what people tell me. My father often said that if she were alive, she would have made your stay at the ducal estate much more comfortable."

"Is that so... But Cayve was very kind to me even on his own. It's a shame I couldn't thank him properly in the end, but did my letter of thanks reach him safely?"

"Yes. My father was so moved he cried. But he was disappointed he couldn't write a reply. He can read, you see, but he can't write..."

At the mention of Cayve, Duke McLeod's coachman, Opal stepped out from behind Claude in delight and took Alan's hands. Cayve had been the only servant who had treated her with kindness when she had been all alone in the ducal household. She remembered him once saying, 'I'm thinking of sending my son out to work soon,' and that had prompted her to arrange for the servants to receive an education. As Opal delighted in the fond memory, Claude's chilly voice cut in.

"Opal, reminiscing is fine, but what about our purpose for coming here?"

"Oh, that's right."

"W, w, wait a moment, please!"

Opal, who had completely forgotten her objective, was about to ask for a correction to the article at Claude's prompting. This time, however, it was the editor-in-chief who cried out in a fluster.

"By Opal-sama, do you mean *that* Opal-sama?! The, the Opal Holloway, the former Duchess of McLeod from last night's incident?!"

"That is correct. Or so I would like to say, but there are a few errors, so I came here today to request a correction."

"The, the real one... the real Opal Holloway, former Duchess of McLeod..."

"No, as I was saying..."

"She's the real deal! It's a scoop!"

Ignoring Opal's words, the editor-in-chief's shout sent the department into an uproar. Everyone stood up and started to rush toward Opal, but Claude's stern voice rang out.

"Quiet!"

His voice was not particularly loud, but everyone froze in place. Once the room was quiet again, he continued slowly.

"I appreciate the welcome, but if everyone moves at once in this cramped room, someone will get hurt. Would you please calm down?"

"M, my apologies, Lord Fred. I got a little carried away... Hey, all of you, back to your seats."

Claude's calm words, which carried no hint of anger, seemed to have a sobering effect on everyone. When the editor-in-chief shooed them away, they obediently returned to their seats. But they were still curious, stealing glances at Opal while pretending to resume their work.

"I'm sorry for the commotion. I read this morning's paper with great interest. I'm especially grateful for the favorable way you wrote about my disturbance last night."

"Favorable? It was just the facts!"

"...I won't ask where you got your information about last night. I just want you to issue a correction, because that article is not accurate."

"What did you say?!"

When Opal thanked him for the article, Alan's face lit up as he replied. However, when she mentioned a correction, it was the editor-in-chief who was surprised, while Alan wore a guilty expression. He had likely known about her remarriage.

"What I want corrected is my name. I have remarried the Marquis Rousel of Taisey Kingdom, which makes me Marchioness Rousel, Opal Fred."

"Huh... Marquis Rousel?"

Once again, it was the editor-in-chief who reacted. He knew of Claude Fred, but not of Marquis Rousel. And while Alan knew of Marquis Rousel, he apparently did not know his true identity.

"What? This man is Marquis Rousel? But I thought Marquis Rousel was a decrepit old..."

"You thought he was an old man?"

Claude finished Alan's faltering words. Alan's expression grew even more awkward, and Claude burst out laughing.

"Did you perhaps omit the fact of her remarriage so as not to damage Opal's reputation?"

"Well, that is... yes."

Alan nodded at Claude's correction. Opal tilted her head, not quite understanding.

"If it got out that she remarried a rich, decrepit old man right after receiving alimony from her divorce with Duke McLeod, the public might not take it well."

"Ah, I see."

Opal did not care about her reputation, but if it affected donations and support for her charitable organization, then a good reputation was better. Realizing this, Opal gave Alan a grateful smile.

"Thank you, Alan. You were thinking of the charity."

"Huh? No, well..."

"But I am not doing anything shameful, in fact, I am quite proud. So would you please issue a correction?"

"...Yes."

"No, no, no, wait just a moment!"

Just as Opal and Alan came to an agreement, the editor-in-chief's voice cut in. He physically inserted himself between the two of them as well.

"Is there some problem?"

"No, not a problem, a question! You mean to say Lord Fred is Marquis Rousel?! From Taisey Kingdom?!"

"I was graciously granted the title of Marquis recently."

"The rank of nobility doesn't matter right now. What is the connection between Lord Fred and the Rousel family?!"

As he fired off questions, the editor-in-chief grabbed a random piece of paper and a pen from a nearby desk. The other staff members thought to themselves, 'The rank of nobility certainly does matter,' but held their tongues, waiting for Claude's reply. Claude glanced at Opal and grinned before turning his gaze back to the editor-in-chief.

"I'll tell you. But I'll be charging an interview fee."

"Y, yes. Of course, we will pay the standard rate."

"In that case, I'll take ten times that amount."

"That's outrageous!"

"Oh, I think it's worth that much. My husband, Marquis Rousel, is shrouded in mystery here in Sosylle Kingdom. So much so that rumors of him being a decrepit old man have been circulating. And though he finally showed himself last night, most people still don't know his true identity. So I'm sure it will be a huge scoop."

"A huge scoop..."

When Opal, understanding Claude's intention, added her part, the editor-in-chief seemed captivated. Claude then pressed his advantage.

"Donate my entire interview fee to the charitable organization Opal founded. In this newspaper's name."

"...And we can publicize that?"

"Of course. I'll speak to the owner myself."

"Please do! In that case, let's move to a separate room. You too, Alan."

"Y, yes!"

The editor-in-chief headed for a small room, his steps so light he looked as if he might start dancing at any moment. Opal and Claude followed him, and Alan hurried back to his desk to grab his writing tools. The interview did not take long. But the next morning's newspaper featured the dramatic romance of Opal and Claude, capturing the hearts of the people, especially the women.
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			The Love Story

			"This is strange. All I wanted was to correct my name and call for support for my organization..."

"You achieved your goals."

"That may be true... but what is this? 'Torn-Apart First Love! A Childhood Romance Crosses the Sea!'"

"As a romance novel, it's rather interesting, don't you think?"

Opal held the newspaper she had just finished reading and pointed to the headline in protest. But Claude seemed unconcerned, his demeanor nonchalant.

"As a novel, yes. Well, I'm glad Duke McLeod wasn't made out to be the villain."

"...Not causing trouble for anyone is the basic principle, after all."

There was no point in complaining about it now. Opal placed the newspaper on the table and let out a final, sigh-laden thought. Claude responded in agreement.

The article focused less on Opal's name or Marquis Rousel's identity and more on the story of how the two came to be married, which was featured prominently. It was the story of the first love between the daughter of the fabulously wealthy Count Holloway and the third son of a poor Baron's Family.

Their circumstances could be called a mismatch of status, and Claude stepped aside for Opal's happiness when a marriage proposal from Duke McLeod arose. Half in despair, Claude traveled to Taisey Kingdom, which was in the midst of turmoil, to meet his grandfather. From there, his rise to prominence began.

Opal, meanwhile, hoping to reduce the number of women who suffered as she had, began activities to support female independence. She also extended a hand to underprivileged children, contributing greatly to charitable works in her wish for people's happiness.

Later, Claude splendidly acquired status and fortune. Yet, his days were empty without his beloved Opal. Wanting to feel connected to her in some small way, he invested in the Mantest project and became acquainted with Duke McLeod. Duke McLeod, learning the depth of their love, decided to step aside. And so, Opal and Claude were reunited and finally, happily, joined in matrimony.

"...It's correct, but it's not. This is so frustrating."

"But well, it features your charitable organization prominently, so isn't it fine?"

In contrast to Opal, who was grumbling while tapping her fingers on the table, Claude was leisurely sipping his coffee. Watching him, Opal gradually began to calm down.

"I suppose so... I'll have to write a letter and apologize to Duke McLeod. We used his name without permission."

"I'll write it. I'm the one who told the story."

"In that case, may I ask you to?"

"Of course. You're going to see her now, aren't you?"

"Yes, I received a reply from my uncle saying it was all right, so I'm going to tell Beth."

Regarding Keimont's assets, she had petitioned her uncle, the legal officer Jonathan Kenjit, to exempt a portion from confiscation to cover the child support needed for his three children. Her uncle had completed the necessary procedures in a single day and sent a reply. Of course, the reason it could be done so quickly was partly due to Opal's prior preparations. A fortunate outcome of this affair was that because the assets had been confiscated by the Ministry of Justice, Keimont's consent and signature were no longer required.

"Shall I go with you?"

"No, it's all right. I'll ask for more guards than last time, and besides, we'll stand out if we go together, won't we?"

"You stand out enough on your own, don't you?"

"Actually, I'm going in disguise this time."

"Hm?"

"If it becomes known that Beth is associated with me, it will be difficult for her to start her life over, don't you think? So, I'm going to meet her in disguise."

"...Please be very careful."

"I will."

Claude looked as if he wanted to say more, but he seemed to have reconsidered. He offered a smile and kind words, and Opal smiled back in return.

That afternoon. Opal and Nadia slipped out through a back entrance and headed for Beth's place in a hired carriage arranged by a footman. The front entrance was swarmed with reporters and a large crowd of people. The reporters were seeking information about Keimont and new details about Marquis Rousel, while the people were either simple onlookers or those who wanted to see Opal. Among them, many women seemed to have been moved by this morning's newspaper article, feeling a mix of empathy, admiration, and respect for Opal's way of life.

"It's too late for them to realize how wonderful Opal-sama is now. Opal-sama has always been wonderful."

"Thank you, Nadia."

Once they were settled in the hired carriage, Nadia muttered in a sulky tone. Besides Nadia, two guards were inside the carriage.

"If Beth isn't grateful after this, I won't forgive her. But I can't stand how people are changing their tune either..."

Opal smiled wryly at Nadia's grumbling and gazed out the window. The city scenery gradually changed, the buildings growing shabbier. Today, Opal was borrowing Nadia's everyday clothes, so she shouldn't stand out too much even in this area.

"Well, let's go."

"Yes!"

With Nadia, who for some reason was more enthusiastic than Opal herself, Opal stepped out of the carriage. Just like last time, she climbed the old, worn-out stairs and knocked on the door.

"Hello, Beth. How are you feeling?"

"My lady..."

While Beth stood in shock, Opal slipped inside through the door, followed by Nadia who closed it behind her. Opal observed Beth, who stood there dumbfounded. Her complexion was poor and her belly was so large it looked as if she could give birth at any moment.

"You must be tired of standing, shall we sit?"

Beth did not try to stop Opal as she spoke and opened the bedroom door. On the contrary, she obediently sat down next to Opal. Opal regarded the now completely docile Beth with suspicion.

"Are you in pain somewhere? Your stomach? Your back? Or do you feel unwell?"

"No..."

Beth gave a small reply and then fell silent. As Opal sat beside her without speaking, she heard the sound of Beth's sobbing.

"Beth?"

"I... I'm scared..."

"I know."

There was no way she would not be scared before giving birth. And she was all alone. It now occurred to Opal to wonder about Beth's family, but it would be tactless to ask.

"Listen, Beth. If you'd like, why don't you move into the facility I support? This place is inconvenient with your delivery so near. There are many experienced women there who can help you."

"But..."

"You don't need to worry about money. I've also settled things with Lord Keimont. He's agreed to provide child support for the baby."

Deciding she could not leave her here alone, Opal made the proposal. She also told her not to worry about money, as it was a source of great stress. Beth wiped her tears with her sleeve and looked at Opal as if glaring at her.

"I saw in the paper that he was arrested. He's this child's father!"

Beth screamed, her voice like a shriek, and then closed her eyes.



		
			Chapter 57

			The Smile

			"Beth? Beth?!"

Worried about Beth, who had collapsed onto the bed, Opal called out to her in a panic. She seemed to recall hearing that it was best not to move someone in such a state. But she did not know what to do next, and just then, Nadia, who had been waiting in the next room, came in with a stern look on her face.

"She's only fainted, so there's no need to worry so much. It's probably because she got agitated so suddenly. A woman's body is different during pregnancy, you know."

"It's because she's pregnant that I'm worried. Is the baby all right? She's breathing, but to be unconscious..."

Unlike the flustered Opal, Nadia remained perfectly calm. She placed a hand on Beth's forehead, checked the pulse at her wrist, and gently rubbed her large belly.

"I think the blood just rushed to her head. Her stomach isn't too tight, she should wake up soon. Oh, look..."

As Nadia took both of Beth's hands and rubbed them vigorously, Beth's eyelids fluttered. Then, she slowly opened her eyes.

"Wait here, I'll get you some water."

Nadia patted Beth's hands, then stood up and went into the next room. During that time, Opal could do nothing but sit and watch. She felt she should say something, but she was afraid that Beth might lose consciousness again. Opal had no experience with pregnancy or childbirth, nor had she ever cared for the sick. When her mother was bedridden, she had only sat by her side reading books or chatting, and that was nearly twenty years ago. So, she was relieved when Nadia returned.

"There's no water in the pitcher. I had no choice, so this is the fruit water my lady brought."

Nadia handed the glass to Beth and sat down on the opposite side of Opal. The bed groaned as if in protest. Beth, who must have been thirsty, drained the glass in an instant and let out a deep breath.

"Are you calm now? In that case, let me say something. Have you no shame? You should be grateful to my lady, but to complain instead, your ingratitude knows no bounds!"

"Nadia, we can talk about this another time..."

Nadia, taking the glass from Beth, began to scold her in a harsh tone. Opal, worried about Beth's condition, tried to intervene, but Nadia shook her head with a resolute expression.

"No, Opal-sama, you are too kind. With people like this, you have to tell them off sharply, or they'll never realize how much..."

"That's not true! I am grateful to my lady!"

"Wh..."

Beth cut off Nadia's words as she was about to say more. Overwhelmed by her forcefulness, Nadia was at a loss for words.

"I... while my lady was married to Lord Hubert, my attitude as a servant was unforgivable. But I believed I was doing the right thing, that I was protecting Stella-sama from a lady with a bad reputation. I never doubted it."

"Well, I'm sure you did."

"The butler, Romit-san, and everyone else tried to drive you out... I know now how foolish that was. But at the time, I believed it was justice. That justice could not lose to evil. When Stella-sama had to move out of the mansion, I was furious with my lady, and when my lady divorced Lord Hubert, I rejoiced that justice had finally won."

"My, you're an incredibly simple-minded person, aren't you?"

"Nadia."

Opal had been listening without interrupting, thinking that talking might ease Beth's mind, but Nadia apparently could not hold back. She hastily admonished Nadia, but Beth just smiled bitterly and nodded.

"You're right. I am truly foolish. An irredeemable fool, which is why I took Lord Keimont's words at face value. I was a fool who was swept off her feet when he said, 'The reason I never married was because my heart rejected every woman I met. But upon meeting you, I understood. I was waiting for you. You are my destiny.'"

Listening to Beth's story as she began to cry again, Opal and Nadia exchanged glances. Keimont's lines were cheesy, but they could not laugh at the thought of Beth remembering them word for word.

"I trusted someone I shouldn't have, and didn't trust the person I should have. So this is my just deserts. Lady Northem dismissed me, but she gave me enough wages to get by for the time being. Still, when I think about the future, I feel anxious..."

"I see. It's not money you can easily spend, considering you have a child to raise. But please don't worry. As I said earlier, I have received child support from Lord Keimont. For now, you need to rest your body. A safe place would be best for that, don't you think?"

"But I am not worthy of receiving your kindness! So please, give that money to the other two!"

"Ah, so you knew..."

"Yesterday, I saw the newspaper headline when I went out shopping..."

It must have been a shock for her to learn of Keimont's arrest. The other two women were in the care of the facility's director, and with other residents around, their minds could be distracted. But for Beth to be alone in a room like this, it was no wonder she had become so distressed as to faint. Opal knew she had to get Beth out of this place, and so she stood up.

"Come now, moping around won't do any good. You're a mother now, Beth, so for your baby's sake, let's move to a safe place."

"No, I will stay here. I cannot accept my lady's..."

"Oh, for goodness' sake! You..."

Nadia was about to vent her frustration at Beth's stubborn refusal. However, Opal raised a hand to stop Nadia and smiled gently at Beth.

"Listen, Beth. Would you please stop being so stubborn? There's no doubt you've been foolish, but you're about to make another foolish choice right now. I'm not thinking of you. I'm worried about the child in your belly. And let me tell you, I have received child support from Lord Keimont. It is that child's money. You have no right to refuse it, and of course, I have made arrangements for it to be properly paid out by the steward of his estate. Do you understand?"

At Opal's sharp words, Beth's face turned pale. Opal worried she had gone too far, but to her surprise, Beth nodded meekly.

"You are right. Could you... wait just a moment? I'll pack my things."

"You only need what you'll use right away. We can have someone else pack the rest for you."

Though taken aback, Opal replied, and Beth smiled through what looked like tears.

"I don't have that much baggage. It won't take long."

"I'll help."

As Beth stood up, Nadia also stood and returned to the next room. There, Beth stopped and turned back.

"I am truly grateful to you from the bottom of my heart, my lady. For not abandoning a fool like me and extending a helping hand..."

"I do not think you are a fool now."

When Opal replied to her words of thanks with a smile, Beth gave a small, shy smile in return. It was the first genuine smile Opal had ever seen from Beth.



		
			Chapter 58

			The Inspection

			"Marchioness Rousel, you will be coming back again, won't you?!"

"Thank you, Marchioness!"

"Please, be sure to return!"

"My lord Marquis, this is your hometown!"

Amidst the large crowd of Mantest citizens, Opal and Claude smiled and waved as they boarded the carriage. From here, they would travel to a train station a short distance away, then transfer to a locomotive and head to the port. At last, they were returning to Taisey Kingdom.

Opal, sitting beside Claude, let out a sigh of relief as the carriage began to move. Ever since that newspaper article was published, she and Claude had been welcomed everywhere they went. She had acted to meet those expectations, but it felt as if she were deceiving everyone, which made her uncomfortable.

"It seems the labor shortage really is the problem."

"To put it another way, besides the labor shortage, things are going fairly well."

After safely escorting Beth to the facility in the Royal Capital, Opal received a visit from Hubert the next morning. He had come to apologize and express his gratitude regarding Beth, prompted by the series of news reports. Hubert also reported that, after discussions with Lady Marienne and her parents, Count and Countess Lefond, he had decided to postpone their engagement. It seemed Stella had also taken this opportunity to move to a land quite far from the Royal Capital. Opal had things she wanted to say, but she felt it was not her place to interfere and simply listened. After that, the three of them discussed Mantest.

And now, Opal and Claude had just finished their inspection of Mantest. They had received reports that while the land was developing smoothly with no issues regarding ore reserves, supply could not keep up with demand, they were suffering from a labor shortage. Of course, there were other minor issues, but those would have to be dealt with one by one. However, Opal already had an idea for a solution to the labor shortage.

"Have the arrangements been made?"

"Yes. That's why I went to the trouble of having Alan accompany us. He said he doesn't want to write false articles."

"A false article..."

"Regarding my name, he said he didn't write a lie, he just didn't write the whole truth."

"It's all in how you say it, I suppose."

Opal was Marchioness Rousel, but she was also the former Duchess of McLeod. Neither was incorrect, so while some might use only the higher title, others might use both at all times. She simply did not feel like using Hubert's title, so she stuck to Claude's alone.

"You don't need to see the draft?"

"No, it's fine. Alan's articles can be a bit exaggerated at times, but they are very easy to read and understand. If Alan writes something negative about the work in Mantest, it means that's the impression he received. That's something we might have missed, and that's what I want to read."

"But what if you can't attract the workers you need because of it?"

"Then we just have to work hard to attract them. Until then, we'll have to limit production. ...That said, this is just my opinion. If you, my father, or Duke McLeod are against it, I will follow your lead."

"You sound rather confrontational for someone who says that."

Claude said this with a laugh. To resolve Mantest's labor shortage, they had decided to place a recruitment ad in the most widely read newspaper. However, it was Opal who suggested that having a reporter actually cover the story would be more effective than a simple ad. A normal ad was commonplace, but a feature article would make the work easier to understand and pique the readers' interest. She had told Alan he was free to interview the miners, so long as it did not interfere with their work. Of course, Opal and Claude had also promised to listen directly to the grievances of not just the miners but all the workers in Mantest and strive to make improvements.

"You're being so negative, it makes me wonder if you've changed your mind and are against it now."

"I am in favor of it. Count Holloway and McLeod have both entrusted this matter to us. It's just that there are all sorts of people in the world. So there will be those who view this negatively, and I can't say for sure that it won't become a hindrance in the future."

"I know. I've experienced people's malice more times than I can count. That's precisely why I can stand up to it, and why I know that the world is not just filled with malice."

"But by stepping into the spotlight this time, Opal, you'll be the one in the line of fire if something happens."

Opal, who had sensed that Claude was in a somewhat bad mood since their arrival in Mantest, understood the reason and could not help but smile. Since she had become famous anyway, she had decided to widely publicize her role as one of the managers of the Mantest land development project and act as its public face. It seemed he was worried about her. But the reason he had not opposed it was because he recognized its effectiveness and respected her own opinion.

"...If I hadn't stepped forward and some problem arose in Mantest, you might be the one in the line of fire, Claude. Or it might be my father, or the Duke. In any case, we would all work together to solve the problem. That wouldn't change."

"But between us and you..."

Claude started to speak, but he looked at Opal and his face fell, as if he had misspoken. Claude did not fail to acknowledge her, but the world did. Regretting her hurt expression, Opal forced a smile.

"I think I'll be hearing the words, 'That's just like a woman...' a lot from now on. When I hear that, I'll get angry, I'll cry from frustration, but I'll still keep fighting. So when that happens, I want you to be by my side, Claude. If you tell me it's okay, just like you always do, then it really will be okay."

"You can count on me. That's my area of expertise."

Claude replied with a laugh, but his eyes were very serious. Opal pressed a hand to her warming chest and looked into those eyes without wavering.

"Thank you, Claude."

"I haven't done anything."

"You've done everything for me."

Claude stared back at Opal and placed a hand on her soft cheek. ...He's going to kiss me. Just as Opal thought this and was about to close her eyes, her cheek was pinched.

"Hey!"

"Still as pinchable as ever."

"Th, that doesn't make any sense! My cheeks aren't pinchable!"

Even when she swatted his hand away in protest, Claude just grinned. For as long as she could remember, Claude would suddenly pinch her cheek for no reason.

"Come on, now. If you don't smile, Marchioness Rousel's reputation will be ruined."

"Marchioness Rousel doesn't care about her reputation."

With that, Opal stomped on Claude's foot with all her might. As he groaned in pain and doubled over, Opal spoke in a prim voice.

"Come on, now. If you don't smile, Marquis Rousel's reputation will be ruined."

"Opal..."

Claude's complaint was cut off by a knock on the carriage door. Opal answered with a cheerful voice, and the door was opened.

"Let's solidify the reputation of the Marquis and Marchioness Rousel."

"As stubborn sore losers?"

"I don't mind that at all."

"I'm kidding."

The two exchanged light banter as they stepped out of the carriage with smiles on their faces. They waved to the crowd gathered at the station before boarding the special passenger car. It was a short trip to the port from here, so they would likely arrive in Taisey Kingdom by evening.

"Well, are you ready to return to Taisey Kingdom?"

"I don't need to be ready."

"Then let's depart."

Nodding at Opal's dependable reply, Claude signaled to the stationmaster waiting outside. A whistle blew loudly, and their seats jolted as the train began to move. Together, Opal and Claude smiled out the window, waving to the people who had come to see them off.



		
			Chapter 59

			The Welcome

			By the time the ship arrived at the port in Taisey Kingdom, the sun was beginning to set behind the mountains. Despite this, the port was bustling with a great number of people.

"Is there a festival at the port today? For there to be so many people when it's almost night."

"No, this isn't a festival. It's a welcome party."

"A welcome party?"

Claude answered the question Nadia murmured as she looked down at the port from the deck. Hearing this, Opal tilted her head in confusion. She hadn't noticed, but perhaps there was a celebrity on board. She glanced around restlessly.

"Opal, they're here to welcome us."

"Pardon?"

"Word must have gotten out in Taisey Kingdom about what a wonderful couple you are!"

The last time she had landed in Taisey Kingdom for her marriage to Claude, she had attracted no particular attention. For that reason, Opal did not think for a moment that the reception was for her, and it took some time for her to grasp its meaning. Nadia, however, nodded as if it were only natural and puffed out her chest with pride. Opal smiled at her and began to descend the gangway.

"That's right, Claude. I'd forgotten you were so popular."

"That doesn't mean people would gather just to see my face. They're likely all here for you, Opal."

"Me? You mean they came to see the bride of Marquis Rousel?"

"They're welcoming Opal, the businesswoman who cornered an enemy of women and now supports those in unfortunate circumstances."

The faces of the people gradually coming into view were mostly filled with curiosity, but they seemed friendly enough. Even after Opal and her party set foot on land, the crowd was held back by port security and guards hired by Claude, unable to get too close. Still, Opal waved to everyone with her now familiar public smile.

"So this is how they knew we were arriving?"

"I believe so."

When Opal arrived at the station and saw the private train, the mystery of the reception at the port was solved. A train was the fastest way to return to the Royal Capital, but there were no public trains running at this hour.

"I understand why everyone came to welcome us. What I don't understand is the speed of the information. Until just the other day, in Taisey Kingdom's high society, I was ‘the indecent Opal Holloway.’ Isn't it strange that even the general public knows about me now?"

After saying it aloud, Opal realized. And seeing Claude’s smile, she was certain.

"You were manipulating the information, weren't you?"

"It wasn't so much manipulation. Until very recently, news from high society hardly reached the common people, right? That newspaper has only grown its circulation so much in the last year or so. And that was after it started printing stories about society. I suppose everyone is just that interested."

"So what did you do?"

Seeing Opal's firm intention not to let the matter drop, Claude gave up. It was not as if he had anything to hide.

"I made sure that stories about you, Opal, were not printed in the newspapers in this country or in Sosylle Kingdom. But I had no involvement in this recent affair, so the story must have gotten out. Well, it would have been impossible to hide that commotion anyway."

"Then did you know about Alan?"

"No, that was a coincidence."

"I see."

There was still much more she wanted to ask, but Opal gave up as well. She herself couldn't organize her thoughts and didn't know what she wanted to ask. Yet, some things now made sense. The information about her in Taisey Kingdom's high society had been outdated because it was being controlled. The power to silence the wagging tongues of so many was immense, and Opal once again stared intently at Claude sitting beside her.

"Any other questions?"

"You skillfully suppressed information about Claude, the Marquis Rousel, as well, didn't you?"

"I just took advantage of everyone's assumptions."

"That's still manipulation!"

"Ouch!"

Annoyed, Opal slapped Claude's knee. A surprised Claude cried out.

"That's not nearly enough for a liar."

When Opal turned her face away with a huff, she could hear Claude trying to stifle his laughter. In the end, just like always, Opal laughed too, and the topic was closed.

The next morning. Opal, who had woken up later than usual due to travel fatigue, sighed at the sight of numerous calling cards and invitations. Claude was still asleep. She briefly wondered if she should handle them herself and ultimately decided to decline all visits.

‘May I call upon you at your home just after you’ve returned from a long journey?’ I wish they would consider our side of things a little more.

Perhaps because she had been surrounded by so many people recently, she was quite tired. In her single days, she had gone out to tea parties, concerts, and balls every day. She couldn't believe she once had that kind of energy. But since older women also managed that schedule during the season, it was probably just a matter of her own stamina.

Well, I suppose I'm mentally exhausted too. Oh, I want to spend some quiet time in the countryside.

Opal had spent nearly seven years in the Duke McLeod's fief. Back then, she had struggled daily, thinking about how to make the lives of the people easier and how to enrich the land. For Opal, socializing was an important part of her work, but she missed her life in the country.

Marquis Rousel's fief seems to be doing well, but the Boccelli Duchy we'll soon be granted is apparently behind on modernization, so I'm sure it will be a rewarding challenge.

Opal mused as she sorted the invitations into piles of 'decline' and 'consider.' Ever since she heard about the Boccelli Duchy from Claude, she had been doing her own research. If her information was correct, reforms were urgently needed.

I haven't built a network in society here yet. I don't have any friends either, but while those things can wait, the fief needs attention as soon as possible. You never know when a storm or a drought might hit.

She had returned to her home country unexpectedly, but she no longer needed to worry about Beth. News of the birth should arrive soon. Of course, anything could happen during childbirth, but everyone at the sanctuary would surely help her. After giving birth, she could rest for a while and think about what to do next.

She had heard that the other two women who bore Keimont's children had decided to live as widows in regional cities. The children would inherit a substantial fortune upon reaching adulthood, but until then, the steward of the estate would provide them with enough living expenses to get by.

Opal gathered the invitations and stood up. She was so tired of writing replies that she considered hiring a secretary.

"I should look into that as well."

Opal murmured to herself and walked to the writing desk. Before writing her replies, she would make a plan for the future, a plan to inspect the Boccelli Duchy. She would discuss it with Claude when he woke up. The mere thought of going to the duchy made her fatigue vanish. On the contrary, filled with motivation, Opal opened her planner and began writing down the necessary details.



		
			Chapter 60

			The Summons

			"Opal, do you have a moment?"

"Yes, of course."

Opal, who was writing a letter in her room, put down her pen in response to Claude as he entered. His tone suggested he had something important to discuss. She stood up and sat down next to Claude on the chaise lounge where he had taken a seat.

"I just received a summons from His Majesty."

"Does that mean something has happened?"

"Probably. I hope it's not too serious, but I think I'll be late coming back. So I won't be able to escort you to the ball tonight."

"I understand. I'll attend by myself this evening."

"I'm sorry."

"There's no need to apologize. I've gotten used to the social scene here. I can manage perfectly fine on my own."

The events in Sosylle Kingdom had indeed been thoroughly reported in this country's high society. The invitations, which before her return had been mere formalities, had completely changed in tone. It was clear even from the wording that she was now warmly welcomed. Even so, she was disappointed to be attending alone. Hiding this feeling, Opal smiled brightly in reply, and Claude let out a sigh.

"You're so dependable, Opal. It makes me a little lonely sometimes."

"I'm just hiding my own loneliness and putting on a brave face. I know which of us must take priority."

"I'm sorry. That was selfish of me."

Claude immediately apologized upon hearing Opal's jokingly delivered words. It would have been nice if she could have sulked or acted spoiled in that moment, but for Opal, that was a considerable challenge. As she wondered how to respond, Claude suddenly kissed her and stood up.

"...Huh?"

"Forget what I said just now. After all, Opal is Opal."

"Wh, what is that supposed to mean!"

Perhaps because they had been childhood friends, like brother and sister, for so long, they rarely had the atmosphere of lovers. That was why a sudden kiss could leave her mind struggling to even process it. Leaving a stunned Opal behind, Claude headed for the exit, turning back at the door.

"Well, I'm off."

"Ah, yes. Take care."

Opal hastily stood to see him off, and Claude smiled happily before leaving. Only then did she realize she should have walked him to the entrance, but it felt awkward to chase after him now. Staring at the closed door, Opal sat back down on the chaise lounge and let out a long sigh.

"I'm still not used to this..."

It had been just over a month since their wedding. They spent much more time together, but their daily interactions lacked any sweet, romantic air, so when he ambushed her like that, she was always flustered. But Claude seemed to enjoy that, which was somehow frustrating.

Does Claude not feel lonely about tonight? ...No, that can't be true.

His earlier display of selfishness was probably an expression of his true feelings. But even if they were both lonely, there were many things they had to do apart. Opal had her social obligations, which she had stumbled with at first, and Claude had work that she didn't fully understand.

However, even if Claude didn't tell her the details of his work, she could vaguely imagine what it entailed. Taisey Kingdom had overcome the crises of plague and civil war and was now more prosperous than Sosylle Kingdom, but the Anti-Royalist Faction, supporters of the former prince, still existed.

For the past several days, Opal had attended as many tea parties and balls as she was invited to. At these events, she would smile as if she were merely curious. The women were then delighted to tell her all sorts of things, and among the rumors were many unsettling whispers that one wouldn't notice if not listening carefully.

But I wonder where the Anti-Royalist Faction gets its funding...

Any activity requires funds. Even if there were nobles secretly supporting them, where were they sourcing that money from? In the four years since King Alessandro ascended the throne, he surely would have investigated to ensure no hidden assets remained.

...Is that why Claude was investigating the bandits in Sosylle Kingdom?

The gold bullion and jewels the bandits were said to have stolen would amount to a considerable sum. Perhaps they had somehow funneled those assets into Taisey Kingdom, and the remainder was lost through gambling in Marquis Saymes's fief, in towns like Nobori. It was also plausible that the valuables stolen by Keimont and his associates had gone undiscovered for a time, leading Claude to suspect they were funding the Anti-Royalist Faction and prompting his investigation.

It's just speculation, but it all fits together, doesn't it?

Opal felt satisfied, convinced of her own theory as she rode home in the carriage. Claude probably wouldn't answer her questions yet, but he would surely tell her once the matter was resolved. Looking forward to comparing her notes with his answer then, Opal was disappointed when she returned to the manor. An urgent letter from Claude had arrived, stating that he would not be able to return for some time.

"For some time... I wonder how long that is..."

It wasn't as if she could have gotten her answers tonight, but Opal was quite disheartened. They had even promised to discuss tomorrow how to proceed with the reforms for the newly bestowed Boccelli Duchy. The duchy had vast stretches of land perfect for growing grain, but its modernization was delayed. Furthermore, because it had been a significant source of funding during the last civil war, its people were apparently exhausted from being subjected to impossibly heavy taxes.

And I'm sure there were a few mines there as well...

The Lead Mine at the northernmost tip was apparently still being mined on a small scale, but considering the health effects of dust and other factors, it wasn't profitable and would be better off closed. She had decided to go and inspect all of it soon. Opal could handle everything from planning to execution on her own. She just wanted to accomplish it with someone, with Claude. But since she didn't know how long Claude's "for some time" would be, she had no choice but to proceed on her own for now.

"Fine. I'll proceed on my own. After all, this is my area of expertise!"

Her resolve firm, Opal declared aloud in the empty room.



		
			Chapter 61

			The Departure

			"Alone again tonight?"

"Yes, that's right."

Eric, who had approached Opal as she attended yet another ball alone these past few days, spoke in a mocking tone. Opal answered politely, but Eric's rude behavior did not stop.

"Don't you feel pathetic? Attending balls here and there every night by yourself. I suppose Claude can't keep up with you."

"...This ball is being held for charity, Baron Prado. For what purpose are you here? Our donations will support the children who lost their parents in the plague and civil war, will they not? Did you know that charity balls like this are held almost every night?"

When she smiled and posed the question back to him, Eric's face turned red. But he quickly recovered with a sneer.

"Why isn't Claude with you? If you both attended, you could contribute that much more, couldn't you?"

Recently, some charity balls had begun to collect an attendance fee from the guests. That fee was then donated directly to the cause. Eric was likely referring to this.

"Is Viscount Amady, your elder brother, not with you? If you both were to attend, imagine how much support you could provide."

"My brother is away from the Royal Capital on business..."

Eric, who had started to answer, seemed to realize the true meaning behind Opal's sarcastic retort. In short, Claude was also away from the Royal Capital on "business."

Eric hadn't changed at all. While it was difficult to mature in such a short time, Opal thought he could at least think a little before acting. It seemed the last incident had only made him dislike her more, but anger blinds the eyes.

"Well then, if you'll excuse me."

With another polite farewell, Opal walked away from the speechless Eric. It was a little early tonight, but she intended to say her goodbyes to the host and leave.

Opal scanned the hall, found the host, and breathed a sigh of relief. To be honest, she was not very fond of balls or tea parties. But thanks to that newspaper article, the number of charity events had increased, and Opal found herself invited as a guest of honor, frequently asked for her advice.

Of course, that was a wonderful thing, and Opal intended to cooperate as much as possible. However, if her duties to her people were neglected, it would defeat the purpose. The crops would not wait patiently. That was why she intended to see the state of the fief with her own eyes as soon as possible and take the necessary measures.

If the preliminary research is correct, there are many ways to improve things.

Opal sighed again as she rode home in her carriage. By rights, she should have already been on her way to the duchy with Claude. She had waited for a while after that day, but there had been no word from him. She did not know if he was busy or in a situation where he could not contact her, so she was not angry, but she was worried. However, when Opal returned to the manor, the butler handed her a letter. It was from Claude, and she hastily opened it.

"Oh..."

Unfortunately, the letter said that his business would take a little longer, and he would not be able to return to the manor for a while. This disappointed Opal quite a bit, but it was not in her nature to blame Claude or lament alone.

"What should I do..."

She didn't know how long "a while" would be. If she simply waited for Claude to return, the reforms in the duchy would be delayed.

"Well, fine. In that case, I'll just go on ahead by myself."

Once her mind was made up, all that was left was to act. She decided to depart the day after tomorrow and informed Nadia and the butler of her intentions. They had already been making preparations, so it was unlikely to cause a major commotion. Opal went to her writing desk and wrote a reply to Claude.

'I can't believe you've left me alone for so long. I can't stay in the Royal Capital by myself anymore, so I am heading to the duchy.' It was a small bit of mischief, and she knew Claude would understand the joke.

The letter was addressed to a villa near the Royal Capital. The letter had stated that was where Claude was currently staying. Entrusting the letter to the butler, Opal prepared for bed and got in.

And so, early in the morning two days later, accompanied by Nadia and other ladies-in-waiting, maids, guard knights, and footmen, Opal departed for the duchy.



		
			Chapter 62

			The Duchy

			Opal let out a small sigh as she waved to the people lining the road. They were all bowing their heads, so they probably couldn't see her. She hadn't given advance notice of her visit to the duchy, but word had clearly gotten out. She had expected that much, but she hadn't expected this kind of reception.

When I arrive at the estate, the first thing I must do is tell them that this sort of welcome is unnecessary.

While they could arrange a welcome, they couldn't hide the state of the fief. She had been able to see the land as it truly was, so in that sense, this surprise visit was a success. It wasn't that she suspected the person managing this land of wrongdoing, but most people, when their management is not going well, try to hide it. In this case, she knew from the preliminary reports that the poverty was not the administrator's fault. That was precisely why she had come, to correct these issues. Of course, she didn't expect to solve everything, but nothing could be done without starting.

However... the fear I see in everyone's expressions is concerning...

It was not the fatigue or apathy born from poverty, but a clear fear directed at her, at the Duchess, the wife of their lord. Yet, among them were some who hid their defiance, suggesting that the path ahead would not be easy.

Eventually, Opal's party entered the grounds of the Boccelli ducal estate, and she was astonished at the sight of the residence in the distance. Nadia's mouth was hanging wide open.

"I've never seen such an amazing castle!"

"Indeed. 'The Northern Royal Palace' is an apt name."

She had heard stories, but she had never imagined it would be this magnificent and beautiful. The Boccelli ducal estate was also known as the Northern Royal Palace, and the 'Pearl Castle.' This was because, several generations ago, the ducal family had wielded enough power to divide the nation and threaten the royal family. The estate, built in that era, was constructed with a vast amount of milky-white stone not quarried in this region, as if to flaunt that power. It was called the Pearl Castle not only for its color but also likely because sea routes were used to transport the stone.

Transporting this much stone would have been difficult by land from the quarry.

Opal thought, picturing the location of the stone quarry in her mind. This northern region, including the Boccelli Duchy, had many mountainous areas. Transporting stone from other regions would have been incredibly laborious and would have required a great deal of money and time. For this reason, ore from the duchy's mines was largely exported to foreign countries, such as Sosylle Kingdom, via sea routes. Conversely, many goods were also imported from foreign countries.

The stone was probably brought from Sosylle Kingdom...

There was a large quarry north of Mantest, which they owned. That area also had a large port where trade flourished. Most of the silver mined from the duchy's silver mine was also exported and transported to that port. That must have accounted for a large portion of the anti-royalist faction's funds eight years ago.

The Boccelli Duchy was far from the Royal Capital, separated by a mountain range, and had secured its own trade routes. It must have always been a threat to the royal family. This became starkly evident eight years ago. The reason King Alessandro did not make this land a direct crown territory was either because Claude was that trusted, or because the royal family did not yet have the power to manage it.

Well, the latter is more likely.

Remembering the shrewd King Alessandro, Opal sighed. This land was too difficult for the still-young princes to govern. It seemed a proxy had been managing it for the past few years, but they had been unable to implement reforms. According to the report from the previous administrator, the people of this land were very insular and did not accept newcomers. So they must have decided to pass it all off to Claude. Moreover, given the perfect timing, the decision was surely made with the knowledge of Opal's ability and financial resources, proven by her rebuilding of the McLeod Duchy.

'Bring her back, even if you have to kidnap her,' indeed...

She felt that even Alessandro's casual remarks were laden with various hidden intentions. In the first place, the reason she had come here alone was all because of Alessandro's sudden summons to Claude.

How cruel of you, Your Majesty. Making a newlywed husband work so hard. That's why I'll make this land prosperous and then give it right back to you!

Opal was fuming with anger at Alessandro. This land was an important strategic point, so it would likely be exchanged for some unobjectionable royal land in the future. That was a natural measure, so she didn't mind. That said, she had no intention of slacking off. Filled with motivation, Opal clenched her fists and hardened her resolve. Just then, Nadia's voice called out.

"Your Grace, your face is very frightening. You'll make everyone tremble."

"Oh, pardon me."

Apparently, her brows had been furrowed and her expression had hardened. When Opal replied with feigned haughtiness, the lady-in-waiting and maid sitting opposite her giggled. Both had come with her from the Rousel Marquisate estate.

She realized that the residence, once distant, now towered before them. At the main entrance, servants were lined up in front of the wide-open doors.

"I wonder if we can get along..."

"Of course we can! After all, Your Grace is here."

Nadia confidently encouraged the maid who had murmured anxiously. Opal nodded with a smile in response, and not only the maid but also the other lady-in-waiting seemed relieved. At the Duke McLeod's estate eight years ago, Opal had fought alone. But because she was alone, she was also free.

Can I protect everyone...

Thinking this far, Opal dismissed her own weakness. Nadia had studied the etiquette of a lady-in-waiting to be of help to her. The other two had willingly accompanied her on this journey to care for her. They were all undoubtedly on her side.

Well, it's not yet certain that the servants here are hostile, but I must not let my guard down.

For now, she was the lady of the house, but this was formerly enemy territory. Opal took a deep breath and then smiled brightly.

"Well then, shall we go?"

"Yes!"

The three replied energetically to Opal's quiet call. The carriage door was opened, and Opal slowly alighted into the heart of the Boccelli ducal estate.



		
			Chapter 63

			The Steward

			As Opal, accompanied by Nadia and another lady-in-waiting, ascended the steps of the main entrance, the elderly man standing at the front stepped forward. He then bowed deeply.

"Welcome, Duchess of Boccelli. I am Connally, the steward of this household."

"...Connally, it is a pleasure to meet you. I am happy that you have welcomed me in this way, despite my unannounced arrival."

Opal replied amiably while secretly observing the man who introduced himself as the steward, Connally. In turn, she could feel the servants covertly observing her.

"It has been a long time since this palace has been able to welcome its mistress, the Duchess. Everyone is overjoyed."

"Is that so? Thank you. You must be very attentive. That puts me at ease."

"I am humbled by your kind words."

Referring to this estate as a "palace" hinted at Connally's high pride. When she offered some light praise, there was no particular reaction from the others, suggesting that the relationship between Connally and the other servants was not problematic. Adopting a slightly more arrogant demeanor than usual, Opal was introduced to the other principal servants by Connally. Then, after introducing Nadia and her companions, she was promptly guided to the mistress's chambers.

The interior of the estate was as magnificent and beautiful as its exterior. However, some of the newly placed decorations seemed to be making a strong statement, giving an impression of being overly ornate. The journey from the entrance to her room was quite long, made even longer by the occasional questions she posed to Connally. Once she finally entered her room, her luggage began to arrive one piece after another, leaving her no time to rest. Perhaps she could have relaxed without concern, but she could not bring herself to do so while watching people work for her sake. Nevertheless, as there was nothing she could do to help, she pretended to be calm and drank her tea.

It seemed that here, she was still the "indecent" Opal Holloway. It was something she had noticed during her journey from the Royal Capital. As soon as she entered the northern mountainous region, both the information and the way of life changed completely. Of course, she believed that traditions should be cherished and protected. But if new ways were not adopted, they would eventually become isolated from their surroundings.

Well, this way of thinking might be arrogant... but I also sense something deliberate about it.

While heavy materials like stone might be difficult to transport, it was easy to carry information as light as a rumor. Moreover, this land had several ports and engaged in trade, so there should have been more new things.

For example, farming equipment. Initially, she thought they couldn't switch to new, convenient tools due to a lack of funds, but it was unnatural that they still didn't even use scythes.

This region was apparently largely unaffected by the plague...

That was why it had been a base for the anti-royalist faction, but perhaps that was also why the modernization of its agriculture had been delayed. However, why had more not been done in the four years since Alessandro's victory?

No matter how insular they are, couldn't something more have been done to try and improve things?

Thinking this far, Opal realized she was becoming querulous. The man Alessandro had chosen must have been a capable deputy. There was undoubtedly a reason for the situation, but right now, Opal was tired.

This is no good. I can't think straight... In any case, I haven't seen anything properly yet, so I can't draw any conclusions.

Just as her cup became empty, Nadia informed her that her bath was ready, and she stood up. The ladies-in-waiting and maids of this estate still seemed tense, their expressions stiff, but she hoped they would warm up to her in time. Opal stopped her ruminations and took a bath, then had a simple meal in her room and went to bed a little early.

—The next morning. Opal, who woke up at her usual time, surprised the servants of the estate. It seemed that it was indeed unusual for a noble to be an early riser. For the time being, she had breakfast in her room and informed them that from tomorrow, she would take it in the breakfast room. After finishing her meal, she summoned the steward Connally and informed him of her plans for the day.

"The land administrator..."

"Yes, that's right. There must be someone who manages this fief, correct? This place is far too vast for you to manage alone."

"...May I ask why you wish to see him?"

"To discuss the lands in this area, of course."

"You, Your Grace?"

"Yes, me. I am available anytime, so I will accommodate his schedule. Also, I would like to pay my respects to our neighbors, so could you please make a list for me?"

"...As you wish."

Connally seemed quite displeased, but he could not refuse. He reluctantly agreed and left. Opal hesitated, wondering if she had been too hasty, but she quickly reconsidered. Thinking of the harvest season, there wasn't much time. Here, just as she had in the McLeod Duchy eight years ago, she intended to introduce scythes and threshers for now.

To that end, she had already spoken with Omar and arranged to purchase the old threshers, the ones introduced in the McLeod Duchy eight years ago, at a secondhand price. They were ready to be transported from the port. Ideally, she should introduce the latest models, but due to everyone's inexperience and the issue of quantity, she had decided to use used machines. New scythes had been ordered from blacksmiths in her own fief and the McLeod Duchy, and she planned to order the rest from the blacksmiths in the Boccelli Duchy.

Later, shortly before noon, Opal went to the study, where Connally introduced her to Duncan, the land administrator. When Opal smiled pleasantly and offered her hand, Duncan did not hide his displeasure and scowled. Opal had intended a handshake, but it seemed Duncan had thought she was expecting a different kind of greeting. The prediction she made then, that this would be quite a challenge, turned out to be an understatement, in the worst possible way.



		
			Chapter 64

			The Administrator

			―"What did you say?"

"As I said, we cannot use those things."

"Why?"

When Opal proposed using scythes and threshers to lighten the burden of farm work, Duncan had clearly opposed her. She had explained that there were no problems with the purchase and that it wouldn't take long to get used to them. When she questioned what other problems there could be, the answer she received was astonishing.

"Because they are the devil's tools, of course."

"The devil's tools? The scythes?"

"And that thresher thing as well."

A stunned Opal was at a loss for words, staring fixedly at Duncan's face. But there was no hint of a joke. Regaining her composure, she began to explain once more.

"The shape of a scythe is certainly... like a devil's tool, or perhaps a grim reaper's, but if you look closely, the shape is different, you see? And above all, it's so useful. I was planning to introduce reapers in the future, but perhaps we should start with those instead?"

"No, thank you. I have no intention of being swayed by words like 'useful'."

"But if things continue this way, the people here will be forced to endure heavy labor indefinitely. In the southern regions, where these tools were adopted early, not only has productivity increased, but people have also gained time for leisure."

"That is precisely why the plague was so rampant in the southern regions eight years ago."

"The plague has nothing to do with it!"

She had been trying to persuade him calmly, but the mention of the plague that had claimed so many lives made her snap. Startled by her own raised voice, Opal quickly closed her mouth. Becoming emotional would not help her convince him. But looking at Duncan's face, it was clear his judgment had already been made. Opal decided it was better to retreat for now than to force the issue.

"Let's continue this conversation another time. If you don't mind, I'd like you to show me the nearby farmland this afternoon. Would that be alright?"

"...You wish to go to the farmland, Your Grace?"

"That's right."

"There are more suitable places for a picnic."

―"I am going on an inspection. Now then, I will be ready after lunch, so please call for me then."

Knowing that saying anything more now would be pointless, Opal grit her teeth and left the study. Then, in her mind, she cursed Duncan, or rather, King Alessandro. The king must have known about this situation. She was furious that he hadn't told her beforehand, but by the time she reached her room, she realized that knowing wouldn't have changed anything. True, she might have been mentally prepared, but she doubted she could have come up with a countermeasure. It was something she likely couldn't have understood without actually coming to this land.

But there's a big difference between knowing and not knowing.

She was still angry with Alessandro. If Claude had known, he would have told her, so this was Alessandro's decision alone. However, dwelling on it would solve nothing. Opal shifted her focus and told Nadia about her plans for the afternoon.

"Tell me, Nadia. It's only been a day, but what are the people here like? Do you think we can get along?"

"Let's see. Everyone is still a bit distant, but they are kind. Though, there seems to be some sympathy as well."

"Sympathy?"

"Apparently, they think Your Grace is selfish, whimsical, and unrestrained, so serving you must be difficult."

"Oh, is that all? Nothing about being 'indecent'?"

"That is not the servants' place to comment on. However, there were also rumors that you were to be pitied for having already been abandoned by your husband, Marquis Rousel, the new Duke of Boccelli."

"There's a story going around that I've been abandoned?"

"Yes."

"I see..."

Opal, who had been asking Nadia about her reputation here, was surprised. She had written something to that effect in the letter she sent Claude before leaving the Royal Capital, which meant its contents had been leaked. Moreover, for it to have already reached this estate meant that either the information was being manipulated, or there was someone in this estate who could have read the letter.

"If it becomes too much for you to handle, Nadia, please consult me. Until then, you can ignore the rumors. Could you also tell the others they can do as they please?"

"As you wish!"

The ladies-in-waiting, maids, and footmen who had accompanied her from the Royal Capital were fond of her. She needed to be careful that they didn't have any unpleasant experiences, but she wanted to observe the situation as much as possible.

The problem is Duncan's faith...

She had never heard that the people of this region were particularly devout. If it was just Duncan's prejudice, it wouldn't be so difficult. However, if many of the tenants were prejudiced against new farm equipment, she could expect a considerable struggle.

I'll have to think of a plan after I get back from the inspection this afternoon...

She had solved many problems before, but that was because she had many collaborators. The reforms in the McLeod Duchy had also succeeded because the land administrator, Omar, had been receptive to new farm equipment. Omar had initially been rebellious due to his guilt over his debts and embezzlement, but he had given her a lot of advice regarding agriculture.

That's right. I have experience with agricultural reform. It will be fine!

She had also been taught many things since childhood by Trevor, the land administrator for the Count Holloway estate. She had put that knowledge to use for the past eight years. Opal revised her plans in her head, then sat at her desk and wrote three letters. One was an instruction to transport the farm equipment waiting at the port in Mantest to Pasma Port, north of the Boccelli Duchy. Another was addressed to Claude, informing him of her safe arrival at the estate and the current situation. The last was to Omar, humorously describing the situation here. Just as she finished writing, Connally came to inform her that lunch was ready.

"Thank you, I'll be right there."

She had already told them she would take breakfast and lunch in the family breakfast room every day. She had requested dinner in the smallest dining room, but tomorrow she would have to tour the estate and think about various things.

I can't believe I'll be inspecting the fief before the estate...

It might be unusual for a mistress of the house, but the fief was in more urgent need of reform than the residence. Connally had remained expressionless when she told him her plans for the afternoon, and she couldn't tell what he was thinking. But she had more allies now than when she was isolated at the Duke McLeod's estate eight years ago.

It's alright. It's not like they've been declared enemies yet.

The previous Duke of Boccelli may have been an enemy of Claude, of King Alessandro, but the remaining servants must have their own thoughts. She would press forward with the agricultural reforms, but she resolved to make every effort not to hurt their feelings in the process. With that, Opal left her room for lunch.



		
			Chapter 65

			Inspection

			Returning from her inspection, Opal handed her hat to Nadia and let out a deep sigh. She was not physically tired, but her mind was in a bit of a turmoil. The inspection had gone more smoothly than she had expected, which in turn raised new questions about Duncan.

When she had first set out, the farmers had stopped their work, stood at the side of the road, and bowed their heads to greet her, their fearful faces hidden. Opal mentally clicked her tongue for having forgotten to tell them such a reception was unnecessary, and she immediately declared that no welcome would be needed from that point on. Duncan seemed to find this suspicious, but he accepted it without a word and gave the order, obeying her meekly thereafter.

At first, he had answered Opal’s questions with an air of annoyance, but as her inquiries grew more detailed, his attitude shifted and he began to answer with sincerity. While he remained wary for a time when Opal spoke to the fief's people, he never interfered, and to her surprise, he even showed her the respect due to the lady of the estate. He was even seen acting as a mediator between Opal and the people who were so afraid of her. In short, the inspection had proceeded without any problems, just as if she were inspecting her own fief. Except, of course, for the state of its development.

When Duncan’s back was turned, Opal had asked the people if they needed new farm tools. To her astonishment, they had never even heard of things like sowers or threshers. A few of them barely knew of the scythe, but they held no foolish ideas about it being a devil's tool. If anything, they seemed to regard it with a sense of longing.

And they didn't seem particularly devout either, she thought.

It was unnatural, considering how much Duncan loathed what he called the devil's tools. It was true that information from the south might be slow to reach this region, but just as stone had been transported from the port, information should have been able to get through. Then again, just as Claude and his allies had controlled information, there was no guarantee it was not being controlled in this region as well. In fact, it was safer to assume that it was.

But it's strange that Claude wouldn't know about this, she thought.

She couldn't imagine Claude would remain silent about something so important. She also began to suspect that Alessandro had not simply ignored his agent's reports, but that he had never known in the first place.

The agent is suspicious.

There had been three agents in the past four years. The first had died of illness after a year. The second had thrown in the towel after about six months, and for the last two years or so, Opal's predecessor had apparently been striving to improve the land.

Perhaps I need to be careful with my food. Or watch my back? Opal thought jokingly as she once again looked over the records of her predecessor that Claude had given her. If her life were truly in danger, Claude would never have allowed her to come to this place alone. The first agent must have had a difficult time, as Alessandro had only just brought the area under his control.

If Duncan was always like that, it must have been tough for him.

Duncan had apparently been the land administrator for over a decade. The previous Duke of Boccelli was said to have taken a special interest in Duncan when he was just a child and provided him with an education.

Education, huh. It was possible Duncan had been indoctrinated with biased knowledge. Introducing new tools required a certain amount of investment. Perhaps the previous Duke of Boccelli, believing it would make the people lazy, had been reluctant to make that investment. It was possible he had taught Duncan that convenient tools were the devil's tools, things that would corrupt the common folk.

I need to learn more about the previous Duke of Boccelli.

This land had been a source of funds for the anti-royalist faction, but there had been no direct conflict here. Their primary source of income, the Silver Mine, had been exhausted, and the previous Duke had died in an unforeseen accident while traveling. Having lost their patron, the anti-royalist faction quickly lost its momentum.

Opal was still lost in thought when dinnertime arrived. She changed her clothes absentmindedly and took her seat at the table. It was then that the steward, Connally, gave a deliberate cough. Finally pulling her consciousness back to the present, Opal noticed a young man standing beside him.

"Your Ladyship, this is Julian, a footman. He was away on an errand yesterday and could not be present to welcome you, so my introduction is delayed."

"Duchess of Boccelli, my name is Julian. I apologize for my belated greeting."

"...I am not one to get angry over a simple greeting, so please don't worry about it."

"Is that so? Oh, what a relief. The new Duchess is a very generous lady, isn't she?"

"Now, Julian!"

"Ah, my apologies."

Julian’s innocent smile seemed to charm people. Even Connally, while scolding him, did not seem truly angry. As Opal watched their exchange with a cool gaze, Julian suddenly turned his eyes to her and smiled brightly.

"Shall we have dinner now?"

"At once, Your Ladyship."

Opal quickly looked away, turning her eyes to Connally and telling him to begin the meal, though her tone had become a little haughty. In the corner of her eye, she saw Julian bowing deeply before leaving the room. But Opal did not miss the slight, mocking smile that had appeared on his face just before he lowered his head.

...What an unpleasant feeling.

She was irritated but resolved not to react and focused on her meal. The food was not much different from the previous night, and the taste was decent enough. The cook had apparently not changed since the time of the previous Duke, so he must not have been very particular about food. Of course, Opal was not particular either.

After eating her meal in silence and properly finishing her dessert, Opal stood from her seat. It seemed foolish to move to the drawing room for tea, so she returned to her room. When she entered, Nadia, who had anticipated her actions, was already waiting with tea prepared.

"Your Ladyship, you met Connally-san's favorite footman, didn't you? Was he handsome?"

"Who can say? I didn't think he was handsome, but I suppose others might. More importantly, is he really Connally's favorite?"

"Yes, that's what I heard. And they say that even though he's still young, he acts as Connally-san's assistant. It seems he was away this time on an errand for Connally-san to the port in the northern region… well, anyway, he was there."

"The port…"

Opal wondered what business Connally could possibly have at the port, but decided to look into it later. It might have been something necessary for his position as steward. More pressing was another matter on her mind.

"Nadia. I know it's not my place to say this, but… that man, Julian the footman, may seem handsome. But you must not get too involved with his type."

"I understand. Although, from what everyone says, many have tried to win him over and been shot down, so it would be impossible for me anyway."

"Oh, I doubt any man would dislike being liked by you, Nadia. But he is still not someone I can recommend."

"Thank you! I think so too!"

Though she felt it was an overstep, Opal offered her warning, and Nadia responded cheerfully. Then she smiled mischievously.

"My ideal man is someone kind who will love only me. Julian-san is apparently very bright and kind, but he's also very popular, so I think I would never stop worrying. I want security along with love. Is that too much to ask?"

"No, not at all. I think that's perfectly natural."

When Opal affirmed her gently, Nadia blushed. Opal wanted nothing more than for Nadia to find happiness. She smiled encouragingly, then stood up to prepare for bed.



		
			Chapter 66

			A Stroll

			The next day, after finishing her breakfast, Opal immediately had the housekeeper show her around the estate. The interior was well-managed, with no particular areas needing change. To signal that she was content with things as they were, she decided to leave the management of the manor's keys with Connally and the housekeeper. She did, however, have the keys to the master and mistress's rooms returned by Connally, and the keys to the study and library by the housekeeper. The housekeeper, perhaps relieved to know she would not lose her job, seemed to relax, but her distant manner remained unchanged.

It was only natural, as Opal had only been there for two days. Yet, she could feel a rejection from them that had nothing to do with time. It was a feeling she got not just from the housekeeper, but from all the servants working at the estate. She was used to such things, so it did not bother her, but the real problem was Duncan.

"The manor can wait. The farmlands, however, need urgent attention, but then there's Duncan…"

"Apparently, the previous land administrator was Duncan-san's father. I heard that Duncan-san's father was stubborn and inflexible, and wouldn't even allow the fief's people to rest when they were sick or injured. The previous Duke supposedly liked that about him. So Duncan-san was raised very strictly. But everyone says he still has a little compassion."

"I see."

As Opal grumbled, Nadia quickly shared the information she had just gathered. Unlike her time in the Duke McLeod household, she now had such a reliable ally. Opal continued her complaint, putting on a bit of an act.

"When I recommended convenient new farm tools to Duncan, he brushed me off, calling them 'devil's tools.' Are the people around here all very devout?"

"I heard that Duncan-san rejects anything that is beyond his comprehension, calling it the devil's work. Plagues, railways, and even young girls."

"Young girls too? It seems I've discovered Duncan's weakness."

Opal responded with a lighthearted joke, but she was once again amazed by Nadia's ability to gather information. To have collected so much in such a short time was impressive. Normally, Nadia herself would have been met with suspicion and ostracized.

"Thank you so much, Nadia, as always."

"It's nothing, Your Ladyship. If Duncan-san is a believer in the devil, then I am a believer in Opalism."

"Wait, don't start believing in strange religions. And Duncan doesn't worship the devil."

When Opal expressed her heartfelt gratitude, Nadia grinned and puffed out her chest. Opal couldn't help but laugh at the retort. After finishing her afternoon tea, she had the idea to look around the estate's surroundings and decided to take Dog Claude for a walk. With Nadia's help, she got ready and headed for the entrance with Claude. There, Connally slowly approached her.

"Your Ladyship, where might you be going?"

"I thought I'd take Claude for a walk."

"By yourself?"

"I won't go far. Just a little look around the immediate area."

"But…"

"Claude is with me. He's a clever boy, so I'll be fine."

Since they were still getting used to the land and the people, Claude was on a leash. Whether he found it restrictive or was just eager to get outside, Claude was restless. Seeing this, Connally's face clouded with doubt, but he said nothing. He simply opened the entrance door and bowed his head in acknowledgment.

"Thank you, Connally."

"Have a safe walk, Your Ladyship."

Claude was excited, but he did not pull on the leash as they descended the steps in front of the entrance. Opal adjusted the brim of her hat with one hand and considered which way to go. The estate grounds were vast, and it would likely take half a day just to walk around the front garden.

"Well now, where shall we go, Claude?"

Claude, not yet a year old, was mischievous but very intelligent, and had been doted on by everyone as their travel companion. And even now, he sat obediently beside Opal as she stood still, waiting.

"Alright. Let's start by looking around the manor itself."

It shouldn't take too long just to circle the building, Opal thought, and began to walk. Claude, who likely wanted to run, matched Opal's pace. As she walked, thinking she would ask the young footman who had taken such good care of Claude during the journey to run with him later, another young footman appeared a short distance ahead.

"Oh, Julian. To meet you in a place like this. Are you out for a stroll as well?"

"No. Connally-san instructed me to see how you were doing, Your Ladyship. The greenery is quite dense around here, and it's easy to get lost if one is not careful."

"I see. Well then, I suppose I should be grateful to Connally. For his concern."

When Opal answered frankly, Julian smiled. The smile was friendly yet held a hint of shadow, the kind of thing that surely tugged at a woman's heartstrings.

"Your Ladyship, I will take the leash."

"...Thank you."

Thinking it would be easier to concentrate on their conversation if he took it, Opal handed the leash to Julian. Claude glanced back once, but then immediately faced forward again, apparently unconcerned with who was holding his leash.

"You were at the northern port until yesterday, weren't you? Pasma Port?"

"Yes. I went to confirm that the stones, the material for this estate's walls, were being properly unloaded from the ships."

"Importing more stone… are you planning an expansion?"

"It's for repairs. A large tree fell during last month's storm and damaged a wall, and we used up all our spare stones at that time. So it seems they wanted to build up a new supply. Connally-san apparently wants to keep this estate in perfect condition at all times."

"I see."

As she replied, Opal looked up at the estate. The white-walled manor shone as if it were polished every day. It must take a great deal of money just to maintain a building of this scale.

Well, that's fine, but it would be wrong if it came at the expense of the fief's people, she thought.

Opal decided she would have to review the ledgers for that as well, and continued her stroll. Julian pointed out various things around the manor, and if they met a gardener or someone else, he would introduce them.

"How long have you been here, Julian?"

"Not very long. That is why everyone is so kind to a newcomer like me."

"I see. That's good for you."

Opal felt as though he had skillfully dodged her question, but she did not press him further. If she wanted to know, she could easily find out by asking someone else. So she changed the subject.

"From your point of view, Julian, what kind of person is Duncan?"

"Let's see… He is a strict man, but he is also honest, diligent, and trustworthy."

"That's quite a lot of praise. I won't tell anyone, so I'd like you to tell me the truth."

"...I make it a rule not to trust a woman when she says 'I won't tell anyone'."

"Oh, well I can't argue with that."

Opal laughed out loud at Julian's playful words. After that, Julian continued to say various things that made her laugh. To her surprise, Julian turned out to be a wonderful guide, and her first stroll ended up being quite enjoyable.



		
			Chapter 67

			In Practice

			From the following day, Opal struggled to persuade Duncan. She showed him several scythes she had brought along and explained them, but while Duncan listened silently, he would not nod in agreement. So she decided to try a practical demonstration, having one of her escort knights cut down a thicket she had found during her walk, but that didn't work either. Firing Duncan was an option, but it was a last resort.

Duncan is strict, steadfast, and stubborn, but he seems to have the deep respect of the common people, she thought. Opal gazed out at the beautifully manicured garden from her room and let out a deep sigh. How could she make Duncan understand the benefits of using a scythe? She could order the fief's people to use them directly, without going through Duncan. But then she would not gain Duncan's trust. As she wrestled with the problem of Duncan, Connally always watched her with a look of satisfaction.

According to Nadia's information, the manor's servants were obedient to Connally, but Duncan alone seemed to keep his distance. She had come to understand over the past few days that the servants' polite yet cold attitude was not because they disliked her, but because they feared Connally. Connally was also a problem for the new duchy, but he was another person she could not dismiss immediately. Having reached an impasse, Opal sighed again and turned her attention back to the window. Then she spotted a certain person and stood up.

"I'm going for a short walk."

"Your Ladyship?"

"It's fine. I'm just in the garden, I don't need an escort."

"Then please wait just a moment."

Nadia said this, disappeared into the dressing room for a moment, and returned at once. She carried a parasol in her arm and offered Opal a pair of gloves.

"The sun is a bit strong today. Would you have preferred a hat?"

"No, the parasol is fine. Thank you, Nadia."

With Nadia's help, Opal put on the gloves, accepted the parasol, and left the room. As she descended the stairs, Connally approached, but she simply told him she was taking a walk in the garden and went outside. Fortunately, the person she was looking for was still in the garden. She approached him, parasol in hand, and called out.

"What are you doing, Julian?"

"I am deadheading the flowers, Your Ladyship."

"You are? But that's the gardener's job."

"I don't have any particular tasks at the moment, so I offered to help."

"You offered?"

"Yes."

Opal was surprised by his unexpected words, but she said nothing more. Julian gave a slight bow and returned to his work. Opal watched him in silence for a while before speaking to him again.

"Julian, how did you get accepted by everyone?"

"...Respect others, never forget to smile and show gratitude, and take the initiative yourself. Everyone is afraid of new things, so it can't be helped that they become exclusive."

"It's the same everywhere…"

Opal replied as if to herself, tilting her parasol to look up at the sky. Autumn came early to this duchy in the northern lands. There was no time to be idle.

"Thank you, Julian. I'm sorry for interrupting your work."

"Not at all. It is my pleasure to be of service to you, Your Ladyship."

As Julian gave an exaggerated bow, Opal raised an eyebrow but said nothing and returned to the manor. She went straight into her dressing room.

"Are you looking for something, Your Ladyship?"

"Nadia, do you have any clothes that are easy to move in for farm work?"

"Farm work? You, Your Ladyship?"

"Yes. I've only been giving orders until now, haven't I? But if I make the first move myself, perhaps Duncan will be convinced."

"...Wouldn't it be faster to just relieve Duncan-san of his duties?"

"Well, that is one option, but I want to see how this plays out a little longer."

"I understand. In that case, please wear my clothes."

"Oh, I couldn't. They might get dirty or torn."

The situation was different from when she had visited Beth in disguise. When Opal refused, Nadia laughed.

"Compared to your dresses, it's nothing at all. But if you were to buy clothes from a peasant woman and wear them, you might actually provoke resentment. My clothes are just right."

"Just right…"

It was true that if Opal suddenly appeared in a peasant woman's attire, not only would she stand out, but some might take a cynical view and think she was mocking them. She was not like Julian, who had been hired as a footman. And no matter how easy to move in, clothes tailored from fine silk would hardly convey her seriousness.

"I understand. Then, let's trade one of my dresses for one of yours."

"Thank you!"

She had given Nadia and the others clothes she no longer wore before, but this time, Nadia would get to choose one herself. That way, they could both feel like they'd gotten a nice little bargain. Opal tried on the clothes Nadia brought, informed the knights of her plans for the next day, and began her preparations.

...The next day. Having heard that a place that had long been fallow land was being prepared for the coming year, Opal set out with her knights, scythes in hand. The knights were quite surprised at first to see Opal in the straw hat Nadia had prepared, but not as much as Duncan was now. Duncan stared at Opal intently, then sighed.

"What do you intend to do now?"

"I thought I'd help."

Opal replied with a bright smile, but Duncan merely raised his eyebrows. The farmers, however, buzzed with astonishment. She continued.

"We'd probably get in the way if we worked alongside you, but if we take charge of that section over there, there shouldn't be a problem, right? I think the more hands, the better."

"...Then we will be in your care."

Duncan reluctantly accepted, and Opal nodded in response. She was respecting the other person, Duncan. She had not forgotten to smile and show gratitude. But Opal was the employer, and Duncan was the employee. She would not force him to use the scythe, but she had no intention of making any further concessions.

By the time Opal and her group had finished clearing their section of grass, the farmers were still only about halfway done. Though Opal herself had been mostly useless. Seeing the clear difference, Duncan's face tightened.

"Shall I have them cut the grass in that section next?"

"...Yes."

"Alright, I'll get started right away. Oh, but…"

Opal had started towards the next section, but she turned back. Duncan was standing stock-still, and the farmers were also watching.

"I brought spare scythes in case the blades get dull. But these still seem to be in good shape, so if you'd like, you can use them. There should be enough for all of you."

The choice was Duncan's. To accept the scythes, and by extension, Opal, or to refuse. If he refused, he would be dismissed, but having clearly demonstrated the scythes' utility in front of the farmers, his dismissal for refusing them would not provoke much opposition. Excuses like them being the devil's tools would no longer hold water. The farmers were gazing longingly at the scythes lined up on the ridge. Duncan glanced at the scythes, then his eyes returned to Opal, and he raised his hands in a small gesture of surrender.

"May we take you up on your generous offer? In that case, you will have to teach everyone how to use them."

"Yes, of course. It's simple, so you'll all be better at it than me in no time."

Opal wanted to shout with joy, but she replied with a composed expression, and Duncan laughed out loud. After that, just as expected, the farmers learned how to use the scythes in no time at all, and Opal was rendered completely useless.



		
			Chapter 68

			The Mine

			The story of the duchess helping with the grass cutting spread like wildfire. At first, no one believed it, but as Opal appeared in a straw hat wherever land needed clearing, the number of doubters dwindled. In lands she could not visit directly, people simply believed it when the scythes were distributed. Everyone was delighted with the new scythes, which could cut grass at twice the speed of traditional sickles, and Opal came to be welcomed with joy wherever she went. It was a stark contrast to when she first arrived in the duchy. The fear had vanished from everyone's faces, and smiles could be seen. Opal was walking Dog Claude, contemplating her next move.

"You seem to have persuaded Duncan quite skillfully."

"Yes. Thank you, Connally. It's unusual to see you outside."

"It is my duty to keep an eye not only on the manor, but on the entire fief. I must at least walk the grounds of this palace myself to do so."

"So when you cannot walk them yourself, you dispatch a substitute? Like Julian?"

Connally's words were amicable, but one look at his face told her they were not from the heart. Even the friendly Claude seemed to dislike Connally, tucking his tail between his legs.

"Your Ladyship seems to go out yourself, but are you truly planning to go to Pasma Port?"

"Yes, that's right. I leave tomorrow. I told you as much, didn't I?"

"But is there any need for Your Ladyship to go in person?"

"Why do you ask?"

"Pasma is not a very safe place. The men who work at the port are rough, and there are many ruffians. Therefore, I believe it would be best to entrust the matter to a representative."

"...I won't be alone. Of course I will be taking guards with me."

When Opal replied, Connally gave a slight shrug and then bowed deeply.

"I have been presumptuous."

"It's quite alright."

Opal pardoned him with ease and headed back to the manor with Claude, once again thinking over her plans. Farm machinery from Sosylle Kingdom would soon be arriving at Pasma Port. Opal planned to be present for the unloading and then inspect the northern region from the port.

Most of the ore, the duchy's primary source of income, was transported downriver to Pasma Port for export. But only a single railway line had been laid, to the station near the estate. The river's water level was inconsistent and its course was limited, making it an unreliable means of transport, only marginally better than land routes. Thus, connecting the various mines by rail and developing Pasma Port was a goal she and Claude had set, alongside agricultural reform. Claude knew more about the railway business, but there were things Opal could do. She wanted to make preparations so they could begin immediately once Claude finished his current work and arrived.

And I'd also like to close the lead mine in the north if possible…

Considering the output and the risks associated with mining, it was barely in the black now, but it would surely be in the red soon. She and Claude were in agreement that it should be closed. However, considering the livelihoods of the miners and the nearby residents, it couldn't be done immediately. She had to consider whether they could continue to live on that land after the mine closed, or if they would have to relocate.

As for handling the farm machinery, she had Omar's personal subordinates dispatched for the task, so her own involvement would be minimal. She had secured an agreement with Duncan to accept the new machinery, and her plan was to give a brief explanation to the dispatched men at the port before heading to the mine. Thanks to the railway, the journey to Pasma Port wouldn't take long. The problem was the road from there to the mine. Traveling by carriage was faster than going upriver, but most of the mines were at least a two-day journey away.

Transporting goods to major cities is important, but this is so inefficient.

Opal entered the study and gazed at the map as she thought. The only railway connected to Pasma Port had been laid before the plague spread. The region had been in chaos for some time after that, but the fact that nothing had been done in the four years since the civil war ended was likely due to a lack of funds. There were countless lands that needed developing as a nation, and it was understandable that this rebellious territory had been put on the back burner. If that was the case, then there had been no reason to dispatch engineers to Mantest four years ago. Under normal circumstances, that is.

He put me in his debt…

King Alessandro's decision to allow engineers to be sent abroad had also been a long-term investment. With the development of Mantest now a success and generating huge profits, investors would surely have considered investing in the Boccelli Duchy as their next venture. At the very least, Alessandro must have judged at the time that Hubert would invest out of a sense of gratitude. He would have noticed Hubert's naivety after meeting him in person. Claude had probably been aware of everything when he offered his help.

Well, whatever his motives were, the fact is that he helped me, and I can't thank him enough.

However, one thing that neither Claude nor Alessandro could have predicted was her divorce from Hubert. Still, she had a feeling that even that had been skillfully used to their advantage. She possessed ample funds to invest in the development of the Boccelli Duchy.

...Well, I suppose it can't be helped.

She could believe that Claude would have proposed to her even if she were penniless. If she said she hated this land, he would likely accept that as well. But she would not test Claude's love in such a way. She would use what she had and do what she could. Pushing aside the unnecessary thoughts, Opal returned her focus to the map.

Looking at the lead mine she was considering closing, the Lead Mine, it was clear that it couldn't possibly turn a profit if they had to transport the ore all the way to Pasma Port. In fact, it was a wonder it had managed to stay in the black for so long. It would have been less expensive to build a port closer to the mine and ship from there. Based on the topography shown on the map, there was even a suitable location for a port nearby.

"Is it an issue with the ocean currents…"

Opal murmured to herself, staring intently at the map again and marking the locations of the various mines. Then she frowned.

"Could this possibly be…"

Though she thought it was unlikely, she placed her finger on the map and moved it slowly. Various thoughts rose and fell in her mind, but they were all just speculation. Opal suddenly stood up, took a directory of Taisey Kingdom's nobility from the bookshelf, and looked at the entry for the Duke of Boccelli. As she expected, the previous duke had marriage ties to a noble from Sosylle Kingdom, Marquis Saymes. However, there was another connection she hadn't anticipated.

No, His Majesty must know about this.

Opal, who had married into this country from another, was still learning, but there was no way that King Alessandro would be unaware of the kinship relations of his own nobility. Even so, she quickly penned some letters. One addressed to Claude, one to Omar, and one more. Just as she had sealed all of them, Julian knocked and entered the study.

"I have come to light the lamps."

"Thank you. I am returning to my room now, so I will leave the rest to you."

"Very well. In that case, I will take these letters for you as well."

"...Yes. Please do."

Opal replied to Julian, who had noticed the letters on the desk, and stood up. Julian took a step back to allow her to pass and bowed his head. Giving Julian a sidelong glance, Opal left the study.



		
			Chapter 69

			The Documents

			"It seems to have gone well."

"Thank you, Julian. Now then, why are you still here?"

After overseeing the unloading of the newly arrived farm machinery, Opal had been able to meet with the two personal subordinates sent by Omar. She then set off to inspect the lead mine, but for some reason, Julian was accompanying her. When she voiced this question, Julian smiled brightly.

"Connally-san was worried about you, Your Ladyship. He must have thought it would be safer to have me accompany you, as I have visited Pasma Port several times."

"Yes, that's very thoughtful of him. But we are on our way to the mine now. Shouldn't you be returning to Connally?"

"But he is worried because the miners are a rough lot, and the mines themselves are also full of dangers."

"Connally is? Even so, I doubt you would be able to handle it."

"Is that what you think of me, Your Ladyship?"

"Yes. I have no idea what you've been doing up until now, Julian."

While serving dinner at an inn along the way, Julian placed a hand over his heart and lamented. His pretense of being hurt was utterly transparent. Throughout this journey, Opal and Julian had been constantly interacting in this manner, so much so that even Nadia had mistakenly come to believe they were good friends. Because of this, Nadia had been persuaded by Julian and was now in the next room, preparing the dress Opal would wear the next day.

"I really should have brought one more person with me…"

She had not brought any other female servants on this inspection, so the burden was falling entirely on Nadia. Although she had not received any reports of bandits, she had increased the number of guards, anticipating that the journey to the mine might be dangerous, and had judged it better to have as few women as possible who might slow them down. Opal's luggage was surprisingly light for a noblewoman, and she had only brought a few dresses. For that reason, Opal felt it would be fine to wear the same dress every day, but Nadia would not allow it. She ingeniously devised ways to make Opal's attire different each day.

"She is a very good lady's maid…"

"She's my pride and joy. I won't allow you to lay a hand on her."

Following Opal's gaze to the next room, Julian murmured this as if by reflex. Hearing him, Opal replied as if it were a matter of course, but then, with a start, she quickly added a sharp warning. Nadia and Julian had become quite friendly during this journey.

"Rest assured. I am well aware of my own position."

"...I see. As long as you are."

Opal did not miss the mocking smile that graced Julian's face as he bowed deeply. He had shown that smile often recently. But Opal said nothing more and continued with her meal.

Tomorrow, they would arrive at the town at the foot of the mine. There was supposedly a manor there belonging to the Duke of Boccelli's family, so there should be more proper footmen there. I just have to endure until then, Opal told herself.

And then came the next day. Upon entering the town, Opal was stunned by the difference from Mantest. Of course, she understood that Mantest was a very good place to work. She had made efforts as a manager to make it so.

"This is somehow frightening…" Nadia murmured as she looked out at the town from the carriage window alongside Opal. The men must have been out working. There were only women, children, and the elderly in the town, and they stared resentfully at Opal's carriage. Their bodies were all thin and frail.

"This looks to be quite a challenge."

Opal said it jokingly, but in truth, she was a little scared. However, she recalled the feeling she had when she first set foot in the Duke McLeod's household. She had wanted to run home immediately then, too. But her stubborn and headstrong nature had gotten in her way. Now, she had to fight, regardless of pride. I won't lose, she resolved, but then she felt a wave of dizziness at the sight of the building that was apparently the ducal family's manor.

"Wow…"

She could well understand the feeling behind Nadia's drained voice. The manor stood on a small hill, looking down leisurely upon the impoverished town, resembling a noble's residence in the Royal Capital. And the one who greeted Opal upon her arrival was a portly man.

"Welcome, Duchess of Boccelli. I am Cole, and I have been entrusted with the management of this town, including the Lead Mine."

"Cole, I will be staying for a while. It's a pleasure to meet you."

Clad in well-tailored clothes, Cole gave a reverent bow. The manor servants standing behind him were also, unlike the townspeople, healthy in complexion and well-dressed. When the disparity was flaunted so closely, it was no wonder the members of the ducal household were resented. As Opal stepped into the manor, Cole began to talk at length. The content of his speech was all about how well he governed this land, and his own talent for somehow managing the mine without going into deficit despite the low output. In short, it was all boasting.

"The people who work in this manor don't seem to be from this area. Apparently, this manor was built about ten years ago, and they moved here then."

"So it is just as I thought."

Opal had been thoroughly bored by Cole's boasting, as he had joined her for dinner as well. Nadia shared the information she had quickly gathered. The content was just as expected, and a sigh escaped Opal's lips. In the near future, even if the lives of the townspeople improved, there was no way they would get along with the manor staff who had lived a life of comfort until now. She knew this was another problem she had to solve, but Opal was tired, and she fell asleep as soon as she got into bed.

...The next morning. When she asked for a guide to the mine, Cole, who had been so affable before, returned with words of refusal.

"I am very sorry, but I cannot guide Your Ladyship to the mountain."

"Why not?"

"Because it is dangerous, of course."

"Oh, you needn't worry. I have experience entering mine shafts many times in the past, so I am used to it. In any case, I am going for an inspection. If not today, then tomorrow. If you are unable, then please assign someone else to guide me."

She spoke with a composed smile, but her tone left no room for argument. And then she continued.

"Also, let's see. I would like to see the documents regarding the mine's output and export destinations, so could you prepare them for me? I will go to the study later."

"D-documents?"

"That's right. If you have been managing things properly, you should have records, shouldn't you? You must be busy, so you don't need to be present with me. I may have questions for you later, though."

"...As you wish."

Satisfied with Cole's reluctant agreement, Opal stood up. She returned to her room to freshen up briefly before heading to the study. When she entered, Cole had already piled several documents on the desk.

"These are the documents for the last five years. I will go and arrange for your inspection of the mine, so I will be away for a while. Therefore, if there is anything you do not understand, please ask your questions later."

"Thank you, Cole. That's a great help."

As Opal offered a grateful smile, Cole bowed his head and left the study. From then on, Opal was engrossed in reading the documents. Just as Cole had so proudly proclaimed, the documents were meticulously organized. However, for some reason, Opal felt a sense of unease. To put it into words, the numbers were too perfect. She was standing up and searching the bookshelves for any other documents when a knock echoed.

"I have brought you some tea."

"Thank you. Just leave it there."

Opal replied without even raising her head from the documents she was looking at. A short while later, she suddenly felt a presence behind her. As she turned in surprise, a strong impact struck her shoulder. Opal could not even cry out before she lost consciousness.



		
			Chapter 70

			The Attic

			(I'm so thirsty...)

The thought surfaced in her mind, and Opal woke with a start. She tried to sit up, opening her eyes wide, but a sharp pain ran from her shoulder down her back, and she groaned, unable to rise. Then, she heard a low laugh from the foot of the bed.

"Good morning, Your Grace."

"...Julian, where is this?"

"Where do you think?"

"The attic, I see."

"Impressive. You know it well."

There was the sound of something scraping the floor, as if he had been sitting in a chair, and Opal sensed Julian stand up. Slow footsteps approached, and he came into her view. The same faintly mocking smile was on his face.

"Who ordered you to do something so foolish? Connally? Cole? It will come to light soon, either way. When it does, you won't get away unscathed. What do you plan to do?"

"Nothing in particular."

"You're a fool for getting involved in this."

"Better than thinking I'm clever."

"I don't think that."

"Then it must be subconscious."

"What!?"

Opal had tried to speak calmly at first, but she couldn't tolerate Julian's words. As if to threaten her for raising her voice, Julian leaned over and placed his hands on the bed, looming above her.

"Quiet. Don't shout. Or I'll have to gag you."

"Are you going to kill me?"

"...There was a suggestion to make it look like an accidental death at the mine. But that would just bring more people here. Cole-san is in a hurry to drive the King's faction from this land."

"In that case, isn't confining me a poor move? If I don't return soon, Nadia will worry and tell the knights to search for me. A full search of the estate will begin immediately."

"She would, if she could move."

"I told you not to lay a hand on Nadia!"

At the mention of Nadia, Opal shoved Julian away in a fit of rage. She managed to sit up, but as she did, Julian, standing beside the bed, still looked down on her.

"No need to get so angry. I only tied her up a bit. But if you don't do as you're told, I can't guarantee her safety."

"...What do you want me to do?"

"I'm glad you're so compliant. Just write a little letter for me. How about something like, ‘I have fallen in love with Julian. We are going to live a quiet life together. Please do not look for me.’ We're eloping, you see."

"If Claude reads that letter, he'll laugh so hard his sides will split."

A smile graced Opal's face as she imagined Claude's reaction to the news. Julian shrugged as if it were nothing.

"It doesn't matter if he doesn't believe it, as long as everyone else does. Connally-san will surely testify. ‘Her Grace showed Julian special favor.’ The staff here and the knights who accompanied you on this trip should all be convinced."

"So Connally went to the trouble of introducing you for that very purpose? To have you seduce me?"

"He said, ‘Her Grace is lonely, neglected by her husband.’"

"How kind of him. But Nadia will never believe it."

"I know. That's why I restrained her too. Write in the letter that you're taking her with you. Once the knights leave to follow you, I'll let you see her again."

Opal breathed a sigh of relief, understanding that Nadia's safety was, for the moment, guaranteed. Julian surely wouldn't treat Nadia poorly. He knew that if anything happened to her, Opal would no longer obey.

"So, what's the plan? Pretending I eloped with you might buy some time. But as soon as Claude finds out, he'll come looking for me."

"Such touching marital devotion. But that's only if Claude is still alive, right?"

"What do you mean?"

At his ominous words, Opal glared at Julian. He simply smirked back at her.

"It's been four years since Alessandro took the throne. Don't you think that's long enough? The former prince's supporters never lost. They were just silent, gathering their strength again."

"You can't be planning a rebellion now, can you? If you do that, the people will be the ones to suffer."

"Connally-san and the others couldn't care less about the people."

"Then we absolutely must protect His Majesty Alessandro. Claude must feel the same way. So I will do what I must."

"...Talk is cheap. But what you must do right now is write that letter, isn't it?"

With a sigh, Julian offered her a sheet of stationery. It was the kind Opal always used. The thought that he had rummaged through her belongings was unpleasant, but Opal did as she was told and wrote a plausible farewell note. Julian read it and nodded, satisfied.

"Your cooperation is appreciated. Of course, the estate is heavily guarded, so don't even think about escaping."

"And Nadia?"

"Once the knights have safely left the estate, I'll let you see Nadia."

With that, Julian took the letter and left the attic. The loud sound of a key turning in the lock echoed immediately after. Opal exhaled the breath she had been holding and lay back down on the hard bed. It was best to remain quiet, at least until she could confirm Nadia was safe. She would think about what to do next, and how to manage until then.

Once before, she had locked herself away in an attic. But this was different. Now, with her freedom gone, how could she stop the Anti-Royalist Faction's reckless scheme?

(No, I don't have to stop them. I'm sure Claude and the others have already gathered intelligence.)

Still, it bothered her that Claude had allowed her to go to Boccelli Duchy alone. She couldn't help but suspect the worst, even as she tried to deny it.

(No, that's impossible. He would never use me as bait...)

But even if Claude had no such intention, Alessandro was capable of it. Perhaps that was why Claude had been assigned some sudden business.

(If that's the case... Either way, once this is all resolved safely, I'm going to give His Majesty a piece of my mind!)

Opal clenched her delicate right hand into a tight fist and thrust it high toward the ceiling.



		
			Chapter 71

			The Attic

			"Your Grace, Opal-sama!"

"Nadia! You're safe! Thank goodness..."

The day after Opal was confined to the attic, Nadia rushed into the room. She looked healthy and unharmed, and Opal hugged her in relief. Nadia returned the embrace without hesitation, checking Opal all over to make sure she wasn't injured.

"Thank heavens. You're unharmed as well, Your Grace? If even a single hair on your head was hurt, I would never have forgiven Julian!"

"Quite the brave lady's maid. Perhaps you had no need to worry after all?"

"How dare you address Her Grace that way!? That is disrespectful!"

"It's alright, Nadia. It's no use worrying about Julian."

"But..."

Nadia rounded on Julian, who was leaning against the wall by the entrance. Opal grabbed her arm to stop her, then smiled at Julian.

"We have things to discuss between us ladies. Would you be so kind as to make us some tea?"

"...Very well. But don't think you can escape."

With a defiant smile, Julian closed the attic door. The sound of the key turning in the lock followed immediately. It didn't seem like a very strong lock, but trying to break it down would make a loud noise and alert the household.

Opal looked at the anxious Nadia and patted her hand gently.

"Don't worry, it's alright. Julian won't harm us."

"You mustn't trust a man like that!"

Nadia strongly objected to Opal's words, but her expression quickly turned tearful.

"I'm sorry, Your Grace. I should have been the one on guard... You never trusted Julian from the start, did you..."

"Don't worry about it, Nadia. I came into enemy territory, so I was prepared for this much. I didn't think they'd kill me, but I never expected to be locked up..."

"It's alright, Your Grace. I will get you out of here somehow!"

"Oh, no reckless plans. Don't worry, Claude will definitely come to rescue us. Let's just do our best not to get in his way when he does."

Opal replied jokingly, but she held both of Nadia's hands and looked her straight in the eye to impress her point. Nadia nodded obediently. Just then, Julian returned, skillfully carrying a tray with tea.

"My, you're surprisingly strong."

"I'm not like you nobles who just sit back and give orders."

"Her Grace does not just sit back! She always takes action herself!"

"Thank you, Nadia. You see, Julian must have had a twisted upbringing. The poor thing."

"Shut up."

Julian snorted and placed the tray on a small table. Nadia immediately poured the tea into a cup and took a sip.

"It's not poisoned."

"Even if it were, you don't need to be the one to test it, Nadia."

"No, on this I will not yield."

As she spoke, Nadia poured tea into a fresh cup. Apparently, she had determined it was safe. Opal's life was a bargaining chip, so there was little fear of being killed for now. Still, if it satisfied Nadia, Opal saw no harm in it and accepted the tea.

"Thank you."

"Of course. It's quite well-brewed."

Opal took a sip and nodded slightly. As expected of a footman in a ducal household. It was a shame there were no sweets to go with it. But there was something she needed more. Opal placed her cup back on the table and smiled at the ironically watchful Julian.

"If I must spend my time in this attic, I'd like you to bring me some books to relieve the boredom."

"What a demanding attitude. Do you understand your position?"

"Yes. I'm your trump card, aren't I? With me as a shield, Claude will undoubtedly be unable to act, and if you're short on funds, you have my assets."

"You really are an impudent one."

"Oh, is that news to you? I've been told that often enough."

"Fine. But don't push your luck. You're the trump card, but that maid of yours is expendable."

"Why you..."

Nadia started to retort, but Opal quickly raised a hand to stop her. Julian smirked and left the attic. Of course, the sound of the lock turning echoed after him.

"Your Grace, why didn't you let me speak!?"

"Because you are precious to me, Nadia. But unfortunately, to them, you are just as Julian said. That's why I don't want to take any risks."

"But I don't want to be a burden..."

Opal laughed aloud to encourage the thoroughly disheartened Nadia, whose expression turned to one of surprise.

"Having you here is what keeps me from being reckless. Claude will surely be grateful to you as well."

"Oh... Is his lordship alright!?"

It seemed Nadia had also realized the Anti-Royalist Faction was making its move in earnest. Opal, still smiling, nodded emphatically.

"Claude is fine. I'm sure he'll come to our rescue very soon. He's used to it, after all."

"Used to it?"

"Yes. When we were little, we often played a game where I was the captured princess and Claude was the knight who came to rescue me. But I wouldn't just stay captured, I'd always try to escape on my own, so Claude would often complain that I was making it harder for him. So with you here, I won't do anything reckless, and he can rescue us without any worries."

"Marcia-san often told me you were a tomboy, Your Grace, but it seems it was true."

Opal winked playfully, and Nadia began to giggle. It seemed the tension had finally left her shoulders. At last, Opal could relax as well, and the two of them laughed together.



		
			Chapter 72

			The Attic

			"Nadia, it's about time for dinner. Come help."

"Am I allowed out of here?"

"If you're with me. Of course, don't think you can run. The people in this estate, not to mention the townspeople, won't lift a finger to help you."

Julian peeked into the attic and called to Nadia. She realized the sun had already set quite low. Opal had been so absorbed in the book Julian brought that she had lost track of time. In the meantime, Nadia had been tidying Opal's few clothes and doing some mending.

"The estate staff are cooperating, and the townspeople have been threatened, I suppose?"

"Don't stick your nose where it doesn't belong, Your Grace."

It seemed Nadia had been left with her to take care of her personal needs. Fortunately, the attic had two beds, so she and Nadia could eat and sleep together. She wanted to stay with Nadia as much as possible.

"Nadia, once you leave this room, don't leave Julian's side for any reason."

"But Your Grace, Julian is..."

"He's the most trustworthy person in this estate. Reluctantly so, I admit."

"...I understand."

"Hurry up."

Julian cut into their conversation, sounding irritated. Nadia, though clearly reluctant, nodded, understanding Opal's concern. After the two of them left, Opal stood up and gazed out the small window.

(Unfortunately, there are no trees close enough to jump to...)

Of course, she had no intention of escaping without Nadia, but it couldn't be helped that the thought crossed her mind. Climbing trees had been a favorite pastime of hers. But here, even the tallest tree only reached the third floor, not high enough for the attic. Besides, even if she could climb it, the branches would only support an adult's weight up to about the second-floor level.

Opal reached for the window and tried to open it. The rattling sound it made suggested poor construction, not surprising for a building of this age. She hadn't noticed any issues in the master bedroom, which just showed how they had cut corners with the attic.

"Don't get any reckless ideas about jumping to a tree to escape."

"...It would be less of a jump and more of a fall, wouldn't it?"

Opal turned and replied to Julian's mocking words. She had been so focused on the view outside that she hadn't noticed the sound of the lock turning. Then, it occurred to her, had she really not heard it?

"Your Grace, the meal is quite good."

"Thank you, Nadia."

Nadia entered carrying a tray laden with food. Opal thanked her, but her eyes were on the tray Julian was holding. It had a few empty dishes, a glass, and a water pitcher. Julian placed his tray on the table and left without another word. The sound of the lock turning followed.

"He didn't lock it just now, did he..."

"Oh, now that you mention it, you're right! You could have escaped, Your Grace. How careless of me..."

At Opal's murmur, Nadia, who was setting out the food, gasped and answered with regret. But Opal smiled and shook her head.

"I wouldn't have run even if I'd known. I was just being tested."

"Tested?"

"Yes. To see if I would abandon Nadia and run. To see if I was looking for a chance to escape."

Opal gave a wry smile. The thought of escaping through the door hadn't even occurred to her. How strange of her to have only considered the window. But Nadia seemed dejected again, feeling she was a burden.

"If I weren't here, you would have had more freedom to act..."

"Don't say such foolish things. Didn't I just tell you? Having you here keeps me from being reckless. It's because you're here that I can remain calm like this."

Opal took Nadia's hand and smiled encouragingly. She wanted to reassure Nadia more, to tell her there was no need to worry, but it was difficult right now. Help would surely arrive in a few more days. Opal was certain of it, but she didn't say it out loud. They shared the meal, even enjoying dessert, and decided to go to bed early.

"Nadia, could you leave the window as it is?"

"Won't you be cold?"

"I'll be fine. In fact, this room gets quite hot from the afternoon sun, so this is just right."

"I see."

Opal spoke up as Nadia was about to close the window, and then lay down on the bed. Being so high up, very few insects made their way in, and a pleasant night breeze flowed through the small opening. Nadia must have been exhausted. After a short while, Opal could hear her gentle breathing and felt relieved that she was able to sleep.

(It's been two days since my ‘elopement.’ Cole will have rushed my letter to Connally, and the knights will have been sent out on a search... Will seven days be enough for the news to reach the Royal Capital, to reach His Majesty Alessandro? No, it will be faster. It will probably take seven days for the rumor to spread throughout the country. The rumor must have been sent out before I was even locked up in here.)

Opal let out a soft breath, organizing her thoughts and planning her next steps. She knew Alessandro wouldn't believe the elopement story. He probably even anticipated it. Claude must have known that Opal wouldn't go to Boccelli Duchy without visiting the mines. The fact that he hadn't said anything meant...

Opal heard a faint noise and sat up with a start. She thought it might be the wind, but no, it was something else. She slipped quietly out of bed and was about to approach the window when she gasped, clapping her hands over her mouth to keep from screaming. A silhouette appeared outside the window, then slowly opened it wider and slipped inside.

"Well, hello, Opal. It's been a while."

Even in the darkness, illuminated only by starlight, there was no mistaking him. The soft, tiny whisper was his usual calm, slightly low, gentle voice. The nonchalant words, as if they had just run into each other in town, left Opal unsure whether to laugh or cry. But before she could think, she threw herself into Claude's arms.



		
			Chapter 73

			Reunion

			"Claude, do you have any idea where you are?"

"Of course. I'm right beside you, Opal."

Opal could sense the playful smile in his voice. She sighed in exasperation.

"How do you plan on getting back?"

"We've only just been reunited, and you're already telling me to leave?"

"Claude, don't joke around. We're in the middle of enemy territory."

"Though technically, this is our fief..."

Claude's grumbling was so amusing that Opal had to suppress a laugh. Her eyes, now adjusted to the dark, could make out his form in the starlight alone. Seeing his familiar figure made her want to be coddled, but Nadia stirred in her sleep, and she steeled herself. It would be a shame to wake her when she was so tired.

"How long have you been here?"

"About five days? When I heard you were heading to the duchy, I rushed over. I knew you'd definitely inspect the mines in this area. They seem to be perpetually short-staffed here, so I was hired right away."

Claude answered Opal's whispered question with a grin. In his current state, he looked every bit a miner. He had grown so accustomed to his role as a duke recently, but his ability to blend in so well was likely due to similar experiences in his past. Claude didn't speak much about those times, but he must have truly endured a lot. And now, here he was again, putting himself in danger.

"...Just how many people have you sent in over these past few years, I wonder."

"Who knows?"

"I hope I'm proving to be a useful diversion."

Claude took Opal's hand as she murmured, and he gently kissed it as if in apology. His hand was rough and calloused.

"Claude, are you really okay?"

"I'm fine. Besides, you knew I was coming, didn't you? That's why you left the window open."

Deliberately misunderstanding her question, Claude turned his back to her. Opal sat down on the bed and patted the spot next to her, urging him to sit.

"I was just preparing for any eventuality. This window is rickety. I never actually thought you would come."

She had thought the chances were slim, but Claude had always loved to surprise her. That was why she had left the window open just a crack, making sure it didn't make a sound, just in case.

"Here, these are letters for you. Sorry, but I read them first."

"Thank you, Claude. It's not a problem. I told you to do so in case I was in a situation where I couldn't read them myself."

"...Thank you, Opal."

Claude handed her two letters, then embraced her before standing up. He moved silently toward the window.

"Be careful, Claude."

"Don't worry. I was trained by a princess since I was a boy. It's a bit pathetic that I can't manage a more dashing rescue, though."

"Oh, don't worry. I'll be fully prepared and waiting for you next time."

As Opal joked back, Claude, straddling the windowsill, pulled her close and kissed her. Surprised, Opal blushed, and Claude looked at her with a serious gaze.

"I will save you. I promise."

With those words, Claude put his foot on the sill, stood up, and leaped away. When Opal peered outside, he was disappearing over the roof.

"I never thought he'd arrive via the roof."

"Nadia, you were awake?"

"That would wake anyone up. But I kept my back turned, you know. I didn't see a thing."

Nadia covered her eyes with both hands to prove her point. Her gesture was so cute and funny that Opal burst out laughing. She was worried about whether Claude had made it down from the roof safely, but she had no choice but to believe he was fine.

"I'm sorry for being so loud."

"There's no need to apologize! I was so thrilled that his lordship was here! It was just as you said, Your Grace!"

"Yes. Honestly, he's so reckless."

"I'm sure his lordship is thinking the same thing about you."

Nadia's reply to Opal's slightly irritated grumble was swift and perfectly on point. Opal almost burst out laughing again and quickly covered her mouth. Making loud laughing noises at this hour would arouse suspicion. The effort made her eyes well up with tears, but she could blame it on holding back her laughter.

She had been putting on a brave face, but she had been truly anxious. More than for herself, she worried about Claude's safety. Neither of them was in a particularly safe situation, but he was close. And he trusted her enough to let her fight alongside him.

"Are you alright? Think you can get back to sleep?"

"Yes. I'm very good at sleeping."

Opal got back into bed for the sake of the next day and asked Nadia the question. A cheerful reply came back. After saying goodnight again, Opal lay with her eyes open, staring into the darkness.

(They got information that the Anti-Royalist Faction was finally about to make its move, and His Majesty plans to act before they do. And I conveniently appeared, so they used me as a decoy.)

She had been overthinking it, but in the end, it was a simple matter. Although they were short-staffed, the reason Claude was hired so easily must have been because several spies had already infiltrated the area. That was why she hadn't been discouraged from coming to Boccelli Duchy, to this place. However, from his attitude earlier, it was clear that using her had been a difficult choice for Claude. His pained expression, visible even in the dark. Forcing that look onto his face was yet another reason she had to give Alessandro a piece of her mind. After that, she might even make him bow his head and offer words of thanks.

(That's right. If he thinks I'll just act as a pawn, he's sorely mistaken.)

She didn't need to check the senders of the letters Claude had given her; she knew who both were from. She was eager to read them, but she would have to wait until morning. Taking a deep breath to calm her racing heart, Opal closed her eyes to sleep.



		
			Chapter 74

			The Fortress

			"Well, well. Did you sleep well last night?"

"...Julian, are you bored?"

"Not at all. I have been entrusted with guarding a very important hostage, after all."

"So you are bored."

Opal replied sarcastically to Julian, who had brought her breakfast. She didn't expect him to get angry, but she was surprised to receive a cheerful smile in return. As she spoke, Opal watched him warily. Nadia was already tasting the breakfast for poison.

"You seem to be in a good mood. It's unsettling."

"Say what you like. I won't rise to your provocations. But I'll tell you this anyway. The Anti-Royalist Faction has gathered with weapons around the Royal Capital. The fools over there haven't even noticed."

Julian's words were so shocking that Nadia dropped her spoon. But Opal merely gave a small shrug.

"How unfortunate for them. So, what are the numbers of this uprising? The Royal Capital has the knights under His Majesty's direct command and the Royal Army, you know. An attack with half-hearted numbers will only end in failure."

"What do you plan to do with those numbers? Send a letter? Go ahead. It's too late now anyway."

"Oh, but I'm in the middle of an elopement. Even if it's too late, wouldn't it seem unnatural if a record of me sending such a letter remained? Wouldn't it have been better to take me to the Royal Capital and use me as a shield, rather than locking me up in this remote place?"

"You have almost no value as a hostage against Alessandro in the capital. You're a hostage against Claude."

"...I see. So this place, Boccelli Duchy, is to become a fortress for the Anti-Royalist Faction in case of an emergency. In that case, I wonder if you have ships prepared at the capital's port for a retreat, just in case? Pasma Port is very convenient, isn't it? You can procure my assets, your war funds, and also receive support from Sosylle Kingdom."

"...You should be quiet now. Talkative people look foolish."

"I'm fine with looking foolish. That's why I'd like you to bring me another book to study, if you would."

"You're a troublesome one."

"But it won't be a waste, will it?"

At Opal's insolent tone, Julian snorted and left the room. The sound of the lock turning followed. Opal let out a deep breath and noticed Nadia's pale face.

"I'm sorry, Nadia. I frightened you. But don't worry, it will be alright."

"But he said soldiers are gathering at the capital... I'm worried about that, but if those soldiers were to flood into this land, what would happen to you, Your Grace!? You and his lordship should return to Sosylle Kingdom, even if it's just the two of you!"

"...Nadia, if you ever feel you're in danger, I want you to forget about me and ensure your own safety first."

"I would never do that!"

Nadia, who had been anxious, seemed to be roused by Opal's words and refused vehemently. But Opal shook her head quietly.

"If danger approaches, there are many people who will help me. Just as Claude has infiltrated this place, there are many allies here. But it's cruel to say, I know, but for those people, you will be a secondary priority."

"That is to be expected."

"Even if it is, I don't like it. You are very precious to me, Nadia. I'm sorry for getting you involved in this."

"No, no. You don't need to worry, Your Grace. I have no complaints at all. In fact, I'm glad I can be by your side right now. I'm tired of worrying from afar."

Nadia pleaded with tears in her eyes. She must have been so worried during Opal's marriage to Hubert. That was why she had served by her side ever since her marriage to Claude.

"Then promise me, for my sake. If anything happens, you will absolutely prioritize yourself and escape."

"...I understand."

Though reluctant, Nadia's agreement brought Opal a sense of relief. It was certain that something would happen soon, and Opal would be dragged out of this attic. Given that Claude had risked coming to see her last night and the triumphant way Julian had spoken, she could predict what was coming. Opal hurried to the desk and wrote a letter on the stationery Julian had so presumptuously brought out.

"Your Grace?"

Nadia was puzzled by Opal's sudden action, but she stopped herself from speaking so as not to disturb her. With no time to spare for revisions, Opal sealed the letter just as Julian returned with a new book.

"Julian, would you send this letter for me?"

"Hey, hey, did you actually write one?"

"I took you at your word."

Julian seemed irritated by Opal's brazen attitude, but he snatched the letter from her. It appeared he had no intention of going back on his own suggestion.

"Well then, Your Grace, please do amuse yourself with this book."

"Yes, thank you. This will help."

Ignoring Julian's sarcastic remark, Opal looked at the titles of the several books and chose one. After glaring at her, Julian placed the empty breakfast dishes on the tray, took the letter, and left the attic. He did not forget to lock the door. Nadia stared at the door with a worried expression.

"...Nadia, do you really think Claude would leave me in this attic if he didn't have a winning plan?"

At Opal's question, Nadia's eyes widened, and then a smile bloomed on her face. It seemed she had managed to lighten her worries a little.

"You're right. If there was any danger to you, his lordship would never leave your side, would he?"

"It's not quite like that."

From their engagement until their marriage, Claude had been almost overprotective, always by her side. Hearing Nadia's words, who had witnessed it all, Opal gave an embarrassed smile and denied it. Since coming to this country, since their audience with Alessandro, they had often been apart, prioritizing their respective duties. But that was Opal's choice, and Claude respected it. For the sake of this country, and above all for Claude, Opal renewed her determination to fulfill her role completely.



		
			Chapter 75

			Lies

			"Well, well. It's good to see you in high spirits, Your Grace."

"I'm pleased if I appear so."

"Oh my, you don't seem to be in the best of moods."

"Could anyone be in a good mood when locked up in a place like this?"

"Indeed, a place like this must be rather cramped for a duchess, but please bear with it for just a little longer."

Opal replied to Cole, who had peeked into the attic, with a look of utter disgust. Her response seemed to put Cole in a very good mood, and Julian, standing behind him, was also smiling. It had been over ten days since Opal was confined, and she had been expecting some kind of development.

"I have good news for you. Or perhaps, for you, Your Grace, it is sad news."

Cole's large body shook with a joy so great he looked as if he might start dancing. Opal watched him, her face a mask of stone. But Cole didn't seem to mind.

"The willful Duchess could not stand the rustic Boccelli Duchy and ran off with a man in search of excitement. That is the rumor spreading throughout the country. It seems, however, that no one is particularly surprised."

"That's an old rumor. Claude... the Duke would never believe such a thing."

Opal answered with her chin held high. Seeing her feigned strength, not only Cole but Julian too grinned slyly. Nadia looked at Opal with concern.

"About that Duke of yours, he has, I'm afraid, gone missing."

"Lies!"

In a stark change from her previous demeanor, Opal shot to her feet, vehemently denying Cole's words. Her face was pale, her hands trembling. Cole's expression turned somber as if in sympathy, and he shook his head.

"No, unfortunately, it is true. Some say he could not bear the Duchess's infidelity and disappeared, others that he went to Sosylle Kingdom in search of you. But according to a reliable source, he was attacked by bandits on his way back to the capital and lost his life..."

He paused, glancing at Opal. She had both hands over her mouth, as if suppressing a scream.

"Of course, this information is being kept secret. For Alessandro, losing Rousel is a significant blow. If the other nobles were to learn of this, Alessandro would make enemies of the neutral faction as well."

"What... what are you talking about? The neutral faction, that shouldn't matter anymore."

"Was the Duchess persuaded by Rousel to marry into this country with such stories? After all, your assets are enormous. For Alessandro, the more funds he has to oppose us, the better."

Opal shook her head repeatedly, as if refusing to believe it, and sank onto the bed as if her strength had given out. Nadia knelt at her feet and took her hand comfortingly.

"Thank you, Nadia."

"Oh dear, was this news too harsh for the Duchess? Staying in a place like this must be a great strain on your heart. Depending on the conditions, I may be willing to let you out of this room."

"...Conditions?"

"It's nothing significant. I just want you to write a letter."

"Again? To whom this time?"

"Not to Rousel, of course. There is no point in writing to heaven. I want you to write to your father, Count Holloway, and your former husband, Duke McLeod."

"Claude, the Duke of Boccelli, is alive. And if you need funds, you can just contact the steward of my estate. There is no need to write to two men who are merely my business partners."

Opal seemed to have regained some of her composure and tried to appear strong. To Cole, it must have looked like a brave front. In truth, if Claude hadn't appeared in the attic ten days ago, she might have genuinely lost her composure, not just acted the part. That was why Claude had gone to such reckless lengths to show himself.

"We do need funds, certainly, but more importantly right now, we need to prevent any interference from Sosylle Kingdom. It seems Duke McLeod's influence in the Sosylle royal court has been growing recently. And you are well aware of Count Holloway's influence, I'm sure."

"...So, what do you want me to write?"

"Those two, especially Duke McLeod, are indebted to Alessandro. If the matter of the Mantest development from four years ago is brought up, Duke McLeod will likely move within Sosylle Kingdom in a way that benefits Alessandro. Therefore, I want you to write and ask them to ignore Alessandro's requests."

"Do you think Duke McLeod will listen to my request? We may be business partners, but we are strangers now."

Opal shrugged, as if the idea were absurd. At that, Julian, who had been silent until now, spoke up.

"You just have to beg for your life. The rumor was that McLeod still had feelings for you. That's why his remarriage talks with the Count Lefond family's daughter fell through. He'll probably be happy to provide money as well."

"...What kind of foolish story is that? I supposedly eloped with you, did I not? And you think Duke McLeod will act because of that? More importantly, do you think my father, Count Holloway, would lift a finger for a mere daughter if there's no profit in it for him?"

Opal glared at Julian as she questioned him. Unfazed by her stare, Julian shrugged, mimicking her.

"Unfortunately, my elopement with you ended in failure. We can say you were captured by the Anti-Royalist Faction somewhere around Pasma Port."

"And if you manage to stop Sosylle Kingdom's movements, not just get a ransom, then I'll be of no more use to you."

"Still a clever little thing, aren't you? But don't worry, we still have to extract money from you. You don't need to worry about your life."

"My life, you say..."

Cole seemed unable to get a word in during Opal and Julian's argument-like exchange. But he cut them off with a loud laugh.

"Well now, Julian certainly lives up to Lord Connally's high opinion of him. He has both courage and a sharp mind. Now then, could you have the letters we discussed ready by this evening?"

"And if I don't write them?"

"It is not only your life we hold in our hands."

With a vile smile, Cole glanced at Nadia. Nadia glared back fiercely.

"It seems a strong-willed mistress breeds a similar maid."

Muttering to himself, Cole laughed loudly again and left the attic. Following behind him, Julian paused with his hand on the door.

"Hurry up. The Anti-Royalist Faction's troops will rise up in the capital tomorrow. We need to get your plea to McLeod and the others before that news breaks."

Nadia let out a small cry at Julian's words. But Opal simply stared at Julian and let a faint smile touch her lips.



		
			Chapter 76

			Letter

			"Lady Opal! What should we do!?"

"It’s all right, Nadia. I’ll write the letters just as they say."

"But…"

"Don’t worry. Nothing will change just because I plead with them in a letter. The Sosylle Kingdom won’t go out of its way for the Taisey Kingdom. That was true eight years ago, wasn’t it? Neither my father nor Duke McLeod will do anything for the Taisey Kingdom."

"That’s a complicated feeling. When your life is on the line…"

Opal answered the worried Nadia calmly. In response, Nadia puffed out her cheeks with dissatisfaction. The sight was so endearing that Opal let out a small laugh. Being with Nadia truly lifted her spirits. She was almost grateful to Julian for letting them share a room.

"This is no laughing matter. Your acting was so incredible, if I hadn’t known what really happened that night, I’m sure I would have burst into tears."

Nadia laughed as well, despite her complaints. They giggled together for a moment before Nadia’s expression suddenly clouded over.

"But will everything truly be all right? We know your husband is safe, but what about the Royal Capital… Is His Majesty the King safe?"

"You’re right. The worries are endless, but we have to believe everything will be fine. Besides, their information is already wrong, isn’t it? Claude was supposed to have been killed by bandits, yet here he is. Everyone is doing what they must, so I have to do my part as well."

After encouraging Nadia, Opal turned to the desk. Her father and Hubert certainly would not dream of interfering in another country’s internal affairs, even without a pleading letter from her. So she composed the letter just as Cole had wished. Nadia sat by the window and began mending one of Opal’s dresses.

After signing the letter to her father, Opal paused to think. If she were in Alessandro’s position, what would her next move be? He had almost certainly received intelligence about the coordinated uprising. In fact, it was impossible that a man as cunning as Alessandro would be unaware of something on this scale. It was stranger that the Anti-Royalist Faction hadn't realized this.

It seems victory goes not to the one with more funds or forces, but to the one who controls the information.

She remembered that Claude owned a newspaper company. Alessandro had probably secured control over other media outlets as well.

The public will likely side with His Majesty. The problem is some of the central nobility and the people of Boccelli Duchy.

Ostensibly, the nobles of the anti-Alessandro faction had been purged, but there was no telling how many were latent among the neutral parties. Above all, she didn't know how the people of the duchy, which had been a stronghold for the anti-Alessandro faction during the civil war eight years ago, would act. At that time, the Duke of Boccelli, as the head of the faction, had swept up the populace without question, though no actual battles were fought there. Now, however, the lord had changed. Would the others besides Connally, the servants who had been kind to her at the estate and the administrator Duncan, fight for the anti-Alessandro faction? Duncan didn't trust Opal, but there was no doubt he cared deeply for that land and its people.

And is Claude safe, I wonder…

Human Claude seemed to be fine for now, but she started to worry about Dog Claude. The servants were fond of him, but Connally detested him.

No, he’s surely fine. As long as he stays out of Connally’s sight, he shouldn’t be bothered.

The servants would surely hide him. Even Duncan had been fond of Dog Claude. Then again, Duncan probably had bigger things to worry about.

Duncan would never allow that land to become a battlefield. But he seemed to respect the previous duke, and he was obedient to Connally…

Duncan had a rugged and stern demeanor, but he was deeply trusted by the people of the fief. Even if Opal was the one who introduced the scythe, she could not lead the people while ignoring Duncan. As Opal was thinking this over with a hmmm, she heard the pat sound of a thread being cut.

"My lady, it’s finished!"

"Nadia?"

"Ta-da! Trousers, exclusively for my tomboy mistress!"

"…Excuse me?"

Opal couldn’t comprehend what Nadia, who had stood up and was happily displaying something that looked like trousers, meant. All this time since they’d been locked in the attic room, Opal had thought Nadia was mending her dresses when she wasn’t attending to her. Apparently, she was wrong. Thinking back, there was no way Opal’s dresses had enough damage to require so much time to mend.

"Um… tomboy mistress… no, what do you mean, trousers?"

"Ehehe. I heard from Marcia-san. She said when you were a child, you were always climbing trees and tearing your dresses."

"Ah, yes."

"She said that was a problem, but what was worse was you climbing trees or running and tumbling in a skirt. When she cautioned you about it, you started secretly wearing your brother’s trousers under your skirt. Then you said, ‘There shouldn’t be a problem now, right?’"

"…That did happen, didn’t it."

Opal averted her gaze from Nadia, who was enthusiastically recounting this piece of her embarrassing past. Unaware of Opal’s reaction, Nadia continued with confidence.

"So, when you and your husband make your lovers’ escape, you might be worried about your skirt, right? But if you wear these trousers underneath, you won’t have to worry even if it flips up."

"…Right."

In such a desperate situation, she wouldn't have time to worry about her skirt flipping up, but Nadia must have given it some thought in her own way. Still, it was a little strange to think that Nadia considered her a tomboy even at this age. Besides, it wasn't a lovers' escape. To put it plainly, it was a flight for their lives.

"…Well then, I’ll start wearing those trousers tomorrow."

"Yes!"

Opal had no objection to wearing trousers, so she decided to use them starting the next day. Nadia replied happily. Opal would probably be taken from here back to Pasma Port or the estate, and there would likely be a chance to escape. The trousers might prove useful then. However, she could not afford to make a mistake in judging whether to flee meekly or to comply.

If the Anti-Royalist Faction’s uprising happened in the Royal Capital, and it surely would, how would Alessandro react? The fact that Cole believed the story about Claude being killed by bandits meant such a plan had existed. What was the person capable of attacking Claude under the guise of bandits doing now? While pondering these various things, Opal sealed the letters to her father and Duke McLeod.



		
			Chapter 77

			Boredom

			"My lady, would you care for more tea?"

"I will, thank you, Nadia."

Five days had passed since Opal and Nadia were moved to Pasma Port. With no change in their situation, Opal was bored to tears. But that was only them. Cole and the other members of the Anti-Royalist Faction were moving about restlessly, their irritation growing. Eight days had already passed since the rebel army rose up in the Royal Capital, yet there had been no progress reports.

"It only takes three days by ship to get here from the port near the Royal Capital, yet there’s been no word. The land route takes even longer. I wonder if Connally is just pacing back and forth inside his precious Pearl Castle."

"What on earth is happening? And is your husband all right?"

"Claude will be fine. But I couldn’t escape with him, even though I was wearing the trousers you so kindly made for me."

"I haven’t given up hope yet. I’m sure your husband will appear dashingly to sweep you away!"

"Well, when that happens, you’ll have to escape with us too, Nadia."

Opal gave Nadia a mischievous wink. It was to make her seem like she had everything under control. In reality, Opal was optimistic about their current situation. There were guards outside their window and door day and night, so even though their room was on the second floor, they couldn't escape by climbing down a tree. But Opal had decided there was no need for that. It was better to wait here.

According to the rebel army’s plan that Julian had mentioned, if the coordinated uprising failed, the soldiers were to flee by ship from the port to Pasma Port, then hole up in Boccelli Duchy to fight. During the last civil war, the mountainous region on the duchy's border had become a natural fortress, and simply blockading the port had worked well for them. They likely intended to use the same strategy this time. The reason the anti-Alessandro faction couldn't be completely wiped out back then was because it was judged too risky to pursue them further.

But Alessandro would not be beaten by the same trick twice. What she understood now was that over the past four years, while pretending to initiate reforms in the fief, he had secretly been sending many of his own people into Boccelli Duchy.

Really, I was used quite skillfully.

Opal, having not only assets but also a track record of success, had begun to make moves toward reforming the fief. In short, she had been serving as a decoy from the moment she entered Boccelli Duchy, even before her inspection of the mine. However, she figured he only did so because there was no danger, because he could guarantee her safety to a large extent.

"Why!? If the uprising failed, why haven’t the troops reached the port!?"

"My, my. To shout so loudly, he must be quite frustrated."

"My lady, did Cole-san just say the uprising failed?"

Opal and Nadia exchanged glances upon hearing Cole's roar from the next room. Opal smiled, and Nadia's face broke into a joyful grin.

"Just as Claude escaped the attack and appeared at the Lead Mine, I believe the rebel army's plans are failing here and there. But the information was being manipulated to make it seem like they were succeeding. This news must have finally reached them by land. Connally is probably fuming right about now as well."

"Then, then does that mean the rebel army isn’t coming to Pasma Port?"

"Almost certainly not. In the first place, there’s no way they could have ships ready and waiting at the port near the Royal Capital for troops to board. Even if they disguised them as merchant ships or something, His Majesty the King would notice immediately. And… yes, if it were me, I would detain the crew or something, sneak my own allies aboard, disable the ships, and wait for the remaining soldiers to board."

"So it's like catching them all in one net!"

"Exactly."

Nadia's eyes sparkled as she replied, as if she were listening to a story. Opal nodded in affirmation.

"The sea is probably blockaded, Pasma Port included, in a way that no one would notice. So Cole and his men can’t escape to the sea right away. Of course…"

Opal was about to say more, but she closed her mouth as the door to their room suddenly opened. Julian, who entered carrying a tray of food, had a swollen cheek.

"Were you hit?"

"The master seems to be in a bad mood."

"That’s… shouldn’t you cool it down right away?"

"Leave it."

As Opal stood up to wet a handkerchief, Julian waved his right hand dismissively at her. Nadia, who had moved to take the tray, was angered by his attitude.

"Julian. How dare you, that’s a rude way to act when my lady is showing you concern."

"Does getting your concern fill my stomach?"

"Don’t be ridiculous, just let’s cool it down."

Opal tried to press the wet, wrung-out handkerchief to Julian's cheek. Julian grabbed her hand.

"You seem pretty composed. Is this any time to be worried about others?"

"You seem to have very little composure. Isn’t it about time you surrendered?"

"It’s about to collapse from within."

"Hasn’t it already begun?"

Julian pushed Opal’s hand away and snorted. Nadia quickly steadied the stumbling Opal.

"Hey, Julian!"

"You should keep that cheeky mouth of your master shut. It’s irritating."

Julian replied to Nadia's protest and left the room. The handkerchief remained unused in Opal's hand.

"Honestly! He makes me so angry! My lady, are you all right?"

"Yes, I’m fine. Thank you, Nadia."

Opal straightened herself and placed the wet handkerchief on the edge of the washbasin. She stopped Nadia, who was about to clean it up.

"Shall we eat first? It won’t taste good if it gets cold."

"…Yes."

Right now, Nadia was so bored that meals were about her only pleasure. She obeyed readily, setting the food on the table before sitting across from Opal. Normally, a servant would never be allowed to sit at the same table as her master, but given the circumstances, Nadia had decided to accept Opal’s invitation.

"Cole and the others must have finally realized the sea is blockaded. That’s probably why he’s so irritated he couldn’t help but hit Julian."

"So, my lady, you knew from the beginning?"

"Cutting off supply lines, whether by land or sea, is a basic tactic of war. Conversely, you must secure your supply lines no matter what. The fact that they couldn’t do that means the rebel commander is either very inexperienced in warfare, or they’ve already lost the information war."

"The information war…"

Nadia muttered Opal’s words as if swallowing them. It seemed she had swallowed the bread in her mouth along with them. Opal smiled at the sight and took a sip of her fruit wine. Julian only brought them fruit wine at dinner. As with the tea, Julian was surprisingly thoughtful in his own way.

"Eight years ago, during a very difficult time of confusion due to a plague, this country devolved into a civil war over the succession to the throne. Even from my perspective, I was furious at what a foolish thing they were doing, but the people of this country, especially those who cared for its citizens, must have felt that even more strongly. But at that time, there was a prince who spoke pleasingly about being for the people, and he became their figurehead, whether it was true or not. Behind him was the powerful figure of the Duke of Boccelli. But what about now?"

"Huh? Oh, come to think of it, who is the highest-ranking person in the rebel army? It’s not Connally-san or Cole-san, is it?"

"No, they can’t lead a rebel army. And just as we don’t know, most of the rebel soldiers don’t know who their general is."

"If that were me, I wouldn’t feel motivated. I enjoy my work because it’s for you, my lady."

"Thank you, Nadia."

Opal thanked Nadia for her words and tore off a piece of bread to eat. In the end, that was what it came down to. The commanders of each rebel unit surely knew who the mastermind was, but for the soldiers, it meant turning their swords against the king without really knowing why. There was no way their morale would be high. The rebel army's attempt to move without being detected by Alessandro's faction had likely backfired.

"So, does His Majesty the King know? What about your husband?"

"They undoubtedly know. Claude probably became certain when he returned to the Sosylle Kingdom with me."

"In the Sosylle Kingdom?"

"Yes. That’s precisely why Claude couldn’t come to this duchy with me, and why he had to be declared dead before appearing at the Lead Mine."

As she said this, Opal smiled happily. It was a smile like a child's when a prank has succeeded, and it made even the bewildered Nadia feel happy.



		
			Chapter 78

			Hostage

			"It’s been quite lively since this morning. Something must be happening."

"My lady, are you sure it’s all right to be so relaxed?"

"It might not be, so, look?"

Opal, who had been reading a book to pass the time, lifted her skirt to show the fidgeting Nadia. Seeing the trousers she wore underneath, Nadia burst out laughing.

"My lady, when did you get ready? I didn’t even notice."

"A little while ago. When you and Julian had stepped out of the room. Trousers are so convenient. I can put them on by myself."

"It’s so true. I’m always envious of men. Not just for their clothes."

"Well, I’m sure men have their own hardships."

They shared a laugh, easing the tension, before Opal stood up and walked over to the window.

"You should get ready too, Nadia. I think things are about to happen here."

"I, I understand."

Nadia had also made a pair of trousers, though not as well-made as Opal’s. Convinced that she would be escaping with Opal, they had sewn them together in a single day. They were moved the very next day, and they had laughed in the carriage about how glad they were to have finished them in time. Opal was definitely more tense now than she was then. Sensing this, Nadia hurried to prepare.

"This town of Pasma was a stronghold for the anti-Alessandro faction during the time of the previous Duke of Boccelli. They must have thought it was still under rebel control."

Opal murmured to no one in particular as she gazed out the window. Wondering what she meant, Nadia also approached the window and gasped at the sight outside.

"My lady…"

"He would have preferred not to shed any blood…"

Opal clenched her hands tightly, as if enduring a great pain. Outside the window, the main street leading to the port was filled with a multitude of soldiers. Nadia was frightened at the sight of them, but then her face lit up as she recognized their uniforms and the banner they carried.

"It’s the Royal Army! My lady, His Majesty has come to rescue us!"

"Even so, we are still prisoners. Nadia, are you prepared?"

"Of course!"

Just as Nadia replied spiritedly, though she was trembling, the door was thrown open with great force. It was not just Julian who entered, but several soldiers, soldiers from the rebel army.

"Well, hello, princess. It's finally your turn."

"…I was tired of waiting."

"Still got a sharp tongue, I see."

Julian grinned, showing a false sense of composure, and gestured to the soldiers with one hand. They immediately seized Opal and Nadia, who were by the window.

"My lady!"

"It’s all right, Nadia. If we stay calm, I’m sure everything will be fine."

Two soldiers restrained Nadia, but they were only holding her by the arms. Opal, however, had her arms bound with a rope and was handed over to Julian.

"Coward."

"Say what you want."

"My lady!"

"Don’t worry, Nadia. I’ve had plenty of practice with this sort of thing."

Julian, who held the rope and roughly pushed Opal’s back, kept his mocking smile. Opal truly despised that smile of his. Hiding her feelings, she too put on a composed smile and called out to the worried Nadia. But the moment they left the room, Nadia’s mouth was covered, and she was dragged away in a different direction.

"Wait! What are you doing with Nadia!?"

"Shouldn’t you be more concerned about yourself, my lady?"

"Don’t be ridiculous."

"Cole and the others only need you, right? Just be a good little hostage."

Hearing Julian's words, Opal realized he was right and complied quietly. With the main street filled with so many Royal Army soldiers, Cole and his men had no escape route. Their only option was to use Opal as a hostage to get out of this place. Their destination would be either the Lead Mine or the ducal estate.

The Lead Mine has probably been secured by Claude already. Is there no news of it because the rebels don’t know? Or is it that I don’t know?

Claude would not fail. Such a thing could not happen. Opal told herself this as she considered the actions of the cornered men. The Royal Army must have entered Pasma Port flying the rebel flag. If they then quickly secured the port, the railway must also be under their control.

But if they use me, they can get the station opened and escape to the estate where Connally is. I don’t know how many troops Connally has, but if they join forces, it could become troublesome.

As Opal was pondering various things, Cole came running up, his footsteps thudding loudly. His face was pale and slick with sweat.

"Julian! We’re surrounded!"

"Don’t worry, it’s all right. I’ll open a way out."

Julian’s calm words seemed to slightly soothe Cole. He looked at Opal with an expression of relief.

"I thought it would be better to kill you off quickly, but it was the right decision to listen to you after all."

So it was Cole’s simple-minded idea to kill her in a staged accident during the Lead Mine inspection, Opal thought, as she followed Julian without resistance.

"So, what do we do now?"

"We negotiate, of course. A hostage must be used effectively."

"What are the terms?"

"The opening of the station, the preparation of a train, and we will join up with Connally and his men."

"But if they pursue us…"

"We can drop explosives on the tracks from the rear car. You’re good with blasting, aren’t you?"

"I see. We can buy time and wait for reinforcements."

"Yes. We also need to regroup."

It was as if Julian were the commander. Opal glanced at Cole as she listened to their conversation, but he showed no sign of noticing. Then, the rope was pulled, and she was led outside the inn. The Royal Army had spread out, surrounding the building. Yet Opal’s eyes were fixed on just one person.

"Claude…"

"Well, hello, Opal. Sorry I’m late picking you up again."



		
			Chapter 79

			The Escape

			"W, why are you alive!?"

"I came back to life."

"Th, that’s impossible! Hey! Don’t you see the situation you’re in! If you don’t move, this woman dies!"

It was Cole’s roar that spoiled their emotional reunion. Cole held a knife to Opal, his hand trembling uncontrollably. Claude’s face tightened at the sight, and he then raised both hands.

"Taking a frail lady hostage. You’re quite the coward."

"Who are you calling frail?"

Julian snorted at Claude’s words. Opal glared at Julian, but of course, it had no effect.

"…What are your demands?"

"L, let us pass to the station without harming us."

"And make sure a train is ready for us, obviously."

While listening to Cole’s stammered demands, Claude’s gaze remained fixed on Opal. Opal quietly met his gaze.

"All right. I’ll accept your terms."

"Huh…?"

"Are you an idiot? You’re going to let us go for the sake of this one woman? What do you think Alessandro will say?"

"He’ll agree."

"Are you all idiots?"

When Claude agreed, Cole let out a dumbfounded sound, as if he couldn’t believe it. It was Julian who responded instead, and his words angered Opal so much that she tried to kick him from under her skirt. But he dodged it easily. This only infuriated her more, and she shot him another glare.

"There, there, the princess is displeased. Won’t you hurry and prepare the carriage, no, the train?"

"…Opal, are you all right?"

"I’m perfectly fine. Though I am incredibly angry. Once I’m free, the list of people I want to punch has grown to two."

"I won’t let you."

Ignoring Julian’s mocking tone, Claude asked after Opal. Of course she wasn’t all right, but Opal’s anger seemed to reassure him. She was still holding on. Julian sneered at their exchange.

"R, right. L, let’s go, Julian."

"…What a foolish man."

To their surprise, when Claude waved a hand, the soldiers surrounding the inn parted to make a path. As Cole called out nervously, Julian shot Claude a mocking smile. It was the smile Opal detested, but Claude merely shrugged, seemingly unbothered.

It was difficult to walk with a knife held to her back and her hands tied, but the station wasn’t far, so she managed. Then she was put on a train. It seemed the train couldn't depart right away, so they had to wait for a while. During that time, she watched Claude from the window. When the train finally started moving, a loud explosion echoed from behind them.

"Did you blow it up?"

"Yes, I gave the order."

"Well done, Julian!"

Seeing Cole so happy that they couldn’t be pursued, Opal thought he was simple-minded. If the only railway in the Boccelli Duchy was destroyed, it would take time not only for pursuers but also for their own reinforcements to arrive. Did they have another escape route secured for when Alessandro’s army came to attack through that natural fortress of a mountain range? Cole probably hadn’t considered it, but Connally might have a plan. With this thought, Opal glanced at Julian sitting beside her.

"Anxious?"

"…Nadia is safe, I presume?"

"She’s probably much more relieved being away from you."

Opal studied Julian searchingly at his reply, then turned her face away in annoyance. She stared out the window. The train was running smoothly and would arrive at the station near the estate by early afternoon.

"…Are the people at the estate… all under Connally’s control?"

"Servants just need to do as their superiors say. They don't have the brains to think for themselves."

At first, the servants had been distant, but once Opal began to seriously tackle the fief's reforms, the female staff, starting with the housekeeper, had started to warm up to her. She was worried about the servants she brought from the capital mansion, but she hoped the housekeeper and the others would protect them as fellow staff. Duncan, though blunt…

It’s no use. I can’t imagine Duncan siding with me.

He was more likely to resent her for the possibility of his precious land becoming a battlefield. Still, the fact that he was on the side of the people, not just Connally’s puppet, was a comforting factor for Opal.

"They’re celebrating as if they’ve already won."

"They got away from that many royal soldiers without a scratch. They’re bound to be elated, right?"

"Without a scratch? Really?"

The rebels inside the train were celebrating joyfully. But even on the short walk to the station, she had seen evidence of clashes before the Royal Army had secured the area, including the bodies of what looked like dead rebel soldiers and bloodstains. When Opal pointed this out, Julian just shrugged, apparently having no intention of rebuking his soldiers.

"It went well this time because Claude was the commander, but who knows about next time?"

"What, you knew Alessandro was a ruthless man?"

"Of course. The first acting lord of this place was said to have died of illness, but he was poisoned, wasn’t he? The second one realized he was being poisoned and fled to report it to His Majesty. So for the third, he must have sent someone who could skillfully pretend to be manipulated by Connally."

"And you? Are you all right? You weren’t being skillfully manipulated, were you?"

"I’m here because I was all right. Either they thought there was no need to deal with me because I’m a woman, or His Majesty had already taken measures to prevent me from being poisoned."

Undoubtedly, Alessandro’s agents had prevented any poisoning attempts. By doing so, they had directed Connally’s attention toward the stubborn Opal. In that time, Opal had no idea how many moves he had made within the duchy.

Now, this is the critical moment…

For the past four years, Alessandro has been slowly cornering the Anti-Royalist Faction. How many of them have noticed? It seemed that Claude, just like Opal, had played a part in the diversion.

"We’re here."

"You don’t have to tell me, I know."

"You’re not very charming, are you."

"You’re only just noticing?"

Lost in thought, Opal was brought back to reality by Julian’s voice. She replied defiantly and was tied up with the rope again.

"Come on, get up."

When the train stopped, the rope was yanked, and Opal was forced to her feet. She stood in front of Julian as she disembarked from the train, only to be loaded into a carriage bound for the estate.



		
			Chapter 80

			The Promise

			"Welcome back, my lady."

"Spare me the sarcasm, Connally. I’m tired. Please prepare a bath."

"My, my, it seems my lady does not understand her position."

"How could I not? In this state?"

Opal, still bound by ropes, was greeted by Connally as she stepped out of the carriage. His greeting was like that of a butler welcoming the lady of the house, but it was clear he had come to see her in her pathetic state. She was taken by Julian not to a dungeon, she didn’t even know if one existed, but to her former room.

"Don’t think you can escape just because I untie you."

"Everyone seems to sympathize with me, though?"

"But they can imagine what will happen to them if they let you go."

"…What happened to Claude?"

"He’s fine without you. Unlike his owner, he’s obedient."

With that, Julian left the room. For now, Dog Claude seemed to be safe. Opal let out a sigh of relief, swinging her freed arms as she approached the window to look outside. There didn’t seem to be any guards posted, but escape would be impossible. Just as she let out a long breath, the door opened and maids entered with hot water.

"I can have a bath?"

"Yes, my lady. Julian-san asked us to prepare one for you."

"Oh, my."

Opal thought he might have a gentle side after all, but that thought quickly turned to anger. While she was bathing, he walked in without even knocking.

"Hey! What do you think you’re doing!?"

"You’re still in there? That’s a long bath."

"That’s not the point!"

"What’s the big deal if I see you naked? We’re eloping lovers, after all."

"Don’t be ridiculous!"

The maids, startled by Julian’s sudden intrusion, gasped at his words. The rumor of their elopement had apparently reached here as well. They probably had no way of knowing if it was true.

"I brought you a letter. Now, take your time."

"You’re the worst! Pervert! You idiot, Julian!"

Opal hurled her best insults at Julian's back as he left with a wave of his hand, but they had no effect at all. Perhaps they were too childish, because the maids started to giggle. The situation was so tense, yet Opal found it funny too and laughed along with them. It helped her relax more than the bath itself.

Later, after her bath, Opal picked up the letters that Julian had so pointedly left. There were three in total, and they had already been opened.

"Well, of course."

Two were from her father, Count Holloway, and Hubert. They were replies to the letter Opal had written at the Lead Mine. Her father stated clearly that he had no intention of interfering in the Taisey Kingdom’s political strife, nor would he provide any funds. It was so like him that Opal couldn't help but laugh. Hubert’s letter expressed concern for her well-being and wrote that he would help her anytime if she needed it, adding that she should leave everything in the Sosylle Kingdom to him.

Next, Opal reached for the third letter. It was from Omar, and Connally had likely assumed it was just another letter about agricultural matters. Indeed, the first two pages were about the current year’s crops in Duke McLeod’s fief, and the next page contained advice for Boccelli Duchy.

And the fourth page was an update on Omar and the others. Opal’s face softened as she read about the butler Lind, the housekeeper Debby, and everyone else. The last paragraph made her burst out laughing. It said there had been a big gamble in the town of Nobori, and LeBeau had won a fortune. It included a message from LeBeau, "It seems Duke McLeod has grown surprisingly in these eight years." And it even added, "It must be a rebound from being under his former wife’s thumb." Connally had undoubtedly read this letter, but if Julian had read it too, he would have laughed out loud.

"Honestly, LeBeau, you’re so cruel."

LeBeau was the only one who would say such a thing even if he thought it, but Omar, who actually wrote it down, was just as bad. Opal complained to herself as she carefully put the letter away.

These letters were addressed to the Boccelli ducal estate, so everyone had written them knowing they would be read by a third party. The things she really wanted to know were sent to the Marquis Rousel residence in the Royal Capital, which Claude had read and passed on to her a few days ago. That was why both Claude and Alessandro knew that the Sosylle Kingdom would not make a move. To be precise, Opal had pulled strings to ensure no one in the Sosylle Kingdom could make a move.

With this, she had repaid her debt from the Mantest development four years ago. Hubert had also done his part as Duke McLeod for that purpose. All that was left was to settle things here. Opal ate every bite of the dinner that was brought to her, then slowly drank her tea before preparing for bed.

"Well then, my lady… um, please try not to lose heart."

"Yes, I’ll be fine. Thank you. Good night."

"…Yes. Good night."

She smiled and thanked the encouraging maid, then bid her good night and let her leave. Feeling a little guilty for betraying the kind maid, Opal waited a while before opening the closet. From it, she took out a dress she could put on by herself and the trousers she had secretly taken off and hidden before her bath. After changing, Opal read a book for a while, glancing at the clock several times. On the fifth time she checked the clock, she walked to the window and gently opened it.

"Well, hello, princess. I’ve come to rescue you for real this time."

"I was getting tired of waiting, but you’re right on time."

Whispering this, Opal threw her arms around Claude as he entered the room. Claude, in turn, held her tightly.



		
			Chapter 81

			Strategy Meeting

			"Well then, shall we go for a night walk? It’s been a while."

"I wonder how many years it’s been? It’s been over a decade since we last snuck out of the estate at night, hasn’t it?"

"Don’t think too hard about it."

"But I’m worried if my body can move like it used to."

"Princess, I believe it would be best if we did not mention each other’s age."

"You have a point."

Opal giggled and squeezed Claude’s hand. This time, they could go together. The thought alone was enough to lift her spirits, making her forget the situation they were in.

She remembered all the times they had snuck out of the Count’s estate at night when they were still children. Back then, they thought it was their little secret, but it seemed Trevor had known all along. This time, however, she was confident Connally would not find out. After all, Claude must have made the proper preparations. And so, here he was, having come to get her at the same time as he used to, right in the heart of enemy territory, though perhaps not as boldly as before. Claude, straddling the windowsill, held Opal’s hand while pointing out the way with his other.

"Go along here, move to that tree, and climb down. You can do it, right?"

"Of course. I’d been thinking for a while that tree looked easy to climb down."

"Then, after you."

Normally, a gentleman might be expected to lead the way, but Claude knew that Opal would want to go first. She smiled happily and boldly climbed over the windowsill.

"Your skirt will fly up."

"It’s fine, I’m wearing trousers underneath."

When she replied to Claude’s whisper with one of her own, she heard a choked sound. Glancing back, she saw Claude trying to hold back a laugh. Opal, skillfully keeping her balance, raised an index finger to her lips to signal for quiet. It seemed he was also remembering their childhood. Come to think of it, nearly twenty years had passed, and here they were, a duke and duchess, acting like this. The absurdity of it all began to make Opal want to laugh as well. Still, she suppressed her laughter, somehow made her way along the wall, and moved to the large tree that looked easy to climb, or rather, easy to descend. She slid down smoothly. Claude had apparently been ready to help at any moment, but it was not necessary. They both landed safely on the ground.

"This way."

Taking the hand Claude offered, Opal followed him in silence. After they had walked some distance from the manor, however, she turned to look back.

"What is it?"

"There are no pursuers."

"Darn it! I suppose the performance was lacking. Ouch!"

Opal kicked the leg of a theatrically lamenting Claude. She was long past the days of being a princess who just needed to be rescued. Wondering just how many people in the duchy had only been pretending to be with the Anti-Royalist Faction, she walked alongside the grumbling Claude.

"My Lady! Lady Opal!"

"Nadia!"

After leaving the estate grounds and venturing a short way into the hunting forest, they entered a watchman’s hut where Nadia threw her arms around her. Opal joyfully hugged her back.

"Nadia… I’m so glad you’re safe."

"The same goes for me. When they separated me from you, I was so, so worried about what would happen. I tried to go back a few times, but the soldier who captured me said, ‘If you don’t behave, your lady will be in trouble.’ I thought he was threatening me, so I stomped on his foot with all my might."

Nadia took a step back to check that Opal was unharmed, scanning her from head to toe, before glancing at a man in a rebel soldier’s uniform. The man, who smiled wryly, was the same soldier who had detained Nadia at the inn. Knowing Nadia’s strong-willed nature, Opal could not help but laugh, but Nadia puffed out her cheeks.

"It’s not a laughing matter."

"I’m sorry, Nadia. But among the rebels, Julian was probably the only one who knew how much I care for you. I’m sure that’s why he separated us, but I figured I’d have a better chance of escaping if all their attention was on me alone."

"Then when Julian finds out we escaped, Mr. Connally will be furious with him!"

"Yes, he will. Serves him right."

Claude burst out laughing at Opal’s malicious tone. He then pulled Opal toward him, as if stealing her away from Nadia.

"Now, may I have my wife back? It’s been a while since we’ve seen each other."

"Of course!"

Nadia’s face lit up as she nodded at Claude’s words. But Opal looked up at Claude with a glare.

"There are a number of things I need you to explain to me."

"Can it wait until tomorrow?"

"This will all be settled by tomorrow, won’t it? We have plenty of time until morning. So, please, before then."

"Alright, I understand."

As Claude agreed with an air of resignation, Opal gave him a bright smile. She then turned back to Nadia.

"Nadia, we don’t have much time until morning, so could you go and get some rest now?"

"I, I understand…"

Seeing the contradiction in Opal’s words and the look of despair on Claude’s face, Nadia left the room, trying to suppress her laughter. This watchman’s hut seemed to have been built for a family, as there were several rooms.

"Opal, we’re this way."

"How lovely."

"Isn’t it?"

After giving a slight nod to the handful of soldiers in the room, who would likely be sleeping on the floor, Claude and Opal headed for a different door than Nadia. It looked like a storage room, but there was a ladder at the back. It clearly led up to an attic, a space that could hardly be called a room.

Opal giggled as she climbed the ladder first. As expected, it was an attic used for storage. However, it had been properly cleaned, and though there was no bed, several comfortable-looking down quilts and cushions were laid out.

"It’s just like a secret base."

"Yes. Well then, shall we begin the… what number is this? Anyway, let’s begin the strategy meeting."

"Roger!"

At Claude’s words, spoken as if they were picking up right where they left off in their childhood, Opal gave a mock salute. Then, the two of them laughed together, trying to keep their voices down.



		
			Chapter 82

			The Traitor

			The next morning. Connally and his men were thrown into a panic, finding themselves surrounded by the King’s army. The rebel forces they had stationed in the nearby villages were also caught off guard by the sudden appearance of royal troops and had no choice but to surrender.

"Wh-what, why is that woman over there!? Julian! Where is Julian!?"

Connally, realizing Opal was standing next to Claude, shrieked in astonishment, but Julian was nowhere to be seen. Cole, with his heavy frame, paced back and forth, frantically searching for an escape route.

"Could it be… Rousel is really here… He wasn’t dead…?"

"That’s what I told you!"

"Like I could believe a word you say! And what’s with all these soldiers!? We destroyed the railway, didn’t we!?"

Cole shouted back at Connally’s bewildered muttering. But Connally immediately yelled back, and all Cole could say was, "Julian…" At that point, Claude, as if fed up with their confused exchange, interjected.

"My plan with Opal is to connect the Lead Mine and other mines to Pasma Port by rail. The preparations are already complete, and ships carrying not only materials but also engineers have been on standby off the coast of Pasma Port. The repairs to the tracks from the explosion are finished as well. Besides, we also had horses on the ships."

"B-but… this many royal soldiers… no, the reinforcements…"

"Did you really think you could win against His Majesty with the same trick as before? Even though you failed last time?"

Claude spoke mockingly to the mumbling Cole, then turned to face Connally, who was glaring at him with hatred. Claude and his men must have followed Opal on horseback, while the infantry arrived after the tracks were repaired. They probably stopped the train somewhere the sound of the engine could not be heard and proceeded on foot from there.

"Let me tell you, no reinforcements are coming. The rebels who rose up in the Royal Capital have already surrendered, long before we even took control of Pasma Port. Now that we’ve seized the Lead Mine and cut off your source of funds, you don’t think anyone would bother trying to help you, do you?"

"The L-Lead Mine is…!"

"A mountain of treasure that produces more gold than lead, isn’t it? The reason the previous Duke harbored ill will toward His Majesty Alessandro and started a conflict was because he discovered a vein of gold, right? And it seems you were smuggling it out from a port not on any map, but how long did you think you could hide something that large?"

"N-no…"

Cole collapsed to the ground as if all his strength had left him. Even Opal had suspected the existence of a secret port and the strangeness of the Lead Mine just by looking at the map, so it seemed Claude and his men had seen through it all long ago. They were likely just waiting for the right moment to make their move. Connally glared resentfully at Cole, who had completely lost his will to fight now that his prized gold mine had been seized.

"His Majesty had troops move ahead into the mountainous region as well. According to a report that came in yesterday, the remaining soldiers who fled there have also been captured. All that’s left are the troops around this duchy’s estate. Only you."

"How… How did you know!?"

"Just as there was a traitor among us, there was one among you. Or perhaps I should say a spy?"

Claude delivered this devastating news as if it were nothing of consequence. Connally, who still looked as though he could not believe it, was startled by Claude’s reply. Then, through teeth clenched so hard they seemed to grind, he spat out words of hatred.

"Julian… It was Julian, wasn’t it!?"

"Julian? Ah, the man Opal supposedly eloped with."

Claude tilted his head at the name Julian, and upon realizing who it was, he burst out laughing. He was not clutching his stomach, but the reaction was just as Opal had expected, and she found it funny too.

"I’m glad you find it amusing."

"Wh-what! What are you laughing at! Dammit!"

Seeing Opal and Claude laughing so inappropriately for the situation, Connally took several steps back in frustration. He bumped into some soldiers and spun around.

"What are you all doing!? Don’t just stand there gawking, go and attack them!"

"Y-yes! Come on, fight! What do you think you’re here for!?"

Cole, brought back to his senses by Connally’s command, joined in, but no one moved. The rebel soldiers had no particular loyalty to Connally or Cole. In fact, they probably had no grievance with King Alessandro either. Connally and his cohort simply lacked the ability to command the soldiers, having only ended up in a position of leadership by happenstance.

"The crime of rebellion is extremely grave. However, we will take into consideration those of you who do not turn your swords against us here and now. I promise that if you lay down your weapons and surrender immediately, you will not be judged as arch-criminals. The choice is yours. You do not need to follow their orders. Now, what will you do?"

Claude’s clear voice seemed to reach the hearts of all present. It was not just Opal’s bias, Claude truly had a way of captivating people. Even Connally and Cole, who had been shouting moments before, fell silent, and the soldiers, without so much as a glance at each other, began to drop their weapons.

"Good. We will have to detain you for now, but I promise we will not treat you poorly. So don’t try to run, alright?"

Claude’s warning was directed more at Connally and Cole than at the soldiers, and just as he expected, the two of them made a run for it. Despite there being no chance of escape in this situation, they pushed their own soldiers aside and tried to get inside the manor.

"Get out of the way! You useless lot!"

"You cowards!"

Shouting insults, Connally and Cole reached the manor and threw open the main doors. Just then, Dog Claude burst out from inside, knocking them both down with a magnificent body slam. In the end, the two were apprehended by the royal soldiers who had pursued them.

"Claude! That was brilliant, you did so well!"

Opal hugged and praised Dog Claude, who leaped happily into her arms. He licked her face, his tail wagging furiously.

"That’s odd. I think I did pretty well too, but I don’t seem to be getting any praise."

As if his previous dignified demeanor had been a lie, the human Claude grumbled. Opal handed Dog Claude to a footman who had approached timidly, then placed her hands on her hips and glared at the human Claude.

"You can ask His Majesty for that."

"How cold."

"Claude, I’m still angry. With His Majesty, and with you. So let’s end this commotion quickly, shall we?"

"You’re right. I’ll be sure to accept my scolding later."

Claude replied in his usual tone, but his expression was very serious. A single night had been far too short for explanations. But for now, they both still had many things they needed to do.

"Opal, can I leave the manor to you?"

"Yes, of course."

"Then, take some guards with you."

Claude called over a nearby knight and ordered him to select about five guards for Opal, then began issuing a rapid stream of other commands. In that moment, he was once again filled with a commanding presence, one that even Opal found a little difficult to approach. This was a part of Claude that she did not know.

Opal watched him intently, as if studying him, before heading toward the manor with the assembled guards. The inside of the building was surely in chaos as well. With Connally captured, she could think of only one person who could manage not just the manor, but the entire fief. With Dog Claude and her guards in tow, Opal stepped into the estate to search for Duncan.



		
			Chapter 83

			The Royal Palace

			Opal and Claude returned to the Royal Capital by ship and went directly to the palace. Claude had said he could go alone since she must be tired, but Opal insisted she was fine and wished to accompany him.

Inside the Royal Palace, the chaos caused by the rebels lingered. Government officials scurried about, and nobles whispered in secretive huddles here and there. They all looked surprised to see Opal and Claude, and though they seemed to want to speak, the couple’s unassailable smiles kept them at a distance.

"Ah, Opal. I am glad to see you have returned safely."

"…To receive such gracious words is more than someone like me deserves. I am truly humbled."

"So you are still angry."

In the same room where she had her first audience, Opal reported her return to the capital, and Alessandro addressed her as if nothing had happened. Opal smiled brightly, curtsied lightly, and bowed her head, but it seemed her inner fury had been properly conveyed. Despite this, Alessandro appeared amused.

"I was the one who insisted on using you as a decoy. Claude was quite against it, so please do not blame him."

"I do not blame Claude at all. I am certain you took great care to ensure my safety, were you not? But I imagine he could not be at ease, since there are no certainties in this world. Even so, Claude respected my wishes and allowed me to go to the duchy."

In essence, Opal replied with a smile that Claude had respected her will, not Alessandro’s. And for that, she was not angry with Claude. Opal continued, maintaining what Claude would call her deep smile.

"It is just that, I cannot help but feel frustrated that I could have handled things much better had I been informed beforehand."

"Nonsense, you did more than enough. What more could have been done? Thanks to your efforts in securing the cooperation of the moneylender through Duke McLeod and his servant, we were able to cut off the rebels’ funding without interfering in the internal affairs of Sosylle Kingdom."

"That would be the land administrator Omar and the financier LeBeau."

"I see. For those two… particularly the one named LeBeau, please convey my sincere gratitude. After all, he even managed to secure clear evidence. With this, we can finally bring those responsible to justice. Yes, I shall grant you a reward. Opal, is there anything you desire?"

"In that case, may I make just one request?"

"Yes, what is it?"

Of course, Opal had no desire for a reward. She had only done what was necessary, and she would properly thank Hubert, Omar, and LeBeau herself at a later date. She understood that Alessandro’s haughty demeanor was necessary and could not be helped. But it was Opal’s creed to see things through once she had decided on them. When she glanced at Claude, he grinned as if he had read her mind.

"Then, please allow me to strike you."

"What did you say?"

"Just one blow will suffice. I will, of course, ask for nothing else."

Alessandro’s eyes widened in astonishment, but then he burst into loud laughter. As expected, Claude was neither surprised nor did he try to stop her.

"Very well. I did put you through a frightening and restrictive ordeal. Considering all you have done for this country so soon after marrying into it, a blow or two is nothing. Come, I do not mind."

With that, Alessandro offered his cheek. Opal took a few steps forward, approached the seated Alessandro, clenched her fist, and swung.

"Ugh!?"

"Opal, is your hand alright?"

"I’m wearing gloves, so it’s fine."

"Don’t be so reckless."

"I held back, you know."

Claude was more concerned about Opal’s hand than about Alessandro, who was bent over, clutching his cheek in pain. Opal also ignored Alessandro, opening and closing her hand to show the worried Claude that she was fine.

"…Claude."

"Yes, what is it?"

"You’re worrying about the wrong… person…"

"Is it not natural to worry about a delicate woman, my wife?"

Alessandro grumbled in pain and frustration. But Claude not only ignored him, he sighed and began to lecture him.

"In the first place, you brought this on yourself. To be honest, I’d like to give you about ten punches myself, but I’m restraining myself. What person in their right mind would agree to use their precious wife as a decoy? No one, right? Yes, I didn’t. I didn’t even oppose it. I accepted the role of decoy, but you arranged to keep me from meeting up with Opal, didn’t you? The only reason I fulfilled the role assigned to me was because I knew it was what Opal would want. Please stop with these unreasonable demands. Otherwise, I’ll go into exile."

"…My apologies."

"Well, I suppose we can forgive you for now. Shall we get some ice for that cheek?"

When Alessandro grudgingly uttered something resembling an apology, Claude went to summon an attendant waiting in the next room. While he was gone, Opal covered her mouth to stifle her laughter.

"Is it swollen enough to be funny?"

"Just a little… But it’s not that noticeable. As long as it doesn’t turn red."

What Opal found so amusing was hearing Claude’s lectures again after so long. She used to be on the receiving end quite often in the old days. Alessandro surely knew this too, but he was sulking theatrically.

"A well-matched couple, I see."

"Thank you."

"That wasn’t a compliment."

"I am still angry. About you letting bandits attack Claude. And I’m sure there were many other dangers he faced, were there not?"

"…I am sorry. But I do not regret it. I have many flaws, but I am confident in my ability to judge people. I do not engage in battles I cannot win."

"Now you’re the one praising yourself."

When Opal laughed, Alessandro laughed too. But he immediately groaned in pain. Just then, Claude returned.

"Well then, we shall take our leave."

"Ah, yes. See you again tomorrow."

"Yes. Understood."

"Please take care of yourself, Your Majesty. We shall be on our way."

Opal followed Claude’s lead in bidding farewell. The attendant who entered the room with ice cried out in surprise upon seeing Alessandro’s cheek. Alessandro explained that he had "bumped it on a chair."

"We need to ice your hand too, Opal."

"I’m fine."

"No, you’re not."

"…Alright."

She felt no pain and did not think it needed icing, but Claude would not yield. It was just like the ever-worried Claude, and this time, Opal decided to obey. She knew how much he must have worried while they were apart. She, too, had been filled with worry and anxiety. To be here, by his side like this, was a miracle.

Opal took Claude’s hand, not his arm, with her uninjured right hand. Claude seemed surprised for a moment, but then he laughed out loud. Opal laughed out loud as well, and just like when they were children, the two of them walked hand in hand on their way home.



		
			Chapter 84

			Wicked Deeds

			The next day. The time had come for what Alessandro had called "again tomorrow," the day of judgment for the leaders of the rebellion. Everyone at the Rousel estate worried about Opal’s health, as she had just returned to the Royal Capital, but she smiled, assured them she was fine, and boarded the carriage. Their concern was likely because Nadia had come down with a fever the previous night and was still resting in bed. The exhaustion had apparently caught up with her, and she was frustrated that she could not accompany Opal.

"That’s odd. Why is no one worried about me?"

"It speaks volumes about how you’ve been living, Claude. That you rarely returned to the estate and were always wandering about."

"So that’s why…"

"You’re not denying it."

"I can’t."

When Opal replied to Claude’s grumbling, he seemed to accept it immediately. Claude grinned at an exasperated Opal. But he quickly placed his hand over hers and continued.

"But I won’t wander anymore. From now on, I intend to live a quiet life in our fief with my beloved wife."

"Even if you stop wandering, we won’t be able to stay at the estate very much, will we."

"That’s true. We have to press on with the railway development in the duchy."

"And I have to discuss next year’s planting with Duncan."

They each stated their future plans and grinned. Duncan had been discovered that day in a dungeon that really existed in the ducal manor. It seemed he had opposed Connally and been captured by the rebels. The servants, having witnessed this, had apparently decided to obey Connally without a word. Opal believed it was the right decision, so she was not holding the servants of the estate, those who had not aided the rebels, accountable.

As for the surrendered rebel soldiers, it had been decided that they would remain in the duchy and be put to work on the railway construction. Except for the upper echelons, they were to be treated no differently from ordinary laborers. Of course, they would be placed under supervision. Claude had planned all of this in advance, and it seemed he had made the preparations even before entering the duchy.

"It’s a shame that Marquis Saymes of Sosylle Kingdom was connected to the rebels. It’s frustrating to think that the money Omar poured into the town of Nobori in the past might have funded the rebellion."

"The Marquis wasn’t cooperating with them to that extent back then, was he?"

"That’s true, but…"

As Opal sighed and murmured, Claude offered words of comfort. She knew it could not be helped, but that did not change the fact that she was angry.

"His Majesty and I both thought that after the previous Duke died, and after the silver mine was depleted, their source of funds was from robberies in Sosylle Kingdom. So when we heard the bandits had been caught, we wondered why the rebel funds were still moving. That’s when we began to suspect that it wasn’t men disguised as bandits funneling them money, but Marquis Saymes himself… But even if the Marquis was related to the former Duke of Boccelli by marriage, it’s not normal for someone to support a cause that brings him no benefit."

"So you returned to Sosylle Kingdom to investigate the reason, didn’t you? And there you discovered that the output of Marquis Saymes’s own gold mines had also drastically decreased. Yet his reports to the state on production volume were almost unchanged from before, which you found suspicious. That’s when you met the legal officers who held similar doubts, correct?"

Claude’s trip back to Sosylle Kingdom, which served as both a honeymoon and a homecoming, had been for the purpose of investigating Marquis Saymes and the bandits. He likely had not told Opal because he did not want to involve her in something dangerous. However, Opal had figured it out from what she heard from LeBeau in Nobori and what she researched upon entering the duchy. She realized Marquis Saymes was connected to the rebels. So, she asked LeBeau to investigate through Omar, and requested Hubert to take action.

LeBeau, as a legitimate moneylender, could investigate the underbelly of Nobori. However, his power was limited because the Marquis, Marquis Saymes who had contributed large sums to the state for years, was behind it all. That was where Duke McLeod, who had surpassed Marquis Saymes in donations in recent years and increased his influence at the Royal Palace, lent his power. This allowed LeBeau and the legal officers to move freely and change the situation.

Marquis Saymes had paid his dues to the crown, even resorting to smuggling, in order to maintain his power at the Royal Palace. He had apparently felt pressured by the rise of Hubert, a man of higher rank than himself. But ironically, Hubert had no ambition for power, only a strong sense of justice. For that reason, he seemed to have found Marquis Saymes’s years of corruption particularly unforgivable. He had always possessed a strong sense of justice, but perhaps the fact that Omar had been dishonest with him had left a lingering resentment in his heart.

"Omar has completely turned over a new leaf now, and he never went as far as murder…"

"…Are you thinking about McLeod?"

"I’m thinking about the wicked deeds of Marquis Saymes."

"Indeed, the matter with Marquis Saymes was shocking. To think he was producing even more gold than he reported to the state all these years and smuggling it out through an organization based in Nobori. And to top it off, the Marquis himself was the one running that organization. It’s like something out of a story."

"It truly is. Well, in Sosylle Kingdom, the state began to oversee transactions of ores and the like during the previous king’s reign… I hear there was a lot of opposition at the time, but even though unreasonable taxes aren’t being imposed, human greed knows no bounds."

Opal sighed as if in utter exasperation. The Marquis had repeatedly staged his own robberies as a pretense to maintain production levels while evading taxes. Moreover, he gave the bandits only a fraction of the loot as payment and had them squander it in Nobori, so the Marquis’s organization suffered no loss. When the time was right, he had those who knew the truth killed, making it look like internal strife, to silence them.

If he had not been so greedy, his past misdeeds would never have been exposed. Now, Sosylle Kingdom was in an uproar over the discovery that Marquis Saymes had used his organization to smuggle gold to other countries and staged robberies with bandits. The former Marquis Saymes had been stripped of his title and all his assets confiscated. He was now imprisoned, merely awaiting his execution by poison. The letter Claude had delivered to her in that attic was from Hubert, and it had detailed all of this.

In short, Sosylle Kingdom had no time to interfere with Taisey Kingdom. Naturally, there was no way the former Marquis Saymes could send reinforcements to the rebels. All of this information had been cut off from the rebels as well.

"The most ridiculous thing about all this is that Cole and the others would have made more profit if they had just paid their dues to the state normally, instead of funneling money to Marquis Saymes."

"You’re right…"

Opal recalled Cole’s smug expression from that time. The very reason the Dukes of Boccelli had opposed Alessandro’s ascension was because he aimed to create a system in this country, similar to Sosylle Kingdom, where the state would oversee the trade of major products. If they had just opened their eyes and seen what Alessandro had accomplished over the past four years, they would never have thought to start such a pointless conflict.

"Well, to varying degrees, there’s no such thing as a person without greed."

"What kind of greed do you have, Claude?"

"I’m a greedy man. If it would make you smile, Opal, I’d do anything, even conquer the world."

"Something like that wouldn’t make me happy. All I want is to live a quiet life with you and everyone else."

"Your wishes haven’t changed since we were young. Well then, for just a little longer, will you bear with me as I satisfy my own greed?"

"Of course."

Just as Opal answered Claude’s question with a smile, the carriage came to a stop. The time for the final reckoning with the anti-Alessandro faction had arrived. Opal accepted Claude’s hand as she alighted from the carriage, then looked straight ahead and began to walk.



		
			Chapter 85

			Growth

			The Royal Palace was even more clamorous than usual, filled with a great number of people. To ensure the trial was conducted with fairness and transparency, anyone who could enter the palace was permitted to observe. As a result, not only nobles but also off-duty palace staff were present. Everyone was whispering, wondering who had sided with the rebels, who would be judged. And when they saw Opal and Claude, they quickly parted to make way, continuing their hushed gossip.

"Quite a turnout."

"They won’t all fit in the great hall."

"What will the people who can’t get in do?"

"His Majesty said all the windows and doors of the hall would be opened, so I imagine they’ll peek in from there."

"They won’t be able to see anything."

"It’d be much the same even if they were inside the great hall."

"That’s true."

It was doubtful they would even hear the voices, but Opal murmured a word of agreement. Just then, someone said, loud enough to be heard, "How can she be so shameless, standing with the Duke. I suppose unfaithful people have nerves of steel." They were clearly talking about the elopement. A ripple of soft laughter spread through the crowd, but neither of them paid it any mind and continued toward the great hall.

"Come to think of it, I wonder how Julian is doing."

"You don’t need to worry about him."

"I’m not worried. But it seems you’re keeping secrets from me again, Claude."

"I’m not hiding anything."

Claude gave a simple reply to Opal, who had remembered Julian because of the elopement rumors. If that was the case, he could have just told her sooner. As always, Claude was being difficult. Opal pinched his arm in protest.

"Ouch!"

"You’re being dramatic."

Opal turned her face away from the theatrically yelping Claude and entered the antechamber first. A lady-in-waiting was attending in the room, and upon seeing them, she immediately began to prepare tea.

"Are we allowed to relax and have tea?"

"They’ll be letting the audience, no, the observers into the great hall now, so it will take some time. I’m sure people will argue over getting the best seats."

"I feel sorry for the ushers."

"The Royal Guard will secure the central area, so it’ll be fine. Anyone who doesn’t comply will be forcibly removed."

"So the arguing will be between the audience members themselves."

"Yes. That would have been a sight to see as well."

"You’re terrible."

Opal replied with a laugh and thanked the lady-in-waiting who served her tea. Claude also expressed his thanks and picked up his cup. The lady-in-waiting bowed happily and retreated to a corner of the room. Just as Opal brought her own cup to her lips, the door burst open without a knock.

"Claude! What is the meaning of this!? The Royal Guard suddenly came to our estate this morning and arrested my brother and father!"

"…Because they are leaders of the rebellion."

"What nonsense is this! Just because my mother is the daughter of the Duke of Boccelli, this is a false accusation of the highest order!"

"You’ll find out whether it’s a false accusation or not if you observe the proceedings."

Baron Prado, Eric, who had suddenly entered the room, rushed toward Claude. It seemed he was shocked and could not accept that his father, Marquis Baphot, and his older brother, Viscount Amady, Thierry, had been arrested as leaders of the rebellion. To think that Eric had been told nothing, that he had been disregarded by both Claude and his own family, made Opal feel a pang of pity for him.

(His thoughts and actions are so childish.)

Her father and brother’s guilt was certain. Opal only did not know what sentence would be passed down. Even if the punishment did not extend to Eric, to his family, he would have to walk a difficult path from now on. But people can change, no matter their age. Just as Hubert had maneuvered skillfully in this affair and brought Marquis Saymes to justice, Eric, too, could surely grow.

As Opal was thinking this and setting down her cup, Eric’s attention turned to her.

"This is your fault! Everything went wrong after you came here!"

"Eric, you…!"

"It’s alright, Claude! I’m fine, I’m used to it."

Claude showed a flash of anger at Eric, who was pointing a finger at Opal and blaming her. But Opal quickly intervened, and Claude backed down, muttering, "Used to it…"

"Baron Prado, don’t you think it’s about time you grew up?"

"Wha—!"

"In your position, you must realize that your every word affects many people. Please remember that your words and actions are being watched and judged by many."

Eric started to protest Opal’s words but seemed to notice the lady-in-waiting in the corner, whose face had turned pale with fear. He closed his mouth and glared down at Opal. Just as Claude was about to lose his patience with this attitude, a knock echoed through the room. The lady-in-waiting went to answer it as if escaping and opened the door wide.

"Your Grace the Duke of Boccelli, my lady, it is time. Please come to the great hall."

"…Understood."

Claude took a breath, then responded to the attendant and stood up. He ignored Eric and offered his hand to Opal.

"Shall we go, Opal?"

"Yes. Thank you, Claude."

Opal, looking only at Claude, stood and headed for the exit. At that, Eric finally seemed to snap back to his senses. It appeared Opal’s words had given him pause. At the doorway, Opal glanced back, hoping that Eric would take this opportunity to grow.



		
			Chapter 86

			The Traitor

			When they entered the great hall, led by the chamberlain, a large crowd had already gathered. Everyone seemed as busy as ever with their gossip, but they noticed Opal's group and fell silent with a start. However, they soon began to whisper again, and a buzz filled the venue. From what she could overhear, people were not talking about the rumors of Opal's elopement, but about Eric, who had followed them in. To be precise, they were talking about Eric's family. Someone must have caught wind of the Baphot family's morning commotion and spread the news in a flash.

"They just love other people's scandals, don't they."

"It makes them feel like they're superior."

"Nadia was disappointed, but she was right not to come to a place like this. The toxic atmosphere would have made her sick."

"Opal, are you really alright?"

"I'm perfectly fine."

Opal sat in the chair she was guided to, one on the dais where the king's throne was placed, and spread her hands in a small gesture. The dramatic motion drew some attention, but Claude simply chuckled, unconcerned. Still, they both quickly returned to a serious expression out of concern for Nadia. Since Nadia had also been caught up in this affair, they had wanted to let her see it through to the end if she wished. But they could not force her, so they had promised to tell her everything in detail before leaving the manor.

Opal quickly scanned the assembled crowd. The spectators were all standing, as no chairs were provided regardless of social status. As expected, it was mostly nobles who had secured positions right next to the Royal Knights, who stood in a semi-circle protecting the dais. And despite arriving late, Eric stood in the very innermost circle. Yet no one attempted to speak to the once popular Eric.

So quickly they turn on you, she thought.

People who had been fawning over him and trying to stay on his good side only yesterday had easily turned their backs, casting scornful words and gazes his way. It was something Opal herself had experienced and witnessed many times. Eric, alongside his brother Thierry, had been considered one of the most eligible bachelors. Now he was treated like a criminal, with everyone showing their revulsion and keeping their distance, even though he was, for the moment, considered uninvolved.

"Shall I have him removed?"

"No. He will soon realize this is reality. I'm sure of it."

Eric glared at the people who whispered while keeping their distance, then glared at Opal again and again, as if to say it was all her fault. He likely did not yet want to accept how cruel the world could be. Just as Opal averted her gaze from Eric, a great stir spread through the hall.

Then appeared the alleged masterminds of the affair, Marquis Baphot and Viscount Amady, Thierry, followed by several other nobles. She could also see Connally and Cole. Their hands were bound in front of them, and their faces were etched with humiliation. Among them, only Marquis Baphot and Thierry held their heads high, looking forward. However, the moment Thierry saw Claude, he gasped and quickly looked away.

He must have known Claude had returned from the rumors…

Even knowing their friendship had been a lie, Opal felt a pang of sadness. Surely, in the beginning, Claude must have trusted Thierry. Given Claude's character, there was no way he hadn't struggled with this. As Opal's spirits began to sink at the thought, Claude placed his hand over hers.

"I'm alright. I acted according to my convictions. They must have had their own reasons."

Opal gave a small nod at Claude's whisper and turned her eyes back to the traitorous nobles. With the exception of Thierry, who had sided with Alessandro during the last civil war, Marquis Baphot and the other nobles had all been part of the neutral faction. This whole incident had been orchestrated by Alessandro and his allies to smoke out such men, the Anti-Royalist Faction.

So that's why His Majesty cooperated with the Mantest development four years ago. He must have been aware of the connection between Marquis Saymes of Sosylle Kingdom and the Anti-Royalist Faction.

Considering Alessandro had known about Omar, he likely intended to have Opal cooperate in this matter even if she had not divorced. Of course, she did not believe Claude had helped her solely for that reason. She preferred to think that his personal feelings had played a rather large part.

In short, the anti-Alessandro faction has been slowly cornered for over four years.

It seemed everyone had been dancing on Alessandro's chessboard. And not just the rebels. Opal, Claude, even Hubert, had all been twirling about just as Alessandro envisioned. The thought was irritating, but also reassuring. As their king, there was nothing more dependable. That must be why Claude had supported Alessandro for so many years.

Being used is vexing, but if it can make everyone even a little happier, then it's nothing to complain about. Besides, the fact that I managed to seize more evidence than His Majesty anticipated is something to be proud of. Thanks to that, I was able to land a good one on him.

Remembering Alessandro's surprised face, who had apparently expected a slap, Opal smirked to herself. As a child, she had often gotten into fistfights with her brother. The memory made her stomach churn with irritation again. She and her brother had never gotten along. How many times had Trevor and Marcia scolded her harshly, and how many times had she made her mother look sad, all because of him.

"Opal, are you alright?"

"I was just remembering something from when I was a child."

"Ah, I see."

Claude had looked worried, perhaps sensing the shift in her mood, but he seemed to understand when she mentioned her brother. He knew very well that the siblings did not get along. He had always tried to mediate between them, and always failed.

Just as Claude took a deep breath to suppress a laugh, a door near the dais opened. That was a door only royalty was permitted to use. True to custom, the person who entered was King Alessandro himself.



		
			Chapter 87

			The Inquiry

			The moment the door opened, those who had been sitting, including Opal, stood up. They kept their heads bowed until Alessandro had taken his seat on the throne upon the dais and given the signal.

"You may all be at ease."

Voices could be heard sighing in relief at his words. The room was just that thick with tension.

It's as if the earlier buzz was a lie, she thought.

Alessandro, who usually felt approachable, was now distant and even intimidating. This was the true presence of a king, inspiring nothing short of awe.

"We will now begin the inquiry concerning the recent act of treason against His Majesty the King. Will the witnesses please be seated."

At the signal from Lord Barba, the Chairman of the House of Lords, Opal sat down and turned her gaze toward Thierry and the others. Both Thierry and Marquis Baphot maintained their insolent attitudes, apparently feeling no remorse for the fear their chaos had inflicted upon the people. The thought irritated Opal.

When they had returned to the Royal Capital, the people were going about their daily lives, but their faces were dark and filled with anxiety. But when they saw the carriage bearing the crest of the Marquis Rousel family, their expressions brightened, and as Opal waved from the window, a great cheer went up. Claude had said he was just a figurehead hero from the last civil war, but seeing the reaction of the townspeople, it was clear that was not the case.

I don't know how far the rumors spread among the townspeople, but we must put a decisive end to this here today, and let them know that everything is alright now.

The rebels' uprising had ended in failure, but the people of the Royal Capital had seen the soldiers with their own eyes. Rumors that Claude had been killed by bandits must have circulated as well, so it was only natural for them to feel anxious. That was surely why everyone had been so overjoyed, some even moved to tears.

"Wait. I have also heard of the deeds of the rebel army that Lord Barba has been describing. I, too, feel great anger toward those who, in mourning the late Duke Boccelli, my apologies, the previous Duke, have once again turned their swords against His Majesty. So why is it that I am being detained like this and shamed before everyone? I would like an explanation of that first."

As Lord Barba was giving a brief summary of the events, Marquis Baphot suddenly raised his voice, interrupting him. A stir spread through the hall, as everyone was surprised by his discourteous behavior, so unbecoming of a marquis.

"Marquis Baphot, that is disrespectful in the presence of His Majesty."

"It is precisely because we are in His Majesty's presence that I must speak. This is a matter concerning my honor, the honor of my house. I will forgive the fact that the Royal Knights suddenly stormed my residence this morning and detained my son Thierry and me for something we know nothing about. I am certain that I will soon receive an apology from all of you for your misunderstanding. However, I will not tolerate having these baseless crimes listed before everyone. I wish to first hear why Thierry and I are being accused of high treason."

"If you had waited, I would have explained it properly... Your Majesty, may I have your permission to answer the Marquis's question?"

"Permission granted."

"Thank you."

Lord Barba muttered as if exasperated, but he received Alessandro's permission. At once, the hall was enveloped in silence. Everyone shared the Marquis's question and was eager to know the answer.

"The source of funds for this rebellion was gold produced from the Lead Mine in the Boccelli Duchy. The man who managed that mine is Cole, standing over there. The man who served the previous Duke Boccelli and continues to oversee the management of the duchy is Connally, standing next to him. For the past four years since the previous Duke's passing, the one giving them orders was you, Marquis Baphot, was it not?"

"I know nothing of it. I have never even seen those men."

"That's not true! Was it not you, my lord, who instructed us on how to smuggle the gold! You are a coward!"

"You cur, who do you think you are speaking to in such a manner?"

"Eek, n-no..."

Unable to contain himself, Cole cried out, only for Marquis Baphot to cast a cold, harsh glare upon him. Cole cowered in fear. Connally, as if he had no intention of fighting from the start, remained silent.

"How strange... Marquis, you were close with the previous Duke Boccelli during his lifetime, were you not? And you seem to have visited the duchy many times, yet you say you have never seen even Connally?"

"I do not make a habit of remembering the face of every single servant. Surely you are not suggesting I was involved in such a grave crime simply because I was a friend of the previous Duke? My son Thierry has sworn fealty to His Majesty ever since the last civil war and fought alongside Rousel, who stands right there."

Marquis Baphot's voice was tinged with anger at Lord Barba's feigned ignorance. Thierry, who had been mentioned, did not look at Claude, and neither man said a word. Opal, too, silently watched the proceedings.

"We have plenty of testimony, you know, Marquis. Not just from them, but we have also received testimony from the gentlemen accompanying you that you are the ringleader of this affair. Most of the rebel forces that took up arms near the Royal Capital the other day were private soldiers, and it seems you were the one bearing the cost of their maintenance."

"Ridiculous. You've decided I am the ringleader based on such testimony alone? People can easily collude to say whatever they want to shift the blame!"

With a theatrical gesture, the Marquis spread his hands wide and glared at the other detained nobles, warning them. The nobles, their faces still pale, averted their eyes from the Marquis.

"Indeed, testimony alone is not entirely reliable. That is why we went to great lengths to obtain physical evidence. You are a very cautious man. During the last civil war, you opposed His Majesty from behind the scenes yet never showed your hand, and even sent your son, Viscount Amady, to His Majesty's side. So that you would come out on top no matter which way things went."

"How insulting! I wished to aid His Majesty of my own free will!"

"That is very admirable. Then, why did you decide to support His Majesty?"

"W-Why, you ask? Does one need a reason for such a thing?"

At Lord Barba's words, Thierry, who had been silent until now, snapped back. But Lord Barba's response was placid. Opal, who knew little about Lord Barba, was impressed. He was certainly worthy of his appointment as Chairman by His Majesty.

"Viscount Amady, where do your intentions lie? To me, it seems like a hot-blooded young man simply wanted a little adventure by defying his parent. And even that seems to have been nothing more than being skillfully manipulated in the palm of his parent's hand..."

"I-I will not allow you to insult my brother any further!"

Eric, looking absolutely furious, cut into Lord Barba's words. He even tried to approach him, only to be restrained by the Royal Knights. Even so, Lord Barba remained unperturbed and continued his questioning of Thierry.

"Then, Viscount Amady. If you support His Majesty, why did you have Duke Boccelli, let us call him Marquis Rousel in this venue, attacked by bandits in an attempt to take his life?"



		
			Chapter 88

			Evidence

			"What foolishness! I was attacked as well!"

In response to Lord Barba's pointed question, Thierry retorted with undisguised anger. That anger exposed his desperation.

"Thierry, be silent."

"But, Father..."

"Be silent!"

Desperation invites mistakes. Marquis Baphot was right to silence his son before he said anything careless. But that would not work in this inquiry. Alessandro had not only witnesses, but solid evidence as well.

"...Let us now hear testimony from the party involved, Marquis Rousel."

"Yes."

Responding to Lord Barba's call, Claude stood up. He then bowed to Alessandro.

"As you know, I have received numerous secret missions from His Majesty to investigate those plotting rebellion. However, I was always just short of catching them. Convinced that there was someone close to me leaking internal information, I fed several pieces of false intelligence to those I suspected. The individual who acted upon that false intelligence was Viscount Amady."

"That is merely a coincidence. I am saddened that you suspected me."

"I had reason to suspect, did I not? It was as if you were watching my every move, appearing wherever I went. But the secret missions from His Majesty I mentioned earlier were all decoys."

"What...?"

Thierry, who seemed to have regained his composure, apparently did not understand Claude's words. The spectators were in the same boat, so Claude began his explanation again.

"The secret missions I received from His Majesty had already been given to other loyal subjects several days prior. They carried out their duties while I was ostensibly on their trail. My movements were a signal for the enemy to move as well. Although a little more leeway would have been nice..."

Claude trailed off at the end with a grumble, and Alessandro smirked. It would have been safer to give Claude the order after the men in charge had already fulfilled their objectives, but he never gave the lead agents much breathing room. He had claimed it was to avoid suspicion, but there was no doubt Alessandro had enjoyed it. He seemed to be enjoying this inquiry as well.

"Unfortunately, it became an undeniable fact that Viscount Amady was leaking information to the rebels. Then, from a certain source, I learned of a plan to have me attacked by soldiers disguised as bandits. So I made a move first, and replaced the soldiers pretending to be bandits with my own men."

"Y-You could just make all of that up!"

"Yes, that's true. I could summon the one who ordered the attack on me and the one who feigned it as witnesses, but if the Viscount denies knowing them, it will only become a stalemate. Therefore, it would be best to present some definitive evidence."

As Claude said this, Marquis Baphot snorted. He seemed to think no such evidence would appear. The cautious marquis had likely destroyed any letters that could serve as physical proof and left no signature on any letters sent to his allies.

Lord Barba agreed with Claude's proposal, and they both looked to Alessandro for permission. Alessandro nodded his assent without a word. Following his signal, several ledgers and two letter boxes were carried in one after another. At the sight of the ledgers, Cole's face grew even paler.

Regarding the evidence, the individuals sitting as witnesses stood to provide detailed explanations. They appeared to be appealing to Alessandro about the rebels' crimes, but in reality, their words were directed at the spectators to establish the legitimacy of this inquiry.

As the evidence was presented piece by piece, the rebels slumped their shoulders, as if realizing they could no longer deny their guilt. In contrast to them, the spectators seemed to be growing excited. Perhaps it would have been different if this rebellion had resulted in much bloodshed, but to them, this inquiry was someone else's problem, and nothing more than a show. Amidst this, Marquis Baphot, against whom no evidence had yet been presented, remained composed, and Thierry followed his lead.

"Next, I will explain the letters contained within this box. We were able to obtain these with the assistance of the Marchioness Rousel, so may I ask the Marchioness to provide an explanation?"

"Yes. Of course."

Responding to the words of a law officer, Opal stood, and the hall buzzed with murmurs. They seemed surprised that a woman like Opal would speak in such a setting. Paying no mind to their reaction, Opal opened the letter box, took out a letter, and held it up so the wax seal and the sender's name were visible. The seal was, of course, broken, but if held together, the crest was faintly visible.

"These letters were all sent from Marquis Baphot to Marquis Saymes of Sosylle Kingdom."

"Nonsense! Those are forgeries!"

"It seems that until about a year ago, you stamped the wax seal with your signet, but recently, perhaps out of caution, you have not even written your name as the sender. However, the contents of the letters prove that you are the sender, Marquis."

Marquis Baphot, who had been putting on an air of composure, shot up as if jolted, pointing at Opal as he refuted her claim. But Opal continued without paying him any mind. The Marquis's sudden loss of composure surprised those around him, and they fell silent.

"The contents concern matters of gold smuggling and a request for a swift response with reinforcements when the rebellion was to take place. I will not read them aloud here, but His Majesty and the inquisitors have already reviewed them all. As I said earlier, the most recent ones not only lack a sender's name but also contain instructions to be burned after reading. However, it seems Marquis Saymes did not comply. Though they were partners, it appears there was no trust between them. He likely kept them in case something happened. Thanks to that, we were able to obtain them as evidence."

"That's a lie! I never wrote such things! It's someone's... Rousel, is this your conspiracy?!"

"To bring you down, I would not resort to such an elaborate scheme."

"What did you say...?"

Marquis Baphot, refusing to admit guilt, tried to shift the blame onto Claude for some reason. But Claude paid him no heed. The Marquis, not understanding at first, looked bewildered, then his face turned bright red.

"Do not get cocky, you young pup! You seduced that old fool Rousel, then wormed your way in with His Majesty, and then a woman with money...?!"

The Marquis's bitter rant was cut off by a ledger that came flying at him. Although he quickly covered his face, the corner of the ledger seemed to have hit his forehead, and the Marquis groaned in pain.

"Oh, my! A precious piece of evidence flew away!"

It was Opal, the one who had thrown the ledger, who feigned surprise. The people around her, even the Royal Knights, were so taken aback they could only stand there gaping. Into the silence, the sound of Claude and Alessandro, unable to hold it in any longer, bursting into laughter was the only thing that echoed through the great hall.



		
			Chapter 89

			Rights

			"Father! Are you alright?!"

Eric, calling out to Marquis Baphot from a short distance away, glared fiercely at Opal. The spectators, as if remembering Eric's presence, once again widened the distance between them.

"What do you think you are doing to my father! Such violence cannot be permitted, even against a suspect! She should be removed from this hall at once!"

"My husband was insulted. Is it not a wife's right to protest?"

"What..."

"Marchioness Rousel, continue."

As Opal retorted to Eric, Alessandro prompted her to go on. In essence, the king had acknowledged Opal's claim. Opal curtsied lightly to show her thanks and acknowledgement, while Eric fell silent, looking frustrated.

"The examination of whether these letters are forgeries has already been completed, Marquis. Furthermore, Marquis Saymes has apparently admitted his connection with you. Here is the record from that time, which bears the names of Duke McLeod and Viscount Croisel as signatories."

"Duke McLeod is your former husband, is he not?"

"Yes, what of it?"

"That cannot be trusted. Did you not arrange it?"

"...For what reason?"

"I hear Duke McLeod has been wielding considerable power in the Royal Palace lately. Did Marquis Saymes get in his way? And the same for Rousel, correct? My son and I were surely an eyesore in his path to becoming His Majesty's foremost vassal. You must have concocted this conspiracy that spans both our nations. Do you not all agree?"

Marquis Baphot confidently posed the question to the spectators. At this, the nobles among them, particularly those considered moderates or neutrals, began to whisper among themselves. Claude and Lord Barba watched this display with exasperation, while Alessandro looked on in amusement.

"Marquis Baphot, your hypothesis is very amusing, but why would Duke McLeod need to go out of his way to frame Marquis Saymes, or Duke Boccelli need to frame you, the Marquis Baphot, and Viscount Amady? Both my husband and my former husband already possess more status and wealth than they could ever need. Oh, and I, too, hold a not insignificant fortune, you know? If your difficulty in paying tributes was the reason for this turmoil, I would have gladly offered you a loan at any time."

At Opal's sarcastic words, everyone seemed to finally remember that the woman before them possessed high status and immense wealth. Until now, they had been so preoccupied with the scandalous rumors that they had not understood just how terrifying an enemy she could be. Those who had been whispering fell silent and, perhaps unconsciously, straightened their posture.

"How despicable. You are merely boasting about having powerful men wrapped around your finger. Just as the rumors say, a shameless hussy...?!"

Thierry's scornful words, nothing more than sour grapes, were cut off by Claude's fist. This time, the Royal Knights noticed Claude's movement but did not stop him, nor did they seem to have any intention of reprimanding him.

"Claude! What are you doing to my brother?!"

"Is it not the natural right of a husband whose wife has been insulted?"

Claude replied to Eric's protest while lightly shaking his right hand. Opal rushed over to him. She grabbed Claude's right hand to check for any injury.

"It's turning red. Does it hurt?"

"It's nothing serious."

"But..."

"Rousel, I am growing a bit tired of that exchange."

As Opal worried and Claude smiled, saying he was fine, Alessandro spoke up with dissatisfaction. It was likely a sarcastic remark about their role reversal from the day before. The people around them, though surprised, seemed to think it was justified this time, and no disapproving comments could be heard in the ensuing conversation. Opal and Claude gave a slight bow to Alessandro, moved away from Thierry and Marquis Baphot, who were glaring daggers at them while holding their cheeks, and returned to their original positions.

"Then I shall continue. This secret ledger from the Lead Mine... the fact that the gold production amounts listed here and the smuggled quantities recorded in Marquis Saymes's ledger are a near perfect match has been confirmed by law officers from the Sosylle Kingdom. Here is the certificate with the signatures of several law officers, headed by Law Officer Kenjit..."

"Why?! How could law officers from the Sosylle Kingdom have confirmed that ledger?!"

"Because I informed them, of course."

"But why! How?! In the first place, that ledger should have been disposed of long ago!"

As Cole questioned her with a desperate look, Opal tilted her head, wondering why he did not understand when the answer was already obvious. Or perhaps Cole simply did not want to admit to his own incredible blunder.

"While I was staying at the ducal manor at the foot of the Lead Mine, Julian brought me this ledger to relieve my boredom."

"Julian! So it was him!"

Cole cried out, his voice a mixture of anger and lament. At the name Julian, not only Connally but also Marquis Baphot flinched, his expression changing for a moment. When Opal had been locked in the attic, what Julian had brought her was not a book, but Cole's secret ledger. Opal had copied the figures from the ledger and entrusted Julian with a letter to her uncle, a law officer in Sosylle Kingdom, asking him to investigate.

"You mean you didn't dispose of the ledger yourself, but left it to Julian?!"

"Connally-san, weren't you the one who said Julian was trustworthy?!"

"In the first place, Julian was introduced by Marquis Baphot..."

"Silence!"

It was Marquis Baphot who silenced Cole and Connally as they began to shift blame, his voice a sharp command. The entire hall fell quiet at his ferocity. The Marquis, his expression still furious, glared at Opal.

"I admit I had a passing acquaintance with Marquis Saymes, having exchanged a few letters. This so-called evidence was likely forged using that relationship. But I know how cautious a man Saymes is. He should have been able to learn of the law officers' movements beforehand. I find it strange that he was unable to take countermeasures."

"...Anyone would find wrongdoing intolerable. Perhaps there was someone who acted before the law officers did?"

Before the law officers or Hubert could make a move, Opal had asked LeBeau to obtain that evidence for her. Remembering how LeBeau, that *upstanding* moneylender, had agreed without a second thought, Opal almost smiled and hastily composed her expression.

"So you did make a move first."

"Marquis Baphot, your attitude toward my wife is rude. Apologize."

"Claude, it's alright. I have no need for a hollow apology. I am well aware of what both he and his son think of me."

As Claude stood and pulled her into a protective embrace, Opal patted his arm to reassure him. Seeing Opal and Claude maintain their usual dynamic even in such a situation, Eric seemed to have finally lost his patience. He tried to step forward, but was blocked by the Royal Knights, and pointed at Opal as he pleaded.

"Claude and Duke McLeod are being deceived! Your Majesty, please be careful! That woman is surely a demon who bewitches men! That man Julian was bewitched by her too!"

"Oh my..."

While Opal was thinking idly that it had been a while since she was last called a demon, Claude clenched his fists in anger. Noticing this, Opal gripped Claude's arm tightly to stop him.

"Opal..."

"It is not worth getting angry over, His Majesty is also..."

She was about to say that he was enjoying it when she noticed Alessandro's smile widen. Both Opal and Claude wondered what was happening, then gasped at the figure that had appeared. The figure walked past them, approached Eric, and struck him before the Royal Knights could intervene.

"Julian!"

"...Julian, you say?"

Amid the screams of women, not only Opal but also Cole and Connally called out the intruder's name. It was Thierry who was surprised by the name, while Eric, unable to speak, stared blankly up at Julian, who was now restrained by the Royal Knights.

"What are the guards doing?! Why is that man here?!"

"I was summoned as a witness. And the Royal Knights are doing their job just fine, are they not? But could you let me go? I have every right to punch this man."

Julian answered Marquis Baphot's furious question with a nonchalant air and told the Royal Knights to release him. When Lord Barba gestured for the knights to comply, they let go of Julian, albeit with some hesitation. Julian, now in formal attire befitting an appearance before the king, a far cry from his previous servant's guise, straightened his disheveled clothes.

"A right? What right could that woman's lover possibly have?!"

The Marquis's indignant plea informed the spectators that Julian must be Opal's elopement partner, and their excitement grew. As whispers spread throughout the buzzing hall, Julian gave an elegant bow to the Marquis and the spectators.

"It has been a while, Marquis Baphot. Connally-san, Cole-san, thank you for your assistance back then. And to all of you whom I am meeting for the first time, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. My name is Julian Holloway. I am the brother of my unworthy sister, Opal, who is standing over there in a daze."



		
			Chapter 90

			Siblings

			"A-A brother...?"

"Yes. My sister was insulted, so it is my natural right, is it not?"

Unable to hide his surprise, Marquis Baphot's eyes widened as he muttered. As Julian replied with a mocking tone, the people who had been stunned began to stir once more. Count Holloway was famous in this country, but his heir, the eldest son who had long been shrouded in mystery even in his home country, had suddenly appeared. This time, screams of a different nature erupted, and Julian smiled sweetly at the excited women.

"Everyone, I ask for your continued kindness toward my sister. She has a tiresome and overbearing sense of justice, but it seems she has her cute side as well."

Her brother's usual charming exterior and unnecessary comment made Opal's blood boil. Julian's typical, slightly mocking smile only fueled her anger. Claude sighed as if to say, 'here we go again,' but Opal paid him no mind and shot a contemptuous look at Julian.

"You're the tiresome one, Julian."

"Not as much as you."

"I wondered what you were doing after dropping out of university, and it's this? Do you think you're cool? Why don't you fulfill your duties before asserting your rights?"

"Shut up, you idiot. Father is still hale and hearty, so I'm not needed, am I?"

"The one who says 'idiot' is the idiot. All you can do is make excuses."

"Alright, let's stop the sibling squabble here."

"Claude, are you on Julian's side?"

"No, I'm on Opal's side."

"You're always like that, aren't you, Claude."

Claude, who had stepped in to stop the siblings' fight, was drawn into their familiar, nostalgic exchange. The sound of Alessandro's laughter brought all three of them to a halt.

"Your Majesty King Alessandro, it has been a long time. My sincerest apologies for my extreme rudeness in your presence."

"My apologies."

Quickly shifting gears, Julian put on a cool front and offered his greetings first. Annoyed, Opal quietly followed suit. Claude, aware of Opal's inner thoughts, was suppressing a laugh.

"Hm. Viscount Holloway, it has been a while indeed. Thanks to your clandestine efforts, we were able to flush out the traitors sooner than planned. Now the people of this country can live in peace without fear of needless conflict. I thank you."

"To receive such gracious words is more than I deserve, Your Majesty."

Julian uttered the exact same words Opal had used when she had her audience with Alessandro the day before. He must have been listening from somewhere. It seemed Claude hadn't known either, as he gave a wry smile. I really must give Julian a punch... no, two or three, Opal thought, before turning back to face Marquis Baphot and the others. The Marquis's forehead was red, and the cheeks of both Thierry and Eric were swollen.

"Well then, as all the evidence seems to be present, it is about time I passed judgment."

"Please wait! Your Majesty, do you intend to trust the words of this outsider?!"

"...Marquis Baphot, the 'outsider' you speak of is a viscount from the neighboring Sosylle Kingdom, and the future Count Holloway. Moreover, Viscount Holloway is a benefactor who, at great personal risk, delivered medicine and other supplies to the remote regions of this country when it was ravaged by plague. At that time, how many of those present here worked for the sake of the afflicted?"

At Alessandro's question in response to Marquis Baphot's protest, most of the spectators looked down in shame. Opal had heard bits and pieces from Claude about what Julian had been doing, but hearing it from Alessandro's own lips, she found herself re-evaluating her brother.

He went to the remote regions himself... Well, I suppose I'll let him off with just one punch.

Julian had been a poor student at boarding school, always slacking off. Opal hadn't known what he had been doing since dropping out of university, but there was no way their father hadn't known. It was frustrating that no one had told her anything back then, but she had been desperate to restore the McLeod duchy's finances, so she decided they had probably done it to avoid worrying her.

Claude's silence when she had decided to go to the Boccelli Duchy alone must have been largely due to Julian's presence. She had been surprised when they were suddenly reunited at the ducal estate, but she had feigned ignorance completely so as not to give Julian the satisfaction. If he had even slightly suspected she knew him, he would have absolutely ridiculed her. The memory of what happened after that made her even angrier, but this was not the time to be consumed by personal feelings. Alessandro stood up, slowly descended from the dais, and picked up a piece of evidence, a letter from Marquis Baphot addressed to Marquis Saymes.

"I have reviewed all of these items myself. It was on that basis that I ordered your arrests. This public inquiry was held to demonstrate its legitimacy, and also to give you an opportunity to apologize to everyone for causing this chaos... But to still deny everything and attempt to shift the blame to others in the face of all these witnesses and evidence, it is truly contemptible."

Alessandro's slow speech was calm, but devoid of emotion, and it filled everyone with a sense of dread. Alessandro turned the letter he was holding over and gazed at the wax seal as he murmured.

"This appears to be the seal of the Marquis Baphot family, which I know well, and the Marquis's handwriting. If this is a forgery, then can my own royal seal not also be untrustworthy? This is a grave problem indeed."

He then picked up another letter, compared its front and back several times, then picked up another and repeated the action. During that time, not only the Marquis but everyone else remained silent, and the hall was hushed.

"This letter is from Marquis Saymes addressed to the manager of the Lead Mine. This one is from Marquis Saymes to you, Marquis Baphot."

"Wh-What, that's..."

When Alessandro held up the letter, the Marquis looked shocked, as if he couldn't believe it, and his gaze darted to Julian. Julian had likely worked at the Baphot residence while Thierry and the others were away and stolen them during that time.

"If you claim these too are forgeries, then we must inquire with the Sosylle Kingdom as to their authenticity. It is a pathetic state of affairs, but this is an international crime."

At Alessandro's words, Marquis Baphot's face paled, and he closed his eyes. If Marquis Saymes's letters were proven to be authentic, which they undoubtedly were, he would be judged a criminal not only in this country but in Sosylle Kingdom as well. In Alessandro's mind, the verdict had already been passed. Any further resistance would only add to his crimes. The Marquis slowly opened his eyes and glanced at Eric, who was being held by the Royal Knights.

"...I have nothing more to say."

"Father!"

Eric's anguished cry echoed through the hall. Opal was both disgusted and impressed by Alessandro's cunning. He had not implicated Eric or the family in this grave crime, using them as a form of collateral. She did not know the extent of the Marquis's affection for his family, but Alessandro had apparently known that he would fold in order to preserve his house.

"...A true nobleman, indeed."

"The very opposite of you."

"And of you as well."

Julian said this and walked away. Opal reached for the hand of Claude, who was sitting beside her. Claude squeezed her hand tightly. Holding hands, Opal and Claude quietly watched the remainder of the inquiry.



		
			Chapter 91

			Favorite Food

			"Oh, my…"

Opal murmured as she read a letter from the Sosylle Kingdom. Claude, who had been reading the newspaper, looked up. The two had been leading busy lives since returning to Boccelli Duchy, but recently they had been able to spend a little more time relaxing after breakfast.

"Is something wrong?"

"It seems Roana-san rejected a marriage proposal from Duke McLeod."

"Rejected?"

"Yes. She said she felt it wouldn’t work out since neither of them had any romantic feelings for the other."

Opal had met Roana, the daughter of Viscount Croisel, at the ball where they had denounced Keimont. Since then, they had been cultivating a friendship through correspondence. She hadn't been able to write letters during her previous stay in Boccelli Duchy, but now that the turmoil in both kingdoms had settled down, they had resumed writing to each other.

"It’s very much like Viscount Croisel to leave the decision to Lady Roana."

"Yes. Roana-san writes about that as well. She says, ‘I can only be grateful to my parents for telling me it’s fine if I remain single. I want to show my filial piety in other ways.’"

Opal looked down at the thick letter from Roana and read the line aloud. She did not raise her head, because it had reminded her of her first marriage. She understood now that the forced engagement had been her father’s way of thinking of his daughter. Even so, she was sometimes struck by a feeling of emptiness.

"Opal."

"Hm? Oh, I’m sorry. I was just lost in the letter."

Startled by Claude’s voice, Opal hastily looked up. She was sure he knew what she had been thinking, but she pretended to have been absorbed in her reading. Claude took the letter from her, placed it on the table, and then took her hand and brought it to his lips.

"I love you, Opal. I always have, I do now, and I will love you forever."

"Claude…"

Claude always gave her the words she wanted to hear. He helped her when she was in trouble, comforted her, and let her be dependent on him without a word. Yet Opal couldn't find the right words to reply, and could only place her other hand over his and gaze at them.

"Could you two stop being so lovey-dovey in the morning? It’s enough to make me sick."

"And showing up unannounced in the morning. How ill-mannered of you, as always."

The person who had suddenly interrupted them was Julian, and Opal turned to face him with a flash of irritation. Julian strode into the breakfast room and sat down in a chair without being invited, as if he owned the place.

"Don’t worry, I expect no hospitality from you."

"As if I’d worry. You’re not welcome here."

Claude smiled wryly at the unchanging sibling squabble and gestured to the flustered butler. The newly hired butler was competent, but he seemed unsure of how to handle Julian's sudden appearance. The butler left with a look of relief, leaving the three of them alone in the room.

"So, what happened?"

"Does something have to have happened?"

"Of course. You are an uninvited guest, after all. Weren’t you enjoying yourself in the Royal Capital?"

"I’m under no obligation to report to you, am I? Besides, you’ve already gathered the information, even without me deliberately telling you."

Opal knew, of course, that Julian had remained in the Royal Capital to handle the aftermath in high society on their behalf, since they had to press forward with reforms in the duchy. But Opal didn't offer a simple word of thanks, and Julian replied mockingly as he picked up a muffin from the table. The look on Opal’s face at that moment made Claude burst out laughing.

"Julian! That’s my muffin!"

"You’ve already had breakfast, haven’t you? Are you still going to eat?"

"Be quiet! You knew it was my favorite, you did that on purpose!"

"That’s what I’m telling you. If there’s something you like, you should get your hands on it quickly."

Julian knew that Opal always saved her favorite things for last, and he enjoyed teasing her about it. Claude no longer intervened in their bickering, but he heard the stifled giggle of Nadia, who had come in with a fresh pot of tea.

"Ah, please excuse me."

"It’s alright, Nadia. You’ve done nothing wrong at all."

"Hello, Nadia. It’s been a while. Sorry for deceiving you back then."

"G, good to see you again! It is I who said and did so many rude things…"

"You really don’t need to worry about it, Nadia. I was wrong for keeping quiet, too."

"But…"

"More importantly, my throat is parched. Could I trouble you for some tea?"

"Y, yes!"

Meeting Julian as a viscount for the first time, not as a footman, Nadia was mortified by her past impolite behavior. It was impossible for her not to be concerned, but Julian ended the conversation by asking for tea.

"So, what are you planning to do now?"

"Well, I haven’t decided yet… I might go home for a bit. I’ve found myself craving Marcia’s muffins after all this time."

"I see…"

Claude nodded in relief at Julian’s casual reply. Julian had never returned to the count’s estate, always acting recklessly without regard for his own life. For eight years—no, nine years ago, he had worked tirelessly saving lives in Taisey Kingdom when the plague was rampant, and after that, he had acted as a spy for Alessandro. Claude, who had ties to the kingdom, could understand, but he had never been able to fathom why Julian would go to such lengths. He had never once asked him about it. He glanced at Opal and saw that she looked even more relieved than he was.

"Before you get any muffins, you can listen to a long lecture from Marcia. And Trevor will surely give you a stern talking-to as well."

With those words, Opal made to stand up without waiting for Julian’s reply. Claude swiftly stood first and offered her a hand. Julian also stood up out of courtesy, but he only watched them. Opal ignored Julian and smiled at Claude.

"Thank you, Claude. Well then, I’m going to speak with Duncan. You’re heading to Pasma Port, aren’t you?"

"Yes, but I’ll be back by evening."

"Come see me again before you leave."

"I will."

Claude watched with a wry smile as Opal turned and left the room. Julian promptly sat back down and drank his tea. Thinking how stubborn they both were, Claude sat down as well.



		
			Chapter 92

			Future

			"So, how is Eric doing?"

"You’ve received the reports, haven’t you?"

"I want to hear it from you."

"…Well, as you’d expect, he’s like a different person. It seems he tried to prove his father and brother’s innocence, only to be crushed even further. Right now, he’s in a state of bewilderment."

"That’s to be expected."

As a family member, the more he tried to clear the names of Marquis Baphot and Thierry, the more he would have learned about the extent of their actions. It seemed Thierry’s treasonous feelings toward Alessandro were not only due to Claude’s promotion to marquis, but also because he had been granted the title of Duke of Boccelli. Thierry had failed to grasp the significance of being entrusted with the duchy, and the price for his immaturity, trapped by jealousy, was far too great.

The real issue now was how Eric would grow from this. If he came to resent the king and the others, it would be unfortunate, but Eric himself would have to be implicated in some crime. It was an unavoidable measure to eliminate any future threats. The same applied to the families of all those involved in the recent rebellion. From this point on, they would all be kept under secret surveillance.

After numerous investigations by the king’s side, the sentences were not overturned, and it was confirmed that Marquis Baphot and the others would pay for the great crime of treason with their lives. It was noted how high society would react to this, but there seemed to be no major turmoil. Julian apparently decided that it was time for him to leave Taisey Kingdom.

"Will you return to the Royal Capital for the next season?"

"No, I’ll be taking it easy here for a while."

"I’m sure everyone will be disappointed. They were desperate to get even a little closer to the Duke and Duchess of Boccelli. They kept pestering me with all sorts of things. It was incredibly annoying."

"They were probably just trying to get close to you, weren’t they?"

"Does that even need to be said?"

"Try to be a little more humble."

Claude laughed as he replied to his childhood friend. Just then, they sensed someone approaching and both fell silent. Listening closely, they heard the butler responding, and it seemed a letter had arrived. They continued their conversation on various topics, and just as they were about to end it so Claude could leave, Opal rushed into the room.

"Opal, you can take your time."

"You’re as restless as ever."

"Be quiet, Julian."

Claude immediately stood and walked toward Opal with a concerned look. Opal retorted at Julian while taking Claude's hand to sit on the sofa.

"Claude, a letter just arrived from Duke McLeod…"

"What is it?"

"He says he’s going to renounce his title."

"That’s rather extreme again."

"What an attention seeker."

Unlike Opal, who was perplexed by the contents of the letter that had just arrived, both Claude and Julian were cold. Realizing she had been too brief, Opal explained the letter’s contents again.

"To be precise, it’s not right away. It seems he’s written it in his will. He says he likely won’t marry in the future, so there’s the matter of an heir. He can’t pass the responsible position of duke to a distant relative he barely knows, so he will renounce it. But he intends to leave a portion of his wealth to that relative."

"He’s just being desperate because his proposal was rejected. Just leave him be, Opal."

"Wait, what? Don’t tell me some girl actually turned down the Duke’s proposal?"

"Honestly! You two, please listen seriously. Renouncing the title is a problem, but more importantly, he intends to bequeath his fief to us!"

Opal grew irritated with the two of them for still not taking it seriously. It was a major issue for him to renounce his ducal title, and for some reason, he was now saying he would leave his fief to them, who were unrelated. But Claude merely raised an eyebrow, and Julian grinned.

"There’s no need to worry so much, Opal. He’ll get over his heartbreak and change his mind eventually."

"It might be interesting to make an appearance in high society on my way back home. Claude, you’re going to Pasma Port, right? I’ll go with you and board a ship from there."

"You’re not staying the night?"

"Do you want me to?"

"Not particularly."

Claude smiled at Opal’s stubborn reply, and Julian waved his hand dismissively. Opal didn't know when she would see Julian again, but she did not try to stop him.

"What, are you seeing me off?"

"I’m seeing Claude off," Opal answered curtly, walking with them to the entrance hall. Claude was already ready. He took his coat and hat from the butler and gave Opal a light kiss on the cheek. The carriage was already waiting.

"Well then, I’m off, Opal."

"Alright. Be careful, Claude. …You too, Julian, I guess."

"Yeah, see you later. Baka Opal."

"Julian!"

When she added his name as an afterthought, Julian affectionately ruffled her hair. Leaving the angry Opal with a laugh, Julian hurried down the stairs.

"Have a healthy baby, Opal! Well, I’m sure I don’t need to worry about that!"

"I know that without you telling me, Baka Julian!"

The butler was shocked at words so unbecoming of a duchess, while Nadia laughed out loud. Claude also laughed, looking amused, and gently pulled Opal close, placing a hand on her rounding belly.

"My, what a troublesome mother and uncle you have."

"It’s Julian’s fault."

"Yes, you’re right."

Claude, as always, sided completely with Opal, and this time kissed her on the lips. It was a gentle kiss, as if to comfort her for the sadness of parting with Julian.

"Well, I’ll be back by dinner. Don’t overdo it."

"Yes, I’ll behave."

Claude gave a doubtful look at Opal’s smiling reply as she held back her tears. Opal’s definition of not overdoing it was a little different from other women's. When Claude glanced at Nadia, she gave a firm nod as if to say, ‘leave it to me.’

"Claude, hurry up."

"He’s so selfish."

"He really is."

He had barged in unannounced, demanded to be taken along, and was now telling him to hurry. They both laughed at his typical Julian-like behavior, and Claude descended the stairs. Watching his back and waving at the departing carriage, Opal stroked her swelling belly with her other hand. The dream she had as a child, of making a warm home with a wonderful husband, was coming true. And yet, this was still just the first step. Opal placed a gentle, protective hand on her stomach and returned inside the mansion to do what needed to be done.



		
			Chapter 93

			Naming

			An elegant carriage, out of place amidst the idyllic scenery of sprawling fields, made its way down the road. But the people of the fief who were working there did not look surprised. Instead, their faces broke into smiles as they waved. From the carriage window, a smiling couple waved back. It was none other than the lord and lady of this land, the Duke and Duchess of Boccelli.

Previously, in the time of the former duke, the tenants would have had to immediately kneel and bow their heads. But the new duchess had issued an order that such greetings were unnecessary. Though the people were skeptical at first, they believed it when they saw the duchess take up a large scythe and begin harvesting alongside them. They knew then that she was different from the stern, haughty nobles of the past.

What’s more, she would frequently come to check on them, casually asking if they were facing any hardships or if they needed anything. The people of the fief had come to accept and hold deep affection for the new duke and duchess.

They no longer suffered from poverty, nor did they live in fear of their home becoming a base for rebel forces. On the contrary, their work had become easier with farming tools they had never seen before, their fields had expanded, and their livestock had increased. The nobles no longer trampled their fields on horseback for hunts and other frivolities. The faces of the people were bright and filled with hope.

"Opal, did you enjoy the picnic?"

"Yes, I did. It seems the only effect of the rain from three days ago is that the river is a little high. I’m glad there was no damage to the houses or crops."

"That’s not a picnic, Opal. That’s an inspection."

"Weren’t you the one who suggested we go to the area where the rain was heaviest, Claude?"

As Opal complained with a laugh, Dog Claude barked, "Woof!" and placed his front paws on the human Claude’s knees. As a result, Claude's trousers were smeared with dry mud. Dog Claude was usually well behaved, but he occasionally played pranks like this on the human Claude.

"Claude… You haven’t had your paws wiped yet, have you? I'm the one who’ll get scolded by Jill, you know."

Claude’s face wore a smile as he feigned a sigh and grumbled about being scolded by his footman. Opal couldn’t help but burst out laughing, and Claude laughed aloud with her. Dog Claude tilted his head as if to say, "What’s so funny?" which only made it funnier. At the sound of their bright laughter, the coachman and attendants outside the carriage smiled as well. However, after they had gone a little further, Dog Claude began to bark with an unusual intensity.

"Claude, let’s stop the carriage."

"Yes, good idea."

Opal soothed the fiercely barking Claude, while the human Claude signaled outside to stop the carriage. The moment the door opened, Dog Claude leaped out.

"Claude!"

Opal tried to chase after Claude as he ran down the embankment, but an arm caught her and held her back. The carriage steps had not even been set down yet.

"I’ll go. You can come after me, Opal."

"Thank you, Claude."

Claude jumped down from the carriage and skillfully made his way down the poorly maintained embankment. Watching him with concern, Opal also alighted from the carriage using the steps an attendant had prepared. Dog Claude went to the riverbank and began barking toward a sandbar, stomping his feet. Seeing the grass bent in the river’s current, the sandbar was likely connected to the bank on normal days.

"Is there something on the sandbar? Hey, wait!"

"Claude!"

The moment the human Claude caught up, Dog Claude leaped into the river. Opal, who had been making her way down the embankment from a spot the attendant had found for her, couldn't help but cry out. The current wasn’t very fast, but it was still dangerous. However, despite their worries, Dog Claude easily swam to the sandbar. He immediately stuck his head into a thicket, his tail wagging.

"There seems to be something there."

"A weasel or a mouse, maybe?"

Claude answered Opal, who had finally caught up, as he picked up a dry branch from the ground and poked it into the river. He seemed to be checking the depth.

"You’re not going to cross, are you?"

"I’ll go see what’s there. In any case, I have to bring that mischievous Claude back, right?"

"…Be careful."

"I will."

She knew that the cautious Claude would be fine, but she couldn’t help but worry. The attendants had also hurried after them, but neither of them considered sending one in their place. Opal watched with bated breath as Claude carefully crossed. It wasn’t a great distance, but that didn’t mean she could rest easy. When Claude finally stood with both feet on the sandbar, Opal let out a sigh of relief. Claude then peeked into the thicket where Dog Claude had his head stuck.

"Ah…"

"Claude? What is it?"

"…Cats. There are kittens."

As he spoke, Claude reached into the thicket. Sure enough, muffled by the sound of the river, she could hear the faint cries of cats. Claude grabbed the tiny kittens, which fit in one hand, with both hands and returned to the bank.

"Opal, please take care of these little ones."

"Yes, leave them to me."

Opal took the two kittens and held them to her chest, watching Claude return to the sandbar while giving instructions to an attendant. One of the attendants hurried back to the carriage.

"This is the last of them."

When Claude straightened up from the thicket for the third time and said this, Dog Claude barked, "Woof!" as if in agreement. The four kittens they had placed in a basket brought by the attendant flinched.

"The mother cat was there too. I’m so glad."

"She’s a little weak, though."

"Then we must hurry back!"

When she handed him a towel from the carriage, Claude wrapped the mother cat in it instead of drying himself. Opal entrusted the basket to an attendant standing by, telling him not to drop it, and started back, but she quickly stopped.

"Are you alright, Claude?"

"Of course."

"Woof!"

Since both of them gave energetic replies, Opal felt relieved and continued up the embankment. Behind her followed a Claude with drenched trousers and a sopping wet Claude. Once inside the carriage, Opal wrapped the cats in her lap blanket, returned them to the basket, and handed a new towel to the human Claude. It had been a good idea to bring extra towels, just in case.

"Aren’t you cold?"

"No, I’m fine. Please dry Claude for me."

"Alright."

Dog Claude had shaken himself off before getting into the carriage, but he was still quite wet. By the time she had dried him thoroughly with another towel, Opal was also covered in mud.

"At this rate, a scolding from Jill won’t be the end of it."

"Nadia will be cross with me, too. She’ll say I should have brought her along. She could have helped with the kittens."

"For now, their mother is here, so it should be fine, shouldn’t it? She looks a bit stronger than before."

"You’re right."

The mother cat was diligently licking her kittens, whose eyes were not yet open. She must have been desperately protecting them as the river rose from the continuous rain.

"You did so well."

Opal spoke to the cats wrapped in the lap blanket and petted Dog Claude. As Claude wagged his tail happily, dry dirt flew into the air.

"You were a good boy too, Claude. You found the cats."

"Opal, what about me?"

The Claude sitting next to her also looked like he was wagging his tail, waiting for Opal’s praise. It was so funny that she burst out laughing before she could answer.

"Why are you laughing?"

"Because it’s never boring with you?"

"The same goes for me. Life is never boring with you, Opal. How many times have I gotten soaked like this?"

"That was Julian’s fault."

There were many times in their childhood when Julian’s mischief caused Opal to fall into rivers or ponds. And each time, Claude had been there to save her. The memory made her angry at Julian all over again, so Opal changed the subject.

"Well then, since you worked hard too, Claude, I’ll let you be the godfather to the kittens."

"You’re not planning on keeping them all, are you?"

"The estate is huge. There are plenty of places for cats to be useful."

The estate’s kitchen already had two cats. There might not be that much for them to do, but Claude laughed and thought, oh well.

"Alright then, this most energetic one will be ‘Opal.’"

"Hey, Claude!"

As Opal protested, Dog Claude wagged his tail happily again. The human Claude grinned as if to say, ‘See?’, and it was so funny that Opal laughed again.

"What if it’s a boy?"

"It’s energetic enough, so that shouldn’t be a problem, right?"

"Well…"

"And this one is ‘Julian.’ Look, it’s already started a fight with Opal."

Just as Claude said, the two kittens were squabbling for a spot at their mother’s belly. It was so amusing that Opal couldn’t even protest anymore. She laughed, and Claude laughed with her. After that, the friendly kitten was named ‘Nadia,’ the always calm one was ‘Trevor,’ and the mother cat was named ‘Marcia.’ And so, the estate of Boccelli Duchy came to be filled with the cheerful pitter-patter of kittens running about… and occasionally, the sound of destruction and screams.



		
			Chapter 94

			Friends

			"Oh! There you are, Hubert."

"Yes, Jeb. It’s been a while."

Summoned by a friend from his school days, Hubert entered the room, glancing around. He hadn’t set foot in this gentleman's club for a long time, but the interior hadn’t changed much. And yet, for some reason, he felt a sense of unease and wondered why.

"You had something to talk about, didn't you?"

"I hear you’ve been making quite a bit of money lately, haven’t you?"

He had just asked a question while taking a seat with his companions, only to be met with an impertinent one in return. His other friends were also smirking, waiting for Hubert’s answer.

"Well… I’ve been learning quite a bit from Count Holloway. More importantly, it’s almost time for the harvest, isn’t it? How are things on your end?"

Hubert gave a simple answer about the investments he was finally beginning to understand and changed the subject. However, his friends all looked dissatisfied, as if their fun had been spoiled.

"It’s not bad this year, I suppose? If there was a problem, the manager would say something."

"I see…"

"Come on, we can leave that grubby business to the lower classes. More importantly, if you have a good tip for making money, you should share it."

"That’s right. It’s not fair for you to keep it all to yourself. Aren't we friends?"

Hubert struggled to find a reply. His friends, who had once seemed so much more mature than him, now appeared childish. A year ago, Opal had said something like, ‘They must employ excellent managers,’ regarding Hubert's friends, and it seemed she was right. For the past year, Hubert had been meticulously reading every report from corner to corner. When he didn't understand something, he would ask Opal by letter or consult the Count and study. That was why he had been looking forward to talking about their fiefs with his friends after so long, and he was disappointed. He wasn't yet skilled enough to explain investing.

"Lately… it feels like most opportunities have already been taken. From now on, it’s about investing in technology rather than goods…"

"Ah, we don’t need all that, Hubert."

"You’re as bad as ever at reading the room. We don’t need an explanation, just tell us what to buy."

"Yeah, yeah. Let’s leave the thinking to Count Holloway. We’ll just buy whatever he buys. So, tell us about it before anyone else, will you?"

"…If I can."

When the bewildered Hubert gave a vague reply, his friends seemed disappointed. But then, one of them burst out laughing.

"So, the rumor was true after all?"

"Rumor…?"

"We knew you married that woman of loose morals for her money, but the talk is you’re being overly considerate of the Holloway father and daughter!"

"You’re a duke, man! Just make them pay for everything!"

"This is on you tonight, of course, right?"

Hubert stared in astonishment at his friends as they began to get rowdy. In the past, their cheerfulness had been a comfort to him, and he had enjoyed their wide range of topics. When they called him ‘Your Grace the Duke,’ he had felt a sense of pride. Now, it was terribly uncomfortable. The other patrons in the club joined in the commotion, and before he knew it, it had been decided that Hubert would be paying for everything. Fortunately, he was financially stable enough now that it wasn't a burden, but Hubert wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible. It was only then that he realized he felt more at ease at the meetings and clubs he attended with Count Holloway. In the beginning, the conversations had been too difficult for him and he had felt out of place, but somewhere along the line, he had started looking forward to them. It wasn't that this place was bad. It was just that this sort of amusement should have ended with his student days. The reason he hadn’t been able to move on was likely because he had wanted to turn a blind eye to reality.

"Sorry, but I’m heading home."

"What, don't be a spoilsport. Let's go to the next place!"

"No, I’ll pass. We have a session of the House of Lords tomorrow morning, don’t we?"

"Huh? Who cares about that boring parliament? Why do we have to think about some stupid bills?"

"Yeah, yeah!"

Though disheartened by his thoroughly drunk friends’ words, Hubert managed to bid them farewell with a smile. The moment he stepped out of the club, a wave of exhaustion washed over him. Only now did he finally understand just how much of a child he had been. He also understood what Opal must have felt when she took the fief from him. And yet, she still sent him regular reports on it. Hubert once again regretted his past self and resolved to change his ways and apply himself.



		
			Chapter 95

			The Outcome of the Bet

			"Hey, Julian. Let’s play a card game."

"A card game? With you?"

"Yes."

Julian snorted at Opal’s invitation. She had never once managed to beat him.

"Oh my, are you afraid of losing?"

"Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no way I would lose to you."

"Then you won’t mind a wager. If I win, you have to extend your stay by one more day."

"…Fine. And if I win, you’ll shut that noisy mouth of yours."

It seemed Julian had decided to take Opal’s bait. Claude watched their exchange with a smile.

Opal and the others were currently on their first trip back to her family home since Lyud was born. They had bypassed the Royal Capital and gone straight to Count Holloway’s fief three days ago.

Both Opal and Claude were quite surprised to find Julian there when they received a fervent welcome from Marcia and the others. Julian hadn't been home in over ten years, and it seemed he had received a proper scolding from both Trevor and Marcia. Because of that, Opal also swallowed the many things she had wanted to say.

Since then, they had been spending a busy but enjoyable time with visits from Claude’s parents and his brother’s family. However, at lunch just a short while ago, Julian had suddenly announced that he would be leaving the next day. The reason was undoubtedly that Count Holloway was due to return the day after.

Opal was disappointed that the family, which was supposed to be reunited after so long, would be incomplete. So now, while Lyud was taking his afternoon nap, she proposed a wager on a card game. But it seemed Julian had no intention of accepting, even if he understood her motives.

"You’ve gotten quite good at this."

"I was playing cards quite a lot until recently."

"Oh?"

Julian sounded surprised as Opal skillfully shuffled and dealt the cards. She hadn’t been able to do it well as a child, but she had improved significantly while playing against Omar. She had even become able to read her opponent’s hand to some extent, so she thought she wouldn’t lose to Julian anymore. But she had been too naive.

"That makes five wins for me. I win the bet, Opal."

Julian’s face was smug as he tossed his hand onto the table, and Opal pouted in frustration. Claude saw this and, with a smile, asked to switch places with her.

"Julian, now you’ll face me."

"What’s the wager?"

"If I win, Opal will continue to say whatever she pleases, as always. If I lose, I’ll help you sabotage His Majesty Alessandro’s plans for a while."

"…Deal."

King Alessandro had been using various means to try to make Julian stay in his country. The match between Claude and Julian began, and Claude won, three games to two.

"Thank you, Claude. Now I can say whatever I want to Julian again."

Wanting the family to gather was Opal’s own selfish wish, so she decided to be content with the fact that Julian had returned to the estate at all. It seemed Julian wanted to ruin even that sentiment for her.

"I guess cheating doesn’t work on you, Claude."

"Of course not."

"Wait a minute. Julian, were you cheating when you played against me, too?"

"It’s the fault of the one who doesn’t notice."

"I can’t believe you! Claude, why didn’t you tell me?!"

"…I can’t interfere in a serious match."

"It wasn’t a serious match! He was cheating!"

From there, Opal’s complaints about ‘camaraderie between men’ exploded. In the end, the three childhood friends, gathered at the estate for the first time in twenty years, spent their final day together fighting happily, just as they always had.



		