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Prologue




Elise had barely slept a wink. The day had finally come—she was going to escape the castle. She had been waiting for an opportunity for three long months, and three days prior, she realized that the time had arrived at last.

As he held her tightly in his embrace, Elise tried to etch the feeling of his muscular, firm arms into her memory. His perfectly sculpted chest muscles rose and fell in tandem with each shallow breath. She was well aware that he was strong enough to crush her like a fly if he so desired.

Indeed, at first, she had been intimidated by his large, sturdy body. However, over time, she had grown accustomed to the weight of it pressing down on her. He held her now as though his arms were her prison walls; she had no choice but to feel him pressed against her throughout the entirety of the long night.

He was rougher than usual last night. I suppose it had been quite some time. Wait, “quite some time”? It had been a mere two weeks. And yet, it felt so much longer…

A wry smile graced her face as she reflected on how time had aimlessly passed by since they were married. There had been times when she had been almost driven to desperation because he had refused to spend the night with her. That had been the first three months of their union.

However, once they finally consummated the marriage, he relentlessly sought her out, night after night, without fail. Although that was what Elise had yearned for, at first, she found it hard to accept his advances. She was not experienced in that regard, after all. Fortunately for her, he was skilled and able to pleasure her body with ease.

Throughout the previous three months, Elise had learned that her body was capable of enduring more than she ever thought possible. She also discovered that if touched in certain ways, moans would escape her lips unbidden. Last night, for instance, she had groaned in ecstasy as his body had driven her to pleasure beyond her wildest dreams.

And thus, she had grown accustomed to spending the night with her husband, Lezett Kirstan. Nonetheless, she had determined to never see him again. Even now, her heart jumped in response to his scent wafting up to her nostrils. However, the words that he had spoken when they were first married echoed in her mind. 




“This is merely a contractual marriage. We are agreeing to use one another.”




Well, I suppose we have used each other. In fact, I am the one who has gained the most from this absurd marriage.

Elise had ultimately failed to fulfill the conditions of the contract he had set. Unconsciously, her hand came to rest on her flat belly.

Should I call it a stroke of luck or a cruel twist of fate?

A mixture of emptiness and relief surged within her. A week prior, she had been examined by the physician, and there had been no sign of the anticipated outcome. The physician had taken some blood as a matter of protocol, but her expression conveyed that she was anything but hopeful.

Although Elise had repeatedly withstood Lezett’s formidable physical prowess as they spent night after night with their bodies entwined, the physician had repeatedly declared that her womb was not robust enough to nurture his seed. It was not simply a case of incompatibility.

“I shall bear your child,” she had boldly declared when she was ignorant of her own condition.

Elise knew that Lezett was not a man to make empty promises. And thus, in accordance with the terms of their contract, he would reveal the nature of her lie to the Emperor of Vaniella the following day. It had, after all, been half a year since their wedding. The Emperor would undoubtedly be enraged; he would have her head removed and sent to the barbaric kingdom of Urgel.

Therefore, she had no choice but to flee.

She gently slid out from her husband’s grasp. Thankfully, he was a deep sleeper, making it somewhat easy to escape his clutches. Moreover, he was particularly exhausted that morning, having returned from a campaign only the previous night. Even Lezett, who seemed immune to fatigue, could not endure two weeks of relentless battles without feeling the effects.

In truth, it would have been most efficient for her to carry out her plan of escape while he was occupied on the battlefield. And yet, she had not done so—she had yearned to gaze upon his striking face one last time. She found herself unable to tear her eyes away from his sleeping form.

Lezett was a cold man. Yet, Elise found herself clinging to the occasional word or action that hinted at even a sliver of affection for her. He had outright declared that he harbored no such feelings, but his occasional tenderness left her unsure.

She traced the sharp line of his nose and then his lips with the tip of her finger. The lips had proven to be an impenetrable fortress. Although he made her his own almost every night, he had never once brought his lips to hers following their wedding ceremony. Elise felt grateful for that; it made choosing to leave his side somewhat easier.

Forget about a troublesome wife like me and embrace your freedom, Lezett.

She withdrew her hand from his lips and carefully rose to her feet, barely suppressing a groan. Her entire body was sore, and there was an uncomfortable stickiness between her thighs.

I need to cleanse myself, but there is no time to bathe. Dawn will soon break.

Instead, she hastily wiped between her legs with a cloth she had prepared the previous night. As she entered the sitting room, her maid, Ibetha, who had been waiting for some time, hurried toward her and helped her into her attire.

“Time is of the essence, Your Highness. An imperial messenger was spotted at the borders of Rothier last night,” Ibetha said.

That means they were sent by the Emperor. Should they catch me, it would mean my demise.

“Indeed, it is past time to leave,” Elise agreed with a nod. She hurriedly scribbled a note on a piece of parchment and left it on the table.

Their contractual marriage, founded on untenable lies, was seemingly reaching its final act.

She left the castle without looking back.

* * *

You said I was free to run away after the promised six months, did you not?




Lezett read the short letter over and over again in silence. In her absence, his chambers felt chillingly empty and devoid of warmth. She had disappeared without a trace as though she had never been there in the first instance.

“It was merely a ‘contractual marriage,’ in your own words,” the letter continued.

Did I truly say that? His eyes briefly flashed red.

She concluded with a brief expression of gratitude and an apology for failing to uphold her end of the promise.

Lezett turned his gaze to the window. They had married in spring when the greenery surrounding the castle had been thriving. At some point, it had turned a golden hue, signaling the arrival of fall.

And now, Elisabetta Aseica, his wife, had left him, but not before folding the contract they had signed six months ago and neatly placing it atop her letter. The expiration date of the contract was marked explicitly: the first day of October.

Today.

The head steward of Rothier Castle, Alfredo, was pacing anxiously as he reported to Lezett. “Nothing has been taken, Your Grace. Not even her spare clothes, which suggests she had an accomplice who prepared other resources for her. Perhaps we should begin by questioning the servants…”

Lezett was not listening. His mind was occupied by memories of the previous night; she had clung to him desperately as he entered her over and over.

And yet, she simply fled? With the obvious marks of our intimacy still intact?

Lezett let out a hollow laugh. Then, the physician hurriedly approached him. “Your Grace!” She was positively brimming with joy, seemingly oblivious to the somber mood that had taken hold of the castle. Lezett immediately realized why the physician looked so jubilant; there could be only one reason.

“Congratulations are in order, Your G-Gra…” she trailed off as she finally noticed the palpable tension in the air. She did not need to say more. Lezett knew what news she brought.

Lezett’s cold and indecipherable gaze turned from the physician back to the contract and his wife’s letter.

Elise has gone, and she has taken the seed of my lineage with her. My dragonborn lineage…

Finally, cracks began to show in Lezett’s composed façade. He once more let out a hollow laugh and then took her letter and crumpled it in his large hand.

How dare she leave when the contract period was not entirely complete? And with my child in her womb?

His vision darkened with rage and then suddenly cleared, replaced by cool, blue eyes that sparked with an icy fire.

This amounts to a breach of contract.

“Find her. At once,” Lezett commanded to a knight. His voice was eerily low and calm. “Lock down the castle and grounds. Given her delicate constitution, she cannot have gone far.”

With a fierce sweep of his long cloak, Lezett purposefully strode past the knight. “From this moment forth, do not let anyone in or out of the castle. Dispatch knights in all directions! Block every path!” he barked.

“Understood, Your Grace,” the knight responded. He did not dare remind Archduke Kirstan of the imminent arrival of messengers from the imperial palace. The hair on the back of his neck had stood up as he witnessed all rationality leave Lezett’s eyes.

“Good heavens, Your Highness,” he whispered to himself.

I cannot help but be worried for her.

Thus began a most peculiar chase between an Archduke of Vaniella and the Princess of Arghan, each driven by their own desperate motives.


Part 1

The Princess and the Knight

Arghan, known as the Land of the Sacred Dawn, was an empire where sorcerers once safeguarded their people against the Mad Dragon. Elise was the treasured Princess of this great and powerful land. However, her illustrious name was rendered worthless when Arghan was brutally trampled by the barbarian kingdom of Urgel.

The fallen empire was then mercilessly fragmented and divided by the Northern Alliance, who had always sought to contain and subdue Arghan’s might. The people of Arghan were captured one by one and sold into slavery. The majority of them were presented to the barbarians of Urgel as tributes, while the rest were dragged off to Vaniella to the northwest or Taer to the east.

Elise was only able to escape with her life intact because Andrei Aseica, her twin brother and the last Emperor of Arghan, had disguised her as a commoner and smuggled her out of the imperial palace.

“You must go, dear sister. Even if you are forced into slavery, it is better to flee than face the wretched death that awaits you if you stay,” Andrei had said.

Elise knew that her brother’s words rang true. Aside from Andrei, she was the only remaining member of the Arghanian imperial family and the heir to the throne. It was imperative that she survive.

“Remember, Elise, as long as you yet draw breath, Arghan has not fallen. Never forget that.” Those had been his final words to her, words that implied he had no intention of attempting to save his own life; Elise assumed he had perished that day. In a testament to his pride, he had chosen death over captivity.

Should I have stayed with him on that fateful day? Elise asked herself as she crouched in the pitch darkness, unable to see even an inch in front of her face. Her hands and feet were bound, and pieces of cloth covered her mouth and eyes.

Where on earth am I? And what will become of me now?

Elise had somehow managed to cross the border of Arghan. However, as she tried to cross the plains to reach Raegal, Arghan’s ally to the west, she was captured. Worse still, she discovered that her captives were from Vaniella, the very empire that had played a significant role in bringing Arghan’s allies to ruins.

The three knights who had embarked on the journey with her, also disguised as commoners, had been executed on the spot. She was the sole survivor. The reason her life was spared was straightforward—she was a young woman and a beautiful one at that. The women of Arghan, famed for their beauty, were generally sold into slavery rather than killed.

Bound and powerless, she wondered whether ending her own life would be a better fate than suffering humiliation at the hands of the enemy. Yet, it was Andrei’s words that rang in her head. “You must survive, dear sister. Go on living and build a tomb in remembrance of me.”

I must not give up. I have to survive for my poor brother’s sake. And if I have no choice but to meet my end, it will not be here; I will die on Arghan soil.

Elise could see nothing through the cloth that covered her eyes, but her other senses were heightened, and she could make out approaching footsteps. Her muscles were taut with overwhelming tension. She began to struggle desperately, but with her hands bound behind her back, her efforts were in vain.

In Arghan, the power of sorcery was passed down through one’s bloodline, a power that had otherwise long faded from other lands. It was well known that Andrei himself was a sorcerer.

He had cherished his sister dearly and personally etched several magical spells into her flesh—one on her left forearm, one beneath her left shoulder blade, one along the curvature of her spine, one on the back of her left ankle, and finally, one behind her left knee. Her body thus bore five magical circles. In order to activate the magical power that the engravings held, Andrei had instructed her to simply touch one of them and utter his name.

The magic is hardly any use when my hands are bound, however. I am entirely powerless in this state.

The sound of the approaching footsteps halted abruptly. They are right outside the door.

The creaking of the door sent shivers down her spine.

“A woman from Arghan?” one voice asked.

“Indeed. We caught her attempting to flee near the border.”

“Remove her blindfold. We can hardly make an appraisal without seeing her face now, can we?” the first voice said with a sinister chuckle.

As they discussed her worth as though she were a mere commodity to be sold at a market, one of the men approached her, roughly grabbed her chin, and yanked down her blindfold.

The room fell into a stunned silence as her face was revealed.

“Wow. This is truly…” one voice trailed off, clearly awestruck.

Elise glared at the knights before her with unbridled fury in her eyes. The man holding her chin scrutinized her with a lascivious gaze. “The highest quality indeed, would you not agree?” he remarked.

Elise noted that the man was clean-shaven and clad in ornate armor; he was no ordinary knight. She twisted her head in a futile attempt to avoid his unwelcome grasp.

“This one is mine,” he said with a sneer. “Quite the feisty one, aren’t we? And would you look at these silver locks of yours? Not a speck of dirt on you, either.” He made a show of inhaling her scent before declaring, “You even smell nice. You know, it is always more fun to break in ones like you.”

Despicable cretin! Elise thought to herself as she glowered at him. Her defiance, however, only seemed to appeal to his sadistic nature.

“Bring her to my quarters tonight,” he ordered with a sly grin.

* * *

Despite the misery of her situation, day seemed to turn into night in a matter of mere moments. She was manhandled and thrown into a tent.

If only I could get my hands free for just a few seconds! That is all I need to activate one of Andrei’s magical spells!

However, the Vaniellan knight did not remove the cloth that covered her mouth nor the restraints that bound her limbs. Worse yet, he hoisted her hands above her head and secured them to something and then blindfolded her once more.

“To think I starved for a month only to be served a feast like this! I am the luckiest man in the empire, would you not say?” he gloated.

“Mmmph! Mmph!” Elise attempted to protest, but her speech was muffled by the gag.

“You are truly quite the beauty. Even Archduke Kirstan would find you irresistible, I am sure. I am most fortunate to have found you first.”

A terror gripped Elise. She found herself unable to think. The man’s touch on her skin made her feel nauseous.

Andrei. Andrei. Elise repeated the name of her twin brother in her head. Save me. Help me. Somebody, anybody…!

Just as the knight began to tear at her cloak, something burst forth from within Elise and surged toward him. The man emitted a choking sound as though he were being strangled. Still blindfolded, Elise had no idea what had transpired, but she felt a strange, viscous liquid splash onto her shoulder.

The knight made yet more choking and gurgling sounds, and then the acrid smell of blood invaded Elise’s nostrils.

Somehow, the restraints binding her arms were severed. She frantically rose to her feet and removed the cloth that covered her eyes. Taking in the shocking scene before her, she noticed that the knight’s armor had been sliced open in a crescent shape.

Elise gasped in shock as her would-be assailant’s heavy body collapsed on top of her.

How… How on earth did this come to pass? I did not activate one of the magic circles…

However, she had no time to ruminate on such matters. It was time to escape. She summoned all of her strength to push the lifeless body to the side and then left the tent. Fortunately, the knight had dismissed the sentries that were standing guard at the entrance to his tent when they brought Elise to him.

Covered in blood and sobbing, Elise ran as fast as she possibly could.

I must keep my wits about me and escape before I am seen.

However, the Princess’s flight proved to be short-lived. She had not gotten far when she heard knights sounding the alarm. They had discovered the body.

As she heard the sound of several soldiers heading in her direction, she quietly ducked into the nearest unguarded tent. Once inside, her legs simply gave way; she groaned as the stench of blood made her head swim.

In a state of shock, she fumbled for the magic circle etched into her left forearm. The spells Andrei had engraved on her body were all simple defense and attack spells. He had said that more complex magic, a long-distance teleportation spell, for instance, was too difficult to etch into skin. Now, however, Elise found herself profoundly regretting not insisting on a teleportation spell.

She rubbed the magic circle on her arm as tears streamed down her face.

“Your Grace!” a knight shouted directly outside the tent.

W-What…? It was then that Elise realized she was not alone. She froze, forgetting to even breathe.

From the shadowy corner of the dark tent, a pair of piercing blue eyes stared directly at her.

The man, whose enormous physical stature Elise found intimidating, was sat atop a makeshift bed in the corner of the tent. His slightly tangled, jet-black hair was swept back, revealing his forehead and sharp eyebrows. As she watched him lazily untie the lace of his collar, Elise was reminded of a beast who had happened to chance upon unexpected and helpless prey. His fearsome gaze alone was enough to leave her paralyzed.

I… I know that man. 

“Ah… A-Archduke Kirstan,” she whispered. Indeed, there were few who were not at least somewhat familiar with Lezett Kirstan, the half-brother of the Emperor of Vaniella and the ruler of Rothier, one of the few blessed lands in the North.

This is not my first encounter with him.

He had led a diplomatic envoy to Arghan approximately three years prior. That was before the full might of Arghan had begun to wane. Although Elise had caught but a fleeting glimpse of him from a distance, his presence had proved far too formidable to forget. Moreover, rumors about the Archduke, with his black hair and piercing blue eyes, were already widespread across the continent.

It was said that he had suddenly appeared one day—a child born of a former Emperor’s missing concubine and a vagabond. At that time, the current Emperor of Vaniella was fifth in line to the throne. Strictly speaking, Lezett was not of the royal bloodline, but the fifth Prince warmly accepted him as his brother.

Six years later, that same Prince instigated a rebellion and seized control of the imperial family. At the heart of that bloodstained uprising was none other than the mysterious half-brother. Upon ascending the throne, the new Emperor immediately bestowed the title of archduke upon Lezett and granted him the prosperous lands of Rothier.

Archduke Kirstan ultimately earned himself the moniker “The War Demon” as he spearheaded the Emperor’s aggressive campaigns of territorial expansion.

In the suffocating silence of the tent, Elise found herself unable to utter another word. I wonder if he remembers me.

Although Elise was a princess of Arghan, she was not well-known throughout the continent. Andrei had kept her largely hidden and prevented her from attending any palace events. Accordingly, people generally only knew two pieces of information about her—that she was the Emperor of Arghan’s twin sister and that she was exceedingly frail. 

Everything else was merely whispers and speculation. Rumors said that she could not stand long in the sunlight and that her body was marred and broken. Worse still, some spoke of an incestuous relationship between her and her twin, Andrei—nothing more than unfounded conjecture that had tongues wagging in the palace.

When such sordid rumors reached Elise’s ears, she begged her brother to allow her to attend his birthday banquet, hoping that her presence might help quell the whispers. She could not bear the thought of Andrei’s reputation and honor being sullied. That event was Elisabetta’s first and last official public appearance as a princess of Arghan.

Envoys from across the entire continent had gathered to celebrate the birthday of the Emperor of Arghan, and among them was Lezett Kirstan—The War Demon of Vaniella. 

Did he notice me that day? And, if so, does he remember me? If he recognizes me, my chances of escaping unscathed are extremely slim. To him, I am nothing but a princess of an enemy nation. He will not think twice about ending my life. 

Worse yet, Elise would undoubtedly be blamed for the mysterious death of the Vaniellan knight.

She felt her vision begin to blur as panic overwhelmed her. Why did I have to encounter this terrifying man now? My fate is in his hands.

The Archduke, meanwhile, continued to simply glare at her in silence; his gaze was utterly inscrutable.

“Your Grace! Are you in there?” a voice called out frantically.

“I am. What is it?” Lezett finally answered. His voice exuded a calm that belied the tension inside the tent.

“Sir Rodric has been assassinated! It would appear we have an intruder in our midst. We await your orders, Your Grace!”

Archduke Kirstan’s piercing blue eyes glared at Elize once more, scrutinizing her blood-soaked hands, then the tattered remains of her garment, before finally resting on the hem of her skirt, which was also heavily stained with blood. 

Elise’s heart pounded in her chest; she knew that a single word from him could end her life. As a feeling of desperation began to overwhelm her, she scratched at the spell etched on the back of her ankle. That particular magic circle was a last resort, a spell only to be used in the gravest of situations when all was lost. It was intended to obliterate her body so that not even a trace of her existence would be left behind. 

Suddenly, Lezett rose from his seat. His expression remained entirely unreadable. As he almost reached her, Elise’s face contorted in sorrow.

It is over. Only death awaits me now. It would at least be a death befitting a princess of Arghan. I am not afraid. After all, Andrei will be waiting for me; he will not yet have crossed the border into the next world.

“Andrei…” she whispered as she pressed the magic circle on the back of her ankle. 

As she prepared to use the last resort that her twin brother had supplied her with, the fearsome man before her spoke. “It is an honor to meet you, Your Highness.” His voice was calm and measured.

What on earth…?

Lezett knelt on one knee before her.

“W-What are you doing…?” she stammered.

Am I hallucinating? I cannot believe my eyes. This man kneeling before me, is he not the infamous War Demon of Vaniella? The Emperor’s Hound? 

“May I enter, Your Grace?” a voice called from outside the tent.

“No, you may not,” the Archduke said flatly.

Elise met his unwavering gaze, her eyes locked with his in an inescapable snare.

“May I approach you, Your Highness?” He speaks to me with such respect.

Indeed, for over a thousand years nobody on the continent of Grandell dared to look down upon the imperial family of the Great Empire of Arghan. However, now that Arghan had fallen, such deference seemed like nothing more than an antiquated formality.

Why does he refer to me as “Your Highness”? I am but the Princess of a ruined empire. Does he mean to mock me?

“It is unseemly for you to remain in such a state, Your Highness,” he said without even a trace of mockery or sympathy in his voice. He was entirely impassive.

After a moment’s hesitation, Elise nodded and said, “You may approach.”

Archduke Kirstan rose to his feet, picked up a clean linen cloth, dipped it into a bowl of water, and then wrung it out. Lowering himself before her once more, he asked, “May I have permission to touch you, Your Highness?”

Elise once more nodded. Upon receiving her consent, he took her wrists in his large hands and began cleaning her with the damp cloth. She watched impassively as he gently wiped the blood from her hands, arms, and hair. He then dressed her in an unfamiliar overgarment.

He is undeniably striking; his features are sharp and defined, the very image of classic beauty.

“Anyone who dares to lay their hands upon Your Highness without permission shall pay the price for such a transgression,” Lezett declared.

Surely, he must have already deduced that I was responsible for the demise of his subordinate. Why is he treating me with such deference?

However, Elise quickly came to understand that that was simply his inherent nature; the manner in which he seemed to prioritize principles and morals reminded her of her brother. Still, she also quickly realized that this man was not kind like Andrei.

His eyes lack even a hint of warmth. He does not treat me thus due to any affection—he is merely following what he deems to be the proper protocol.

After washing his hands, Archduke Kirstan called out, “Enter, Sir Ruben.”

“At once, Your Grace,” came the prompt reply as the tent flap swung open.

“You are to escort Her Highness.”

“P-Pardon, Your Grace?”

“Her Highness is the last remaining member of the imperial family of Arghan. She should be escorted on her final journey with all due ceremony,” Lezett instructed in a voice entirely devoid of emotion.

Even as he pronounced Elise’s doom, his piercing blue eyes remained as cold as ever.

Elise was promptly escorted to an empty tent. Although the interior of the tent was far from luxurious, it was an improvement on the dark and filthy place she had been held captive prior to being taken by the knight. There was a makeshift bed and a wooden bathtub for washing one’s body.

She had swiftly learned that Archduke Kirstan was more reasonable than his reputation suggested, but he did not seem to harbor any intention to spare her life. He appeared to be simply extending basic courtesy toward her—cleaning her bloodied body and preventing other men from witnessing her disheveled appearance. He had ensured she was appropriately dressed and provided her with her own makeshift quarters and three meals a day.

Does he truly believe I can eat in peace after hearing that I am to meet my demise? Elise let out a bitter laugh at the thought.

“If you intend to kill me, then just do it…” she seethed.

Why keep me alive if my fate has been sealed?

The number of guards stationed outside her tent at all hours of the day meant fleeing was not even conceivable. Thus, instead of plotting her escape, she focused on eavesdropping on the conversations occurring outside her tent.

“Is it true that she is the last remaining member of the imperial family of the Arghan Empire? The Princess that was shrouded in secrecy?” she overheard a guard say.

Crouching on the floor, she pressed her ear against the entrance to the tent.

“Yes. His Grace said so himself.”

“It was always said that she was of a frail constitution. However, looking at the way she tore Sir Rodric apart, I do not believe that to be the case.”

“And what of the orders regarding Sir Rodric’s corpse?”

“It is to be burned, of course. We are to collect the ashes and send them to his family. What a tragic fate, truly—to meet your demise while trying to have your way with the Princess of Arghan, of all women…”

“Is Arghan not a fallen empire? People still talk about it with such reverence, but the moment the Emperor died, Arghan was brought to its knees.”

Elise felt her entire body tense.

“You should not underestimate the might of Arghan. Are you not familiar with the tale of Gallian?”

“Of course I am. Arghan is said to be a nation founded by sorcerers who protected the entire continent from the Mad Dragon. Nonetheless, precisely what purpose does that legacy serve now?”

“Every nation on this continent is indebted to Arghan for exactly that reason. Even Vaniella. Only the barbarians of Urgel dared to treat Arghan with disdain. Do you wish to be associated with them?”

“What utter nonsense. Everyone knows that we conspired with those barbarians to bring about Arghan’s downfall.”

“Well, the truth and the story that is ultimately told are two very different things. That is why the empire is currently trying to distance itself from such tales, lest they damage Vaniella’s reputation.”

As she listened, Elise felt like a dagger had been plunged into her chest. 

“The moment the Emperor died,” they said. Andrei is truly gone.

She could not prevent the tears from pooling in her eyes. Her last shred of hope had been shattered into pieces.

This is not the time for tears, Elise told herself as she bit into her lip in an effort to stop herself from sobbing. I am utterly alone in this world now. I must keep my wits about me.

She continued to listen to the guards’ conversation.

“What, then, is to become of the Princess? The war is won and, once we have dealt with the remnants of the enemy, we will withdraw our troops. We cannot simply allow her to survive, but given her station, we cannot summarily execute her, either.”

“His Grace already sent a messenger bird to His Majesty. A reply should arrive in due course.”

So, Archduke Kirstan is discussing my fate with the Emperor of Vaniella.

“I suppose we will be able to return home once that matter is concluded. Good riddance to this filthy battlefield. I have no doubt, though, that His Grace will have to endure more of His Majesty’s nagging once we arrive.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know how His Majesty is. You would be forgiven for mistaking him for His Grace’s mother-in-law; he is always demanding that His Grace sire a healthy son as soon as possible.”

“Ah, yes, that.”

“Even His Grace, always the very picture of composure, returns from an audience with His Majesty with a sour look on his face.”

“Nonetheless, it would be a shame for such a noble bloodline to come to an end. But His Grace siring a son? Not the easiest task.”

Elise heard a number of knights chuckle in response to these words.

“Quite. This is not an ordinary man we are talking about. Where in the world could he hope to find a woman capable of withstanding him and giving birth to a dragonborn?”

Elise longed to continue listening to their idle chatter, but soon they were replaced with new guards and the conversation about Archduke Kirstan ceased. Instead, she found herself deep in thought.

The Archduke is under pressure to sire an heir, it would seem. That is a near-impossible demand because he is a dragonborn, meaning the blood of a transcendent entity runs through his veins. He is not human. The rumors are true, then.

She felt a shiver run down her spine. The dragonborn that Elise had read about in books were grotesque creatures—half-human and half-beast in appearance, with low intelligence and poor social skills. However, Lezett was the very antithesis of those depictions.

He is… beautiful. He looks as though he was carved by the gods themselves. Moreover, he is the epitome of calm and composure. The beasts I read about were said to frequently lose control of their emotions and were prone to bouts of rage due to the blood of the Mad Dragon that coursed through their veins.

Those guards spoke of women being unable to withstand him and provide him with an heir. This is a valuable piece of information, indeed.

Elise committed these new details to memory. She knew that if she were to survive, she needed as much information as possible. 

She brought her clasped hands to her forehead and prayed that the Emperor of Vaniella would bestow mercy upon her. Please, please… Please let me live. I will do anything if only my life is spared.

Five days later, the Emperor’s messenger bird arrived.

* * *

The contents of the message from the Emperor offered Elise no hope. In fact, the situation surpassed her worst expectations.

Lezett stood before her. He was impeccably groomed, a stark contrast to how he had looked when she had burst into his tent several days prior. Now, his hair was neatly combed back and he was adorned in the uniform of the Vaniellan army, including a longsword that hung from his belt.

“Please. Enough with the formalities. Why bother with courtesy when you bring me tools with which I must end my life?” Elise spat.

“We have received word from His Majesty, the Emperor of Vaniella,” Lezett said calmly. Even now, his face was entirely devoid of emotion. “His message is as follows. ‘The last remaining Princess of Arghan is to be granted the opportunity to end her life with honor.’”

Elise bit her lip as she stared at the items in the attendant’s hands—one was an ornately decorated dagger and the other was a small black vial, undoubtedly containing poison. 

The Archduke continued reading the message. “‘She has two choices—she may end her life in a dignified manner befitting a princess, or be dragged to the capital of Vaniella and beheaded.’”

Elise was all too aware that offering her the chance to take her own life was a most gracious act. It was the best possible outcome a captured member of the imperial family could hope for.

No doubt the poison will be of the highest quality. It will leave no unsightly marks on my body and allow for a relatively peaceful passing.

In short, the enemy was offering her a final chance at preserving her dignity.

“Hah!” Elise suddenly laughed despite the grave circumstances.

I hardly think I can afford to care about abstract concepts such as dignity right now…

I am not bound to end my life in the manner of their choosing. If I press the magical circle on my ankle and say my brother’s name, I will vanish into thin air.

Indeed, the fact that Elise had other options meant that she did not feel any pressure to make a decision at the moment. It would take more than two weeks for them to reach the Vaniella border. 

She had spent the previous night unable to sleep, making a resolution to herself that she would survive no matter the mire she had to crawl through.

Lezett, as ever, was unsettlingly calm. “That is the end of His Majesty’s message.”

“Must I choose now?” Elise asked.

“If you require time to make a decision, I can grant you that. I will return tomorrow morning.”

Elise could not tear her gaze away from his cold eyes, which appeared as though they had sapphires embedded in them. She had overheard that even the Emperor would go to extreme lengths to please him; his power and influence in Vaniella were second only to those of the imperial family.

I cannot ignore this lifeline that has seemingly been thrust in front of me. Rotten though it may be, I must try and hold on to it. He is clearly committed to principles and custom; he will keep his word.

“Archduke Kirstan,” Elise suddenly called out as Lezett was about to leave the tent. She took several long strides before she stood directly in front of him. “If I choose not to take my own life, will you escort me to Vaniella?” she asked as she attempted to mask her trembling voice.

“It appears I must. Suicide and execution in the capital are Your Highness’s only choices. Should you choose the latter, I will escort you to Orphell, the empire’s capital.”

His assurance is not enough, however. I trust that he will safely escort me to Vaniella’s capital, but he will likely keep his distance from me, as he has for the previous five days.

Elise’s goal was not simply to reach Orphell unharmed; she intended to somehow sway Lezett over to her side before they arrived by any means necessary. Fortunately, as the Princess of Arghan, she knew that she still held value, even if her life was hanging by a thread.

“I will not choose to take my own life. I have your word that you will escort me to the capital city of Vaniella without as much as a scratch on me, do I not?”

Archduke Kirstan remained as impassive as ever. He simply slowly bowed in response without uttering a single word.

Let us see if this causes you to lose your composure, shall we?

Just as Lezett was turning away from her, she seized his arm. “What are you—” the Archduke began. Before he could finish his sentence, Elise grabbed the ornate dagger and swiftly thrust the blade into her left shoulder. She gasped in pain as it tore through her skin with ease.

A look of shock flashed across the Archduke’s face. It was the first time Elise had noticed any kind of change in those piercing blue eyes of his. “Your Highness!” he shouted. Only then did Elise smile, satisfied that she had stirred emotions within him. The searing pain was nothing compared to the gratification she felt.

However, physically, she felt the brunt of the injury; the world seemed to tilt on its axis as her vision became blurry. Lezett reached out and grabbed her as she collapsed to the ground. “Y-You p-promised… you… would… escort me safely to V-Vaniella.”

“What is the meaning of this madness?! Just what have you done?” Lezett exclaimed in shock.

“You… gave me… your w-word, Archduke,” Elise murmured feebly.

As she was overcome with searing pain and her vision blurred further, Elise managed a smile of relief as she watched Lezett hastily tending to her wound and holding her close.

Now, he will stay by my side throughout the entirety of the journey to Vaniella, she thought to herself as her world turned to darkness.

* * *

After the Princess was taken away, Lezett stood alone in dumbfounded silence for a long while. His hands, which had staunched the flow of blood from her shoulder, were soaked red.

“Y-You p-promised… you… would… escort me safely to V-Vaniella,” she had said shortly before she lost consciousness. The Archduke reflected on those words now.

Ah, I understand her intentions. Not only does she aim to avoid death, she intends to ensnare me with her body. Yes, with her body…

In the days following the shocking incident, the Princess constantly sought to inflict further harm upon herself, thereby ensuring that Lezett could not leave her side for a moment. The Emperor’s instructions had been unequivocal—if the Princess did not opt to take her own life, Lezett was to personally ensure that she was escorted, unharmed, to the capital. Given that Elise was to be executed upon arrival, Lezett was not entirely sure why she had to arrive in the capital unharmed, but he was not prone to questioning the Emperor’s commands.

Nonetheless, sharing a tent with the Princess proved to be somewhat unsettling.

She is no ordinary princess; she is the Princess of the mighty empire of Arghan, a place that, though fallen, holds profound significance for the entirety of the continent of Grandell.

The Archduke did not harbor any personal animosity for the imperial family of Arghan. On the contrary, his feelings were something closer to affection. Lezett found himself reminiscing about the time a few years prior when he had led an envoy to Arghan to celebrate Emperor Andrei III’s birthday. Although the empire was not as mighty as it had been in its golden age, it had still possessed a certain noble grace.

The Emperor was nineteen at the time. Lezett could still recall the way he greeted him with a warm smile. “Welcome to Arghan, Archduke Kirstan, Hero of Vaniella,” Andrei had said in a voice that betrayed no fear despite meeting the very man who had slaughtered countless enemies throughout the continent.

The Archduke also recalled Elisabetta, the Emperor’s twin sister. He had only glanced at her from a distance in the banquet hall, but the memory of her was still vivid. Lezett’s memory was, after all, exceptional and beyond the realm of ordinary humans.

Nonetheless, it would be difficult to forget such a beauty once one had set eyes upon her. Her waist-length silver hair and golden eyes, a trademark of the Arghanian imperial family, were a mesmerizing combination. The Archduke had noted that Andrei, too, was remarkably handsome, but his beauty paled in comparison to that of the Princess. To Lezett, Elise had seemed ethereal somehow, as though she lived in a sacred realm untouched by other humans.

When she had charged into his tent that night, he recognized her immediately. She was the same as she had been then—fragile and delicate, akin to a butterfly with torn wings. However, one thing had changed—the innocence of girlhood had long since left her face. In its place were the etchings of despair and grief of someone who had suffered through grave hardships.

Yet, despite her melancholy, Lezett observed that she had maintained her elegance and regal air.

He sighed as he gazed down at her lying on the makeshift bed, his expression softening somewhat.

Though she closes her eyes, I know that she does not sleep. She is always on high alert, fearful that I may leave her side for even a moment.

If he stepped away from her, she would tear at the bandage on her shoulder and attempt to aggravate her wound. The cut was deep and at risk of infection, and thus, he did not feel comfortable leaving her alone.

However, despite her relentless attempts to provoke him, he refused to engage her in prolonged conversation.

“Are you always a man of so few words, Archduke?” she had once asked him.

He was, of course, bound to answer her questions at the very least; one does not simply ignore the words of a princess. “Yes,” he had answered succinctly.

Now, Elise suddenly opened her eyes and flashed him a charming smile. Lezett immediately averted his gaze.

“Must I add another scar to my body in order to have a conversation with you?”

Her spirit is incredibly formidable, almost intimidating…

“You must learn to take care of yourself and treat your own body with kindness, Your Highness,” the Archduke reluctantly responded.

“Why? Regardless, I will meet my demise once we arrive in Vaniella,” Elise replied as she hastily sat up in bed. Despite her injury, her movements were reckless.

As the freshly changed bandage once more reddened with blood, Lezett’s brow furrowed with concern.

The Archduke was caught off guard by the extent to which he was emotionally affected watching Elise aggravate her wound.

These feelings… I have not had them in quite some time.

“Allow me to help you to your feet, Your Highness.”

Elise simply blinked at him in a daze, as though she were shocked by his offer of help. Is this not exactly what she wanted? Then why does she look at me thus?

With a heavy sigh, Lezett slid his hands under Elise’s waist and behind her knees and lifted her as though she weighed no more than a piece of parchment. He placed her down gently on the bed so that she was seated comfortably.

“Thank you,” Princess Elise murmured. Her gaze, however, remained as defiant and piercing as ever. The Archduke knew he was being scrutinized, measured somehow. He found the intense weight of her gaze suffocating.

After a moment of heavy silence, Elise reached out and grabbed his hand, and said, “We have crossed paths before, have we not, Archduke?” Lezett did not answer. “Is that not how you were able to recognize me at first sight?”

Archduke Kirstan found conversing with the exceedingly beautiful woman before him surreal, but he once again felt obliged to respond. “I believe we may have seen each other when I visited Arghan once, yes.”

“Indeed. I recall that our eyes briefly met in the banquet hall. Are you married, Archduke?” Elise casually asked.

“I am not.”

“A man of your station must have had a plethora of suitresses and proposals. Forgive my rudeness, but may I ask why you have yet to marry?” Elise tried her best to maintain her composure, but her voice trembled slightly at the end of her sentence.

“I am sure you are aware, but tales and rumors about me are plentiful,” Lezett candidly replied.

“Ah, I see…”

“I do not think there are many fathers who would send their precious daughter to a man who is not even human.”

The rumors spread to even the southernmost tip of the continent, it is not possible that they did not reach her ears in Arghan.

Those rumors spoke of a cold-blooded killer whose cruelty surpassed even that of the most vile monsters. He was supposedly without mercy, ending dozens of lives without pausing for thought. Whispers also circulated that the Archduke was more beast than man. Indeed, the whispers were somewhat accurate; he was of both dragon and human lineage.

Often, those with dragon blood coursing through their veins were prisoners to their own madness, capable of quelling their boiling rage only with periodic slaughters. Most were born half-beast, half-man, with reptilian heads and human bodies, or vice versa. Lezett Kirstan, though dragonborn himself, was a unique case—his physical appearance was much closer to that of a human.

After a moment’s hesitation, Elise finally spoke. “Rumors tend to be exaggerated, in my experience.”

“In regards to the tales that circulate about me, that is not the case. If anything, the undisclosed truths may be far more shocking.”

“I see. There are whispers, however, that the Emperor of Vaniella is pushing you to marry and produce an heir,” Elise boldly continued.

“Ah…” A noticeable scowl flashed across the Archduke’s face for the first time. He was incapable of hiding his vexation when it came to the topics of heirs and matrimony. “I have no interest in taking the life of a woman for the sake of producing an heir,” he said in a tone that was sharper than he intended. “I do not wish to see my marital bed soaked in blood.”

Elise visibly tensed at his words. Noticing her fear, Archduke Kirstan’s lips curled into a mocking smile. She is so easily frightened, yet she does not let go of my hand.

“Well, yes, certainly, an ordinary woman would not be able to withstand such an ordeal,” Elise whispered.

Lezett’s eyes momentarily flickered to his hand, which she continued to hold in her own. He noted that her fingers, which she gently tapped on his knuckles as she inquired about such private matters, were slender and pale. Despite his ominous words, those slender fingers now inserted themselves between his rough ones.

What is the meaning of this? he asked himself.

“Archduke,” she murmured.

“Yes, Your Highness?”

“Are you aware that the Founding Emperor of Arghan was the disciple of a dragon?”

Lezett fell into a lengthy silence. The tale of the founding of Arghan was well-known across the continent of Grandell. It was a legend that dated back more than seven centuries, during the era when the land was besieged by the fury of the Mad Dragon Semesita. Five sorcerers who served the dragon chose to betray their master and protect humankind.

The leader of those five sorcerers was none other than Gallian, the Founding Emperor of Arghan. He was the first human to understand dragons, was taught by a dragon, and ultimately learned to protect himself from the threat posed by the very same species. Gallian was a hero who had put his life on the line to bravely defend Grandell. It is understandable, then, that even after centuries the entire continent revered the members of the imperial family of Arghan, Gallian’s descendants.

As time passed, the birth of a sorcerer within Arghan’s imperial family became a rarity. And now, the last remaining sorcerer, Andrei, had passed away.

“Are you a sorcerer, Your Highness?” Archduke Kirstan suddenly asked.

“In some ways, perhaps,” Elise answered enigmatically. “There are countless tales involving dragons and the imperial family of Arghan. Are you aware of them, Archduke?”

She appears to be striving to make a connection with me by any means possible. Does she truly believe she can garner sympathy or leniency from me?

A fleeting sneer flashed across Lezett’s face. “I am not aware and cannot say I am curious, Your Highness,” he said coldly. His voice sounded harsh even to his own ears. He assumed that his icy response would shatter the tiny sliver of hope that the woman before him was desperately clinging to.

Perhaps she will quietly weep, he mused. And yet, he was wrong. Elise did not seem to be disappointed by his response; instead, she wore a gracious, resigned smile that suggested she had expected such an answer.

“Quite the pity. I could prove most valuable, but you refuse to even listen,” she said. The sorrow that momentarily graced her face made him feel a pang of guilt.

How is she able to have this effect on me? It is most unsettling.

Her fingers, meanwhile, were still entwined with his. So slender, so fragile, and yet… I find myself unable to entangle myself from her grasp. It feels like a knot made of the softest fabric, weaving its way deeper and deeper into my skin.

Suddenly, Elise tightened her grip on his hand slightly. Lezett immediately deduced that she had not yet given up. Her eyes blazed with a thirst for life.

But why? She was offered an honorable death. Ordinarily, a captured member of an imperial family would instantly choose death over humiliation at the hands of the enemy.

Indeed, the Emperor had instructed Lezett to ensure that Elise died a pure and noble death befitting her station.

Why must she choose the more difficult path? I cannot begin to understand her motives. Having spurned His Majesty’s mercy, she is fated to be sent to the executioner. She seems to view me as her lifeline, but I have no intention of becoming her savior; she is destined to fade into the annals of history along with the rest of her kin. His Majesty has already decreed it thus.

The Archduke was not a man who allowed personal sentiments to interfere with his duties. His emotions had never once swayed his actions.

Her unparalleled beauty will not grant her mercy from me.

“I am afraid I can be of no help to you, Your Highness. And even if I could, I would not choose that path. I am a knight sworn to my brother and sovereign, the Emperor of Vaniella,” Lezett said with a sense of finality. “Moreover, as you may be aware, Vaniella is the leader of the Northern Alliance and an ally of the kingdom of Urgel.”

“What you intend to say is that, as one loyal to Vaniella, you cannot possibly aid the Princess of Arghan, an enemy of your ally. Is that correct?”

“Indeed.”

Elise locked eyes with him for a moment that seemed to stretch on for eternity. “Even if I were to kneel before you?” she finally asked.

Lezett found the very notion perturbing. “Such talk is preposterous, Your Highness.”

“And if I wept and begged, would that not sway you?”

“It would merely add to my discomfort. I would advise you not to waste your energy on such futile gestures, Your Highness.”

“So, you find it inconceivable that I might kneel before you, but perfectly acceptable that I consume poison and take my own life?” she said as she glared at him. The furious look in her eyes seemed to openly accuse him of hypocrisy.

However, Elise suddenly broke out in unexpected laughter. “I understand what you are saying, Archduke. However, I cannot say I particularly enjoy being so flatly rejected before I have even made a suggestion.”

“Please accept my apologies, Your Highness.”

Lezett once more felt a suffocating unease envelop his chest. Ever since he had realized that Elise would not choose an honorable death but instead seek a way to survive, he had felt uncomfortable.

Suppressing a sigh, Elise murmured, “Nonetheless, you are to stay by my side. You are not to leave me. Not even for a moment.”

“If you command it so…”

“It is not a command. Consider it a request,” Elise added. “I apologize for the trouble I have caused you, but still…”

The Archduke barely stifled a groan as Elise bent her head and kissed his rough knuckles. It was akin to a gesture a knight might have performed before their lord.

“My death is imminent. You said so yourself, Archduke. Is it truly too much to ask that you stay by my side?”

As they gazed at one another, it was as though the tent was suddenly filled with sparks of lightning. 

That blindly trusting look in her eyes feels like the sharpest arrow. She believes I am her only salvation. Though her arrow does not pierce my heart, it still evokes pity within me. After all, I have no intention of saving her.

“I am glad to hear that you understand my position, Your Highness. Still, please do take care not to aggravate your wound,” Lezett said as he broke eye contact and coldly withdrew his hand from her grasp. He had nothing more to say to her.

It would only be a week later, however, that the seeds of discomfort in his heart sprouted into something larger. Elise, who was acting as though she would die if he left her side, would suddenly collapse while suffering from a high fever.

* * *

Elise was acutely aware of Lezett’s unease. She was not, however, particularly disappointed; she knew that the defenses of such a man could not be easily breached.

Appealing to the emotions of a person so cold and rational is nothing more than a fool’s errand. A clumsy attempt at seduction would be just as futile.

The journey to Vaniella was slow—even if one were to ride swiftly on horseback, it would take at least two weeks, but with Elise as an additional burden, it was not possible to travel at such a pace.

Elise had been under the watchful eye of the imperial army of Vaniella for almost three weeks. Aside from the first five days, Archduke Kirstan had not left her side. He had once attempted to assign another knight to her. However, he had immediately reneged on that undertaking upon seeing Elise reach for a dagger.

It was not long before she did not have to cling to him so desperately. Before the wound on her shoulder had healed, she was struck by a dreadful fever. Lezett was genuinely concerned. He pressed his hand to her forehead and sighed. “Your fever does not appear to be subsiding. Have you always been…” he started before trailing off.

His unfinished question hung in the air. Elise knew what he wanted to ask her. “Have you always been this frail?”

As she barely managed to open her eyes, she murmured, “I-I have always been this way. Sometimes I get sick like this and—”

Suddenly, she was seized by a coughing fit. Indeed, Elise was of a fragile constitution. It was for that reason that Andrei had always been terribly protective of her since childhood. Not only was she lacking in physical strength, but her immune system was considerably weaker than that of ordinary folk. She was prone to illness, and it took her a prolonged period of time to recover; a mere stumble while walking could result in huge bruises, and her bones easily broke.

Lezett let out a sigh.

“If you do not keep a safe distance, you might catch whatever ails me,” Elise warned.

“I have never fallen ill in my life to something such as a common cold,” he responded, as though the very idea was outrageous.

Elise let out a weak chuckle. How fortunate, to be so robust.

The more time she spent with the Archduke, the more Elise came to realize that he always treated her with respect and responded to her questions or requests. He seemed incapable of ignoring her. She was, after all, under his protection until her head was placed on the chopping block.

The irony of the situation caused Elise to laugh once more. Lezett scrutinized her for a second but did not ask any questions. His self-restraint was as remarkable as it was unusual.

After succumbing to a deep slumber, Elise suddenly woke up covered in cold sweat and instinctively reached for the bedpost. Almost instantly, a hand clasped hers. “What do you require, Your Highness?” the Archduke asked.

Am I dreaming? It is so dark… Is that Andrei?

She extended her other hand out toward him and touched his soft strands of hair. “Andrei…” she whispered.

Andrei. My Emperor, the other half of me, my entire world. My dear, beloved brother. 

“Andrei…”

“Your Highness?” Lezett said.

“There is nothing… I would not do… to bring you back to life.”

I still cannot bring myself to believe that you are gone from this world.

“It should have been me. Had I been the Emperor, had I been the one to die…”

Then you could have gone on living, Andrei. And even if Arghan had crumbled, I am certain you would have rebuilt it. Because you were capable of anything.

Elise heard a faint response in her brother’s voice. “So are you, my dear sister.”

No, that is not true.

“You are far more remarkable and wonderful than you know, Elise. You are a princess deserving of everyone’s adoration.”

No, Andrei.

“I would be nothing without you.”

If you knew of the plans I am currently devising, you might despise me.

Nonetheless, Elise knew it no longer mattered; the moment she thrust a dagger into her own shoulder, she had forsaken her dignity and honor as a member of the imperial family of Arghan.

As Elise twirled what she believed to be Andrei’s hair in her fingers, she softly murmured, “I promise I will erect a tombstone in your honor…”

And with that, she lost consciousness once more. 

* * *

Archduke Kirstan watched Elise for a long time as she tossed and turned, tortured by the fever that set her body aflame. Although Lezett had heard rumors of the Princess’s weak constitution, he had not anticipated that she would be quite this frail.

The journey must be arduous for her, especially given the state of her wound. I wonder if she has ever slept in such a rudimentary tent as this. She is a princess, after all.

One thing is for certain—she is more foolhardy than I thought she would be. She wounded herself in a bid to keep me by her side, and now she is paying a steep price for her actions.

He carefully extracted his hand from her grasp. As soon as she was devoid of his warmth, she curled up tighter and whispered, “Andrei…”

She is so delicate and yet so beautiful. It is truly a breathtaking combination. I understand now why her brother treated her like a precious flower, as though she might wilt if squeezed too tightly or simply be carried away by a mere wisp of wind. It is not just her beauty and frailty that is captivating; there is something ethereal about her, something that sets her apart from others.

Lezett mused that perhaps it was her birthright to reign, command, and have the world laid at her feet. She seemed born to rule. Indeed, her path in life stood in stark contrast to his own—while she had been fated to be part of the ruling class from the start, he had clawed his way up from the most wretched of beginnings.

And that is precisely why she is able to stand tall and maintain her composure even as death casts its ominous shadow over her.

Yet, he had not anticipated that she would cling to him for salvation. He found himself in the most unusual situation of being alone with the Princess all day.

As he watched over her, her body shivered uncontrollably. “It is so cold…” she murmured.

There is no one else here to bear witness to anything that may transpire.

With this realization, an impulse surged within him like a serpent suddenly rearing its head.

Instead of immediately acting on his feelings, Lezett considered the situation at hand in his typical calm and rational manner.

I first laid eyes on this woman three years ago. Yet, despite the considerable time that has since passed, she remained embedded in my memory. Why would that be?

When I saw her in Arghan back then, I was going through the most tumultuous period of my life. The emotions I am feeling now are likely because she reminds me of those times. If I said that I had not coveted her then, I would be lying. The fact that she was so out of my reach only made me want her more.

Indeed, at that time, Archduke Kirstan had an overwhelming urge, bordering on obsession, to possess anything that sparkled. Perhaps that habit yet lingers.

Now, he gently wrapped one arm around Elise’s slender waist, carefully lifting her while ensuring that he didn’t aggravate her injury further. He then climbed into bed with her in his arms.

Damp with sweat, her body clung to him, separated only by the thin fabric of their clothing. He gently rubbed her disheveled silver hair, finding the texture strangely pleasant. Despite the audacity of his actions, he did not feel particularly guilty.

Their bodies entwined together as though they were missing pieces of a puzzle. Elise emitted a faint moan as she was enveloped by his warmth.

Lezett, however, briefly frowned. He had thought that her body would simply be slender and delicate, yet he found her figure to be surprisingly curvaceous; it stirred something within him that he could not deny.

Despite being drenched in sweat, Elise somehow exuded the scent of wildflowers, a scent that Lezett found most pleasing.

“Archduke, you truly are… an enigma,” Elise suddenly whispered.

Taken aback, he ceased caressing her locks of hair. “Did I wake you?” he asked. Or has she been feigning sleep this entire time?

Elise simply shook her head in response. The Archduke attempted to disentangle himself from her, but she held onto him tightly. Her breath was laborious, but she continued to speak. “When we arrive at the capital…” she trailed off.

“Yes, Your Highness?”

“I hope you… do not… harbor too much… resentment toward me.” Her voice was so faint that Lezett found himself placing his ear directly against her mouth. “Please… consider it my final struggle.”

“I am afraid I do not comprehend, Your Highness.”

“Think me mad if you will…” she murmured, her breath tickling his earlobe.

Simply consider my value just once. That is all I ask.

* * *

After two long weeks, Elise’s fever finally abated.

“There can be no further delay,” the Archduke callously declared after she had barely recovered. Though Lezett announced that they must rush toward the capital of Vaniella, where she was to be executed, Elise could only muster a resigned nod in response. “We should ride on horseback from here on out. Are you well enough?”

Until that point, her mode of transport had been a carriage reserved for prisoners.

Should I insist that we continue in the carriage? But he is no fool; he knows my condition has significantly improved. I have no choice.

“Which steed will I ride?”

“Which steed, you ask?” Lezett echoed as he regarded Elise with a rare flicker of curiosity in his icy blue eyes. “Please do excuse me, Your Highness,” he added while purposefully striding toward her. His formidable stature caused Elise to retreat instinctively.

He reached out and, with what had become a familiar gesture over the past month, wrapped his arm securely around her waist.

Is this truly the same man who used to seek permission for even the slightest of touches? Still, I cannot say I am against this development.

“Hold on tightly,” he said.

“To wha—” Before Elise could finish her question, she was effortlessly lifted into the air. Instinctively, she wrapped her arms around his neck for support. In a matter of seconds, Elise found herself seated atop the Archduke’s steed, a warhorse that was much larger and more formidable than any horse she had ridden on the palace grounds back in Arghan.

“Th-Thank you…” she stammered. As she reached for the dangling reins, she felt the weight of the steed shift beneath her. Startled, she looked back only to find herself staring at the Archduke’s armored chest.

“You must face forward, Your Highness.”

Does he consider me too weak to ride? In truth, such a judgment would not be entirely misplaced; I can only manage half a day’s ride at best.

“Hand me the reins,” Lezett instructed softly as his rough, warm hands enveloped hers.

* * *

Why does he treat me as though I am made of glass? Elise asked herself as Lezett insisted on helping her dismount. Does he think I cannot even walk on my own two legs?

“Wrap your arms around my neck,” he instructed.

This seems rather unnecessary. I am not a damsel in distress.

Elise, however, did not choose to demonstrate her strength. Instead, she acquiesced and allowed him to help her dismount the steed.

“We will camp here for the night. I will arrange a place for you to rest. Please wait here a moment, Your Highness.”

“You need not go to any trouble. I will be comfortable anywhere.”

“You may succumb to illness again if your sleeping arrangements are inadequate, Your Highness. That would delay our journey,” the Archduke stated flatly. Each time he spoke in such a manner, Elise could feel her remaining shred of hope disappear like the dying embers of a flame.

Lezett wrapped her in his cloak and seated her on a flat rock before turning to issue orders to his knights. As Elise fiddled with the garment he had draped over her, she was unaware that several of the soldiers were sneaking glances at her. Eventually, she felt as though she was being watched and looked in their direction. The soldiers instantly averted their gazes.

Puzzled by the fact that they appeared to be acting in unison, Elise frowned and continued to stare at them. However, not one of them dared meet her eyes again.

How very strange… Do I look disheveled? I suppose I do. I was sick for a number of weeks, after all.

Elise rose to her feet, drawn by the sound of water in the distance. As she turned her head toward the source of the noise, a sharp voice rang in her ears.

“Your Highness!” Lezett said.

How did he notice as soon I stood up?

“Where on earth are you going?” he asked as he approached her.

Clutching his cloak, she murmured, “I thought there might be a lake in that forest over there. I was wondering if I could perhaps bathe.”

The Archduke’s eyes narrowed as he attempted to gauge her intentions.

After a beat, he said, “I shall accompany you.”

“What?” Elise asked in a tone that betrayed her incredulity. “You mean to accompany me while I bathe?”

“Yes,” Lezett replied nonchalantly.

Elise was not the only person caught off guard. She noticed Ruben, a knight sworn to the Archduke, standing nearby with his mouth agape. Other knights within earshot were equally shocked.

This is my chance. If all these men witness us heading into the forest together, it will prove beneficial later, especially considering that they heard the Archduke make the suggestion first.

“Very well. I appreciate your kind offer,” Elise said with a decisive nod.

The surrounding knights now looked even more astonished.

* * *

The source of water greatly surpassed Elise’s expectations. Navigating the forest with Lezett, she eventually arrived at a lake with a waterfall cascading into it.

“The water is cold, Your Highness. Are you sure about this?” the Archduke asked.

“It will be fine.”

“Please do be careful that the water does not seep into your wound.”

“I will.” The Princess scrutinized Lezett as they stood by the lake—his statuesque face was the same as always; he rarely, if ever, appeared to be perturbed by anything that transpired. Nonetheless, she could not forget his actions from a few mornings prior. He had held her in his arms; she could still feel the heat emanating from his muscular body.

Perhaps I ought to test that restraint of his just once.

Elise allowed the cloak draped over her slender frame to fall to the ground. She was garbed in a fine linen shirt and cotton trousers, attire typically reserved for knights, which the Archduke had supplied for her.

I have no doubt these are his clothes. He would not offer me attire that belonged to other men.

Given the disparity in their physical statures, Elise looked as though she were draped in a sack. Lezett simply watched as she began to unbutton her shirt. He did not protest. He did not turn away.

I still cannot figure him out. Just what kind of man is he?

The only time Elise had seen even a flicker of emotion in those cold, blue eyes of his was the day she had thrust a dagger into her shoulder.

How will he react now, I wonder?

She continued to slowly unbutton the shirt, revealing her slender collarbone while meeting his piercing gaze. By the time she had undone the fourth button, the curve of her chest and her waistline shimmered in the moonlight. It was not long before the shirt slipped off and settled atop the cloak lying on the grass. Exposed to the elements, Elise felt a shiver run down her spine.

Is it his unwavering gaze that causes me to tremble thus, or is it the chilly night air?

The Archduke did not react to her brazen display, but she could feel his eyes travel the length of her body several times over. The Princess’s cheeks blazed a fiery red.

I started this. I must see it through until the end.

She reached down and began to lower the trousers, but Lezett grabbed her hands. Elise gasped. “The night air is cold,” he declared impassively.

“I want to wash myself…” Elise murmured in response.

“The water is also cold. You have only recently recovered from your affliction. And…” the Archduke trailed off.

His voice was low and husky. Elise noticed her fingertips twitch and her toes involuntarily curl. Her entire body tingled, sensitive to both the cold air and his imposing gaze. She bit her lip in a bid to fight the urge to cover her exposed chest. Somehow, she was able to return his unrelenting stare.

Finally, Lezett lowered his gaze, suppressing a groan as he whispered, “Do not tempt me thus, Your Highness.”

I won.

“As I said days prior, I cannot be of assistance to you,” he added.

This is only the second time his eyes have betrayed even a hint of emotion.

His large hand, which still held both of hers, emanated a warmth that contradicted his cool exterior. He took a deep breath and then closed his eyes. “The rocks are slippery with moss, Your Highness. You could fall.” Elise simply maintained her silence. “Besides, we are within a day’s ride of a village with an inn. Can you not wait one more day? Should you succumb to illness once more, it will be difficult for me to further delay our journey this time. His Majesty will not tolerate it.” His voice was firm but not unkind.

This is the first time I have heard him speak at such length.

Suddenly, Elise glanced down at her own body. The realization that she, a princess of Arghan, stood exposed before the military commander of the enemy struck her.

I flaunt myself cheaply while he stands before me as a knight of honor and dignity. He is immune to all of my efforts; he is not persuaded by words or attempts at seduction. Perhaps I ought to resign myself to my fate. After all, I did not harbor a great degree of hope in the first instance. But then…

“Allow me to wash my hands and feet,” she finally said.

The way he spoke just now… And the fact that he said it would be difficult to delay our journey “this time…”

Elise felt her heart beat faster in her chest. She swiftly washed her hands and feet in the lake and then returned to the warmth of the campfire, once more wrapped in his large cloak. Staring into the flames of the fire, she continued to ruminate on his words.

Perhaps, just perhaps, when we arrive in Vaniella, he might find it within himself to forgive me for the events that will unfold there.


Part 2

Predetermined Lies

After the incident by the lake, their journey continued unobstructed, and before long, they arrived in the Empire of Vaniella, situated northwest of Grandell. It was mid-March, and six weeks had passed since Elise had been captured by the imperial army.

As soon as Archduke Kirstan’s forces crossed the bridge and entered the imperial palace, they were met by soldiers clad in unfamiliar armor. They wore the pinched expressions of those accustomed to harsh military life, and their skin was tanned from long hours spent training under the sun.

“Urgeli…” Ruben muttered in disgust. The Vaniellan knights all wore an expression of unease. “That man there is the fourth Prince of the Urgel Kingdom, Janok Seahart. I did not expect him to find him here,” Ruben explained to Lezett.

The Archduke’s brow briefly furrowed in response to Ruben’s words. Indeed, he knew of Janok Seahart; he had aided his older brother, the first Prince of Urgel, in attacking the capital of Arghan.

Vaniella had only sent reinforcements to Urgel, and the ten thousand troops led by Lezett had primarily dealt with Arghan’s allies. Accordingly, they had not directly encountered the Urgel troops that had attacked the very heart of the Arghan Empire.

“You must be Archduke Kirstan?” Janok said as he looked in Lezett’s direction. He wore a large grin that displayed his yellowed teeth. “I heard you captured the Princess on the western border of Arghan. Is she in that carriage, perchance?” he asked with a sneer.

The Archduke briefly glanced over his shoulder. Indeed, after racing to the capital on horseback, Lezett had ensured Elise was transferred to a carriage suitable for a prisoner so as not to breach protocol. The carriage itself was covered with purple satin, shielding the inside from view, but he knew that Elise would be able to hear the conversation taking place outside.

The barbarians of Urgel, Elise realized. Suddenly, she was flooded with memories of that fateful day that occurred around three months ago. Barbarians, clad in furs that used to belong to beasts and leather armor, had breached the imperial gates of Arghan, flooding in like a tidal wave.

Wielding their broad, curved, single-edged swords atop their horses, they had mercilessly cut through Arghan’s imperial army. Indeed, the captain of the imperial guard, who had been assisting Elise with her escape, had been struck down by one of those fearsome blades.

The Urgeli had spared neither the young attendants nor the old servants; their violence had been utterly indiscriminate.

I assume Andrei also met his end at their hands.

Elise found herself shaking uncontrollably in a mixture of fear and rage.

“Imagine my disappointment when I arrived at the imperial palace of Arghan only to find that the Princess had fled. They say her beauty is something one must see before one dies. It was most regrettable. And so, I made a request to the Emperor of Vaniella to bring her to me unharmed,” Janok said with a smirk as he sauntered over to the carriage.

Lezett’s brow almost imperceptibly furrowed. “I shall graciously take her off your hands, Archduke. I trust you escorted her here unscathed?”

Elise glared through the purple cloth that covered the carriage. Her rage threatened to overwhelm her.

Is that why the Emperor ordered me to be brought to Vaniella unharmed? He meant to toss me to the barbarians for them to use as a plaything? He is no different from them and their brutish ways. If I am handed over to the people of Urgel now, I will not be able to enact my plan.

She clenched her teeth in silent fury as she listened to Janok’s swaggering footsteps draw closer to the carriage.

Fine, come closer. I dare you to lay a hand on me! The moment those repulsive fingers touch me, I will unleash the magic etched on my body. You will die with me, you filthy creature.

She watched as a large, hairy fist grabbed at the cloth covering the carriage and yanked it upwards. The carriage was instantly filled with harsh sunlight, revealing Elise’s slender frame and pursed lips.

Suddenly, she heard the clink of armor followed by Lezett’s typically composed voice. “Please step back,” he commanded.




The curtain almost instantly fell back into place, and Elise found herself once more enveloped in darkness.

“What on earth is the meaning of this?” Janok seethed.

“It would appear you have forgotten the pact made by the Northern Alliance of Grandell, Your Highness,” Lezett said calmly.

“What are you talking about?”

“When war is declared in the name of an alliance, any captives of enemy nations belong to whoever captured them,” the Archduke explained.

The Northern Alliance was primarily made up of small kingdoms that had once survived by means such as plundering. Even the mighty Vaniella had been nothing more than a small state centuries prior. Thus, the alliance had been founded based on principles befitting such nations, with strict rules regarding who was entitled to gold and other valuable goods obtained through battle.

“Handing over a prisoner captured during war requires the explicit consent of His Majesty, the Emperor of Vaniella. Until then, the prisoners belong to Vaniella—or, more precisely, me.”

“You mean to say that you will not hand her over to me?”

“There is no law or principle that says I must do so,” Lezett insisted. “Please accept my apologies for any inconvenience caused, Your Highness. Now then, let us continue onward,” he added, signaling that the conversation had concluded.

Elise once more heard the clink of Archduke Kirstan’s armor as he moved back into place. His knights instantly began moving forward at his command, brushing past Janok as he scoffed in disbelief.

The wheels of the carriage transporting Elise slowly began moving once more. 

And yet again, I somehow escaped from the jaws of death…

The memory of the day Arghan fell was vivid in her mind—the sight of the capital ablaze, the overwhelming stench of blood.

She closed her eyes tightly in an effort to rid herself of the image.

* * *

The southern part of Grandell, which had been dominated by the Great Empire of Arghan, was mostly flat terrain with fertile land and a warm climate. In contrast, the land in the north, which included both Urgel and Vaniella, was primarily barren and made up of rugged, inhospitable mountains.

In part due to the unforgiving climate that they shared, the small kingdoms of the north were driven to form an alliance. And thus, the Northern Alliance began, with Vaniella at the helm for over two centuries.

The barbarian kingdom of Urgel had, incidentally, been the last nation to join. Urgel was initially formed by nomads who had spent centuries wandering the central desert. Even before they formed a nation of their own, they had long stood in opposition to Arghan in the south. Therefore, following the founding of Urgel, the existing power struggles inevitably escalated.

The southern area of Grandell, especially Arghan, was a land rich with coveted goods such as milk and honey. However, it was not such simple goods that the barbarians sought; they did not long for Arghan’s land or wealth but rather its magic. Arghan was, after all, the only place on the entire continent where such power existed. 

* * *

Novius, the Emperor of Vaniella, warmly greeted Lezett. “Welcome home, Archduke Kirstan. I can only imagine how you suffered venturing so far on my behalf.”

“Not at all, Your Majesty,” Lezett said impassively.

“How fares the Princess? I hope she did not prove a handful?”

“Not particularly.”

“As a member of the imperial family of Arghan, I thought she would have taken her life. I am most surprised she made it all the way here. I cannot help but wonder whether she harbors some other intentions…”

Is that indeed the case? Lezett mused as he listened inattentively to the Emperor’s words. Indeed, something does feel amiss. Still, I have watched her with the utmost scrutiny for almost two months now, and aside from an excessive reliance on me, she has not displayed any particularly suspicious behavior.

“Urgel is demanding that we hand her over to them. They long to cut her head off themselves. I must confess, their demands are becoming increasingly difficult to ignore.”

“Cut off her head, you say?”

“Yes, it would appear they wish to keep it as a… trophy, of sorts.”

A “trophy”? Lezett very briefly grimaced at the thought. Such an act is designed purely to humiliate Arghan.

The Archduke found himself filled with revulsion. “Barbarians indeed…” he muttered.

“What did you say?” Emperor Novius asked.

“Nothing, Your Majesty.”

The Emperor’s eyes narrowed. Lezett is not typically one to bite his tongue.

“And did you agree to their terms, Your Majesty?” the Archduke asked.

“Well, she is the last remaining member of the imperial family of Arghan, after all. I could not simply leave her to the whim of the barbarians and their swords. We reached a compromise; we will display her in the main square and then hand her body over to them.”

I am not sure that can be called a “compromise.”

“And when will the execution take place, Your Majesty?”

“In five days.”

Five days. Longer than I anticipated. Lezett recalled Elise turning as rigid as stone in his arms the moment they crossed Vaniella’s border, clearly terrified by the prospect of her imminent death.

“To think the mighty Arghan would crumble in just two years. Had that young Emperor not been so stubborn, clinging to his useless pride, they might well have lasted a generation or two longer. How foolish to provoke the ire of Urgel. He could have learned a thing or two from me, quite frankly,” the Emperor said.

Lezett, meanwhile, maintained his stoic silence.

“And now we have the Princess, the lone survivor of the turmoil. Andrei I cherished her so, as did her twin brother, of course. They did not even wish for her face to be known throughout Grandell. Do you happen to know how old she is?”

“She has seen twenty-two winters, Your Majesty.”

“I see. Not too young an age to die, then.”

Lezett did not know Elise’s exact age. He had simply made a swift calculation based on the fact that Andrei, her twin brother, had seen nineteen winters three years ago.

It seems too young to die, by my reckoning. She was an esteemed Princess, after all, adored by her people.

Novius, ever the intuitive and astute ruler, noticed that Lezett seemed uncharacteristically distracted. “What disturbs you so, Archduke?”

“Nothing, Your Majesty, I assure you.”

“You are honest to a fault, my brother. And that makes your rare lies even more obvious. Were you aware of that?”

“I was not, Your Majesty.”

“Did something transpire with the Princess on your journey here?”

“No…” Lezett momentarily trailed off as an image of the undressed Princess flashed across his mind’s eye. He recalled her standing by the lake, her skin bathed in moonlight, shining like a pearl. Her golden eyes had wavered briefly as they gazed at him with blind trust, her silver hair cascading past her shoulders.

I had never imagined she would possess such a womanly body. That soft, tempting skin…

No, I must stop.

“Nothing happened, Your Majesty,” Lezett finally concluded. He did his best to hide any traces of deceit.

The Emperor, meanwhile, scrutinized his half-brother, searching for any tell-tale signs of a lie. This time, however, he reasoned that the Archduke was speaking the truth. “Very well. Please, get some rest. You spent almost a year roaming foreign lands. Even dragonborn require respite, after all.”

“Then I shall take my leave, Your Majesty.”

“Oh, and perhaps start taking a look at the list of potential marriage partners on your desk. You have nearly seen thirty winters, lest you forget. You should have sired a handful of heirs by now. How long must I wait?”

He is truly relentless in regard to this topic…

“Do you recall why I bestowed the dukedom upon you, Lezett?” Emperor Novius asked with a trace of exasperation in his voice. Lezett did not answer. “My dear brother, you know exactly why I granted you a new surname and a title and why I gave you the land of Rothier, one of the very few blessed lands in the north.”

Of course, Lezett understood better than anyone why Novius had done so. The Emperor’s aim had been to create a brand new lineage starting with Lezett—generation after generation of dragonborn. Not just any dragonborn, but those like the Archduke, who possessed abilities far beyond the limits of ordinary humans.

As dragonborn were usually of an appearance that was neither human nor beast, they were often killed, or otherwise shackled and used as fighters. However, there existed a rare breed of dragonborn who were born with unrivaled beauty and intellect. Lezett belonged to this category. Rather than monsters, such beings were more akin to demigods.

Hence, the Emperor’s desire to ensure that Lezett’s bloodline did not end with him was unyielding. The Archduke was, after all, a rarity that appeared only once in centuries.

Nonetheless, siring an heir was not such a straightforward matter.

Lezett valiantly suppressed his vexation as he replied to the Emperor. “As I have said before, Your Majesty, even if I were to marry, it would prove difficult to sire an heir.”

“I will ensure you have as many women as you need.”

“I do not believe there is an ordinary woman capable of carrying the seed of a dragonborn, Your Majesty. Even if she did conceive, she would die before the child fully grew inside her.”

“Nonetheless, you must at least try. I will send you a selection of healthy women. If you dare to reject them all, I will not stand idly by this time,” Novius declared ominously.

Lezett was barely able to restrain himself from displaying his ire. After all, the man before him was not only the Emperor of Vaniella and his liege but also his half-brother and savior.

“Our mother was able to do it, was she not?” the Emperor added. Lezett said nothing. “She gave birth to you. That proves it is possible.”

“She was violated,” Lezett replied coldly. Despite his best efforts to conceal his feelings, the Archduke’s brow furrowed at the Emperor’s words. Emelia, their mother, had been a favored concubine of the Emperor at the time. However, one day, she vanished overnight. The two brothers were well aware of the horror she endured during the year that followed and the grim fate she ultimately met.

It was Emperor Novius’s turn to be quiet this time.

“If you insist, I will try. But do not blame me if you are disappointed by the results,” Lezett acquiesced with a shrug. He then bowed deeply and turned to leave the hall.

The Emperor glared at him and then shouted, “We will be holding a banquet this evening to celebrate the victory of the Northern Alliance. Even if you insist on not attending other events, you must be present tonight. That is an order!”

The Archduke, however, had already left the throne room before Novius had finished speaking. The irate Emperor pounded his throne in frustration. “If you detest the notion of marriage so much, see out the rest of your days alone!” he yelled after his half-brother. “Why must he vex me thus?!”

Lezett, on the other hand, could not help but chuckle as he walked toward the exit of the imperial palace. Laugh though he did, the Emperor’s tiresome obsession with the issue of him siring an heir was becoming increasingly bothersome.

He speaks as though producing an heir is a simple matter. And yet, he knows as well as I do the horrific end that a woman is fated to meet should she bear the child of a dragonborn.

Emelia, their mother, was an ordinary human. She had vanished shortly after giving birth to Novius. Lezett knew better than anyone the pain and anguish she had suffered. In fact, he remembered every single detail of his own birth. Emelia, after a prolonged and torturous labor, proved unable to deliver him, leaving him with no choice but to tear through her womb with his own hands.

Such is the fate of any woman who conceives a dragonborn. Lezett shook his head as though trying to rid himself of the memory; naturally, it was not something he wished to think about.

As he was about to leave the imperial palace behind him, Elise’s face suddenly flashed in his mind’s eye. Perhaps I ought to pay a visit to the dungeons. As soon as she had disembarked from her carriage, Elise had been encircled by imperial knights and whisked away from his grasp.

The Archduke paused to gather his thoughts. As he was frozen in place, several noble folk who happened to be at the imperial palace that day passed him. Each of them looked upon him with a mixture of fear and loathing as though he were a contemptible being.

For centuries, dragonborn had been treated in such a manner across the entirety of the continent of Grandell. Of course, Lezett’s lowly birth exacerbated his situation. Despite leading campaigns that had resulted in Vaniella expanding their territory nearly twofold, he was viewed not as a war hero but as a war demon.

The Archduke, however, was used to such treatment and paid it no mind. Instead, his thoughts drifted to when Elise had been afflicted by a fever. He recalled the words she had desperately whispered as she clung to him. “When we arrive at the capital… I hope you… do not… harbor too much… resentment toward me. Please… consider it my final struggle. Think me mad if you will…”

After a few more seconds of contemplation, Lezett made his decision. Seeing her face will not change anything. He listened to reason instead of his emotions and left the imperial palace behind.

* * *

Three days had passed since Elise was locked in the dungeons.

A cacophony of noise poured in through the barred window each and every day. She assumed it was the victorious army returning in high spirits.

She leaned her head against the stone wall of the damp and cold dungeon, her arms wrapped around her legs.

I was dragged here without even being afforded an audience with the Emperor. It would appear he has no interest in treating me with respect, unlike the Archduke.

The sound of a rat gnawing on something could be heard nearby. Her cell was, surprisingly, relatively clean, but the foul stench of the sewer wafted up from beyond the iron bars. Elise had never set foot in such squalid conditions before. Only now did she realize that Lezett had provided her with a life of relative luxury while she was under his protection.

She spent her days pressed against the bars of her cell, eavesdropping on the conversations of the jailers. She learned a great deal this way.

Once the celebrations end, I am to be executed, it would seem. I heard them talk of a scaffold being erected in the main square.

Elise’s execution would mark the end of a dynasty.

Based on what I have overheard, I have two days left before I am to be led to the gallows.

Suddenly, the sound of footsteps interrupted the frigid silence of the dungeons. A servant had brought something for the jailers. Elise forced herself to shuffle closer to the bars.

“Here. The head chef ordered the leftovers to be given to the servants. I grabbed some for you too,” the servant said.

“How delightful. There is nothing quite like the fare at a celebratory banquet,” one of the jailers said with a chuckle. “So, what are the nobles gossiping about this time?”

“What do you think? The Princess of Arghan, of course,” the servant said. Elise, hood drawn over her head, held her breath as the group looked in her direction. “Apparently, that barbarian Prince has been pressuring His Majesty. He wants the Princess confined to the Urgeli guest quarters until her execution. Their motives seem rather obvious if you ask me.”

“Yes, entirely transparent,” one of the jailers said with an expression of disgust.

Elise’s face, meanwhile, turned ashen as she was gripped by fear.

The servant glanced in the direction of the cell and whispered, “Is she truly as beautiful as they say? The Princess, I mean.”

“I could not possibly say. She has been wearing a hood ever since she was dragged in here, never once showing her face. I did get a glimpse of her hair, though. Even unwashed, it looked as soft as silk.” The jailer reflexively licked his lips as he spoke. “I am dying to get a look at her, truth be told. But I cannot just order her to take off her hood.”

“Why not? Because she’s a princess? She is about to have her head chopped off. What does it matter?” the servant countered.

“No, not that. His Grace has strictly forbidden anyone from laying hands on her.”

Did the Archduke really issue such a command? Elise wondered. 

Lezett had personally shackled her wrists before handing her over to the imperial knights. The handcuffs had been excessively large for her slender wrists, so he had used a handkerchief to tie both the manacles and her wrists together. Every movement caused her bones to ache. Yet, the pain was bearable. The handkerchief had actually protected her skin from abrasions and tears.

Was that his intention all along? To reduce my discomfort? I cannot possibly say. But it would seem that he did indeed prevent me from becoming the jailers’ plaything. Is that just his nature? I wonder if he knows that his façade of indifference, combined with his abrupt displays of kindness, instill a sliver of hope within me. Will he forgive me, I wonder, if I tell a brazen lie to his sovereign?

* * *

The celebratory banquet turned out to be far from pleasant. Not only the Archduke but also the Emperor, the Empress, and the noble folk of Vaniella felt that way.

The behavior of the Urgeli was deemed to be most undignified and unbefitting of the occasion. Dozens of empty wine glasses were left strewn across the tables at which they sat. Though they may have belonged to the same alliance, nobody wished to be associated with such individuals.

Lezett’s thoughts, however, were largely elsewhere. I have been away from my land for far too long. Rothier, the breadbasket of the empire, was located in the south of Vaniella. It was one of the few lands in the northern area of Grandell that was warm and fertile. Naturally, it required meticulous management.

When the Archduke had first received his title, he deliberately chose a small piece of land that nobody coveted. However, the Emperor ultimately forced the dukedom of Rothier upon him with the clear intention of keeping him somewhat closer to the capital.

Moreover, as Rothier was considered to be of critical importance to Vaniella’s economy, he was obliged to submit detailed quarterly reports to the palace. Failure to do so was met with a barrage of complaints from Emperor Novius. The ulterior motive for his nagging was obvious; he would claim that the dukedom would fare better with a “lady’s touch” or announce that he would overlook certain issues if the Archduke only produced an heir.

However, instead of driving Lezett to marriage, the Emperor’s criticisms simply caused him to perfect his reports so that they were devoid of a single error or discrepancy. The issue was that having spent almost an entire year on the battlefield, he would be inundated with an intense workload until the harvest festival began.

A three-day stay in the capital is sufficient, I believe. I shall depart for Rothier in the morning.

There was one matter, though, that weighed heavily on his mind—the execution of the Princess. Should I stay to witness it? I fear neither choice will bring me peace.

“So, Your Majesty, do you truly intend not to hand the Princess over to us?” Prince Janok of Urgel asked loudly. “I think summoning her here now would prove to be quite entertaining. Would you not agree?”

“Her execution is scheduled for two days hence. You shall have her head to take back to your kingdom, as you requested,” Emperor Novius responded with a faint smile that barely masked his displeasure.

Lezett noticed that Janok seemed to be hurling insults in his native tongue. That man has consistently shown an excessive interest in the Princess. Is he not satisfied with a public execution? What is it that he covets so desperately? Her glimmering skin? Her beautiful face? Or perhaps any magical prowess she might possess?

The Archduke focused his sharp gaze on Janok. As anticipated, when the banquet reached its peak, the Prince slipped away unnoticed. His gait was noticeably more unsteady than before, likely due to the wine he had imbibed.

Now, just where could he be heading? To the dungeons, perhaps?

Lezett rose from his seat. “Your Grace? Where are you going?” Ruben asked.

The Archduke left the banquet hall without a word.

* * *

Elise awoke to the sound of someone staggering outside her cell. Sleeping on the unforgiving stone for several nights had left every muscle in her body screaming in protest.

Lifting her head slightly and removing the hood that obscured her view, she was shocked to find herself facing the bloodshot gaze of a wild pair of eyes.

The man, catching sight of her features for the first time, appeared momentarily stunned. His mouth then twisted into a grotesque smile. “Well, look what we have here,” he said as he reached his hand through the bars of the cell.

Elise recoiled in horror. Though his face was unfamiliar, she instinctively knew who the man was: Janok Seahart, the fourth Prince of Urgel and the very man who had attempted to claim her for himself only days prior.

“The Emperor of Arghan was pretty for a man, I must confess, but you, my dear, are beyond compare,” he said with a lecherous grin.

“Do not dare lay your filthy hands on me!” Elise barked through gritted teeth. She stared at Janok defiantly, her pride preventing her from cowering before an enemy of her homeland.

“So, is it true?” he asked with a sneer.

“What are you talking about?”

“Do not play coy with me, lady. Did you think we would not realize that the Emperor transferred all his magic to you before you escaped?”

Transferred his magic to me? What on earth is he talking about? Is he referring to the magic circles that Andrei etched on my body? But those invisible circles are a secret known only to Andrei and myself.

Janok cackled as he jangled a set of keys. “Before I kill you, I must confirm whether you truly are a sorcerer. If not, I will just take your pretty head.”

The sound of the key sliding perfectly into the lock sent shivers down Elise’s spine. She clenched her eyes shut, but the sound of the cell door opening did not come. Instead, an ominous thud echoed throughout the dungeons. Simultaneously, the lanterns illuminating the corridor were snuffed out, plunging the entire space into darkness.

“Ahh! Wh-Who goes there?” Janok said as he flailed around in the darkness. His voice was laced with panic.

Elise listened as Janok groaned in pain. Eventually, it seemed as though he had been dragged away. Then came the sound of the calm footsteps of another.

“Archduke Kirstan…?” Elise whispered, his name leaving her lips like a prayer.

Why did I call his name? Was it the footsteps? Or is it the presence I can feel—at once undeniably overwhelming and yet not threatening? Or perhaps it is because he is the only person who has shown me even a semblance of kindness in all of Vaniella?

Beyond the veil of darkness, however, no answer came. The footsteps, which had paused momentarily, resumed with a steady, purposeful rhythm. Janok’s groans, meanwhile, grew fainter until they ceased altogether.

Elise, her hands trembling, reached out to grasp the iron bars and shook the cell door. It did not budge. A chilling silence had enveloped the dungeons. This very silence told Elise beyond a doubt that it was indeed him.

But what are his motives? Is he simply carrying out the Emperor’s orders to ensure I am unharmed before my execution? Or is it some noble duty that possesses him to behave in this manner? Perhaps even pity?

In her heart of hearts, she hoped it was the latter. For a while, she simply clung to the bars in silence before finally whispering, “Thank you.”

She swallowed the words she found herself unable to utter. I am sorry.

Ever since she had been captured, the Archduke had proved to be her savior time and time again. She leaned her tear-streaked face against the bars of the cell.

I cannot afford to lose him.

* * *

Finally, the morning of Elise’s execution arrived.

She sat in the middle of her cell, attempting to calm the pounding of her heart. Today might very well be the last day of my life.

The taste of blood filled her mouth as she bit down on her lip. She prayed with fervor that her absurd and desperate plan would succeed.

A singular ray of sunlight fell upon her head as she closed her eyes and clasped her hands together. With her silken, silver hair bathed in the light of the sun, she looked like a figure from a holy painting.

Eventually, she opened her eyes. She looked toward the jailer who had been routinely stealing glances at her. Clearing her throat to speak, she said, “Would you convey to the Emperor that the Princess of Arghan seeks an audience with him before her death?”

It was a plea from the final member of the imperial family of a treasured nation of Grandell, a nation that had once stood shoulder to shoulder with Vaniella.

If I were in the Emperor’s position, I would grant such a request.

Indeed, Elise’s prediction proved to be correct; her audience with the Emperor was granted, and the doors to her cell swung open for the first time in five days. A knight led her by her shackles as she traversed the unfamiliar corridors of the imperial palace of Vaniella.

An honorable death is not to be my fate.

Elise did not possess the strength of character or pride that was typical of members of the imperial family of Arghan. Ever since birth, she had lived in the shadow of her twin brother. Though she was constantly hidden from view, the people of Arghan had adored her. She was well aware, however, that she had never done anything worthy of such adoration.

Perhaps Mother, Father, and Andrei knew that I am not strong, that I do not possess the typical stoicism and dignity that members of my family did. Is that why they kept me isolated for all those years?

I will do whatever it takes to survive. I will go on living, and one day, I will return to Arghan and build a tomb for Andrei. He must have died a lonely and miserable death at the hands of those barbarians; I must soothe his soul.

And that is why I can bring myself to lie so brazenly without shame.

Elise once more clasped her trembling hands together. She was well aware that, in order to survive, she had to prove her value to Vaniella and to the Emperor specifically.

I can do this. I must.

She had spent countless hours imagining this very moment since she was captured. And so, after walking the opulent halls of the imperial palace, she finally knelt before the throne of Emperor Novius and made her bold declaration. 

“I am with child… and Archduke Kirstan is the father,” she announced.

With a single sentence, she had gambled her fate.

* * *

Lezett glanced at the clock on the exterior wall of the chapel. It was only a few minutes shy of noon. His estate in the capital was bustling with activity as knights, squires, and servants all prepared to return to Rothier. The Archduke had brought approximately one thousand of Rothier’s finest knights with him. Arthur, the commander of the knights, had already departed with eight hundred soldiers in tow, leaving only two hundred behind.

Lezett’s jet-black warhorse paced back and forth at the head of the regimented group of knights. “All preparations are complete, Your Grace. We only need to load the spoils bestowed by His Majesty, and then we will be ready to depart,” Ruben said. 

“All right. Once everything is loaded, we will leave at once,” Lezett replied.

“But… Your Grace, do you not intend to visit the main square?”

“And why would I do that?”

“Well, today is the day, is it not? The execution of the Princess is scheduled to begin shortly.” The Archduke did not say anything. “I am told that a large crowd formed early this morning. The news has spread throughout the capital.”

Lezett glared at Ruben, but he was entirely oblivious to the penetrating gaze of his superior and continued talking. “It is the execution of the most resplendent woman in all of Grandell, after all. Of course it has tongues wagging.”

The tension in the air was palpable, yet Ruben remained unperturbed. “Some are even hoping for a miracle, Your Grace. They say the Princess might use magic to disappear from the scaffold or strike it with lightning. Do you recall, Your Grace? The tale of Gallian. He was said to have summoned lightning to split the execution block in half to save his—”

“Enough. I cannot listen to any more of this nonsense. Please focus on the task at hand and ensure nothing is left behind. I have no intention of showing my face in the capital for quite some time,” Archduke Kirstan interjected.

Ruben awkwardly scratched his chin like a child being scolded by their parent. “I did not mean to pay attention to such talk, Your Grace, but it’s all anyone has been talking about. Still, will you truly not go to the main square?”

“Again, why would I?”

“Well, you spent nearly two months escorting the Princess to the capital, Your Grace. And…” Ruben trailed off.

And… you seemed rather intimately acquainted, at that. Is it truly possible that a man and a woman, both in the prime of their beauty, can spend so much time alone together without once crossing the line?

Ruben knew better than to give voice to such thoughts.

“I fail to see how that is relevant. Please focus on our imminent departure instead of idle chatter,” the Archduke commanded.

“U-Understood, Your Grace.” Did I misread the situation? I thought they harbored feelings for each other.

As the bell tolled, signaling the arrival of noon, Lezett’s hand, which had been adjusting his saddle, stilled. Today, the bell’s chimes felt solemn.

After a momentary pause, the Archduke forced himself to return to his previous train of thought. The journey to Rothier will take three days at a gallop, five days with delays. Once I leave, I will likely be able to avoid returning to the capital for at least three years. I have had my fill of this place.

And with that in mind, Lezett determinedly mounted his steed and announced, “We depart.” As he grabbed the reins, he heard someone urgently calling out to him.

“Your Grace!” hollered the head steward of the imperial palace. “His Majesty requests your immediate presence at the palace, Your Grace,” he said breathlessly. 

“For what purpose?” the Archduke asked.

“Well…” the head steward hesitated as he glanced around anxiously. He knew that he had to exercise caution, given the number of listening ears. “It concerns the Princess of Arghan, Your Grace.”

“The Princess?” Lezett’s brow furrowed as he looked toward the clock once more. It had passed noon. 

Her execution should have concluded by now.

“Yes, Your Grace. The execution did not proceed as planned. It would seem this morning the Princess requested an audience with His Majesty and…” the head steward trailed off.

Archduke Kirstan was suddenly overcome with a feeling of great unease. “I still cannot comprehend how this involves me.”

Eventually, the head steward approached and whispered something in Lezett’s ear. The Archduke’s expression instantly turned grave.

“Y-Your Grace?” Ruben called out.

* * *

Emperor Novius was taken aback when he first glanced upon Elise. Her complexion was wan, and her attire was in disarray. Yet, even the handcuffs and chains she was bound in could not mask her undeniable beauty. The Emperor immediately understood why her brother had insisted on keeping Elise hidden for all those years.

Her eyes are moist with tears and her breathing labored. She seems terrified of her imminent death, almost to the point of collapse.

Even Novius, who was accustomed to acting without mercy when required, felt a fleeting pang of sympathy for her as she trembled before him.

If she begs for her life, it will only complicate matters. She is as resplendent as the rumors say, but she is of more value to me dead than alive.

In exchange for handing over her head to Urgel, Vaniella would receive part of the territory of Arghan. Given that the north of Grandell was almost devoid of fertile land, it was a most profitable deal indeed.

“I heard you had something to say to me, Princess,” the Emperor said coldly. In truth, he was not particularly interested in what she had to say, but that all changed the moment the words spilled from her beautiful lips.

“What did you say?” he demanded, doubting his own ears. “Princess… Correct me if I am mistaken, but you are claiming to be with child… Archduke Kirstan’s child?”

“You heard correctly,” Elise asserted.

“So, you mean you say that you and the Archduke…” he trailed off. He was torn between using blunt language or softening his expression for the sake of Elise’s dignity.

“I seduced him. It is not the Archduke’s fault, so I hope you will not apportion any of the blame to him.”

After a moment of silence, the Emperor let out a stifled chuckle. “It would seem you do not know my dear brother very well, Princess.”

Lezett succumbing to the seduction of a woman? I think not. That is as likely as him waving the white flag on the battlefield.

Still, the Princess is no ordinary woman.

After staring at Elise for some time, he turned toward the head steward and whispered, “Summon Archduke Kirstan at once. Regardless of where he is or what he is doing, have him come here immediately.”

Even Lezett, typically immune to the charms of women, would have found it difficult to remain unmoved in the presence of such beauty. Perhaps she is telling the truth after all. Moreover, her unwavering gaze compels me to believe her words.

“You may be aware, Princess, but Archduke Kirstan is not human. He is dragonborn. Do you understand how exceedingly difficult it is for a human to carry the child of a dragonborn?”

Elise shook her head as her already pale face turned ashen.

“So you were not aware. Then how, may I ask, are you sure that you are with child? Do you have any proof to support your claims?”

“M-My twin brother was a sorcerer,” Elise stammered. “He used to check his physical condition by sensing the mana flowing within his body. I may not be a sorcerer, but I am able to feel mana to a certain degree.”

The Princess then extended her left arm out and thrust her hand into the air. A burst of brilliant light briefly flashed from her palm.

Novius stared in awe as a stunned silence descended on the hall.

In truth, Elise had pressed upon the magic circle etched into the inside of her left forearm, but to the Emperor’s untrained eyes, it appeared as though she had manifested the magic from thin air.

Well, this is an interesting development. No word has ever reached me of the Princess being able to wield mana…

The Emperor’s eyes betrayed a genuine curiosity and even a trace of excitement.

“M-My ability to sense mana means I am aware of any changes that occur in my body,” Elise elaborated.

“And you can swear to everything you have said here today before the Gods?”

“I swear it on all that is holy.”

“This is not simply a desperate attempt to avoid meeting your demise?”

“It is not.” With that, Elise fell silent as a single tear rolled down her face.

The Emperor took some time to ruminate on the shocking events of the day and gave the Princess the opportunity to recover her composure.

A short while later, the sound of a bell could be heard in the distance. Twelve strikes. It was midday.

Those who had gathered in the main square were enraged that the Princess was nowhere to be seen.

No doubt those hot-tempered barbarians will storm the palace before long, demanding her head, the Emperor thought to himself. Should I hand her over to them or not?

“Well, I suppose we ought to hear from the Archduke, Princess,” the Emperor said while idly tapping his fingers on his throne.

I know Lezett better than anyone. He is not as cruel as certain rumors would have people believe, but he definitely possesses a ruthless streak; he is quick to dispose of any hindrance, be it man or beast. Thus, if the Princess is lying, he will dismiss her immediately. Even an imperial summons would not bring him here.

But what if, perchance, he feels obliged to come? What would that suggest? This might be the opportunity I have been waiting for—the opportunity to continue the dragonborn lineage. 

The Emperor slowly sank into his throne. I suppose we have a race on our hands; who will arrive first, the barbarians or the Archduke?

Elise closed her eyes as an ominous silence descended upon the throne room. 

Suddenly, the doors burst open without a guest having been announced. Elise felt an oppressive aura emanating from behind her. Despite her best efforts, her body began to tremble.

It is him…

She had imagined this exact situation countless times on her journey to Vaniella; she had thoroughly mentally prepared for what to say to the Emperor and how to answer his inevitable questions.

However, the audience with Novius had proven not to be particularly intimidating. It was this precise moment that filled her with overwhelming fear.

How on earth will the Archduke react? That is something I simply cannot predict.

“You summoned me, Your Majesty?” Lezett said in a voice that exuded his typical calm.

“You arrived sooner than expected, I must say.” The Emperor sat up straight in his throne and looked toward the large clock on the wall. It had taken Archduke Kirstan around an hour to arrive at the palace.

I did not believe he would come. Could the Princess possibly be telling the truth?

“I assume you have heard what has transpired. Please explain yourself, Archduke. Are the Princess’s words true?”

Even without looking behind her, Elise could feel his gaze piercing the back of her head. The tension in the room was palpable, and she could feel his wrath and contempt. 

What must he think of me?

Even with her life barely hanging by a thread, her sense of self-loathing and shame were overwhelming. Her lie had tarnished not only her honor but also his. Though she declared that she had seduced him, his reputation would undeniably be sullied. She felt a wave of guilt strike her in the heart.

“Please rise,” Lezett said. Elise, dazed and confused, did not initially realize he was speaking to her.

Suddenly, he seized her forearm with an iron grip and brought her to her feet.

“I request a private audience with Her Highness, Your Majesty,” he calmly stated.

“Answer my question first,” the Emperor commanded.

“I am not fully aware of the extent of Her Highness’s claims. I ask for time to understand the situation.”

“Hmm…” the Emperor uttered as he contemplated Lezett’s request.

“I must speak with her first.” The Archduke’s tone was respectful but firm. After a few seconds of silence, he added, “I shall take that as permission, Your Majesty.” He then took Elise’s hand in his own and turned to leave the room.

Novius watched, astounded, as his half-brother almost dragged the Princess of Arghan toward the exit.

In the corridor, Ruben was pacing nervously, unsure of how to behave. “Sir Ruben! Come here at once. And close the door!” the Emperor called out.

“Yes, Your Majesty!” Ruben said as he hurriedly knelt before the throne.

“Report on everything that transpired between the Princess and Archduke Kirstan throughout the journey to the palace. Leave nothing out, no matter how trivial. I want to hear every detail!” Novius commanded.

* * *

“What on earth is the meaning of this? Have you lost your mind?” Lezett asked, shoving Elise against a column in the corridor; she stifled a scream as her shoulder blade collided with the stone pillar.

Now is not the moment to show weakness, Elise thought to herself.

“I ask you again, what were you thinking?”

This is the first time he has openly shown any hostility toward me.

“Your Highness! Just what on earth are you scheming? We both know that nothing of that nature transpired between us!” At this point, the Archduke was on the verge of yelling.

“Firstly…” Elise murmured. The look in his eyes was utterly terrifying. “Please accept my apologies, Archduke.”

“Do you think your apologies will suffice? That is not what I want to hear. I will not ask you again. Why did you tell such a brazen lie, Your Highness?”

“You know why.”

“Speak plainly. Riddles are not my forte.”

“I want to live. I want to survive,” Elise declared as she wriggled free from his grip. Finally, I feel as though I can breathe.

Witnessing her obvious fear, Lezett reluctantly reined in his anger. “And so you thought of nothing else?”

His piercing blue eyes seemed to ask her, Was your desire to survive so great that you would grovel on your knees and abandon all semblance of pride?

Elise felt unbidden tears roll down her cheeks. “I do not want to die. I must survive by any means necessary. There are things I must accomplish…”

“That may be the case. But you should have resolved to survive on your own without dragging me to the depths of your cesspool of lies,” the Archduke seethed. “I am certain there were other courses of action at your disposal. Forgive me, Your Highness, but you appear to have made the worst possible choice.”

“And if I had sought another way? Would you have stood by and allowed me to do so?” 

“If I…” Lezett began before closing his eyes for a moment and gathering his thoughts. “If I had known that you were intending to do something so foolish, I might have at least offered an alternative…” His voice had noticeably softened.

“No, you would not have, Archduke. You lie,” Elise said with a bitter laugh. “You would not have even listened to me.” Her voice began to rise as she released her pent-up frustration. “You never did listen to me! I tried! As you said yourself, you never had any intention of helping me. You think that I—”

“Your Highness!” Lezett interjected. It was as though he knew what she was about to say, and he did not want to hear it.

“You think that I should have rightfully met my end today!” she concluded.

The Archduke did not respond immediately. Instead, he let out a deep sigh. Elise interpreted it as confirmation of her worst fears.

For almost two months, this man protected me and even cared for me. He is merciful by some measures but equally cruel by others.

The kindness he bestowed upon me was nothing more than permission for me to live out the last of my meager days. His mercy does not extend beyond that.

And that is precisely why he intended to leave the capital and return to his domain without looking back. He believes I am of no value to him. He may bestow a modicum of kindness upon me, moved by something akin to pity, but he harbored no intentions to save me.

Because of this, Elise purposely concealed her scheme from Lezett, biding her time until she stood before the Emperor.

For now, I have at least planted a seed of doubt in the Emperor’s mind, thereby temporarily saving my head from the chopping block. All that remains is to persuade this stubborn man.

“I know that the Emperor is desperate for you to sire an heir,” she told the Archduke. “I will bear your child,” she added in a trembling voice. “Please consider it wisely. I know how much it perturbs you to be constantly pressured for an heir.”

Elise bore witness to Andrei’s similar frustrations as he was harassed by various noble folk because he had not yet fathered a child.

“You will bear my child?” the Archduke asked. Elise’s golden eyes betrayed both her fervent hope and desperate fear. With a hollow, dismissive laugh, Lezett added, “Do you truly understand what you are saying?”

“Well—”

“You have just expressed a desire to die the most wretched death imaginable, Your Highness,” Archduke Kirstan interjected. His tone was as cold as ice.

“I apologize for tarnishing your honor, but—”

“‘Honor’?” Lezett once more interrupted. He was incredulous to the extent that he could not even muster hollow laughter anymore. “This is not about honor. I am telling you that the method of survival that you have opted for is a poor one, indeed.” Before the Princess had time to respond, he continued, “Do you know why His Majesty is quite so intent on me siring an heir?”

“Perhaps because you are a dragonborn…?” Elise cautiously ventured.

“And do you understand why I have not fathered a child until now?”

“I assume for the same reason.”

“So, you are not aware of the exact situation. That much is clear. Were you aware, you would never have made such a foolish proposal. This is the scheme of one who attempts to cling to life?” he scoffed as he looked the Princess up and down.

She had been imprisoned for only five days, yet she looked significantly more gaunt. He seized her wrist in his hand.

I could break her in two if I so desired.

“It would appear you think me quite the fool. Or perhaps you are under some grand delusion,” Lezett spat.

She seems to think my knightly honor prevents me from laying my hands on her. If only she knew of the thoughts I have had ever since the incident by the lake, she would not dare provoke me with promises of bearing my child.

“I clearly stated that I had no desire to see my marital bed soaked in blood. You did not heed my warning,” he said coldly.

I don’t know how she learned that the Emperor is so desperate for me to sire an heir, but her ploy has at least succeeded in delaying her death. Nonetheless, the imperial physician will likely visit her today, and her lies will be exposed. She is shortsighted.

“I knew you were naïve and ignorant as to the ways of this world, but this is beyond even my expectations. I told you I would not help you, yet I never intended to wilfully stand in the way of your attempts at survival. If I were you, I would have staked everything on petitioning His Majesty. You could have offered to inform him of Arghan’s secrets that only you are privy to—treasures, tales related to dragons, and anything at your disposal.”

He is truly angry. I have never before seen this side of him.

In the face of his wrath, Elise felt as though Lezett’s already intimidating stature had grown. As she felt the remainder of her strength draining from her body, she looked to the ground and murmured, “I may be capable of selling my pride and dignity, but I refuse to sell my kingdom, Archduke. Fallen though it may be, I will not betray Arghan. My beloved brother and countless others lost their lives defending it.”

“You were offered an honorable death. Would that not be the best possible outcome for your beloved Arghan? You contradict yourself, Princess.” His eyes bore into hers with an intensity that caused her to flinch.

Perhaps he is right. Maybe I should have taken the poison when it was offered to me. What power do I have left? Even if I do survive, how exactly will I rebuild our fallen empire? But still, as long as I am alive, the imperial family of Arghan has not come to an end. We are not defeated yet.

Moreover, I saw the look in the Emperor’s eyes in the throne room. Upon hearing my declaration and witnessing my display of magic, his avarice was apparent. 

“Do not forget that I am a member of the imperial family of Arghan, Archduke. I may not be a sorcerer, as my brother was, but that does not mean I am entirely incapable of wielding magic. I am no ordinary woman,” she said as she fought to regain her composure.

“Were you truly skilled with magic, it would not have proved so easy to capture you and bring you to Vaniella,” Lezett replied dismissively. “Besides, I have no desire to embrace a woman who is so weak she can barely stand on her own two feet.”

It was then that Elise realized how pitiful she must have looked; her attire was sullied and her face smeared with cold sweat and tears. She felt heat rise to her face as she blushed in embarrassment.

“I shall afford you the courtesy of granting you more time to ruminate on your decision. But know this: you may buy yourself a few days, perhaps even months if you are extremely fortunate, but eventually, you will regret not having chosen a clean and swift death,” the Archduke said in a voice entirely devoid of warmth.

And with that, he finally released his solid grip on her wrist. Elise steadied herself and forced herself to stand on her own two legs. “I have no regrets. You are my only path to salvation. I have made you a proposal, Archduke. All that remains is for you to decide whether to accept it or not.”

Suddenly, a number of attendants appeared in the corridor, waiting to take Elise away. Lezett cursed under his breath and then walked away without a word of farewell. 

All I can do now is wait, Elise thought to herself, utterly exhausted.

* * *

“Is it true, Lezett?” Emperor Novius said as the Archduke returned to the throne room. “Did you lay with the Princess?”

“I did not…” Lezett began before trailing off. Strictly speaking, I did embrace her and lay with her. We briefly shared the same bed. But nothing indecent transpired. How can I explain that without tarnishing her reputation?

In the face of the Archduke’s hesitation, the Emperor’s eyes flashed with anger. “You did!” he raged.

“That is not the case, Your Majesty.”

“You would flatly deny it were it not true. Such is your nature. And yet you hesitate thus. There is something you are not telling me.”

Lezett did not answer. “I am told you were quite inseparable for the entirety of the journey to Vaniella. Imagine that…”

Lezett abruptly turned his head and looked toward Ruben. The Archduke’s sworn knight, who was awkwardly scratching his head, suddenly straightened his posture under the intensity of Lezett’s gaze.

“What exactly did you report to His Majesty?”

“O-Only what I witnessed, Your Grace,” Ruben stammered.

“And what was that?”

“For almost a month, Your Grace and Her Highness spent every moment together, both day and night. Th-That is the truth, is it not? Why do you glare at me in such a manner…?”

The Archduke suddenly felt exhausted.

“A-And there was that time by the lake—”

“Enough!” Lezett cut him off.

Indeed, even though nothing untoward transpired by the lake, it would not appear so to Ruben or anyone else who bore witness.

“And yet you still dare to claim nothing unfolded between the two of you? Would you dare speak such falsehoods before your Emperor?” Novius asked.

“It is a misunderstanding, Your Majesty.”

“Then why did you visit the dungeons during the celebratory banquet?”

“I did no such thing, Your Majesty.” Did someone see me? I thought I ensured nobody did.

“The Prince of Urgel’s face was in quite the state. It appears he was kicked in the face. Hard enough to break several of his teeth.”

“This is the first I’m hearing of it, Your Majesty.”

“Do you mean to say that there is someone else in the capital who would dare treat the Emperor’s guest in such a fashion?”

“It would seem so. We ought to find the perpetrator,” the Archduke brazenly suggested.

“And I suppose it was a coincidence that you happened to be absent from the banquet hall at that time, Lezett?”

“Indeed, Your Majesty.”

“You do not make sense. Please remember with whom you speak. Now, I ask you again: why did you visit the dungeons? To check on the woman carrying your child, perhaps?”

“As I said, Your Majesty, that is not the case. If you are so certain of the facts, why did you summon me here for questioning?” Lezett countered, his patience clearly wearing thin.

“I knew the truth the moment you came rushing to the palace and flung that door open. Indeed, even a man as reticent as you would crumble in the face of such unrivaled beauty. I had it all wrong. Instead of scouring the continent for strong women capable of bearing your child, I ought to have been looking for unparalleled beauties.”

“Your Majesty…” Lezett attempted to interject, but Novius simply continued.

“For now, I have sent a physician to examine the Princess. We shall soon know whether she is with child or not. However, I have one question. If she is indeed with child, can you be sure you are the father?”

“What do you mean, Your Majesty?”

“She could have been pregnant before you laid with her.” Novius noticed the subtle change in Lezett’s ordinarily impassive facial expression. “The physician will not be able to determine who the father is. The Princess’s claims alone will not suffice. What say you?”

The Archduke, at a loss for words, maintained his silence. “The Princess claims she seduced you. However, I find that somewhat hard to believe. How would a woman who spent her entire life confined to the imperial palace under the protection of her brother be adept at kindling a man’s desire? I am asking you if the Princess was familiar with… nighttime affairs, Lezett. I need to know before I choose to intervene and dissuade those barbarians,” the Emperor quietly concluded with a nod toward the entrance to the throne room.

The Urgeli, led by Janok Seahart, were fast approaching from the corridor. The servants swiftly closed the doors. “Was the Princess chaste? Answer me, Lezett.”

Archduke Kirstan was vexed by the manner in which the conversation was unfolding. Why must I entertain such useless speculation?

“I do not know.”

“But how could you not? There were many rumors regarding the Princess and her twin brother, let us not forget. People said the nature of their relationship was not merely fraternal, and—”

“Your Majesty!” Lezett interrupted, unable to contain his frustration any longer. The disrespect inherent in the Emperor’s accusation was a step too far for the Archduke.

She is not deserving of such baseless speculation.

“Are you aware of the extent to which you are insulting the Princess of Arghan, Your Majesty?”

“If the Princess is lying, she deserves far worse than such insults,” Novius scoffed. “She rejected my merciful offer of an honorable death and now dares to lie to my face? In that case, she will not meet her end in Vaniella. I will deliver her alive to the Prince of Urgel.”

Lezett said nothing.

“For the crime of daring to involve the Emperor of Vaniella in her machinations, she will not receive a peaceful death. It would appear she is destined for a demise similar to that of her late brother.”

The Archduke was aware of the fate that Andrei had likely met at the hands of the Urgeli. “Her Highness has never laid with another man,” he reluctantly said.

“And you are certain of that fact? Given the confidence with which you speak, I assume it is something you verified for yourself.”

“I may not be privy to the intimate details of Her Highness’s life in Arghan, but it is my belief that she is not one to indulge in hedonistic pursuits. Besides, her frail constitution makes even the most simple of physical tasks a challenge.”

“You are intimately acquainted indeed, aren’t you? I understand now why your journey to the capital took as long as it did.”

Lezett held his tongue this time; he felt that every word he spoke took him further along a path of no return. The Emperor, observing his stubborn silence, surmised that there was nothing more to pry from him. “First, we must confirm that she is with child. We shall discuss how to proceed after that.”

The Archduke bowed his head and then left the room. Once in the corridor, he grabbed a servant and asked, “Where is the Princess being held?”

“In the western tower, Your Grace,” the servant replied with due deference. The western tower was the area of the imperial palace where nobility was imprisoned.

With a single lie, she has lifted herself from the dungeons. How many more lies will it take for her to outrun the sharp blade of the executioner?

The image of her, gaunt and covered in tears and dirt, almost too weak to stand, haunted his mind’s eye. And yet, even in her sullied state, the faint fragrance of sweet flowers had lingered among the acrid stench of metal and blood. He could not rid himself of the memory of her gold, glittering eyes that held him captive as ceaseless tears spilled from them.

The woman he had once desired to take for himself. She who was capable of causing an entire room to shimmer in her wake.

“I have no regrets. You are my only path to salvation,” she had said. 

“Damn it all too hell,” Lezett cursed under his breath. Is this what she was hoping for all along?

And with that, he began heading toward the western tower. On his way, he encountered the imperial physician as he departed the very same place.


Part 3

Contractual Duties

“I have never known such a weak pulse before,” the imperial physician remarked.

“Is that so?” Elise responded indifferently. She was accustomed to such remarks from physicians back in Arghan.

“With all due respect, Your Highness, this is the kind of pulse one might expect of someone who is not long for this world.” This was a refrain she had repeatedly heard since childhood.

Despite this, she had lived through many winters. “It is merely my constitution. Please proceed with your examination.”

“I understand, Your Highness. Nonetheless, your frailty makes a clear diagnosis exceedingly difficult.” The imperial physician drew a small amount of blood from the tip of her finger before retreating.

Elise collapsed onto the bed and lay on her side.

Today could have unfolded so differently. My head may have ended up on a spike. Ah, but no, I would have activated the magic circle on my ankle before I allowed that to happen. Either way, I would have ceased to exist.

I have gained a day of life, at least, she thought as tears trickled down her face.

Given the urgent nature of the matter at hand, Elise assumed the imperial physician would be in a position to report to the Emperor as early as the following day.

“The Archduke will not help me, I suppose,” she murmured to herself.




“If I were you, I would have staked everything on petitioning His Majesty… Besides, I have no desire to embrace a woman who is so weak she can barely stand on her own two feet.”




I expected him to refuse, but the coldness with which he did so cuts me to the bone.

He is right, however. I am ignorant as to the ways of the world. I am powerless. And despite this, I stubbornly cling to life. 

Too weary to even lift her hands and wipe her tears, Elise simply allowed herself to drown in a sea of sorrow.

If my wretched lie is revealed, I shall take my own life. When the imperial knights drag me out by my shackles to face the executioner, I will end it all of my own volition.

* * *

However, several days followed, and Elise was still not led from her cell to the scaffold. Awaiting her inevitable execution, her nights had been restless and entirely devoid of sleep. To make matters even worse, the maid that attended to her was mute, meaning she could not attempt to glean information from her.

Despair gnawed at her with each passing moment. She rubbed at the magic circle on her ankle until the color seemed to fade away.

Eventually, her body pushed to its limits, she finally succumbed to a deep slumber. In truth, it would be more accurate to say that she fell into a state of unconsciousness. As she drifted in and out of consciousness, she occasionally heard voices in her cell.

“What is wrong with her pulse?”

“I cannot possibly say. It is hard to fathom.”

“She is breathing fine, but her pulse is barely detectable. Is that accurate?”

“Indeed. That is precisely why I drew blood yesterday, but the results were…”

When the Princess finally awoke, she found that she was in an unfamiliar place. The ceiling above her was painted in an elaborate and ornate fashion. She slowly sat up and was immediately overcome by a sensation of dizziness.

“Be careful, Your Highness,” said a gentle voice as a pair of hands cautiously reached for her own.

“Who… Who are you…?”

“My name is Ibetha. I am to be your personal maid from now on, Your Highness.”

A “personal maid”? How could that possibly be?

As her vision finally cleared, Elise gazed upon Ibetha for the first time. She had a kind face and black hair.

“You must move slowly, Your Highness. Your hands are terribly cold. May I assist you with a bath?”

“No… I do not need a bath. I will go outsi…” Elise trailed off, realizing that she was not in a position to give such instructions. The comfort of her bed, as luxurious as the one in her chambers at the imperial palace in Arghan, had caused her to temporarily forget her current predicament.

“Oh, Your Highness, please feel at ease to command me as you wish. His Grace has ordered that you be provided with whatever comforts you require,” Ibetha said as she noticed Elise’s hesitation.

“His Grace?”

“Yes, Your Highness. The Archduke himself, of course. Your betrothed.”

“W-What?” Elise’s eyes widened in complete and utter shock.

“Speaking of His Grace, he wishes to meet with you as soon as possible. Shall we prepare to go and see him?”

“Y-You are referring to Archduke Kirstan?”

“Indeed. He has been waiting for you to wake up. He is in the reception room as we speak, I believe.”

He waited for me to wake up?

Elise sprang up and hobbled toward the door. As she flung it open, she found herself face to face with Lezett. One of his hands was in the air; he had seemingly been on the verge of knocking.

The Archduke took in Elise’s disheveled state and attire and then calmly said, “If you are not yet ready, I can wait.”

“No, that is quite all right.” The man before her held her fate in the palm of his hand. She was desperate to hear what he might have to say.

“I do not believe it to be ‘quite all right.’ You seem to be barely awake. Please take your time,” the Archduke said coldly.

“I apologize. It appears I fell into a slumber.”

“Yes, for three days, to be precise.”

“Th-Three…?” Elise asked in shock.

“You were gravely ill, Your Highness. Let us meet once you have bathed and eaten.”

And with that, Lezett turned and walked away. Elise simply stared blankly at his receding figure.

That means six days have passed since I was scheduled to be executed. And by some miracle, I still draw breath.

“I wonder what transpired…” she whispered to herself.

Suddenly, a thick shawl was draped over Elise’s shoulders. “His Grace speaks the truth, Your Highness. You have been dreadfully sick. His Majesty himself was full of concern, fearing for the child you carry,” Ibetha said.

Ah, I understand how events have unfolded. Elise stood frozen as though she had been struck by a moment of clarity. Ibetha gently guided her back to the bed.

“You must rest, Your Highness. And above all else, you need sustenance. Please wait a moment,” the maid said as she busied herself making preparations for the Princess.

Elise lay under the warm blankets and stared blankly at the ceiling. Suddenly, she grabbed Ibetha’s sleeve and said, “Could you fetch a piece of parchment and a quill for me?”

* * *

After resting for some time, Elise barely managed to force down a bowl of thin gruel. Her stomach was in no condition to eat anything substantial.

“I know it is tasteless, Your Highness, but you must eat,” Ibetha gently encouraged.

After finishing the meal, Elise began pondering her next steps. Surviving this ordeal does not mean my problems are behind me. On the contrary, the true struggle begins now.

A short time later, Elise waited for Archduke Kirstan in the reception room. When he entered, she rose abruptly. He surveyed her in his typically composed manner. “Are you feeling better?” he asked.

“Yes, very much so,” Elise responded calmly. As they sat down, Elise wasted no time getting to the crux of the matter. “Archduke, I am clearly still alive, so I assume…”

“You were not mistaken, Your Highness. I am indeed in need of an heir,” Lezett coldly stated. “Your words were accurate. The pressure to sire an heir provides me with much stress. If this… transaction is able to free me from His Majesty’s chains, I see no reason why I should oppose it.”

Elise said nothing. “And perhaps you might prove to be the answer, Your Highness. You are a direct descendant of Gallian, after all, the hero who was able to slay a dragon. Maybe you will prove capable of suppressing the less… savory aspects of my nature.” His eyes darkened as he spoke the last words.

“I believe that will prove to be the case,” Elise murmured.

“Then, I think this arrangement benefits both of us. There is no need to take the lives of countless innocent women. All I require is one woman who can withstand me and continue my lineage. Now it has come to this, I shall look to you for an heir, Your Highness. And for your part, you shall keep your life,” Lezett stated matter-of-factly.

“I informed His Majesty that we shared a bed, and I have bribed the imperial physician. She will continue to attend to you in Rothier.” The Archduke’s tone was so detached that it would be easy to assume he was informing the Princess of information that did not involve him in any way.

“I see,” Elise murmured, trying to mask her shock.

“Traditionally, we would hold the wedding ceremony immediately, but given the circumstances, it seems impractical to proceed in the conventional manner.”

I did not foresee that my lie would lead us so directly to marriage…

“Archduke. I am grateful for—” Elise began before she was immediately interrupted.

“There is nothing to be grateful for. Do not confuse this for an act of mercy, Your Highness.” His tone was notably pointed. “This is merely a contractual marriage. A mutual agreement to exploit one another.”

Elise quivered under the intense scrutiny of his piercing blue eyes. Amused by her discomfort, he let out a hollow chuckle. “This is what you wanted, is it not, Your Highness?”

“It is…” Elise whispered.

He is right. I am reaping what I have sown. His cold gaze, his words entirely devoid of warmth, his changed demeanor… It is all a result of my own actions. I made my bed, and now I must lie in it.

“Six months. How does that seem to you, Your Highness?”

Six months? So, until the harvest festival.

Indeed, even if we depart for Rothier, we will not escape the Emperor’s scrutiny; if my condition does not change, suspicions will arise.

And so… I have six months. Six months to conceive this man’s child.

“If things do not proceed as we hope after six months, I will divulge the truth to His Majesty. Following that, your fate will be in his hands,” Lezett declared.

He means to say that after six months pass, if I am not with child, he will throw me to the wolves. The Emperor will likely send my head to the Urgeli as originally planned. Or perhaps he will send me to the Prince of Urgel with my head intact. Regardless, my fate will be death.

“P-Promise me you will cooperate,” she suddenly begged.

“For those six months, you have my word that we will protect you. You will be safe in Rothier.”

“That is not what I am referring to.”

He told me he was not interested in “embracing” a woman as weak and frail as myself. If he has no intention of playing his part, this agreement of ours is meaningless.

“Then what are you referring to?” Lezett asked.

“Y-You must not avoid me…” Elise blurted out.

Now is not the time to succumb to my shame. I must speak plainly. “I know I may not be to your liking. And it must be a burden to… lay with a woman you do not desire. But promise me you will not refuse.”

The Archduke raised an eyebrow and said, “It is a relief to hear that you know children do not simply fall from the sky.”

“I am not as naïve as you seemingly think,” Elise countered in a voice that betrayed her indignation.

Archduke Kirstan made an expression somewhere between amusement and annoyance. He gestured to the piece of parchment on the table and said, “If you are truly anxious about such matters, write it down. A contract specifying the duties and responsibilities to be fulfilled by both parties should suffice, would you not agree?”

Elise blushed slightly but soon began writing. After outlining the basic terms that they had verbally agreed upon, she paused. “As for the matter of our physical union, should we agree to a minimum of five encounters within the timeframe advised by the physician?” she shyly asked.

Lezett simply raised his eyebrow. “Would that be too infrequent?” Elise added, unsure of herself.

Five times a month would be thirty times in total, which, given my frail constitution, may be insufficient.

Elise sifted through her memories of her time in Arghan. She recalled a maid who had been despondent for years after marriage as she was unable to conceive. Indeed, conception was spoken of as a divine blessing—a miracle bestowed upon humans by the gods themselves.

“What if we were to double that amount?” Elise murmured.

However, the Archduke’s frustration was palpable. He closed his eyes for a moment before opening them again.

Unable to decipher his thoughts, Elise grew anxious. “Then… perhaps fifteen times?”

“Your Highness,” Lezett said firmly as though scolding a child.

“Well, what would you suggest?”

After meeting her innocent, golden eyes for a brief moment, he said, “‘As often as circumstances allow.’ That should suffice. I believe outlining a specific number will only make it seem like a chore.”

“I see. I shall heed your advice, then,” Elise said in a noticeably brighter tone. As she returned to writing the contract, she was oblivious to the fact that his gaze was fixed on her face, not the piece of parchment.

Does she truly grasp the meaning of my words? It is painfully obvious that she knows nothing of intimacy between a man and a woman. Thus far, she has also declined to listen to my warnings.

Lezett had spent much time contemplating how to lay with the Princess without causing her serious harm. She is entirely unaware of the fraught dangers that await her in our marital bed.

“Though such an eventuality is unlikely, if you successfully conceive and give birth to a child, it will bear the name Kirstan. And you are to forgo any rights related to the upbringing of said child. Do you agree to these terms?”

“I do.”

“This is also unlikely, Your Highness, but…” the Archduke trailed off. It was Emperor Novius’s probing question that he could not quite shake off.




“I have one question. If she is indeed with child, can you be sure you are the father? The physician will not be able to determine who the father is.”




“But… what?” Elise asked.

“It is nothing, Your Highness,” Lezett answered. He decided not to pursue that line of questioning.

Whether she has laid with another man is not my concern. If the child she ultimately bears is not a dragonborn, then the Princess will be of no use to His Majesty. She will likely be dragged to the capital to meet her grim fate. Well, that is also not my concern.

“The contract is complete,” Elise declared. She carefully read over the words one last time and then inscribed her name at the bottom. For his part, Lezett signed his name without even taking the time to read the words thoroughly. They repeated this process so that they each had a copy of the contract.

I am safe until the first day of October, at least. I have gained six months of life, which is ample time to devise a way to return to Arghan.

Elise’s relief was overwhelming.

“If you ever grow too frightened, you may flee at any time of your choosing,” the Archduke suddenly remarked.

“At any time, you say?”

“Yes, if you are capable,” he said with a nonchalant shrug.

Attempting to escape from a war demon whose infamy spread across the entire continent? That sounds like yet another ominous warning.

“It would be wise to conceive a child as soon as possible before your lies are exposed to the world, Your Highness,” Lezett declared flatly. He stood up and prepared to leave before adding, “We are set to depart for Rothier in three days. Will you be well enough? If you need more time, we can delay our departure.”

“I will be fine,” Elise assured him with a determined nod. “You need not worry.” A tense silence descended on the room. The Archduke seemed to be regarding her with something akin to pity. “Archduke, I have a question.”

“Please. Speak freely.”

“If…” she began before trailing off. She longed to ask what would happen to her if she gave birth to a healthy child. Indeed, despite their somewhat lengthy discussion, that topic had not once been broached.

He intends to raise the child himself, that much is clear, but what would become of me? Would I be free? Or would I be tethered to his side? Even if I were granted my freedom, could I truly leave my child behind and return to Arghan?

The Archduke silently raised an eyebrow as though beckoning her to speak her mind. Elise simply shook her head. “No, it is nothing.”

There is no sense in discussing matters that might never come to pass. I should think about it later. Much later.

* * *

“I suppose there is no need for a grand ceremony,” the Emperor said. “What good could come of parading a marriage between the Princess of Arghan and the Archduke of Vaniella? She may well yet die in childbirth. And then what? You would be a widower. Let us not unnecessarily diminish your value.”

And thus, there was to be no public ceremony and no public declaration of their betrothal.

“In fact, why bother wedding the Princess at all? Just ensure that she gives birth to your child,” Novius added.

“Your Majesty,” Lezett finally interjected in a voice that betrayed his discomfort.

“If she gives birth to a healthy child and she seems capable of bearing a second, then we can allow her to live a while longer. As for marriage, we ought to find a noblewoman worthy of the honorable name of Kirstan. Do you not agree? What do you think about the daughter of Duke Irian? Not to your liking? Then…” the Emperor trailed off.

And so he suggests that the Princess be kept as a mere broodmare while I take another as my lawful wife?

The thought of one woman is bothersome enough. Now, he means to burden me with two?

“That scheme seems rather beneath the Emperor of Vaniella, I must say, Your Majesty.” Lezett could hide his irritation no longer.

“I suspect the Princess understood how matters would unfold. I am certain she has braced herself for what is to come.”

“I am sorry, Your Majesty, but I cannot say I am of the same opinion.”

“And why would that be, Lezett? Does your heart belong to the Princess?”

“I simply do not wish to lie before the gods.”

“Do I look as though I am in a position to indulge your piety? If it were anyone else, I would not be so lenient. You would do well to remember that.” Displeased with the constant rebuttals from his subordinate and younger brother, the Emperor finally lost his temper.

“You choose to lay with a princess of a fallen empire while the barbarians of Urgel demand her head on a spike. How on earth do you expect me to appease them now? You reject all of the suitresses I send your way and instead lay your hands on the one woman you should not have. Just what games are you playing with me?”

Perhaps if I had actually laid with her, this would not feel so unjust, the Archduke thought as he sighed and rubbed his throbbing temples.

“And if, as you suggest, I keep Her Highness as a secret consort, how will that satisfy the Urgeli? If she is to officially take my name, that would likely prove enough to stave off their bloodlust,” Lezett posited.

“Well… I cannot deny that you speak sense.”

“Invoke the pact of the Northern Alliance, Your Majesty. The spoils of war and prisoners belong to the captor. Inform them that I refuse to surrender Her Highness. I suppose you could tell them that I am utterly infatuated with her.”

“And is that truly the case, Lezett?” Novius asked with a raised eyebrow.

“As long as it suits your interests, please feel free to think however you please, Your Majesty.”

The Emperor pondered for a brief moment before nodding. “You make a valid argument, Lezett. Then, let us proceed in this manner. The two of you can say your oaths before the High Priest. No public ceremony. I will not force you to take a more… suitable wife. However, if an issue arises with the child in her womb, you are to divorce her.”

Lezett said nothing.

“Based on the imperial physician’s initial calculations, the child should enter the world late next winter. We have approximately eight or nine months until then. We can decide on the Princess’s fate after the birth. It still will not be too late to send her off to the Urgeli.”

The Archduke stared at the Emperor and held his tongue.

“Why do you glare at me thus, dear brother? I dare say you could slay your enemies with that look alone…”

Indeed, the look in Lezett’s cold, blue eyes was not one that would ordinarily be reserved for one’s sovereign. Even atop the throne, it was difficult for Novius to maintain his composure when faced with such a withering gaze. Emperor Novius did not doubt the Archduke’s unwavering loyalty, of course, but he always kept in mind the slim chance that he might turn his back on Vaniella. He was of the opinion that a man of Lezett’s nature was better coaxed and cajoled rather than subjugated by means of force or threat.

“It goes without saying that if your heart does indeed belong to the Princess, that changes matters entirely. Do not look upon me so harshly, dear brother. I do not harbor any ill will toward the Princess.”

“You claim to harbor no ill will, yet you treat her as a mere means to an end,” Archduke Kirstan sharply countered.

“As I said, she brought this on herself. Do you truly believe she seduced you with pure intentions? It was a play for survival. She’s a cunning woman, indeed.”

Lezett maintained his silence.

“We must simply hope that she survives long enough to give birth. I must say, however, I have a good feeling about this.” Indeed, Emperor Novius had been in high spirits in recent days; he believed that his grand ambition of continuing Lezett’s dragonborn lineage might finally come to fruition.

“I think she might just withstand the potency of your seed. Her lineage is far from ordinary, after all. She is a direct descendant of Gallian, the mighty hero and disciple of the Mad Dragon Semesita and the one who was most well-versed in its powers. No ordinary woman, indeed.”

“Yes, I agree that she is no ordinary woman,” Lezett said reluctantly. 

First of all, she is exceptionally frail. She is only half as strong as an “ordinary woman.” I do not share His Majesty’s unbridled optimism.

Novius let out a hearty laugh. “You see it too, then? Well, take good care of her, Lezett! I would prefer a boy, of course, but a girl will suffice, as long as she inherits your strength, that is.”

Noticing the greed in the Emperor’s eyes, the Archduke felt a surge of revulsion rise in his throat like bile. “I do not believe we will have to wait until late winter, Your Majesty. It seems likely that the Princess will return to the capital in the fall,” he said icily.

“What on earth do you mean?”

“It would be wise not to dismantle the scaffold in the main square,” Lezett said with a bow as he began to turn and exit the throne room.

“Wait, Lezett!” Novius called out.

“When the time comes, do as you wish. I will not intervene,” Lezett said as he ignored his half-brother.

* * *

“I cannot believe you are truly getting married, Your Grace,” Ruben said in the corridor of the imperial palace. He had been oddly buoyant of late and was unable to hold his tongue. “The rumor has spread among the Rothier knights. I must say, I was not expecting such an outcome. I always thought you were opposed to marriage, Your Grace.”

“You thought correctly,” Lezett replied in a flat voice. 

Ruben visibly flinched under the withering gaze of his liege. The look in his eyes seemed to say, It was your rampant tongue that landed me in this predicament.

Ruben, suddenly sweating profusely, blurted out anything he could think to say in a bid to shatter the palpable tension. “W-Well, I believe the castle will benefit from having a lady present, Your Grace. Mrs. Pattinson will be most pleased. Perhaps Her Highness will safely give birth to—”

“That will not come to pass,” the Archduke brusquely interrupted.

How very odd. I thought he had truly fallen for her. But those cold eyes of his… What do they signify?

Indeed, Ruben was one of several knights who firmly believed that there was something special between the Archduke and the Princess. They had marched and waged war alongside Lezett for many years, and they had never witnessed him treat anyone or anything with such tenderness. It was possible to explain away his behavior as reverence toward and respect for Arghan, but personally attending to her as she bathed seemed to go beyond mere veneration.

Besides, she is such a striking beauty. I do not believe he would treat a Prince of Arghan in such a manner. Well… on further deliberation, perhaps he would. After all, His Majesty constantly sent renowned beauties to Rothier, but His Grace never paid them any mind. It was almost as though he was repulsed by them, in fact.

Dragonborn were infamous for their bestial nature—unable to control their lust, they were known to indiscriminately force themselves upon both men and women.

It is natural that His Grace would wish to prevent himself from succumbing to such… urges.

“Your Grace, you are different from other dragonborn, are you not?” Ruben suddenly asked.

“Different how?”

“Where do I even begin? It is only those who are dreadfully ignorant or green with envy who dare to suggest you are some monster or savage creature. Even your appearance alone, Your Grace… You look nothing like the typical dragonborn. You have also never once lost your composure or ran amok.”

Lezett said nothing, but Ruben, as usual, did not take the hint. “So, Your Grace, you can love, marry, and have children just like anyone else! The gods have blessed you thus.”

The Archduke looked at his most loyal knight with utter disdain. “Enough of the pointless chatter.”

“‘Pointless,’ Your Grace? Your child is going to be a marvel the likes of which Grandell has never seen! With a combination of Your Grace and Her Highness’s striking looks and your abilities—”

“I said, enough. Your delusions will be shattered by fall. Do not entertain such futile hopes.”

“What…?”

“By fall”? What on earth does he mean? Does His Grace not intend to let his child be born? Or does he believe Her Highness will meet her end before half a year has passed?

“Y-Your Grace, surely you do not mean… to take her life yourself, do you?” Ruben stammered.

“If it comes to that, I must. Before more blood is shed,” Lezett said impassively.

Ruben recognized the look in his eyes; it was the same look he had as he ruthlessly surveyed a battlefield.

Oh, dear heavens, when His Grace decides to act, there is simply no stopping him.

“Send a missive to Rothier. Instruct them to prepare for Her Highness’s arrival. Make sure she lacks for nothing. Let her at least enjoy these six months to the fullest.”

It was then that Ruben understood the implication behind Lezett’s words. Her Highness has not escaped her death sentence. It would appear she has simply stepped closer to the worst kind of demise of her own accord.

* * *

Before departing for Rothier, the Princess and the Archduke were wed in the chapel of the imperial palace. It took place in a small annex reserved for the use of the High Priest. It was a wedding in name only; there was no dowry, no exchanging of rings, and no bridal veil.

As Elise stood before the High Priest, she thought to herself, Andrei would have thrown a fit of rage had he witnessed this with his own eyes.

Her brother had had a habit of making outlandish promises to Elise.

“I will find you the most perfect man on all the continent, one whose heart beats only for you,” he had once said.

“Does such a man exist? One who would desire a woman as fragile as myself?” Elise had responded.

“Oh, my dear Elise, how you jest. There is no man in the entire world who could possibly refuse you,” Andrei had teased with a radiant smile. He would regularly shower Elise with all manner of compliments regarding her unrivaled beauty, often leaving the Princess at a loss for words.

He always longed to lift my spirits in any way he could.

“I can picture your wedding day in my mind’s eye, Lizzie. You shall wear the most resplendent dress. The ceremony will be more grand and opulent than a wedding fit for an emperor. So, please, just promise me that you will stay healthy,” he had said.

Elise was suddenly snapped out of her reverie by the voice of the High Priest. “Elisabetta Aseica, do you take Lezett Kirstan to be your lawful husband, to cherish and love for now and all eternity?”

“I do.”

The wedding had begun only moments ago but was already hurtling toward its conclusion. 

“Lezett Kirstan, do you take Elisabetta Aseica to be your lawful wife, to cherish and love for now and all eternity?”

Lezett said nothing. “Your Grace?” the High Priest urged.

“I do…” Lezett finally said.

Ibetha had told Elise that Archduke Kirstan was unexpectedly devout; for such a man, swearing a false love before the gods would be no easy feat.

“As a representative of the gods, I proclaim you husband and wife. Now, please seal your union with a kiss as proof of your sacred and solemn oath before the gods,” the High Priest instructed.

Elise had somehow forgotten that the brief ceremony would include a kiss; she was momentarily flustered. As the Archduke turned toward her, she whispered, “A feigned kiss will suffice, Archduke.”

Is even that too much to ask of him? Perhaps I should press my lips to his. I have already painted myself as a seductress; I do not see what harm it would do.

She swiftly gauged the height difference between the two of them and stood on the balls of her feet. Lezett watched impassively as she raised her head toward his.

Talk of their union had spread like wildfire throughout the imperial palace and beyond. The Archduke knew all too well how Elise was regarded—a beauty who had somehow ensnared the war demon in her clutches, a cunning temptress who hid her true nature beneath an angelic façade.

Elise cocked her head to one side and faintly brushed her lips against his before hastily retreating.

If you are going to do it, do it properly, Lezett thought as he grabbed her neck and, without hesitating, planted his lips on her slightly open mouth. It was impulsive, but such was his nature. Their union had granted him the right to claim the Princess as he pleased.

For her part, Elise did not attempt to pull away despite her obvious surprise. The kiss lasted only a few seconds, but it was intense. After the Archduke reluctantly brought the intimate moment to a close, Elise hastily bowed her head. Her ears were the fiery red of embarrassment.

Lezett looked her up and down. Her dress enhanced the delicate curves of her body, a body he had once felt pressed against him.

I do not know who dressed her in such a manner, but it is hardly befitting of a sacred occasion. It is as almost as though she was dressed specifically to provoke a man’s bestial instincts.

Who would not be compelled by such beauty?

He was suddenly struck with a realization that he must shield the Princess from the world’s prying eyes. “You have sealed your union before both the gods and the witnesses who graced us with their presence today. May your union be eternally blessed,” the High Priest concluded.

As Elise pressed her trembling hand to her pounding chest, she fought the urge to touch the lips that the Archduke had so brazenly and deeply claimed as his own.

My first kiss… It was not exactly romantic, but…

The brief, soft touch had left a spark smoldering inside her.

And with that, Elise’s wedding was over within a matter of moments.

* * *

The Emperor suggested that Lezett and his knights enjoy a banquet before they departed for Rothier, but the Archduke immediately rejected the invitation. 

“I am afraid I must decline, Your Majesty. I have been absent from Rothier for far too long. Besides, we will travel by carriage. We must depart as soon as possible.”

“You are no fun,” Novius complained. “Then, do take care of yourself, Princess. Let us both hope that I do not come to regret sparing your life,” he added, addressing Elise. His eyes, filled with avarice, lingered on the Princess’s flat stomach; the look in his eyes suggested he was ready to behead her himself if he discovered that nothing was growing inside of her.

A chill ran down Elise’s spine. I hope he does not make an unscheduled visit to Rothier.

As they left the chapel, Lezett grabbed a robe from a maid and draped it over Elise’s shoulders. He then wrapped the hood of the robe tightly around her head in a bid to conceal her identity.

Janok Seahart had chosen to linger in the capital; he had even attempted to insist on attending the wedding despite Lezett’s firm and persistent refusals. The Urgeli, undeterred, were waiting outside the chapel.

“We will depart immediately if that is all right with you.” the Archduke said to Elise.

“It matters not.”

Her petite face was largely concealed by the hood, and only her lips and chin were visible. Nonetheless, Lezett found this slightly disconcerting; her lips looked particularly supple and rosy.

“Archduke…” Elise began before she was interrupted by an unpleasant and familiar voice.

“I knew something was amiss, but I did not think that the two of you were in cahoots,” Janok said as he sauntered toward them. His face still bore the marks of the beating he had suffered in the dungeons.

He looks even more brutish than usual, Elise thought to herself.

“Rumor has it that you are with child, Princess,” he sneered. “To think you would stoop quite so low to survive… I am sure your brother would have relished this sight.” His words dripped with scorn and venom.

Lezett placed himself between Janok and Elise. He extended his hand in a bid to hand the Princess over to Ruben, but Elise flinched and instinctively moved closer to the Archduke, unconsciously clutching at his cloak. Lezett grabbed her wrist and forcibly handed her to his loyal knight, eliciting a whimper from Elise. “Escort Her Highness to safety, Ruben,” he barked.

“Understood, Your Grace. Let us go, Your Highness. Your carriage awaits,” Ruben said.

Elise briefly hesitated before stepping forward. I know I should not rely on him, and yet… Somehow, I feel safer by his side than anywhere else. However, he coldly brushed me off and sent me away with his knight.

“So, you intend to simply ignore me, do you?” Janok spat at the Archduke as he prodded his chest with his finger. “Did you steal her away because you are privy to something, Archduke?”

“What on earth are you referring to?” Lezett asked.

“What do you know about Elisabetta Aseica? Did she confide in you? Perhaps something about why the Emperor of Arghan valued his sister more than his own life?” Janok asked.

* * *

Sometimes excessive beauty can be a curse, Lezett thought. He was convinced that every time Elise appeared before a crowd of people, she captivated everyone present.

Her beauty brings more harm than good. Her dazzling radiance is akin to poison, tainting and rotting those around her and ultimately hurting her, too. What good is a formidable weapon in the hands of someone who does not know how to wield it?

The knights are already clearly enamored with her, not to mention the incident with Sir Rodric…

Indeed, Lezett had overheard his subordinates discussing Elise on many occasions.

“She is truly a dazzling beauty. One simply does not get tired of looking at her.”

“When she was scheduled to be executed, the main square was filled with poets, painters, and philosophers alike. It would have been the spectacle of the century, I dare say.”

“Sir Rodric must be turning in his grave. Alas, she is the Archduchess of Rothier now. She looks so holy, and yet…”

At times, Ruben had taken to yelling at the knights as they marched to Rothier. “Silence your idle chatter!” he would shout.

On the whole, the journey progressed swiftly and smoothly. Unlike the trip to Vaniella, Elise did not cause any disturbances.

Other than Ibetha occasionally emerging to fetch food or water, the door to the carriage remained closed. Accordingly, on the fourth day, the Archduke began to sense something was amiss.

She is eerily quiet inside that carriage. She has not once stepped outside or even peered out of the window. Even the most patient of souls would feel claustrophobic being confined to that space all day long.

And yet… I do not want to expose her to this rowdy group of knights. The moment she leaves the carriage, she will become a spectacle for their beady eyes to enjoy.

Strangely, although the Princess was the one enclosed in a tiny space for days on end, it was the Archduke who felt suffocated. Eventually, he asked Ibetha, “Is Her Highness all right? Does she not feel stifled?”

“It does not appear so, Your Grace. I contemplated at least drawing back the curtains, but Her Highness fears the sunlight would only make her weary. She does not wish to be a source of inconvenience.”

I cannot comprehend her behavior. Given her station, there is no need for her to be so considerate of those beneath her.

“Has Her Highness said anything else?” Lezett asked.

“Nothing of particular note, Your Grace. She simply said that not delaying our arrival in Rothier is of the utmost importance and that she is not in any discomfort.”

It would seem she harbors some guilt toward me for what transpired on our journey from Arghan to Vaniella. Nonetheless, if she succumbs to illness due to spending too long confined in that tiny carriage, I will be the one who is burdened.

With that in mind, the Archduke strode purposefully toward the carriage. He knocked on the door twice, but no sound came from within. Overcome with a sense of foreboding, he flung the door open and called out, “Your Highness?”

Seeing her slumped against the window, he thought she had fallen into a state of unconsciousness once more. His heart pounded in his chest. However, he soon realized she had simply succumbed to slumber. Her long, wavy silver hair cascaded past her shoulders, and the Archduke noted the curve of her closed eyelids and her slightly parted lips. Asleep, she seemed impossibly innocent and vulnerable.

Indeed, it is undeniable; the beauty she possesses is a poison—a toxin that is lethal to both the bearer and those who find themselves enchanted by it.

Eventually, startled by the noise coming from outside the carriage, Elise awoke with a jolt. “I-Ibeth… Archduke?” she said, bewildered upon seeing Lezett. “Is there a problem?” she asked.

Archduke Kirstan said nothing.

“Do you have something to say to me, Archduke?” Faced with his silence, she grew anxious; she straightened her posture and attempted to smooth out her disheveled hair. “If something is awry, please tell—”

“The sun is not particularly harsh today,” Lezett interrupted. 

“E-Excuse me?”

“Staying inside this carriage all day long must be uncomfortable. Perhaps you would like to ride atop a horse for some time, instead?” he suggested as he held out a hand toward her.

“I fear that… the knights may not welcome me with open arms.”

“That is not something you need to concern yourself with, Your Highness. Please, take my hand.”

Elise did as he instructed. The Archduke helped her out of the carriage with a firm grip. Lezett’s warhorse was waiting patiently outside.

“It would be wise to don a hood, Your Highness,” the Archduke advised. Elise swiftly pulled her hood over her head, only for Lezett to pull it down further in a bid to cover more of her face.

Why does he insist on covering almost the entirety of my face? I can barely see.

“The sun may not be strong, but it is better to exercise caution,” he said.

“Still, Archduke, I cannot even see what is in front of me…”

“You do not need to. I will lead the way,” he declared before lifting Elise up and placing her atop his steed as though she weighed nothing more than a feather. This time, she was seated sideways. Lezett mounted and then held Elise with one arm. With the other, he grabbed the reigns and nudged the horse forward.

A strong gust of wind peeled back Elise’s hood slightly, so at last, she could gaze upon the landscape they traversed. She spotted a vast lake surrounded by mountains in one direction. Elsewhere, verdant greenery stretched on endlessly.

Elise suddenly noticed that they were somehow leading the entire procession, yet the black horse they rode proceeded at a slow and steady pace.

Are we not going too slow? At this rate, we will cause everyone to fall behind schedule. She attempted to peer behind her, but Lezett’s large stature obstructed her view.

“Do not worry, Your Highness. We cannot proceed with haste on a slope like this. This is rough terrain,” the Archduke explained.

“I see. Well, that is a relief,” Elise replied. Suddenly, she realized she had left the confines of the carriage without properly attending to her appearance. She began awkwardly combing through her hair with her fingers.

It would seem I am destined to be in a constant state of disarray before this man.

“If you wish to leave the carriage at any point, please just say so, Your Highness. If you do not speak up, I cannot possibly know that you are uncomfortable.”

“I was not uncomfortable. I am rather accustomed to being indoors. Even in Arghan, I spent most of my days confined to my chambers.”

“How did it come to be that the Princess of Arghan found herself confined to such a small space?”

“Perhaps ‘confined’ is the wrong word. Being outside for too long tended to leave me bedridden, so I had no choice, that is all.” Indeed, it had been her own frail constitution that had left her bound to her chambers. “Sometimes, when my brother visited me, we would take a stroll together in the gardens. Those days were so very dear and special to me. I would wake up overcome with excitement. It seems today is another special day.”

Lezett lapsed into a deep silence as he contemplated the meaning of her words. 

Elise had become accustomed to the occasional lull in their conversations; if the Archduke had nothing to say, he would simply maintain a stoic silence. Nonetheless, she felt he was listening to her intently.

“I must say, to my surprise, I feel rather well,” Elise added.

Elise had not only suffered a serious wound, she had been forced to travel for an extended period of time and had even been confined to the dungeons of Vaniella. Ordinarily, such an ordeal would have rendered her bedridden for at least a month. 

Surprised by her relatively healthy state, Elise rolled up the sleeves of her robe and looked at her bare wrists. When the shackles had first been removed, her wrists were severely bruised. However, now that approximately ten days had passed, the bruises had faded to a barely noticeable yellow.

“The bruising has still not disappeared,” Lezett remarked.

“‘Still’? I cannot believe how fast it has faded.”

“You mean to say it usually takes longer?”

“Yes. This is remarkable. To think it has only been ten days…”

Suddenly, Andrei’s voice echoed in her head. “You are going to be healthier, dear sister,” he had said shortly before they parted ways.

I assumed he was simply trying to be encouraging, but could his words have had a more profound meaning? A glimmer of hope sparkled in Elise’s eyes. Caught up in her own thoughts, she belatedly realized that her conversation with the Archduke had awkwardly trailed off into silence.

“Sorry. This is simply most fascinating to me,” she added.

“You really have…” Archduke Kirstan began before hesitating.

“Yes, Archduke?” Elise prompted.

“No, it is nothing.” Lezett stopped himself from saying what was on his mind, which was that the Princess had suffered a great deal in her short life.

I cannot believe those shackles caused such severe bruising. And even after ten days, it persists. I have never met a human so fragile in all my life.

He could not help but recall the fact that the physician had said Elise’s pulse was similar to that of someone not long for this world.

“Perhaps we ought to get some respite, Your Highness.”

“You mean to say I should return to the carriage?”

“No, I was wondering if perhaps we should pause our journey so that we may rest in a nearby village.”

“I am quite all right, but if you are tired, then—”

“I, tired?” Lezett interjected. He seemed shocked by the Princess’s words. The Archduke had never once been asked if he was “tired.”

After a moment of confusion, Elise realized that he had only been thinking of her. “I am truly fine, Archduke. I will inform you if I feel that I need to rest. It would be a nuisance if I collapsed from exhaustion, after all.”

I do not understand her. A “nuisance”? She was raised as a member of the imperial family of Arghan, surrounded by love and luxury, so why does she behave with such humility? I do not believe it is because Arghan has fallen. Somehow, her attitude seems almost ingrained or habitual. Perhaps it is due to the fact that she grew up isolated from the rest of the world. It is astonishing to think that she has made it this far despite her incredibly frail constitution.

Archduke Kirstan suppressed a sigh and slightly tightened his grip on her waist.

Nonetheless, she has endured a great deal in the previous two months. More than most would be capable of, in fact. Her body may be fragile, but her spirit is unbreakable.

But why am I contemplating such matters? What difference does it make to me?

And with that, Lezett ruthlessly severed his train of thought, like a cold blade slicing through the neck of his enemies.

Elise, meanwhile, continued to observe her surroundings with fervor. Her obvious excitement, however, proved to be short-lived. As they reached the end of the slope, Elise suddenly grabbed the Archduke’s forearm and said, “Something is amiss. I do not think we should continue further. Please stop the horse.”

Lezett also sensed danger on the path ahead. Yet, it had been the Princess who noticed first. He glanced at her incredulously.

My senses are far sharper than those of ordinary humans. How did she perceive a threat before I did?

“Assasins. At twelve and two o’clock,” Archduke Kirstan whispered. Elise instinctively leaned into him for protection. “You must return to the carriage. Go inside and shut the door. Do not emerge until I come for you.”

Elise nodded. Lezett dismounted his steed first before reaching up to help the Princess. As he did so, a whistling sound sliced through the air. Before they had time to react, an arrow had pierced the end of Elise’s hood.

The Princess did not immediately grasp what had happened until she saw Lezett’s face contort with horror.

“Ruben!” the Archduke barked, swiftly removing Elise from atop his horse and handing her over to his most loyal knight. “We are under attack. Take Her Highness to safety and ready our defenses.”

“Understood, Your Grace. This way, Your Highness.”

“Be careful,” Elise pleaded as she grabbed at Lezett’s cloak. The Archduke looked at her with a complicated mixture of emotions in his eyes. He simply nodded at Ruben, and the deep blue of his cloak slipped through Elise’s fingers.

The carriage was positioned toward the rear of the procession. Arrows relentlessly rained down upon Ruben and Elise as they made their retreat.

These arrows… They are coated with poison.

“Sir Ruben, the arrows are poisoned! Be careful!”

“Poisoned? What foul wretches dare to use such tactics against the forces of Rothier?” Ruben cursed.

“It is the Urgeli. It has to be the Urgeli…” Elise murmured. She had seen such arrowheads before when she was fleeing the imperial palace of Arghan. The tips were much wider than standard arrows, and they were stained with a dark, sticky liquid. She had witnessed several of her maids being struck by the same weapons.

“Those foul barbarians!” Ruben spat as he deftly cut down two arrows from the air. Elise briefly looked back, but Lezett was obscured by the swarm of knights. Meanwhile, the arrows continued to rain down relentlessly.

I am the target, she realized. The knights of Rothier had encircled her. At this rate, they will be struck by the arrows themselves. I must act.

She plunged her hand inside her robe and pressed two fingers against the underside of her left forearm. “Andrei…” she called out. Instantly, a protective spell was triggered, and a faint blue barrier unfolded above the heads of the knights.

The soldiers gazed in wonder as dozens of arrows ricocheted off the sturdy, translucent shield. Even Elise herself was taken aback by the magnitude of the spell.

“Yout Highness!” a voice rang out above the din. Elise turned to see a pale-faced Ibetha rush toward her and pull her in the direction of the carriage. “What on earth is happening, Your Highness? Are you all right?” the maid asked once they were in the relative safety of the carriage.

“I am fine, Ibetha. Are you hurt?”

“No, I was in the carriage the entire time. You need not worry about me, Your Highness! And let us close this window, shall we? I am afraid it is not going to be a pretty sight out there. Oh, but you are oh so cold, Your Highness. Are you truly all right?”

Even with the door closed, the unmistakable scent of blood filled the carriage. Images of the corpses she had witnessed while escaping the imperial palace of Arghan flooded Elise’s mind.

“I-I’m f-fine…” Elise stammered as she barely suppressed the urge to vomit.

* * *

At the forefront of the Rothier force’s defensive line, Lezett looked up in bewilderment at the translucent shield that had seemingly manifested from thin air.

A beautiful sight, indeed.

“She did say that, although she was not a sorcerer, she was not entirely incapable of wielding magic,” he murmured to himself.

It would appear she was not lying. If that barrier holds, there will be no need for me to wield my own power.

His right arm, which had begun to transform, gradually returned to its normal state.

When a dragonborn sought to wield the power of the dragon blood that flowed within them, their physical appearance would invariably alter. For some, it manifested in the form of a dragon head, while for others, it was the upper or lower parts of their body that transformed. In the case of the Archduke, it was his right arm that bore the likeness of a dragon.

Yet, Lezett did not often reveal his true form, even in the midst of battle. Rather than tearing his enemies apart with his bare hands or unleashing mana from his right arm, he favored traditional weapons such as swords, spears, and bows.

Now, he unsheathed his sword. It is the Urgeli. They are targeting Her Highness. I suppose their threats were not empty, after all.

The storm of arrows all but ceased as the barrier Elise had manifested diminished in strength. In place of the poisoned arrows came an ambush of roaring Urgeli.

“Find the Princess of Arghan! Dead or alive, it matters not. A sizeable reward awaits anyone who brings me her head!” Janok Seahart yelled.

Archduke Kirstan’s lips curled into a sneer as he parried a blow from an oncoming Urgeli soldier and plunged his sword into his adversary’s chest.

“Enough about her head!” Lezett spat with disdain and pent-up wrath. He swiftly tore through several more enemy soldiers. The ground beneath him was already stained with blood. “I cannot help but wonder exactly what your obsession is with Her Highness’s head,” he said in a voice as cold as ice.

It did not take long for the Archduke to cut his way through dozens of Urgeli in order to get to his target—Prince Janok.

“And so we meet again, Your Highness,” Lezett taunted.

“You fools! What are you doing? Stop him at once!” Janok barked desperately. The Prince of Urgel looked at the man before him and the trail of dead bodies and carnage he had left in his wake. There was blood all around the Archduke, yet he was entirely unscathed himself.

“You seem to be very enthusiastic about collecting heads, so I thought I might give it a try myself,” Lezett said as he flicked the blood from his blade.

Janok recoiled, inching back as the fearsome Archduke closed the distance between them. “I cannot say I am privy to whether you truly preserve severed heads as trophies, but I assume you have sufficient reason for daring to ambush us,” Lezett said in a deathly calm voice.

“E-Enough! Stand down! Oppose Urgel and Vaniella will meet the same fate as A-Arghan!” Janok stammered.

“It seems to me that you seek to use Her Highness’s head as bait. Just whose attention do you seek?”

Janok, his retreat thwarted by dense underbrush at his back, had no choice but to fight. He charged at Lezett with his scimitar, his eyes wild with madness.

Look at those repulsive eyes. I always did find him repugnant, Lezett thought with disgust as he swung his blade in the air and cleanly removed Janok’s head.

“Alas, perhaps I should have made you answer my question before killing you.” The Prince of Urgel’s head rolled on the ground, his eyes fixed in a state of shock. Lezett kicked at his lifeless body, and he felt a mix of satisfaction and regret. “You died too easily, Janok.”

How I wish I could have prolonged his torment.

Lezett grabbed the Urgeli Prince’s head by his hair and hoisted it into the air. He planned to send it back to the Imperial Palace of Vaniella.

No doubt His Majesty will be filled with rage, but I care not. This was a blatant and unprovoked strike by Urgel against the leading power of the Northern Alliance, and in Vaniella’s own territory, no less. I do not believe Janok Seahart’s head will suffice.

Lezett scanned the battlefield; he sought to capture one of the Prince’s immediate subordinates. There were questions that remained unanswered. Why is Urgel so fixated on Her Highness?

As he was scanning his surroundings, a woman’s piercing scream reached his ears.

* * *

Elise clutched her head with both hands as she crouched in the corner of the carriage. As the smell of blood intensified, she was tormented by traumatic memories.

“It seems the situation is settling down now, Your Highness. It is much quieter outside. Oh, dear, you must be terrified,” Ibetha said as she sought to comfort Elise in her embrace.

“Such incidents are quite common as you travel north, Your Highness, especially when traversing these mountain passes. One must be wary of bandits, you see.”

“The north must be a harsh place indeed…” Elise whispered.

“I cannot deny that, Your Highness. But it also makes people strong. Wait a moment, Your Highness. I am going to take a peek and see what is happening outside.”

As Ibetha drew the curtain back slightly, the carriage was hit with repeated thuds. It was as though something or someone was relentlessly hitting the carriage, causing it to sway precariously. Indeed, the warriors of Urgel and the knights of Rothier were engaged in a fierce battle directly outside the carriage.

Meanwhile, the protective barrier that Elise had erected was rapidly shrinking in size as the magic waned. Eventually, it became so small that it covered only Elise. The carriage was no longer protected.

“Tear off the door! We must get to the Princess!” a soldier yelled.

Suddenly, the door was yanked from its hinge, and the carriage began to tilt dangerously on top of the slope. Elise felt her heart pound in her chest.

Ibetha shrieked in terror as the carriage began to roll down the steep path toward a precipice at a terrifying speed. Elise peered outside and saw that the carriage was hurtling toward the lake she had spotted earlier.

Still enveloped in the remnants of the barrier herself, Elise acted on instinct; she thrust Ibetha through the open doorway.

She might break a bone or two, but it is preferable to plunging off this slope to certain death.

Suddenly, one of the wheels came off, causing the carriage to flip over. Elise was barely protected from injury by the magic barrier. Eventually, the carriage plummeted over the edge of the slope and hurtled toward the lake, and Elise could do nothing but hold her breath and brace for impact.

By the time the Archduke reached the edge of the precipice, the carriage had already vanished.

“Her Highness’s carriage fell into the lake, Your Grace! I shall head down immediately,” Ruben said. Lezett did not reply. “Your Grace…?”

As he stared down from the top of the steep slope, the Archduke’s eyes betrayed his inner conflict.

Perhaps it would be merciful to allow her to perish now. Drowning seems like quite a pleasant death in comparison to the fate that awaits her. She is destined to meet a wretched end—be that a violent death in my arms as we attempt to sire an heir, being ripped apart from within by her own child, or having her head publicly chopped off in six months.

Would this not, then, be an act of mercy?

“Your Grace, we await your command!” Ruben urged.

Lezett’s brow furrowed in frustration.

* * *

After the carriage collided with the lake, Elise felt herself slowly sinking to the bottom amidst the wreckage. Had it not been for the faint remnants of the protective barrier, she would have died upon impact.

However, that was the extent of her good fortune; the oxygen trapped within the barrier was rapidly depleting, and her breathing was growing labored.

This feels like a bad dream. Is this truly how I will meet my end after surviving all the ordeals I have?

A solitary tear trickled down her face. I cast aside any dignity and honor I had left for this? Had I known this would be my fate, I would have ended my life on my own terms long ago.

Memories of that fateful day when Arghan fell flashed across her mind.




“I will be caught immediately if I go alone, Andrei. It will all be in vain!” she cried.

“No, my dear sister, you simply do not understand what you are capable of.”

“I cannot leave without you! I simply cannot!”

“We have no time for this, Elise. Run, and do not look back. As long as you survive, Arghan has not fallen,” her brother insisted firmly.

“I will stay. You go. Andrei, you know that I am destined to—”

“I have to die in order for you to live.”

“What on earth are you saying…?”

“You are going to be healthier, dear Sister,” Andrei said as he tenderly stroked her cheek. He was bleeding from his head.

“I do not understand what you are trying to say!”

“Never give up, Elise. Promise me that you will not give up on life.”




Reminiscing about her brother, Elise was filled with regret. He had traded his own life for hers, and yet, she still could not muster the will to survive.

Now, the protective barrier was all but depleted; she felt cold water begin to seep through for the first time. Within seconds, her entire body was drenched. It was only when the icy water entered her nose and mouth that she was filled with terror. She finally began to flail in a desperate attempt to survive.

No! I did not come this far for it to end like this!

Never give up, Elise. Promise me that you will not give up on life. Andrei’s words rang in her ears once more.

Suddenly, Elise felt a powerful current surge around her. The shattered barrier was inexplicably mending itself, and at the same time, something propelled her forward with a mighty push.

The surface of the water drew nearer and nearer. Then, she noticed someone swimming toward her. Strong hands grasped her wrists, and she felt herself being pulled along by a formidable strength.

This embrace… It feels familiar somehow.

Finally, her head broke through the surface of the lake, and she was able to desperately drag air into her lungs.

“Your Highness!” a voice cried.

The first thing Elise noticed was the smell of the lake mingled with the unmistakable stench of blood.

“Your Highness, are you all right?”

Elise was unable to respond, wracked by a violent coughing fit. Her head spun, and her vision was blurry. The voice seemed to be retreating further and further away.

“You must not lose consciousness… Your Highness…”

A pair of blue eyes swam into view.

Ah, the Archduke… I am alive. I truly survived.

The tumultuous emotions she witnessed in the look in his eyes made her realize he had once more saved her life. Finally, feeling safe in his arms, she allowed her entire body to go limp with relief.

She vaguely heard the Archduke yell something as he tightened his grip on her. Then, everything turned to darkness.

* * *

Elise’s chambers in the secluded area of the imperial palace of Arghan had been perpetually steeped in the scent of medicinal herbs. She had been mostly confined to those chambers for twenty winters.

Born with a frail constitution, her health had been at its worst from early childhood until she was fifteen. “I confess, I would not be surprised if Her Highness drew her last breath at any given moment. It is a mystery how she has not yet succumbed to her affliction,” the imperial physician had once said solemnly.

Every physician who ever treated her uttered the same words—that she did not possess the pulse of a living being. They said she lacked the vital energy of an ordinary human. Accordingly, as a child, Elise spent most of her days envying her healthy twin brother.

“Why are you and I so different, Andrei? We are twins,” she had lamented.

“Does it torment you so, Lizzie? Being sick?”

“Yes, it does. I hate it. I hate it so very much,” Elise had replied through tears.

The most frustrating aspect of her condition was the lack of a concrete diagnosis; her symptoms were neither predictable nor preventable.

In truth, Elise was not born with silver hair; originally, she had the same soft brown locks as Andrei. It was only after a severe fever almost took her life that her hair lost its color and turned ghostly silver.

“Do not worry too much, dear sister. If you take your medicine and avoid overexerting yourself, you are sure to get better,” Andrei would reassure her.

As the years passed by, Elise stopped complaining to Andrei about her ailments; she realized that it caused him a great deal of distress and anguish. Instead, she feigned strength and told him not to worry about her.

However, devoid of an outlet for her frustration, she began to feel overcome with despair.

Of what value am I if I lack the strength to even lift myself up? she would lament.

Even the medicinal herbs had to be administered with the utmost care; the slightest miscalculation in dosage could instantly exacerbate her fragile condition. It was with this in mind that Elise, on her fifteenth natal day, consumed a fistful of herbs that she knew could be fatal. She then crawled beneath her blankets, wishing never to wake again.

However, her attempt was thwarted. It was, unsurprisingly, Andrei who sensed something was amiss and rushed to his beloved sister’s side after abandoning his morning duties. He wept with such sorrow that even souls bound for the afterlife would have turned around upon hearing him.

“It is all my fault, Elise,” he wailed. “Please… Do not go. Do not leave me. I beg of you.”

Although she survived, Elise was bedridden for six months. On the day she was finally able to walk again, Andrei came to visit her.

“Sister, I am going to inscribe a magic circle on you. It may hurt a little, but please bear with me. It will not take long,” he had said.

“Magic? What kind of magic?”

“The kind that will remove the cause of your suffering, dear Sister.”

“But the physicians say there is no cause.”

“That simply cannot be, Elise.”

The first spell he had inscribed on her body was at the center of her spine. Contrary to his warnings, it had not hurt, but the process was lengthy. By the time it was complete, both siblings were utterly exhausted. They lay together on her bed, and Andrei pulled her into a tight embrace.

“There might not be anything connecting us anymore, but you will always be my other half, won’t you, dear Sister?” Andrei had asked.

“Of course…”

“That is all that matters to me.”

Remarkably, from that day forward, Elise’s condition began to improve dramatically. She was even capable of riding a horse for brief periods of time. It was nothing short of miraculous.

She had asked Andrei several times about the nature of the magic he had inscribed on her. Yet, he never gave an answer, not even as many winters passed, and Arghan eventually crumbled under the feet of the barbarian invaders.

* * *

Elise finally awoke to the sensation of her body being gently rocked.

Someone is carrying me in their arms…

Consciousness had returned to her, but her eyelids proved too heavy to lift. She shivered and grimaced before eventually forcing her eyes to open. The first thing she saw was a brooch pinned to someone’s chest. It was the symbol of the imperial family of Vaniella—a golden double-headed eagle. Below it was a sigil of a cornucopia, which was the symbol of Rothier.

“I see you are awake, Your Highness,” a familiar voice remarked.

The Princess barely had the strength to lift her head and was able to offer only a feeble nod. She soon realized her entire body was soaked through. Even wrapped in a thick cloak, the chill seemed to penetrate her bones.

“We are almost there, Your Highness. Hold on a little longer,” Lezett said.

Fortunately, considering she had fallen from such a great height, her physical condition was not as bad as it could have been. Her joints or limbs did not ache, and she could not find any wounds.

I even seem to have regained consciousness quicker than usual. Is that also thanks to Andrei’s magic?

I felt as though the protective barrier reformed after breaking into pieces. But somehow, it was as though I made that happen of my own volition. That cannot possibly be the case. It must have been an illusion. After all, I do not have even a trace of mana flowing through my blood.

“I can walk on my own now, Archduke. Truly, I feel okay,” she murmured.

“That is preposterous, Your Highness. Even the most robust of knights would not survive such a steep fall,” Archduke Kirstan said with an incredulous look on his face.

“But I am not in pain. It seems my brother’s magic proved very effective.”

I had been planning on saving the protective shield for when I lay with the Archduke in case something went awry. Still, I was able to protect not only myself but also Ibetha and a number of Rothier knights.

Elise cleared her throat. “Please put me down, Archduke. Truly, I am fine.” Lezett, clearly in no mood to entertain such a notion, simply said nothing. “I see your mind is not for changing. Then, where are you taking me?”

“We have arrived at a nearby village. We will seek respite here for a few days.”

Only moments later, Ruben handed Lezett a key to an inn room. “The room is on the third floor, Your Grace. They are heating up bathwater for Her Highness.”

“Once it is ready, have them send it up immediately,” the Archduke instructed.

“Understood, Your Grace. And regarding the length of the punishment…?”

“Until midnight. Ensure everyone partakes. That includes yourself, Ruben.”

“Punishment”? Why are the knights being punished? Elise wondered.

“What is the meaning of this punishment Sir Ruben speaks of?” she asked.

“The knights failed in their duties. They did not protect their Archduchess. Such discipline is necessary. Please pay it no mind,” Lezett answered as he swiftly ascended the stairs and opened the door to a room in which the fireplace was already burning bright.

“Thank you, Archduke. I can manage now…” Elise trailed off. Contrary to her expectations, Lezett did not leave. Instead, he carried her into the room and closed the door behind them.

“Ibetha injured her arm,” Archduke Kirstan said in his typically impassive manner. Elise grimaced. She had hoped that no harm had befallen her kind maid, and yet, she knew that escaping with only an injury to her arm was most fortunate. “In her stead, I shall attend to you for the time being,” Lezett added.

“P-Pardon? You… will attend to me?”

The Archduke gently set her down atop a circular carpet beside the bed. As the warmth of his embrace dissipated, Elise began to tremble. “But to share a room—”

“It is not unusual for a husband and wife to share a room,” Lezett interjected. Again, his voice was entirely devoid of emotion.

“Ah, yes, I had forgotten,” the Princess murmured. We are indeed married now…

Having reminded Elise of that fact, the Archduke stepped forward and began to loosen the large robe that she was swathed in. “I-I can do that myself,” Elise said as she attempted to grab his hands.

“Your body is as cold as ice, Your Highness. You are barely capable of moving a finger. Please, do not resist. This is for my own peace of mind.”

Elise realized she had no choice but to relent. Lezett brought the back of his hand to her cheek. The sudden warmth caused her to jolt. “Dear heavens, you are so dreadfully cold…” Archduke Kirstan said with a trace of genuine concern on his face. With renewed vigor, he peeled off her drenched cloak and tossed it aside. It landed with a heavy thud.

He then loosened the waistband of her soaked dress and, after undoing the buttons from the collar to her lower back, delicately extracted her arms from the garment. In what felt like seconds, the dress was also discarded on the floor.

Elise noticed that her undergarments were soaked too, making them almost translucent. The thin fabric barely served its purpose of protecting her modesty. Her cheeks flushed a deep red at the realization.

He must be able to see all of me…

She began incessantly brushing her wet hair with her hands, hoping her long locks would somehow cover her chest.

However, much to her consternation, Lezett began undoing the buttons and straps of her undergarments. Elise gasped in shock. “A-Archduke?! What are you doing?” As she recoiled from his touch, the wet undergarments clung to her skin even tighter, only accentuating the curves of her chest.

“You cannot remain in these wet clothes. You will succumb to illness,” Lezett said firmly as he suppressed a primal urge and draped a blanket over her shoulders to protect her modesty. Her damp body now hidden beneath the heavy fabric, he slid his hand beneath the blanket and peeled away the last of her undergarments. “It will take some time to heat your bathwater, Your Highness. We cannot simply wait.”

“Even so…” Elise murmured.

Lezett’s hand lingered on her naked skin. Noticing how awkward and rigid the Princess was, he let out a deep sigh and said, “Semesita was known as the Dragon of Thunder but also of fire. I, too, am of a similar nature. I can provide you with warmth, Your Highness.”

I am in no position to refuse such an offer.

Hesitantly, she leaned into his embrace. He wrapped one arm around her back and slid his other arm underneath the blanket, slowly guiding his hand along her spine, filling her with warmth. The sudden invasion of heat made her feel slightly dizzy.

It was the first time someone other than a maid or family had touched her naked form. Yet, she recognized it would be hypocritical to feel shame at her vulnerability; after all, she had been the one to boldly propose to bear his child. She attempted to relax, but with each touch, her body involuntarily twitched, and her toes curled.

As she flinched in his embrace, he tightened his hold on her and commanded, “Stay still.” His roaming hand had already traversed her lower back and breached the territory of her thighs. His searing heat sent her senses into overdrive.

However, there was something slightly unsettling about his demeanor. She raised her head and looked up at him. Only his jaw was visible, and she saw the tension in it.

Is he… vexed?

The Archduke lifted Elise and gently lowered her onto the bed. Finally getting a clear look at his face, the Princess noticed it was a mask of cold and stoic composure, as usual.

Still, impassive though he may be, he seems different somehow.

“If you are angry, Archduke…” Elise began before trailing off.

What could he be angry about?

As she clung to him, she racked her brains for what could be the cause of his vexation.

I do not think the protective shield harmed any of the troops. Quite the contrary, in fact.

“Archduke…”

“Yes, Your Highness?”

“Were there any casualties?”

“What?” Lezett asked with an expression that betrayed his surprise at her question.

“How many…?” Elise asked before breaking out into another coughing fit.

The hand that had been caressing her back suddenly stilled. “There were no casualties, Your Highness. Only your maid was injured. Two or three attendants also suffered minor bruising.”

“That is a great relief, truly,” Elise said.

“I do not understand why that would bring you relief, Your Highness.”

“Well, I was clearly the target of the attack. I was worried that—” Elise was once more interrupted by violent coughing. She reflexively reached out toward Lezett but then pulled her hand back, remembering how he had coldly shaken her off on more than one occasion.

Foolish girl. Just how many more times will you faint before this man?

She tried to stand on her own two feet, mustering all of her remaining strength. “It is very clear the Urgelis were targeting me. I want to apologize for putting your people in harm’s way.” The Princess did her best not to show any more weakness; it had become a matter of pride. “It is more fortunate that no one was seriously injured, but there is no guarantee such an incident will not occur in the future. No words can convey how truly apologetic I am, Archduke. It was not my intention, so I hope you will not be too angry—”

Lezett halted Elise’s words by grabbing her hand and bringing it to his chest. She immediately felt the scorching heat of his body. As the Princess looked up at him with wide, innocent eyes, the Archduke sighed and said, “I am not angry.”

“What? But…” Elise was not convinced. The look in his eyes and the way he clenched his jaw were similar to that time outside the throne room when he discovered I had lied to the Emperor. And yet, he claimed not to be angry.

“Allow me to be clear. I am not angry, and I would not dare to direct my anger toward you. I fail to see why you think otherwise, but…”

“Oh…” Elise murmured, caught off guard by his sudden frankness.

“It would seem important that we clarify this matter now. Please do not apologize to me, Your Highness. There is no reason for you to do so or for me to accept such an apology.” 

Elise fell silent as she attempted to absorb his words.

“We agreed to enter into a contract, did we not? It is an exchange. Thus, you should feel free to claim all that is duly owed to you without hesitation or guilt. That would be more comfortable for me as well. If you continue to behave in this manner, I will be forced to—” His words tumbled out before he abruptly paused.

Elise gazed at him with wide, startled eyes. Only then did the Archduke realize his usual impassivity had been replaced by a rare fervor. “My primary duty as part of our contract is to ensure your personal safety, Your Highness. Accordingly, this incident is entirely my fault. It is I who owe you an apology.”

The grip of his hand, which covered the back of hers, subtly tightened. His other hand lingered on her waist. She felt ensnared by his piercing gaze.

“I should have taken you to safety myself,” he confessed in a voice that betrayed the depth of his regret.

Archduke Kirstan always positioned himself at the frontline of his troops. And yet, when fighting the Urgeli, he had yielded to an absurd impulse and strayed far from the frontlines—a folly that was borderline unfathomable to him.

I was driven by a desire to slay that loathsome Prince. But why? I harbor no particular sentiments for the kingdom of Urgel—no animosity, merely indifference. So why was I so intent on personally killing him?

He did not need to ruminate on the question for a long time before the answer came to him. It was because of Her Highness. The overt greed Urgel, and specifically Janok, displayed toward the Princess got under my skin. I simply could not bear to witness that wretch besmirch Her Highness’s dignity.

Yet, I am a shameless hypocrite. I contemplated letting her drown.

As Elise looked up at him with her innocent, round eyes, Lezett felt a twinge of revulsion at his own hypocrisy. Indeed, contrary to the Princess’s interpretation, his anger was not directed at Elise but rather at himself.

If I had deemed her life inconsequential, I would never have entered into such a ludicrous contract, but I signed my name and accepted the terms; I am duty-bound to give it my best effort.

“It was a lapse in judgment, Your Highness. I failed to properly prioritize my duties. I assure you it will not happen again.”

“D-Does that mean… I am important to you, Archduke?”

“Yes.” His reply came without hesitation. The immediacy of his response made Elise’s heart jump in her chest.

“You are the most important and precious person I have been tasked with protecting.”

“Because I am the Princess of Arghan?”

“Yes.”

“Then…” Elise trailed off as her gaze slowly drifted downward. She looked at his hand, still holding hers and emitting a comforting warmth. “Then do not push me away, Archduke,” she whispered.

Lezett said nothing in response as he contemplated her words.

“You do not have to approach me first, but I simply ask that you do not cast me aside. As you are well aware, I have no one else I can lean on.”

Indeed, Elise’s fate was dependent on the thin sheets of parchment on which she had written their contract.

I am only safe by his side. That I have come to learn. Every path in this world is fraught with danger for me.

Finally, the Archduke responded. “All right, I understand.”

“Do not entrust me to another. You promised to protect me,” she reminded him.

“And I will.” Hearing those words was enough to melt the tension that had accumulated in her weary heart.

By now, her body was dry, thanks to the warmth provided by his body heat.

A knock came at the door. “Your Grace, I have brought the hot water for a bath,” the inn’s chambermaid announced.

“Enter,” Lezett commanded as he withdrew his hand from beneath the blanket that covered Elise’s naked body. He brought her further into his embrace to shield her from the eyes of the chambermaid. The Princess found herself buried in his sturdy chest.

The chambermaid filled the tub with hot water and set up a privacy screen before leaving the room.

Lezett grabbed her under the waist, clearly intent on carrying her to the tub himself. “I know today has been quite the ordeal for you. Although you appear to have suffered no injuries, please inform me if you feel any pain or discomfort,” he instructed.

“I will. But… I am capable of bathing alone, Archduke.”

“Are you certain you can manage?” he asked with a frown.

“I am.” I suspect he believes I have never once bathed without the help of a maid. “I am not as helpless as you might presume, Archduke. I bathed alone until I had seen fifteen winters,” she protested.

“And after that?”

“Well… there were certain circumstances outside of my control. Regardless, I am more than capable of bathing myself.”

The truth was that, after Elise’s attempt at taking her own life, Andrei had ensured that she was never left alone. Understandably, Elise did not feel comfortable divulging that information.

Although unable to mask his displeasure, Lezett acquiesced and took a step back. “Then, I will be behind the privacy screen. Call for me should you have a need of anything.”

Elise simply nodded and quickly slipped behind the screen while the hot bathwater filled the room with steam. The Princess allowed the blanket that had until now protected her modesty to drop to the floor. As she hurried into the bathtub, she glanced nervously toward the privacy screen before quickly submerging herself in the clean water. A quick glance at her body revealed that she was entirely unscathed.

Not even a scratch. Truly incredible… Had this befallen me before, I may have lost my life.

Elise lifted her arm and noticed, as expected, that the magic circle she had activated had vanished without a trace.

And yet, I know it somehow rebuilt itself underwater. Moreover, there was that strong force I felt at my back. What on earth is the meaning of this? Was it all truly a mere illusion?

Now that I think about it, this is not the first time something entirely inexplicable has happened. When I was first captured by the imperial knights of Vaniella, that ghastly commander was on the verge of violating me when an unknown power surged forth and killed him in an instant.

Suddenly, words spoken by her brother and the Prince of Urgel came to Elise’s mind.




“You are going to be healthier, dear Sister.”




“Do not play coy with me, lady. Did you think we would not realize that the Emperor transferred all his magic to you before you escaped?”




Just what have you done to me, Andrei?

Despite soaking in hot water, she felt a chill envelop her. Remembering that the Archduke was waiting for her, she hurriedly exited the tub. A towel and a long nightgown made of soft silk were waiting for her.

As soon as she slipped into the garment, Lezett appeared from behind the privacy screen.

Was he simply waiting for me to emerge this entire time?

For reasons unbeknownst to her, Elise found herself once more drawn to the warmth of his embrace.

* * *

Though they had completed only half of their journey to Rothier, they spent several days in the small village.

“I have dispatched a scouting party to the nearby forests and mountain trails, Your Highness. We shall proceed to Rothier at a gentle pace, so please focus on your recovery,” Lezett said in the face of Elise’s concerns about their schedule.

Urgel’s ambush on Vaniellan troops was quite a shocking and significant incident. It was, naturally, forbidden for any member of the Northern Alliance to draw swords against another. Moreover, Urgel was the latest kingdom to join the alliance, and Vaniella was the leading power. The Urgeli had even gone so far as to attack the Archduke of Vaniella himself, the Emperor’s half-brother.

Archduke Kirstan had no intention of letting the matter slide; he had already sent the heads of Urgeli soldiers, including Janok Seahart, to the capital. He knew the imperial palace would be in uproar by now. The matter was serious enough to warrant an immediate convening of the Council of the Northern Alliance.

Thus, he reasoned that a slight delay to their schedule paled in significance compared to such events.

As Elise reclined on the bed in their room, she repeatedly stole glances at the Archduke. 

When does he sleep? I have not witnessed him do so since the ambush, and he has not once climbed into bed with me. I understand he is devoted to protecting me, but surely he has to sleep.

When Elise slumbered, he would sit by her side and review reports from his knights or respond to letters from the Emperor.

At that very moment, in fact, Lezett was impassively reading a particularly irate letter he had received from Novius. 




It appears you have truly lost your mind this time, brother. Did you think I would believe the brazen lie that you did not recognize the Prince because he was wearing a mask?




You knew it was him, and you wilfully killed him! Do you dare to deny it? 




And then you have the audacity to send me his head! How am I to deal with you? Did I not command you to return to Rothier without causing any trouble?




The Archduke quickly scrawled a reply to the letter; it was, predictably, entirely devoid of emotion. He listed the pertinent details—the poison-tipped arrows, the testimonies extracted from the tortured Urgeli knights, and the extent of the casualties.

I have no doubt His Majesty is seething, but he will not bow to Urgel. He will resolve this issue on his own terms. Of that, I am certain.

By the time Lezett had finished writing his response, he noticed the room had descended into a very still silence. Ah, she has succumbed to slumber. He leaned in to observe her closer, but he paused as an icy chill wafted toward him. She is so incredibly cold… Even the air around her is like ice.

“Your Highness,” the Archduke called out as he sensed something was amiss.

Regardless of how much warmth he tried to infuse into her, her body seemed unable to retain it. It is no surprise that she takes weeks to recover from a common cold. Her body seems almost resistant to medicinal herbs.

The imperial physician accompanying them on their journey to Rothier had already attended to her several times, and yet the diagnosis was always the same—no abnormalities were detected.

But how is that possible? The only way to discern whether she is alive is to touch her or speak to her and await a response. That seems rather abnormal to me.

Ultimately, he resorted to shaking her awake. “Your Highness!” he said with urgency.

After a few seconds, Elise opened her sleepy eyes. “What is it…?” she mumbled.

Lezett brought her into his embrace and said, “It is nothing. Do not worry and go back to sleep, Your Highness.” He climbed into bed with her and held her tightly. Sensing Elise’s confusion, he explained, “You seemed cold, that is all.”

“Thank you…” she murmured. 

As the Archduke ran his hand along her slender back, infusing warmth into her skin, her tense muscles began to noticeably relax. She sighed and let her body melt into his arms.

Feeling the intensity of his gaze upon her, Elise lifted her head and locked eyes with him. His warmth was so pleasant that she could not help but snuggle closer to him, like a small bird seeking refuge, gently nuzzling her cheek against his chest.

She was clad in only her nightgown and Lezett a light cotton shirt. As such, the soft curves of her body pressed up against him.

These curves of… I could sketch them with my eyes closed.

He felt his restraint begin to waver. As if it had a mind of its own, his hand slid from her lower back to further unexplored regions. Perhaps it was the scent of fresh flowers emanating from her skin that caused his lapse in control.

I did not intend for matters to unfold this way, but… it is not a sin, is it? After all, we are married; she is mine.

The Archduke continued to trace the contours of her delicate body. When his fingers grazed her buttocks, he was amazed by their smooth softness. It was not the first time he had gently caressed her skin, but this time, he was finding it difficult to keep himself in line. Frowning, he suppressed the desire to squeeze the inviting flesh of her buttocks hard and trailed his fingers further down instead.

That proved to be a mistake.

The urge to do more only intensified as he caressed the gentle expanse of her thighs. He fought the desire to spread them wide and bury his face in the warmth that only he, her husband, could claim.

“A-Archduke…?” Elise whispered breathlessly. Her voice trembled between pants, and her earlobes flushed a bright red. “Th-This is a little…” she stammered as she shifted her position to put a small amount of distance between them.

Yet, Lezett’s hand lingered on her inner thigh.

Suddenly, a foreign sensation pushing against Elise snapped her to alertness. As she trembled slightly, the Archduke commanded, “Stay still.”

The Princess felt all strength leave her body and found herself pressed up against the unyielding Archduke. More certainly this time, she felt something stiff and hard strain against her abdomen.

What… is that…? Surely, it cannot be…

“Archduke, is that…?” she trailed off breathlessly.

“Pay it no mind.”

“B-But it’s…” The Princess had to check for herself. She cast a hesitating glance downward, then darted her gaze away, startled at what she saw there.

Good heavens…

She risked a peek at his face and was amazed that Lezett’s expression betrayed nothing of his physical excitement.

“Consider this… an acclimation,” he said in a low, husky whisper.

“W-What do you mean?” Elise stammered.

“Do you not recall the proposal you made, Your Highness?”

“But…”

“Perhaps you did not understand what it would entail.”

Panic flashed across Elise’s face as the realization dawned on her.

But… I never imagined… It would be so big.

Clearly enjoying her reaction, Lezett slid his hand along the inside of her thigh once more, creeping closer to a place that was suddenly awash with heat. Elise barely suppressed a gasp. She tried to force her legs closed but found that they would not obey her. Her dewy, golden eyes quivered as though caught in a tempest.

Seeing the way she trembled as her lips parted and her cheeks flushed, Lezett could not help but smile. She is truly clueless about such affairs, yet she tried to dictate the frequency of our intimate encounters.

He concentrated on quelling his primal instincts. Each slight movement from Elise made his member throb.

Where did she find the courage to offer to bear the child of a dragonborn without even being familiar with the basic nature of men? Or was it perhaps ignorance that afforded her such audacity? Were she slightly less innocent and pure… if she pulled me closer now with her own hands, I would strip her bare and claim her before she could blink. I’ve thought of nothing else for two whole months.

“It feels… strange,” Elise admitted as she squirmed. She seemed torn between whether to open or close her legs.

“Squirming like that will not help, Your Highness,” Lezett gritted out, brows creasing as he struggled with his self-control. “Endure it.”

Yet, he could not stop his wayward hands from caressing her even as she floundered. Her flushed, flustered face entranced him, and despite himself, his fingers tightened on her softness.

No. I have no intention of taking this any further. Not right now. Not with her frail constitution. Yet, somehow… I do not wish to cease teasing her.

If there was one aspect of the Archduke’s nature that was never changed, it was his obsession with everything that glistened.

Nothing compares to her beauty. If only I could indulge in her radiance as much as my heart desires. Alas, recklessness on my part could shatter something so precious. I must exercise restraint.

Sighing, he caressed the nape of her neck, infusing warmth into her and wrapping her long, curly locks around his fingers. Eventually, Elise closed her eyes.

I will never tire of that flushed face of hers.

* * *

They spent a total of a week in the village before they began their journey anew. Elise occasionally rode atop Lezett’s warhorse but spent most of her time in the carriage.

Gradually, the towering ridges and gorges receded, and a vast plain unfurled before them. “We have entered Rothier, Your Highness! We are nearing the end of the journey now,” Ibetha declared as she noted the dramatic shift in scenery.

Elise was utterly captivated by the wheat fields that stretched as far as the eye could see. She had only ever witnessed such sights in paintings back in Arghan. Farmers paused their work and bowed toward the procession of knights and their Archduke.

“Look to the east, Your Highness! We have almost arrived!” Ibetha said with unbridled enthusiasm.

In the distance, the sturdy, sand-colored walls of Rothier Castle stood firm. This was the fortress that would serve as Elise’s refuge for the next six months.
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Part 4

The Blessed Lands

Although the north of Grandell was renowned for its barren terrain, some areas were famed for their abundance of resources. They were collectively known as the Blessed Lands on account of the ancient, mystical powers that were said to exist there, and the nations that claimed these regions were considered the mightiest in the North. Rothier was one such territory.

To the north of Rothier were the rugged Grantern Mountains and forests, while fertile plains bordered by the Tenne River stretched to the south of the dukedom. Rothier was, simply put, Vaniella’s breadbasket. Compared to other northern territories, the weather was surprisingly warm, even in the winter.

One thing the Blessed Lands had in common was that they had weathered centuries of fighting and war. Nomads and neighboring nations alike coveted such precious terrain. Rothier itself only found peace fifteen winters prior, when Emperor Novius bestowed the territory upon Archduke Kirstan.

As Elise’s carriage entered the city walls, it journeyed through a bustling and vibrant town that was larger and more thriving than the capitals of some neighboring states.

At the center was Rothier Castle, fortified with three lines of defense, which testified to its history of relentless invasions. The carriage passed the first drawbridge and then came to the servants’ quarters and the knights’ barracks. Finally, Elise crossed a third drawbridge before reaching the main tower of the castle.

They were greeted by a large number of servants awaiting the return of their master. At the head of the group stood three figures: Alfredo, the head steward of the castle; Sauber, Lezett’s aide; and Mrs. Pattinson, the head maid.

These three individuals were the most influential figures within Rothier Castle, aside from the Archduke. They scrutinized the approaching carriage with unreadable expressions.

An unannounced marriage? How very strange, Alfredo thought as he stared at the carriage.

Sauber, meanwhile, was more concerned with the mounting workload on the Archduke’s desk. Now hardly seems the appropriate time to bring a wife to the castle…

What kind of woman would cause His Grace to defy His Majesty himself? Mrs Pattinson pondered.

All three powerful figures shared a common sentiment—they were none too thrilled about their lord’s marriage.

However, it was Alfredo who was the most perturbed. As the head steward of Rothier Castle, the fact that he had not been able to participate in the preparations for the most significant event in his master’s life was hard to accept.

His wedding should have been the most grand occasion Grandell has ever known! he lamented.

As Archduke Kirstan dismounted his horse, the servants bowed deeply in unison.

“Welcome back, Your Grace,” Alfredo said.

“Any issues while I was away?” Lezett asked.

“Nothing beyond the minor issues that were reported to you in writing, Your Grace. There is a backlog of documents that require your approval, however,” Alfredo answered.

“I appreciate your hard work in my absence,” the Archduke said with a small smile.

Alfredo and Sauber seemed genuinely moved by his words of gratitude. “We were only doing our duty, Your Grace,” Sauber said.

The servants and maids of Rothier generally thought highly of Archduke Kirstan; he had the reputation of a kind and benevolent master. His impassive demeanor made it difficult to interpret his true thoughts, and his occasional whims sometimes left people baffled, but he was not particularly demanding, and he never took his frustrations out on his servants. And, contrary to the rumors, he never acted in a cruel manner. The exception was, of course, when he personally punished criminals.

The Archduke was frequently absent from Rothier, but each time he returned, he brought with him an immense treasure trove of rewards and luxuries. Indeed, since Lezett had been appointed Archduke, Rothier had flourished in a manner that was simply unprecedented.

“Your Grace, I am overjoyed at your safe return,” Mrs. Pattinson finally said. She had been patiently waiting to greet Lezett. The head maid of Rothier Castle, with her dignified green eyes and wrinkled face, bowed deeply in a sign of respect.

An unusual flicker of warmth flashed in Lezett’s ordinarily cool eyes. Mrs. Pattinson was an old confidante of the Archduke’s who had personally witnessed his rise. “Any difficulties in my absence, Mrs. Pattinson?” he asked.

“None at all, Your Grace, although… I heard from Sir Ruben that Rothier finally has an Archduchess.”

Mrs. Pattinson was known as a woman with both a fiery temper and a penchant for directness; as she skipped the customary pleasantries and dove straight into the matter that was on the tip of everyone’s tongues, Alfredo and Sauber visibly stiffened. Regardless of the mixed feelings regarding the Archduke’s marriage, everyone in Rothier Castle was curious about the Archduchess. Indeed, Lezett had never shown even a modicum of interest in women before.

He usually acquiesced to the Emperor’s demands, even the most unreasonable, but he had always resisted the command to marry and produce an heir. The staff at Rothier Castle had all assumed he simply had no interest in taking a wife. It was nothing short of astonishing that he had not only suddenly married but also taken a bride who was the Princess of a fallen kingdom.

As if on cue, the carriage door swung open, and all eyes immediately turned to it. Archduke Kirstan calmly strode toward the carriage and extended his hand. A small, pale hand emerged, resting upon his. A figure, hooded and cloaked, emerged from the carriage. She lifted her hand to remove her hood, but the Archduke stopped her with a subtle shake of his head. A collective sigh of disappointment could be heard among the servants; they had been holding their breath in anticipation of being granted the opportunity to glimpse the famed beauty of the Princess of Arghan.

As the Archduke led Elise toward the castle, Alfredo, ever dutiful, stepped forward and bowed respectfully. “Welcome to Rothier, Your Highness. My name is Alfredo Burken, and I am the head steward of the castle. Should you need anything during your stay, please do not hesitate to call upon me.”

“A pleasure to meet you, sir,” Elise replied politely.

“You do not need to address him with such formality, Your Highness,” Lezett whispered in her ear.

“Oh, right… Well, I appreciate your kind words, Alfredo,” she added.

“Of course, Your Highness.” As Alfredo rose from his bow, he caught a glimpse of Elise’s face beneath her large hood. His mouth fell open in awe.

“Maintain your composure, Alfredo,” Lezett chided.

Had Archduke Kirstan not intervened, Alfredo might well have remained frozen in place. “M-My apologies,” he offered.

I see now… How could anyone possibly resist her allure? Alfredo asked himself.

Meanwhile, Lezett calmly guided Elise to the entrance of the castle. “You may settle in and explore the castle at your leisure, Your Highness. Our chambers are located at the top of the main tower, but if you find that uncomfortable, I can arrange for a room on a lower floor to be prepared.”

“Well… it does seem less than ideal,” Elise replied as she looked up and noticed the daunting height of the castle.

“The chambers of the lord of the castle have always been at the top of the main tower, Your Highness. Rothier has suffered many invasions from neighboring lands, you see.”

Despite her trepidation, the Princess feigned bravery. “I should climb to the top at least once to witness it for myself.”

“Indeed,” Lezett replied. “Then, shall we begin at the bottom and work our way—”

“No, please. I am sure you have much work to attend to,” Elise interjected as she firmly shook her head. “You have been receiving constant reports from your knights. Please, do not pay me any mind.”

Lezett’s eyes narrowed in obvious displeasure at her words. “You are not familiar with the layout of the castle, Your Highness. One wrong turn, and you may well find yourself in the dungeons.”

“Then I shall ask Sir Ruben to guide me. Or Ibetha.”

“Ruben has already failed to protect you once.”

“Is this not your castle? Am I in danger here?”

“Not from external threats, no. But other people do not know you as I do. It does not sit well with me to entrust you to anyone else, Your Highness.”

“All the more reason why I ought to start getting acquainted with others. I cannot always have you by my side, after all.”

“I do wonder why you concern yourself with such matt—”

“I do not wish to take up your precious time for something so trivial,” Elise interjected.

“I fail to see how this qualifies as ‘trivial,’ Your Highness. You have just arrived here and are entirely unfamiliar with the place,” Lezett countered.

What began as a quiet conversation had gradually escalated into something that resembled an argument. Alfredo, Sauber, and Mrs. Pattionson exchanged subtle glances. The Archduke was known as a stubborn man, but they were surprised to find that the new lady of the castle was equally formidable.

“As I have said before, I am capable of doing things myself. If it truly concerns you…” Elise trailed off before looking toward Alfredo, Sauber, and Mrs. Pattinson. “I can ask Alfredo or Mrs. Pattinson for assistance.”

“I will attend to Her Highness, Your Grace,” Alfredo immediately offered.

Elise seized the opportunity. “I would appreciate a brief tour of the main tower before retiring to my chambers if you do not mind,” she said.

“Certainly, Your Highness. I shall also introduce you to the maids who will attend to you.”

Lezett, though visibly displeased, eventually acquiesced. “Ensure that you do not overexert yourself.”

“Worry not,” she reassured him with a warm smile.

Lezett turned to Alfredo. “Make sure the tour is brief, and then escort her directly to our chambers. The imperial physician will be along to examine her shortly.”

“Understood, Your Grace.”

Is there to be another examination? Elise wondered. But I feel in fine health…

“Now that we have arrived in Rothier, the physician will prepare new medication for you, Your Highness. If any of the ingredients cause you discomfort, please inform her,” Lezett said.

“I will do just that. Please do not worry, Archduke.”

Alfredo intuitively interjected and said, “Shall we, Your Highness?”

Elise swiftly followed Alfredo’s lead. Any more bickering, and I will be too exhausted to look around the castle.

Archduke Kirstan found that his gaze lingered on her receding figure.

“Your Grace, perhaps you ought to retire to your study and get some rest. Alfredo and Mrs. Pattinson will ensure Her Grace is properly taken care of,” Sauber suggested.

“Be careful with your words. I believe you meant ‘Her Highness,’” Lezett reprimanded.

“P-Pardon, Your Grace?”

“She is a princess. Her Highness will not hold the title of Archduchess for long,” the Archduke said curtly before he turned and walked away.

Sauber stared at his lord’s retreating figure in confusion. What on earth could he possibly mean?

Upon reflection, while the Archduke and the Princess seem somewhat close, there is a certain air of formality between them.

Sauber, of course, did not give voice to his burgeoning curiosity. “Understood, Your Grace. I will ensure the others are informed.”

“I will be heading to the military grounds first. I shall see you in my study,” Lezett said before turning and walking away.

Is it my imagination, or is His Grace in a particularly foul mood? Could it possibly be related to the Princess rejecting his offer of a tour of the castle? Sauber wondered as he bowed deeply and suppressed a smile.

* * *

The main tower of Rothier Castle was gargantuan and majestic. It stood proud and tall as if displaying the extent of Rothier’s prosperity. As she explored the kitchens, dining room, and banquet hall, Elise noted that it possessed a certain elegant charm. 

“The second floor is where you will find an array of exquisite tapestries that showcase the history of Rothier and Vaniella. It is generally where the knights gather when summoned by His Grace,” Alfredo explained as he led the Princess along the corridor.

“And this is His Grace’s study, Your Highness. You will find he spends most of his time there. There is a spiral staircase inside that leads directly to the chambers on the top floor. Currently, the arrangement of furniture prevents access to the staircase, but that will soon be remedied.”

Upon entering Lezett’s study, Elise found it to be a modest space housing a wooden desk, a velvet divan, and bookshelves. A large map depicting the topography of Grandell’s northern regions adorned the wall. Other than that, there was not much to see.

Elise glanced around the study briefly before making a hasty exit; intruding on the Archduke’s private sanctuary left her feeling oddly uncomfortable.

Next was the council chamber, followed by a succession of various other large rooms, each vast and square in shape. The Princess noted that each room was filled with numerous sculptures.

It does not compare to the grandeur of the imperial palace back in Arghan, but the castle is undoubtedly lavish. Above all else, it is easy to discern that this castle is meticulously cared for.

As Elise’s eyes widened in admiration, Alfredo seemed to visibly swell with pride. “The majority of the adornments in the castle were gifts from His Majesty himself. In fact, a procession of carriages laden with gold and other treasures makes its way here once a month.”

Of course, thought Alfredo, there are other, less welcome, “gifts” that His Majesty insists on sending. Indeed, given that they were sent by His Majesty, we cannot simply return them. And thus they still roam within the castle walls. Her Highness must not become aware of this fact; I am sure she would find it most disagreeable. Mrs. Pattinson will ensure that the maids stay silent on this issue.

Rothier Castle, with its incredibly high ceilings, had plenty of dauntingly tall staircases. The stairs leading to the chambers on the top floor of the main tower were particularly overwhelming; to Elise, the staircase seemed as treacherous as the precipice from which she had tumbled during the journey to Rothier.

“I-I believe a moment’s rest would be wise,” Elise suggested. They had climbed halfway to the top of the tower when she began to feel flushed and dizzy. She removed her hood and wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. 

Ibetha immediately began dabbing at her neck with a handkerchief. “I had better go ahead and prepare your bathwater, Your Highness!” she said in a voice that betrayed her concern.

“It is all right to take our time, Ibetha. I am enjoying the splendid view as we climb,” Elise replied with a gentle smile. Indeed, the sight of the Grantern mountains and the lush forest from the castle windows was truly magnificent.

I understand why Rothier was deemed a “blessed land.” It is truly a place of beauty and peace; there are no people here circling me like vultures, no scaffold prepared to chop off my head. It is a perfect sanctuary. Nonetheless, I must not let my guard down. Whether this place is truly a refuge or yet another battlefield remains to be seen.

As Elise paused to catch her breath, she heard footsteps behind her.

Ah, I would recognize those footsteps anywhere.

Alfredo and Ibetha bowed deeply to the master of the castle. “I believe it would be best to head to our chambers at once, Your Highness,” Lezett remarked.

Before the Princess could respond, she was lifted into the air. “W-What are you doing here?”

“I was concerned for your welfare.”

Oh, good heavens. I have interrupted his duties once more.

The red hues of embarrassment swiftly spread across Elise’s face. As if to preempt her inevitable protests, the Archduke added, “I may have various duties to take care of, but should your condition worsen, my concern for you would prevent me from focusing altogether, Your Highness. So, please, do not resist.”

“Well, as it happens, I have no intention of resisting this time,” Elise replied as she happily surrendered to his comfortable embrace.

Lezett began to ascend the stairs with Elise in his arms. She rested her head against the warmth of his chest and allowed herself to regain her depleted energy.

Suddenly, her previous anxiety was replaced by a calm stillness.

Having carried Elise to the top of the staircase, Lezett immediately descended to his study and left the Princess in the capable hands of Mrs. Pattinson, who was waiting for her at the entrance to the chambers. “Allow me to show you your chambers, Your Highness,” she said.

Mrs. Pattinson was an elderly woman with white hair and a wrinkled face, yet she stood taller and straighter than Elise. Her tightly wound hair and monocle enhanced her already austere appearance.

“This is the shared living space. Through that door is the bedroom and then next to it are the bathroom and dressing room,” she explained.

Elise was momentarily awed by the opulence of the bedroom, noting that it rivaled the grandeur of the imperial palace of Arghan. Having completed a tour of the sizeable chambers, they returned to the living space where Elise was surprised to find over a dozen maids waiting for her.

“These maids will attend to your needs from now on, Your Highness,” Mrs. Pattinson announced.

“All of them?” Elise asked, incredulous.

“Indeed. They have been trained to provide Your Highness with every comfort.”

Even in Arghan, Elise had never had such a retinue of maids. “I do not believe that will be necessary. Ibetha and perhaps one other will suffice,” she said with a wave of her hand.

“Two maids would be far from enough, Your Highness,” Mrs. Pattinson countered in a voice that was polite yet firm. Elise turned to look at her and was met with jet-black, piercing eyes. “Your Highness is with child, are you not?” Mrs. Pattinson added with a dignified, yet forced, smile. “A very joyous occasion for Rothier, indeed. However, as I am sure you are aware, His Grace is… a unique man. I could not help but worry upon receiving the news.”

Elise remained silent.

“Above all, I was concerned whether you would arrive in Rothier unharmed. I feel more at ease now that Your Highness is here.”

“I am most grateful for your concern, Mrs. Pattinson. I am fine, so you may put aside your worries,” Elise finally responded.

“Well, not quite. I am relieved that you are well, but the real challenge begins now,” Mrs. Pattison countered as she gestured toward the door. A middle-aged physician entered with a polite bow. “His Grace ordered that Your Highness be examined immediately.”

“I see…” Elise said with growing unease.

“However, the imperial physician who accompanied you from the capital is still recovering from the journey. Thus, our very own physician will tend to you instead.”

Elise was gripped by a sudden wave of panic. A different physician? This does not bode well…

“Immediately?” Elise asked.

“Yes, Your Highness. It will only take a moment,” Mrs. Pattinson responded firmly. 

Could the Archduke possibly have had time to inform the castle’s physician of my… situation? On second thoughts, I do not believe a cautious man such as himself would wilfully increase the number of people privy to our secret.

Moreover, I do not think he would order me to be examined before I had a chance to rest a little. This must be Mrs. Pattinson’s doing. She seeks to verify for herself that I am pregnant.

Elise forced a false, composed smile to her lips. “I would like to settle in first. Any examination at this moment would be futile. Let us postpone it until this evening when the imperial physician is ready,” she said. 

“It will not take long, Your Highness,” Mrs. Pattinson countered. Refusing to back down, she stood tall, her long neck contributing to her austere, appearance. Her green eyes were entirely devoid of warmth, and her pursed lips hinted at her stubborn nature.

“I said I wish to rest first, Mrs. Pattinson,” Elise enunciated each word precisely.

“Please understand that this is all out of concern for Your Highness. Truly, it will only take a moment.”

The Princess stared at the head maid in astonishment. She is as stubborn as a mule.

Indeed, Elise was not used to subordinates refusing her commands or overlooking her opinions; back in Arghan, a mere glance was enough to have her wishes fulfilled, and a simple gesture was enough to summon or dismiss maids at will. It was the first time she had encountered defiance of this nature.

If I do not wish to escalate this confrontation, I suppose I have no choice but to acquiesce.

“Very well,” Elise finally conceded. Ibetha, who had been silently observing from the side, guided the Princess to the divan. For the first time since she had arrived in Rothier, Elise sat down. The castle’s physician approached her immediately and lifted her wrist.

Elise fixed her gaze on the verdant greenery outside the window while the physician carried out a basic examination. After furrowing his brow in contemplation for a moment, he looked at Mrs. Pattinson and shook his head.

“I see. It seems that Her Highness’s blood must be drawn for an accurate diagnosis,” Mrs. Pattinson declared.

“This is outrageous, Ma’am,” Ibetha exclaimed, unable to contain her indignation any longer. “Do you really mean to stick a needle in someone who has traveled such a great distance without proper rest? How could one possibly be so inconsiderate? Please stand back! Even if you were to take blood now, the results would not be immediate. What harm could waiting a few hours possibly do?” she seethed while adjusting Elise’s sleeve to cover her wrist.

Elise looked calmly in the direction of Mrs. Pattinson and the physician. “It is not unexpected that you are unaware of my unique constitution. All physicians are, except the one appointed by the Archduke. That is why I stated your examination would prove futile,” she said in a voice that was at once both composed and authoritative. “I must say, I am somewhat surprised that this is the treatment that I, the Archduchess of Rothier, am receiving upon my arrival.”

Mrs. Pattinson, recognizing her misstep, retreated and said, “Please accept my sincerest apologies, Your Highness. My concern for you has caused me to overstep my bounds. We shall postpone the examination until this evening. Allow us to prepare your bath and—”

“It would be best to dismiss all but one of the maids,” Elise interjected. “I do not enjoy being attended to by a crowd. It is rather tiresome.” The Princess maintained her calm demeanor, but her voice carried a newfound authority.

“However, perhaps in Rothier, the number of servants represents one’s station. In that case, I could make an exception. The Archduke, I noticed, seems to prefer a small retinue. Is the position of Archduchess different? You there, what say you on the matter?” Elise demanded of one of the maids.

The young maid, flustered, looked around in a panic. “Y-Your Highness, I…” she began.

Sensing that Mrs. Pattionson was on the verge of interrupting her, Elise raised her hand to silence her and said, “I asked her. Answer me.”

“Ah, w-well… H-His Grace typically dislikes nuisances. I-It is true that he prefers to keep his retinue to a minimum,” the maid stammered. An almost imperceptible scowl flashed across Mrs. Pattinson’s face.

“It appears that my preference for fewer attendants will not tarnish Rothier’s reputation,” Elise concluded.

“Of course not, Your Highness. That was never the implication,” Mrs. Pattinson swiftly replied.

“Then, is there a genuine need for this many people to be present? As I have stated, it brings me discomfort. And it does not appear to be contradicting custom.”

Mrs. Pattinson’s silence spoke volumes.

“I think that is enough for today. As I am sure you can understand, being forced to repeat myself several times is a a tiresome affair indeed.”

Mrs. Pattinson, thoroughly defeated, politely bowed and said, “Understood, Your Highness. We will leave at once. My apologies for any discomfort caused.”

Elise, maintaining her composure until the end, slowly unfastened the brooch that secured her robe and wished the retinue of maids a good evening. As soon as the door closed behind them, Ibetha seethed, “How utterly rude! They are not fit to serve you, Your Highness! You must inform His Grace of this at once!”

“I shall indeed do so when the time is right.”

“You must do so tonight, Your Highness! I am beyond vexed. How could they not allow you time to rest when you are with child?” Ibetha said as she collected the Princess’s robe.

Tonight. Elise felt her heart pound at the mention of that word. She cast a fleeting glance toward the bedroom.

“Please speak to His Grace tonight, Your Highness, I beg of you,” Ibetha insisted.

“I do not know whether he will retire to our chambers tonight,” Elise said.

“Of course he will, Your Highness. He would not allow you to spend the night alone. It is your first night in Rothier, after all.”

I have still not witnessed him sleep. He must be truly exhausted. Surely, even a dragonborn requires rest.

In truth, Elise was not mentally prepared to spend the night in Lezett’s overwhelming embrace. She could not forget what had transpired only days prior—his hardness that had pressed against her abdomen was still vivid in her mind, as was the force with which he gripped her, ensuring she could not pull away.

His desire for me at that moment was undeniable…

The recollection sent her stomach churning and her heart racing. Having been faced with the reality of what she must deal with in order to conceive a child, she longed for a return to her innocence.

At least when I was ignorant, I could feign bravery, she thought as she rubbed her abdomen, as though trying to erase the memory of the pressure of his manhood.

Are all men that… large?

Suddenly, Ibetha let out a heavy sigh. “Your Highness, perhaps you should consider having a few extra maids, at least.”

“Why do you say so, Ibetha?”

“As the child inside you grows, you will require more attention. Of course, I will do my utmost to assist you, but with my arm as it is…”

“Ah, that is right. You must not overexert yourself.”

“Perhaps you could allow some of the other maids to also tend to you while my arm heals,” Ibetha proposed.

Elise immediately recognized the logic in Ibetha’s suggestion. Everyone at Rothier Castle was under the impression that she was carrying the child of a dragonborn. Moreover, her frailty was apparent to everyone who looked upon her. It made sense to have a large retinue of maids.

Of course, the truth was that there was no child growing in her stomach.

It dawned on Elise that, while the castle was indeed a sanctuary from the hostile outside world, she had no allies; Mrs. Pattinson, Alfredo, Sauber, and all the other staff were Lezett’s people. She would never be free from prying eyes and ears. Hence, for the first time in her life, her commands had been met with a degree of defiance.

Life in Rothier will not be smooth sailing, it would seem. I must remain vigilant. Besides, no secrets stay hidden forever. The biggest threat appears to be Mrs. Pattinson; just how long can I withstand her scrutiny without the truth being revealed? Her insistence on verifying the veracity of my claims for herself implies she would expose the truth to the Emperor. If only I could bring her to my side, but I do not think that is possible. Then, I am left with only one potential ally.

“Ibetha.”

“Yes, Your Highness?”

“With whom does your loyalty lie?”

“Why, with Your Highness, of course! And His Grace,” Ibetha replied with a perplexed expression.

“Where did you work before you served me?”

“I worked at His Grace’s estate in the capital, Your Highness.”

“And did the Archduke personally instruct you to take care of me?”

“He did, Your Highness.”

“Then your loyalty lies with him…”

Elise studied Ibetha’s bewildered face. She is my only hope. But can I trust her?

“Ibetha, when the carriage was on the verge of plummeting off the precipice, I saved your life, did I not?”

“You did, Your Highness. How could I possibly forget such a debt? Had you not pushed me from the carriage, I would have met a certain death.”

“Then, what say you swear your loyalty to me in exchange for the second chance at life I have afforded you?” Elise boldly suggested as she looked directly at her maid. Ibetha’s mouth was agape in shock, but the Princess continued calmly. “I will not ask much of you, and it is not my intention to have you betray the Archduke. I simply ask that you keep one secret for me.”

After all, it will not be possible to deceive one who tends to me day and night. It is only a matter of time before she realizes.

“I do not require any maids other than you, Ibetha. Perhaps it would be different if I truly were with child…”

The realization struck Ibetha like a blow to the chest.

Suddenly, there was a knock at the door. It was the imperial physician.

“Well, what impeccable timing,” Elise remarked.

* * *

“You have certainly improved since I examined you at the imperial palace, Your Highness. It is hard to believe you suffered from such a terrible accident on your journey here.” The imperial physician, whose name Elise had learned was Freya, looked at Elise with eyes that were not unkind.

After completing the examination, she released Elise’s wrist with a sigh of relief. “Your pulse is finally a little healthier, Your Highness. It is still exceedingly weak compared to the average person, but you do not appear to be in any immediate danger.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. However, I still advise several weeks of rest and observation. It is uncertain whether this is a temporary improvement or part of the recovery process, Your Highness.”

Regardless, it is good news, Elise thought to herself. “Do you detect any symptoms that would make it difficult to bear a child?”

“I cannot be sure of that yet, Your Highness. His Grace is no ordinary man, after all.”

Ibetha seemed to be in a state of shock as she glanced between the Princess and the imperial physician.

“Your Highness, there is something you ought to be aware of regarding… bearing the child of a dragonborn. I did not want to alarm you, so I have refrained from broaching the topic, but…”

“Please speak freely.” I cannot remain ignorant forever. I had not even realized that the… anatomy of a man could be quite so… formidable.

“As you may be aware, Your Highness, the first dragonborn was born from the Mad Dragon Semesita and a human. The dragonborn that currently exist were born from further unions with humans.”

Elise was aware of this much. With each generation of dragonborn, the blood of Semesita that coursed through their veins was diluted, and so too was their power.

“While the Archduke is a special case, most dragonborn are closer to monsters in nature and appearance. They possess little intelligence but much aggression. Semesita was no ordinary dragon; it possessed a madness that persists in the blood of the dragonborn. And… the same is true of a dragonborn fetus, Your Highness,” Freya continued.

“The womb of a human is exceedingly fragile. Generally speaking, it is far too fragile to host the seed of a dragonborn. Conception is exceptionally difficult, but the true problems arise after that. You see, a dragonborn fetus feeds on its mother as it grows…”

“‘Feeds on its mother’?” Elise echoed in a voice that betrayed both her curiosity and dread.

“Yes, especially when it grows larger; it becomes restless to escape the confines of the womb, Your Highness. As you know, some parts of a dragonborn’s body take on the form of a dragon. If it is simply the head, wings, or skin, the host may survive unscathed. However, if the fetus develops claws, talons, or the teeth of a dragon, I am afraid the womb stands no chance…”

Freya continued in a somber tone. “Even if the mother is able to carry the child for ten months, having been drained of all nutrients, she generally lacks the strength needed to give birth. In that case… the child must tear its way out of the womb itself…”

An indescribable silence followed her words. Even Elise found it difficult to maintain her composure.

Suddenly, Lezett’s disdainful words echoed in her ears. “You have just expressed a desire to die the most wretched death imaginable, Your Highness,” he had said. 

So that is what he was referring to. Could it be that he… was born in such a manner?

“In some cases, it is possible to cut open the mother’s stomach and extract the child before the mother dies, but the chances of survival are slim. This is why the world labels the dragonborn demons, Your Highness; they are beings that come into existence by consuming the very person who gave them life.”

“What causes the child to be so restless within the womb?” Elise asked after a brief pause.

“Humans lack the mana a dragonborn fetus needs to grow, you see.”

“Mana, you say…” Elise mused.

“Devoid of such a necessary source, the fetus consumes almost all of the mother’s nutrients, leaving her barely clinging to life. The corpse of a woman who died giving birth to a dragonborn is the most horrific sight imaginable, Your Highness. Her face and limbs are almost petrified, and her abdomen is torn open…”

Ibetha’s face turned deathly pale as Freya’s explanation continued.

“So, what are some precautions one must take?” Elise asked the physician after a moment’s pause.

“There is a certain time when you must not engage in physical intimacy with a dragonborn, Your Highness: the day when a dragonborn’s madness manifests. However, the timing is different for each individual.”

“And what happens during that time?”

“The unbridled rage of the Mad Dragon Semesita is fully realized. It is rage directed at humans, of course. In other words, the dragonborn will indiscriminately slaughter humans or commit unspeakable acts. That might explain why His Grace frequently embarks on campaigns. The madness does not subside until the dragonborn has seen human blood or satiated their lust. You absolutely must avoid laying with His Grace at that time, Your Highness…” Freya trailed off.

After pausing for a moment or two, she continued her chilling explanation. “Moreover, dragonborn are known to be at the whim of their desire. They are renowned for being relentless during intercourse. If you permit me to speak frankly, Your Highness, I cannot imagine how someone with your delicate frame and constitution could possibly lay with a dragonborn. As your physician, I can only urge you to reconsider such a course of action.”

“Yes, Your Highness! Please do not go ahead with this! How could you possibly endure such a dreadful union?” Ibetha exclaimed. All of the color had drained from her face, and she looked as though she might faint at any moment.

“Nonetheless, it is not impossible, is it?” Elise asked.

“P-Pardon, Your Highness?”

“I mean, anatomically speaking, would it be possible?”

“What exactly do you mean, Your Highness?” Freya asked.

Elise’s ears burned red with embarrassment. “I-I am not well versed in the ways of intimacy between a man and a woman. I understand that it would be very painful, but I would like to confirm that it is physically possible. For me, I mean…”

“I-If His Grace is careful, the act itself would not prove to be impossible…” Freya hesitantly answered.

“Would the Archduke also experience pain during the act?”

“That is unlikely, Your Highness. But… when a man and woman engage in intercourse, pain is not an inevitable part of the process. With mutual care and respect, it can be a very pleasurable experience for both parties.”

“Is that truly the case?” Elise asked in a voice that betrayed her surprise. A faint smile played on her lips before she added, “Well, it is not as though I expect to be intimate with the Archduke any time soon.”

“What on earth do you mean, Your Highness?” Ibetha asked.

“The Archduke has made it clear he does not wish to cause me such suffering. Still, it is a relief to know that the act itself is at least possible.”

Having received an answer to the question that had been tormenting her for quite some time, Elise allowed a satisfied smile to flash across her face. “All right. That is all for now. You may leave,” she said.

* * *

After Freya left her chambers, Elise, with the help of Ibetha and a couple of other maids, bathed and then enjoyed a light dinner.

Ibetha was noticeably silent. Having discovered my lie, I am sure she is convinced that I am indeed the wily seductress that the rumors speak of. In truth, I am far too weary to expend any energy thinking about how she views me.

“You may leave now, Ibetha. I wish to be alone.”

“Understood, Your Highness. Should you need me, simply pull the cord,” Ibetha replied as she draped a shawl over the Princess. Then, after a moment’s hesitation, she added, “I heard nothing today, Your Highness.”

“What do you mean?” Elise murmured.

“Nothing that occurred today will leave my mouth, Your Highness.”

“Truly?”

“Absolutely, Your Highness.”

“You do not mean to denounce me to the Emperor, then? If my lie is discovered later, Ibetha, I am afraid you will not be free from the consequences.”

“His Grace is aware of the truth, is he not? If things go awry, I will use him as a shield,” Ibetha boldly declared.

“Thank you, Ibetha. Truly…” Elise whispered.

“But, Your Highness, do you truly intend to conceive His Grace’s child? I implore you to reconsider.”

“Why?”

“Is it not a horror far too grim to bear? The fate of a woman who carries a dragonborn is inevitably wretched. And, Your Highness, you are so frail, so innocent…”

Elise found that words evaded her in the face of such genuine concern.

“If you are concerned about people finding out about your lying, Your Highness, we could feign a miscarriage. No one would think it strange.”

“Unfortunately, my life’s worth lies solely in providing the Archduke with an heir, Ibetha.”

“The calm with which Your Highness speaks of such matters is somewhat disturbing.”

Elise smiled. It was true that the physician’s blunt explanation had startled her, but as a member of the imperial family of Arghan, she had had access to more reliable information.

Back in Arghan, whenever Elise had felt bored or melancholic, Andrei had taken her to the chapel. In the crypt were the remains of their ancestors, along with confidential documents pertaining to the history of Arghan. The documents detailed the time before Semesita had become known as the Mad Dragon. Back then, Gallian had been a disciple of Semesita’s. Elise had read details of both the magic he had learned and how he met his end, matters entirely unknown to the rest of Grandell. Moreover, the documents also revealed the reason why the Arghan imperial family was able to elude the dragon’s wrath from generation to generation.

The secrets she had learned as a child filled Elise with quiet confidence. “If there is a woman in this world that Archduke Kirstan can lay with, it is I.”

“Your Highness—”

“It may be overwhelming, but I will not perish. It is with that knowledge in mind that I made it this far,” Elise interrupted.

Still, I must convince him of that truth. Or else he will not lay with me, Elise thought as she stared at the door to the chambers.

I did not expect him to come tonight, but I wonder if he will visit our chambers soon.

No, I must not think in such a manner. There is no need for haste.

* * *

Freya visited Lezett’s study, which was bathed in candlelight, to report on Elise’s condition.

“She has improved greatly, Your Grace. With proper rest and sustenance, I believe she will soon be faring just fine,” she said.

As he listened, the Archduke perused through dozens of pieces of parchment that Sauber had organized on his desk.

“In addition, there are no signs of any lingering effects from the accident.”

“I see,” Lezett finally said. “And you conveyed the information I asked you to relay clearly?”

“Yes, Your Grace. I informed Her Highness of all the relevant information as instructed,” Freya replied without hesitation.

“And she still maintained her composure, you say?”

“Indeed, Your Grace. She listened attentively but did not seem particularly perturbed.”

Lezett chuckled under his breath in disbelief as he recalled the innocent purity of the look in Elise’s eyes when she had observed the bulge of his manhood.

“How very fearless,” he murmured.

Or perhaps it is ignorance. Could she possibly be privy to some information that fills her with confidence? There is indeed one matter that I find somewhat puzzling…

“I must say, I find the rate at which she is recovering rather suspicious. When she was first captured by the imperial army, she suffered from inflammation and a high fever for weeks on end. And yet, after falling into the lake, she recovered much quicker. It is most strange,” the Archduke said with a furrowed brow.

“Perhaps that is due to the psychological distress she was under when she was a prisoner, Your Grace,” the physician mused.

“Would nearly drowning after falling off a cliff not be just as, if not more so, traumatic?”

“Well, yes, I suppose that is true…”

Some change has occurred within her. A change that even the physician cannot identify. In which case…

“Her Highness used magic before falling into the lake. She manifested a shield that was large enough to cover over a hundred knights. Could that have had an effect on her recovery?”

“Mana is, unfortunately, still uncharted territory in medical research, Your Grace. I cannot be sure.”

Indeed, such research was the exclusive domain of the imperial family of Arghan, Lezett thought to himself.

The whole of Grandell revered and coveted magic, yet Arghan had successfully kept its secrets hidden from the entire continent. Even he, a dragonborn with mana flowing through his blood, knew little about the mysterious force.

The research institute at the Arghan Imperial Palace had fallen into the hands of the Urgeli. Other than the Urgeli, the person who currently knew the most about magic on the entire continent was Elise herself.

Until she reveals what she knows, we will all be none the wiser. However, it is clear that something is giving her unwavering faith.

“Your Grace, I do not intend to cause offense, but…” Freya began.

“Speak.”

“It is true that Her Highness’s rate of recovery has improved, but that does not mean she is as healthy as an ordinary woman. If and when you are physically intimate with her, you must truly take extra care. In addition, I am sure you already know this, but I believe Her Highness is entirely unfamiliar with relations between a man and a woman.”

“In other words, you are telling me to handle her gently,” Lezett said bluntly.

“I-I apologize, Your Grace,” the physician said with a flushed face.

The Archduke frowned. Perhaps if she truly were a sorceress, she would be able to withstand me. However, I am not willing to act on such an uncertain chance.

After revealing the depth of his desire to Elise, he had come to realize that once he crossed a certain line, there was no turning back.

I have suppressed my lust for so long, it will not be easily satiated. A whole day or two of her in my arms might not even suffice.

A heat surged within him as he recalled her innocent, golden eyes and the dizzying scent of fresh flowers that floated off her delicate skin.

Perhaps I ought to keep my distance for a few days.

With a dismissive hand gesture, Lezett said, “You may leave.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” the physician said before bowing and leaving the Archduke’s office.

As Freya departed, another voice asked, “May I enter, Your Grace?”

“Yes,” Lezett said, recognizing Mrs. Pattinson’s no-nonsense tone.

It is deep into the night. Mrs. Pattinson has no business seeking me out at such an hour.

“Is there an issue with Her Highness?” he asked, cutting straight to the heart of the matter.

Mrs. Pattinson hesitated for a moment.

Hmm? How very unlike her. She usually speaks without hesitation, even to me.

“Her Highness has retired for the evening,” she finally said.

“Is that what you came to tell me?” Lezett asked with a raised eyebrow.

“No, there are other matters I wish to discuss with you, Your Grace.”

“Please speak freely.”

“Do you intend to allow Her Highness to handle the internal affairs of the castle?”

“Internal affairs?”

In truth, the Archduke had not considered such matters; he had been understandably preoccupied with other issues. However, Lezett was often absent from the castle, and thus, its management was often overseen by Alfredo and Mrs. Pattinson. As a young widow, Mrs. Pattinson successfully managed the Pattinson barony. Because of this experience, she was able to deal with the internal affairs of the Rothier Castle without any difficulties.

I suppose a discussion of some sort is necessary, the Archduke thought to himself. However, this is nothing more than a temporary arrangement—a fragile and precarious one at that. It would thus not be wise to hand over the management of the castle to Her Highness. It would be more efficient to continue as before. 

However, she is a princess from Arghan…

“I believe it would be wise to seek the opinion of Her Highness on the matter,” he finally said.

Mrs. Pattinson’s ordinarily stoic face betrayed her incredulity; the Archduke’s answer implied that he was willing to hand over the management of the castle to Elise if she desired to take on such a responsibility. 

“You intend to give Her Highness the authority to handle castle affairs?” Mrs. Pattinson asked.

“If she so wishes,” Lezett confirmed without hesitation.

“Forgive me, Your Grace, but Her Highness is not familiar with the workings of Rothier or the castle. What if she makes a mistake—”

“Is my domain quite so fragile that a few mistakes would shake it?” Lezett interjected.

“Again, forgive me, Your Grace, but I believe that depends. For instance, regarding financial matters, Rothier may be as prosperous as the capital, but it is still a far cry from the golden days of the Arghan Empire. Her standards are likely to differ from ours.”

“Indeed, she spent almost her entire life in the imperial palace of Arghan. Naturally, she is ignorant as to the ways of Vaniella and Rothier,” Lezett concurred.

“Precisely. So—”

The Archduke interrupted Mrs. Pattinson once more. “So, if she wishes to learn, teach her. And if she desires something, you do not need to seek my permission. Serve her as you would me.”

Having said all he intended to say, Lezett returned to the documents laid out on the desk before him.

Mrs. Pattinson bit her lip in frustration. I did not expect His Grace to be quite so accommodating of the Princess. What could be the reason? He is certainly not one to be taken advantage of…

I do not wish to trouble him after his long journey, but there is one more matter I simply must discuss.

“Her Highness was most reluctant to be medically examined in my presence, Your Grace.”

“And?” Lezett said. In truth, he was caught off guard by the broaching of such a sensitive topic and the implication of Mrs. Pattinson’s statement.

“Well, I am the head maid. At the very least, I need to be fully aware of Her Highness’s condition in order to carry out my duties and respond to any emergency situations that may arise.”

“Does the imperial physician not keep medical records?” 

“I simply do not understand the need for such… secrecy, Your Grace.”

“Mrs. Pattinson,” Lezett began in a stern voice. “I told you to serve her as you would serve me. And yet it would seem you have been behaving presumptuously and interfering with matters that do not directly concern you.”

Mrs. Pattinson was taken aback by the Archduke’s coldness. “N-No, I would never behave in such a manner, Your Grace,” she insisted.

“In that case, as I have said, please treat Her Highness as you would treat me. If she expresses her wish not to do something, then it is not to be done. It is truly very straightforward. It would also appear you paid her a visit without my permission.”

“What do you mean, Your Grace?”

“The castle physician visited our chambers earlier, did he not?”

The color instantly left Mrs. Pattinson’s face.

“Did you truly think I would be unaware of the happenings in my own castle?”

“Please accept my sincerest apologies, Your Grace,” Mrs. Pattinson whispered. “I have behaved with impudence. I see the error of my ways now, and I can only beg for forgiveness.”

Indeed, the Archduke’s eyes and ears were omnipresent in Rothier. It was only due to her longstanding and unwavering loyalty that Lezett treated Mrs. Pattinson with a degree of leniency that he would not afford most others.

“Then, regarding the issue of the internal affairs of the castle, I shall seek out Her Highness’s opinion tomorrow, Your Grace.”

“Proceed as you see fit,” Lezett said flatly.

Mrs. Pattinson let out a deep sigh and closed her eyes for a moment. Rationally, she knew she ought to leave the Archduke’s study at once, but her feet were reluctant to obey. “May I be so bold as to say one more thing, Your Grace? This time, I do not speak as the head maid of Rothier Castle but as your former nursemaid,” she said.

Lezett’s hand, which was reaching for his quill, paused at her words.

Nursemaid… That is a word I have not heard in quite some time. Lezett gestured for Mrs. Pattinson to continue with a subtle nod of his head.

“In truth, I longed for Your Grace to marry someone you hold dear in your heart.”

The Archduke immediately burst into incredulous laughter at her words. Yet, she continued undeterred. “I can still vividly recall the young boy who entered the imperial palace that day, dejected and with no one to rely on. You always looked upon those in positions of power with envy, especially His Majesty, the Emperor.

When you were granted a title and land, Your Grace, I truly hoped it would bring you stability. I prayed that Rothier would serve as a solid foundation from which you would soar to new heights.”

“I must say, I did not expect to be treated like a child upon my return,” Lezett said in obvious displeasure.

Nonetheless, Mrs. Pattinson continued. “You look upon Her Highness in the same manner you once looked at His Majesty. Is the Princess truly someone you think of as a partner and an equal, Your Grace? Or is she someone you worship and obey?”

“Perhaps she is neither.”

“Then, is it pity that you harbor for her?”

“If that is how it appears to you, then please feel at liberty to think that way,” Lezett responded tersely.

“As I heard it, Your Grace, Her Highness was on the verge of being executed in the capital until she suddenly announced she was with child. I beg you to speak plainly, Your Grace. Is Her Highness truly carrying your child?”

“Did Ruben inform you of this?” the Archduke snapped.

“I found Sir Ruben’s messages to be lacking in sincerity. Accordingly, I received my news from elsewhere. If Your Grace claimed it was an overwhelming passion that led you to bring Her Highness to Rothier, perhaps that would be somewhat believable, if not ideal.”

“That is not entirely incorrect,” Lezett said flatly.

Mrs. Pattinson’s face briefly betrayed her vexation as the Archduke repeatedly avoided answering her questions. “Perhaps His Majesty fell for such evasive words, but you cannot fool these old eyes, Your Grace. What is the true reason you brought Her Highness to Rothier? If it is not desire or pity, then have you perhaps struck a bargain with her of some sort?”

“Mrs. Pattinson!” Lezett barked as he slammed his quill onto the table. “Whether you regard me as a foolhardy child or a beast in heat, I care not. But you would do well not to overstep your bounds. Here is my answer: I brought Her Highness to Rothier because I wanted to. Does that satisfy your curiosity?”

“I see. Then, it would appear my initial suspicion was correct, after all.”

Indeed, he has always had a propensity for collecting things that sparkle. 

Aside from Emperor Novius, Mrs. Pattinson was the person who knew Lezett the best. She had been appointed his nursemaid after his half-brother purchased him from the gladiator pits. She had been by his side for more than twenty winters, watching a young boy grow into the empire’s most fearsome and powerful knight.

Yet, Mrs. Pattinson was well aware that the Archduke was inevitably drawn to those who appeared to have been sculpted by the gods themselves. His fascination was not born from affection, pity, or aspiration but rather an outcome of a childhood riddled with self-loathing. Even as a war demon with the world beneath his heels, Mrs. Pattinson knew that he was prone to submission.

“I beg of you, Your Grace, please do not treat Her Highness as though she is someone to be served. Unless you long to bring Rothier to ruin with charges of treason, that is. It would be preferable if you regarded the Princess as a precious bauble in your collection instead,” Mrs. Pattinson said as she held her chin aloft. “I believe you ought to retire to your chambers. Her Highness awaits, after all,” she concluded coldly before leaving the study.

Even after her departure, Lezett continued to silently read through the documents that remained on his desk.

Mrs. Pattinson knows that I abhor the idea of sharing a space with someone as I sleep; she tells me to retire to my chambers while safe in the knowledge that I will not do so.

Indeed, the candles illuminating the Archduke’s study did not go out for quite some time.


Part 5

Unfulfilled Promises

As thin rays of sunshine pierced through the canopy of the bed, Elise shielded her eyes with her hands. She tossed and turned before finally rising. It was the first time she had slept soundly in quite some time; the plush feather mattress reminded her of her own bed back in Arghan. The other side of the bed remained empty, but she had expected as much and was not particularly disappointed.

After tidying up the bedroom with Ibetha’s help, she decided to take a leisurely stroll to explore more of the castle. However, as she was descending the stairs, she encountered none other than Mrs. Pattinson.

“Good morning, Your Highness. Did you sleep soundly?”

“I did. I am most grateful for your efforts.”

“I see His Grace is not with you,” Mrs. Pattinson observed.

“He did not retire to our chambers last night,” Elise responded while avoiding eye contact.

“I am sure he was very busy with his duties.”

“Yes, perhaps…”

Their union is evidently not as intimate as one might assume, Mrs. Pattinson intuitively deduced.

Observing the Princess’s hesitation, the head maid offered, “If Your Highness wishes to continue your tour of the castle, I can accompany you.”

Elise reluctantly nodded. Despite being uncomfortable in Mrs. Pattinson’s presence, she recognized that there was no one better suited to showing her around.

Elise marveled at the exquisite sculptures and grand marble that decorated the interior of the castle. As she wandered the castle grounds, several of the servants paused their tasks to respectfully bow to the Princess.

One curious thing I have noticed is the abundance of positively resplendent women in the castle. Even among the maids and servants, there are many women who exude beauty. And, even more curiously, those same women constantly sneak furtive glances at me. I wonder if such beauty is Mrs. Pattinson’s preference.

“Do you personally select all of the castle staff, Mrs. Pattinson?” Elise asked.

“With the help of Alfredo, yes. If you require a registry of the servants, I can have one prepared for you, Your Highness.”

Well, I believe that would prove helpful. Elise nodded, causing Mrs. Pattinson’s lips to form a barely perceptible smile.

“Now that you mention it, Your Highness, there are those we did not personally select.”

“Is that so? And who might they be?”

“Some were sent directly by His Majesty himself. He would send them monthly before His Grace left for his campaign.”

“The Emperor sent servants to the castle…?” Elise asked, her confusion evident.

What motivation could he possibly have for doing that?

“Not servants, but rather ladies His Majesty hoped to install as Archduchess. His Majesty took particular interest in His Grace’s marital affairs, as you may be aware.”

Elise, taken aback, said nothing.

“In truth, though we appreciate His Majesty’s efforts, it has made matters rather uncomfortable for us. We could not refuse or expel the ladies. Thus, we had to take them in.”

Elise’s expression stiffened ever so slightly. If they were women of high status, they would not have been sent to Rothier as mere tokens. The Emperor must have intentionally sent these women for the Archduke to freely claim. After all, the imperial physician herself said that the dragonborn are at the whim of their own desire.

Was it the Emperor’s hope that one of these beauties might ensnare the Archduke?

A question came to Elise’s mind unbidden. Have any of these women lain with him?

* * *

Elise grew accustomed to castle life rather quickly. However, the only person who treated her with a degree of familiarity was Ibetha; the other maids and servants were either extremely cautious or overly polite. She was used to such behavior, and it did not give her cause for concern. Yet, when she happened upon a maid who seemed particularly beautiful, she would find herself stopping and staring.

Despite being in a contractual marriage of mutual convenience, whenever Elise thought about living under the same roof as women that her husband may have once lain with, she felt unsettled.

Nonetheless, this was my own scheme. I must accept such discomfort. I simply wish I could conceive a child sooner rather than later; I cannot help but feel that time is slipping from my grasp.

Indeed, nearly a month of the contractual period had already gone by. With each passing day, Elise’s impatience grew; starting on her fifth day spent in the castle, she began experiencing restless nights in which sleep largely eluded her. She would dream of her twin brother, Andrei, reproaching her for the choice she had made.

“How could you do something so unspeakable, Elise?! You are a princess of Arghan, lest you forget! How could you debase yourself in such a manner?” he would say.

One morning, Elise awoke alone once more. “Yet again, he did not come…” she murmured to herself despondently. Since she had first met Archduke Kirstan, he had scarcely left her side. And now, after a week of nights spent in solitude, she ached for his presence. In recent days, she had glimpsed him only once from her window—a distant figure on the training grounds.

Suddenly, she felt overwhelmed by an oppressive sense of foreboding. He does intend to uphold his end of the bargain, doesn’t he?

Elise had witnessed his unrestrained desire for her with her own eyes, but his cold attitude, dismissive words, and physical absence resulted in anxiety that gnawed away at her.

I must see his face before I can rest.

With that, the Princess pulled the cord next to her. Ibetha swiftly entered the bedroom with a radiant smile plastered on her face. “Your Highness! You have risen early this morning. You could have slept longer!”

“I have rested enough.”

“I shall bring you some warm soup at once.”

“No, that can wait. Would you bring me my cloak, please?”

“But you have just risen, Your Highness. Where do you intend to go?”

“To the Archduke’s study, just for a moment. I will use the stairs that lead directly there, so it will not take long,” Elise declared before hastily splashing water on her face and donning a shawl.

She pushed aside the curtain and revealed a wooden door that led to a narrow and dark spiral staircase. The route was exclusively used by the Archduke and Archduchess. After descending for a mere moment or two, however, Elise realized that she had made a mistake. The stairway was incredibly cramped and steep, and there were no windows. The only light came from a faint crack somewhere in the ceiling that barely illuminated the path below.

I should have brought a candle. If I fall here, I may never recover.

She continued to descend the dizzying staircase with the utmost caution. Eventually, lightheaded and short of breath, she reached a closed door with a tiny window through which the morning sunlight filtered in.

Elise peered through the small window and was greeted with a view of the Archduke’s study. His desk and chair were meticulously tidy, bearing no trace of the previous night’s work, and Lezett was nowhere to be seen.

“I only intended to look upon his face, but…” she murmured to herself.

Should I enter? 

After a moment’s hesitation, she reached for the doorknob. However, despite her best efforts, the door did not budge.

It seems something is barricading it on the other side.

Disheartened, Elise sighed deeply as she stepped away from the door. The thought of climbing the narrow staircase all the way to the top floor again was most daunting.

How very foolish I am. I ought to have known better. Perhaps if I wait, he might return to the study. On the other hand, the prospect of an awkward encounter through this tiny window seems a far more wretched fate than returning to my chambers.

She gave the door one final, forceful push. It did not move an inch. As her irritation threatened to boil over, she balled her fist and thumped on the door in frustration.

Suddenly, she heard something stir on the other side. Startled, she took a few steps back as she noticed a pair of eyes peering at her through the window.

* * *

Meanwhile, Ibetha and another maid, Lara, were diligently cleaning the Princess’s chambers. In the midst of their frantic cleaning, the Archduke suddenly peered through the entrance to the chambers.

“Your Grace,” Ibetha said with a bow.

“Is Her Highness inside?” he asked.

“Pardon? Her Highness left quite some time ago, Your Grace…” Ibetha said with a puzzled look on her face.

“But it is not yet eight o’clock,” the Archduke said with a furrowed brow. Elise generally rose later; he had planned on checking she was soundly asleep before he left to inspect the land.

“Yes, Your Grace. She rose early today and went down to the study. That was about an hour ago. It would appear you have missed each other.”

“And you did not accompany her?” Lezett asked sharply.

“She insisted on going alone, Your Grace. Please accept my apologies.”

“I see…” Well, she is familiar with the castle’s layout by now, and she has been resting well, eating her meals, and taking her medicine. It is unlikely that she would have gotten lost or collapsed.

“And nothing out of the ordinary has transpired?” the Archduke asked.

“...No, Your Grace.”

Noticing Ibetha’s hesitation, Lezett’s eyes narrowed, and he said, “Speak. Tell me everything, regardless of how trivial it may seem.”

“Well, she has been somewhat restless the past two nights, Your Grace. The quality of Her Highness’s sleep appears to have gotten worse.”

“Restless…?”

Indeed, when she was first captured, she suffered from frequent night terrors, sometimes even injuring herself in her sleep. And yet, since leaving the capital, she had slept soundly.

“Perhaps sleeping alone is difficult for her, Your Grace,” Ibetha said hesitantly. “After all, she has only been in Rothier for one week. She is still adjusting.”

“That is true. Watch her closely and report back to me,” Lezett commanded.

“She seems to long for… companionship, Your Grace.”

“Companionship.” The Archduke was reminded of the tales of the Princess’s upbringing—years and years spent in solitude in the imperial palace of Arghan.

Should I perhaps send her out to explore more of Rothier?

Indeed, since the return of the Archduke and the Rothier knights, the dukedom had been enveloped in a festive atmosphere. Raucous celebrations were held in the castle banquet hall, and other festivities unfolded on the streets. The mood was positively joyous.

Nonetheless, the Archduke was well aware that people would soon begin gossiping about Elise if they were not already doing so. After all, their marriage was a point of great fascination—the Princess of a fallen kingdom and a dragonborn war demon. Thus, Lezett was reluctant to allow Elise to even step outside the castle grounds; he did not want prying eyes to take in her resplendence.

“Your Grace. If I may speak frankly, I believe it would be wise to refrain from merely sending messages to Her Highness through servants. If you tend to her yourself, I think she will recover quickly. It appears to me that, more than anything else, she needs her husband,” Ibetha said.

“Did she say that?”

“Not exactly, no. However, tending to her so closely tends to reveal certain truths.”

“She needs her husband.” They might not be her own words, but I must say, it does not displease me to hear such sentiments. Perhaps we ought to venture out together. That would be significantly safer, at least.

Noticing the Archduke’s reaction to her words, Ibetha astutely added, “You might wish to descend to your study, Your Grace. She ventured there seeking your company and might be most distressed at your absence.”

“Very well.” It was only when the Archduke noticed Ibetha look toward the door to the staircase that he remembered its existence. He had not used the stairway for many a year. “Did Her Highness go through that door?”

“She did, Your Grace.”

It was then that he recalled placing a table in front of the door to the study. His expression soured as he strode toward the door and flung it open. As the dark and exceedingly narrow passage revealed itself, the color drained from the Archduke’s face.




* * *

Sir Ruben removed the barricade and opened the door to the study, revealing a relieved Elise.

“Your Highness… I am most surprised to find you here.”

“Sir Ruben…”

“It has been quite a while, hasn’t it, Your Highness? Please enter. It seems the door was blocked off for some reason.”

“Thank you,” Elise said as she stepped into the study.

Suddenly, after breathing a sigh of relief, she was reminded that she had descended the staircase immediately after waking up. She glanced at her reflection in the windowpane; her hair was disheveled, and her attire was far from fitting her station.

Nonetheless, Ruben has seen me in a far worse state. There is no need for pretense with him.

“Were you looking for His Grace, Your Highness?”

“I was. The door would not yield, so I was considering returning upstairs.”

“The stairway is very dark, Your Highness. You should have brought a candle with you.”

“Yes, I see the error of my ways now. Do you know of the Archduke’s whereabouts?”

“I do not, Your Highness. I came to report to him but found him absent. He may have gone out on an inspection, or perhaps he is on the training grounds. Say, Your Highness, would you like to see where the knights that guard the castle stay?”

“Would that be all right?”

“Yes, if Your Highness so wishes.”

Elise hesitated for a moment before nodding. There was, after all, little else to do within the castle walls.

I would rather welcome a breath of fresh air.

“We take a lot of pride in our formidable military prowess. It is something Your Highness should witness,” Ruben said as he led Elise to the training grounds.

“The grounds are very large, indeed,” the Princess noted as they approached.

“Yes, Your Highness. The grounds are incomparable. Ordinarily, it would prove impossible to train a sizeable army in one place, but Rothier is an exception.”

Elise found Ruben to be a very lively and loquacious guide. Thanks to his endless chatter, there were no awkward silences. It was not long before the topic of conversation naturally shifted to the Archduke.

“It is not a frequent occurrence, but occasionally, His Grace himself spars with the knights. The soldiers almost go mad with excitement. He is like an unscalable mountain they all long to conquer, if you understand my meaning.”

“Do the knights get hurt?”

“Oh, some injuries are inevitable, Your Highness. That is part of the training.”

“Inevitable, you say?”

“Well, His Grace is rather unyielding. He takes sparring very seriously and does not hold back.”

“I see…”

“Some of the knights are incredibly stubborn, too. They refuse to concede until they are on the verge of death. It is quite the sight, Your Highness. I can still recall poor Jacob’s face. He was as limp as…” Ruben suddenly trailed off and glanced at Elise. “Of course, Your Highness might find such matters difficult to fathom.”

Elise was not surprised that Lezett would go as far as to injure his own knights as part of their training. “Well, the Archduke is somewhat detached and cold. I am not particularly shocked.”

“Cold? Not in the presence of Your Highness. He is unusually attentive, kind, and caring,” Ruben countered.

“Does it truly seem that way?”

“Certainly. To us, he is as fearsome and sharp as a blade. However, he treats Your Highness with such care. It is not something we knights have ever witnessed.”

Disappearing for an entire week is treating me with “such care,” is it?

“This is where the Rothier knights that guard the castle reside, Your Highness. Including myself, there are five commanders and approximately sixty knights. The rest are stationed on the military grounds in the north. That is also where the training grounds are, but I am afraid they are too far to visit now. Oh, but just over here, we have the stables, Your Highness.”

Elise glanced in the direction Ruben pointed and immediately spotted a familiar horse. It was Lezett’s massive steed.

The Princess approached it and cheerfully said, “Hello again, my old friend.”

“Ah, Your Highness, you must be careful. That horse is very dangerous—” Ruben reached toward Elise before his hand froze awkwardly in mid-air.

Much to Ruben’s surprise, the jet-black horse whinnied and nuzzled Elise’s hand as she stroked it.

“Such a gentle beast,” Elise remarked.

“‘Gentle’?!” Ruben exclaimed in astonishment. Even other nearby knights and the stablemaster were completely taken aback at the horse’s docile behavior.

“What is this creature’s name?” the Princess asked.

“Ah, His Grace has not yet named his steed, Your Highness,” Ruben replied.

“Truly? That is a shame. I think you would suit the name ‘Tempest.’ What do you say?” Elise asked the warhorse directly. The infamously bad-tempered beast blinked and nuzzled her hand again. Tempest had notoriously thrown and killed five riders before Lezett had successfully tamed it, though “tamed” is perhaps too mild a term for the events that transpired—the Archduke had gripped the horse’s head with his scaly arm and forced it into submission.

Ruben and the other knights could almost not believe the sight before their eyes; Tempest seemed like an entirely different animal when interacting with Elise.

“W-Well, I suppose what belongs to His Grace also belongs to Your Highness. Tempest seems to recognize its new master,” Ruben stammered.

“When will your other master come to see me, Tempest?” Elise asked the horse as she continued to stroke its mane.

Surely, he does not plan to neglect me forever. We signed a contract, after all; we both have responsibilities to fulfill. He promised that he would not avoid me, yet I have barely glimpsed his face for an entire week.

Moreover, the castle is filled with the most resplendent beauties. Oh, how it irks me. There must be at least one who caught his eye.

Misinterpreting Elise’s downcast expression, Ruben said, “Perhaps a tour of Rothier might alleviate Your Highness’s boredom. Shall I have Alfredo prepare the carriage?”

“No, that will not be necessary. But could I perhaps borrow a horse?”

“Of course, Your Highness. You may choose any horse you wish. Are you planning to ride somewhere?”

“Just a brief ride to that hill over there in the distance, perhaps.” As though it understood the Princess’s words, Tempest eagerly pushed its head toward her. Despite its overwhelming size, Elise found the steed most adorable and could not help but chuckle. “Do you wish to accompany me? Is that it? Well, then, just for a short—”

“You are not in any condition to ride,” a voice as cold as ice suddenly interjected.

Elise jolted in surprise. Archduke Kirstan had somehow arrived at the stables unnoticed.

“You are with child, lest you forget. Besides, standing so close to a warhorse such as this is…” he trailed off as he caught the horse’s reins and urged Elise to step back with his arm. “Dangerous,” he finally concluded.

It is the first time I have heard his voice in almost a week. He seems more on edge than usual.

The desire to look upon his face was soon replaced by a bitter taste in her mouth; she had not expected an affectionate greeting, but his cold and stern reprimand left her disheartened.

“It did not occur to me that riding might be ill-advised. I apologize,” Elise murmured.

“I speak only out of concern for Your Highness,” Lezett said, his voice softening slightly.

“Yes, well, the world is full of dangers, it would seem.”

“Particularly for Your Highness. Everyone, avert your gaze at once,” the Archduke commanded. Ruben, the other knights, and the stablemaster promptly turned around.

What on earth is he doing? Elise wondered as Lezett scrutinized her. He reached out and removed the shawl that was loosely draped over her from one shoulder, revealing the Princess’s pale, smooth skin. The Archduke immediately grimaced at the sight.

“And you have been walking around the castle grounds in such attire?”

Elise quickly readjusted her shawl to cover herself. “W-Well, I was not planning on coming outside, but—”

“Ruben, fetch my robe,” Lezett interrupted. Ruben immediately dashed off toward the main tower of the castle.

“I have worn… simple attire before Ruben and the other knights in the past, Archduke. They will not think it strange—”

“Your Highness,” Archduke Kirstan coldly interjected once more. “Such clothing should only be donned in my presence. It is not appropriate outside of our chambers,” he said frostily.

Unless you are planning to bewitch every man in Rothier, Lezett thought to himself. He knew it was a step too far to utter such words, yet the thought of the eyes of other men lingering on her skin filled him with rage.

“What does it matter?” Elise said, no longer attempting to hide her frustration. “Even my husband does not see me dressed in such attire. You never stray near me, after all.”

As she bit down on her lip, the Archduke lifted his hand to her chin in an attempt to stop her. “Then, do you intend to continue to wear such clothing outside of our chambers?” he asked.

“I had a shawl draped over me. Besides, it is hardly a revealing nightgown. If I were dressed indecently, do you truly believe I would be roaming the castle grounds? Do you think I am so shameless?” Elise spat as she turned her head to avoid his hand.

A nightgown is a nightgown. What nonsense does she speak?

“You seem to be aware that this area of the castle is teeming with knights. What possessed you to come here?” he asked in a voice that betrayed his frustration.

“Is it forbidden? You ought to have informed me if so.”

“Forgive me, Your Grace. It was my oversight. I apologize,” said a breathless Ruben, who had just returned with the Archduke’s robe.

“I will see you in my study later, Ruben.”

“What? Wait one moment, now!” Elise said as she grabbed Lezett’s arm.

He means to reprimand Ruben? For what transgression?!

Lezett simply draped his robe over her.

Oh, so he is determined to ignore me, is he? Well, so be it.

A rebellious spark ignited within her, and the Princess addressed Ruben instead. “Sir Ruben, regarding your earlier promise, when will you show me more of Rothier?”

“Oh, w-well…” Ruben stammered.

“I would like Ibetha to accompany us, too,” Elise added before purposefully fixing her defiant gaze on Lezett. It was a direct challenge. “Surely touring the dukedom is not forbidden, is it, Archduke? If I am not permitted to choose my companions and guards, please do inform me. I have no desire to be obstinate, after all.”

Lezett said nothing. Instead, he simply swept her up in his arms and strode toward the main tower of the castle.

Even upon reaching his study, he did not add any explanation for why he had not once visited their shared chambers nor why he had blocked the door that connected his study and the narrow stairway.

It took all of Elise’s energy to suppress the rage that was bubbling within her.

On their way to the study, they passed Ibetha. “Your Highness! Thank heavens, you are all right! I was so worried,” she exclaimed. Elise longed to reassure her maid, but Lezett was carrying her along at a relentless pace.

In the study, the door leading to the stairway was wide open, even though Elise remembered seeing Ruben close it himself. The Archduke immediately began ascending the staircase without even pausing for breath. Despite the darkness, Lezett carried Elise to the top of the staircase in what seemed like a matter of seconds.

As he set her down in their shared living space, Lezett sighed and helped Elise out of the robe.

Does he expect me to apologize? This all seems rather unfair to me.

“I was most startled, Your Highness…”

“And why would that be?”

“Ibetha said you descended to my study using the staircase. I went after you, but you were nowhere to be seen.”

“And what brought you to our chambers?”

“I came to check on you, of course. Those stairs are very dangerous, Your Highness. A fall could have been fatal,” the Archduke said. Now that they were alone, the genuine concern in his voice was evident.

“I was careful,” Elise said flatly.

“Being careful is not always sufficient. More importantly, for what reason did you decide to wander around the castle grounds?”

I cannot possibly admit that I was searching for him, the Princess thought as she turned her head to avoid eye contact.

Lezett, however, gently guided her face so that she was looking in his direction. “You may go anywhere you please in Rothier, Your Highness. I simply ask that you refrain from seeking out the knights’ dormitory or the training grounds. If you are particularly curious, I will take you there myself.”

Elise did not respond.

“Have you forgotten what almost befell you on the day we first met?”

Ah, that grotesque commander of the imperial army. Despite the traumatic nature of the events that transpired that day, the memory is surprisingly faint, Elise thought to herself.

“Sir Rodric, who died at the hands of Your Highness, was not one of the Rothier knights. However, he was acting under my command. I cannot account for the behavior of all of my men.”

“That was not my fault…” Elise murmured.

“I am not claiming it was your fault. On the contrary, I am urging you to behave with caution. I worry about you a great deal.”

“Is that why you keep me confined to the top of the tower?”

If he is so worried about my safety, why does he not visit me? There is also the matter of the necessary… task we must complete together. If only he visited me, I believe I could withstand being confined to these chambers.

“Have you had breakfast?” the Archduke asked.

Oh, how swiftly he changes the topic. “How could you treat me thus? We have a contract! You swore!”

And so, he lays bare his intention to never visit our chambers. But if I venture outside, he forcibly drags me back up here? Then what meaning does our contract carry?

“Do you simply intend to go on ignoring me, Archduke? Is that it?” she challenged.

“That is not the case. I am merely… not inclined to fulfill that part of the contract yet,” Lezett whispered.

“And when will you be so ‘inclined’?”

Well, what need does he have of me? The castle is swarming with the most resplendent beauties Grandell has to offer.

“Then why should I sit around twiddling my thumbs, waiting for someone who refuses to come? Let go of me! I shall ask Sir Ruben to show me around Rothier!” Elise spat as she clenched her fists in anger.

Archduke Kirstan’s brow furrowed in response to her words. Is producing an heir truly all that concerns her?

“I understand what it is you want from me, Your Highness, however… I have not mentioned this before, but I detest nothing more than the act of pursuing pleasure like a beast.”

“Pardon?”

“I do not wish to engage in physical intimacy with someone I barely know, whom my heart does not belong to,” Lezett added.

“Then, at the inn… Why did you touch me in that manner?”

If he had no intention of spending the night with me, he should not have behaved thus. He even told me to get accustomed to his touch. His words and actions do not align.

“Did I not ultimately restrain myself?” the Archduke answered impassively.

Oh, how he vexes me. If he holds such principles, he should never have entered into a contract with me in which he agreed to sire an heir.

After a moment’s hesitation, Lezett continued in a somber tone, “I am aware that the imperial physician explained to you how a dragonborn is conceived and born. Your Highness ought to know that I, too, was born in such a manner.”

“Ah…” Elise murmured.

“I was born a monster, devouring my own mother. Once a dragonborn submits to their bestial lust, they care not for the person beneath them. That is precisely why I strive to keep that aspect of my nature suppressed.”

In the face of the Archduke’s sudden raw honesty, Elise was lost for words.

“Surely you do not wish to be intimate with such a creature…”

“W-Well…” Elise stammered.

“This is not the time to hesitate, Your Highness. Simply say ‘no.’”

The Princess trembled slightly under his unwavering gaze. She did not know how to react or what to say.

Lezett, meanwhile, cursed internally. Ever since they had arrived in Rothier, he had been preoccupied with how he could be intimate with the Princess without harming her. After all, he had signed the contract; he knew he could not shirk his duties indefinitely.

Despite the gravity of the situation, he found himself unconsciously toying with her long, luscious locks of hair.

I assumed that avoiding her would cool my ardor, but that does not appear to be the case. I promised her a life of comfort in Rothier; I cannot simply keep her confined to our chambers. Hiding her face from all onlookers is hardly acceptable, either. Yet, she draws attention wherever she goes, from men and women alike.

The thought of her being exposed to the wider world fills me with dread and despair. Perhaps my so-called “concern” for her is nothing more than a selfish excuse.

He recalled Mrs. Pattinson’s words. “It would be preferable if you regarded the Princess as a precious bauble in your collection, instead,” she had said.

Indeed, Mrs. Pattinson was correct.

Elise shook her head in a bid to remove his hand from her hair. Her golden eyes, brimming with resentment, were partially covered by silver-grey eyelashes that were both beautiful and delicate.

She is as breathtaking as ever, Lezett thought as he cupped her left cheek with his palm, coaxing her to meet his gaze. Beauty may not be a sin, but such allure is undeniably dangerous. My desire to possess her is as strong as it was years ago when I first set eyes on her in the imperial palace of Arghan.

His fingers eventually found her round earlobe, which he gently caressed. Elise almost imperceptibly twitched in response to his touch.

I wonder how she would respond if I touched her elsewhere? She has a way of overriding my rationality, though I can hardly blame her for that. She questions why I do not lay with her while looking up at me with that angelic face and those innocent eyes. There is no man in all of Grandell who could possibly resist her charm.

What am I to do? “A precious bauble,” indeed.

Suddenly, his train of thought became clear. A trace of a smile played on his lips as he reached a silent decision.

I cannot deny my desire to claim her. I want to possess her entirely. However, I must handle her with care; to taste something so precious only once and have it shatter before my eyes would be a tragedy of unrivaled proportions.

The Archduke gently caressed Elise’s cheek and murmured, “I mean to say, Your Highness, that we must first become better acquainted…”

The Princess felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment.

“‘Better acquainted’?” she echoed.

“Yes,” Lezett replied calmly. At that moment, Elise’s face betrayed a mixture of conflicting emotions; there was anxiety, resentment, and impatience, but the Archduke thought he also saw a trace of relief.

“And how much time do you believe that will take?” she asked with a furrowed brow.

“That depends on how you behave, Your Highness.”

“How I behave? I fail to see how the responsibility lies with me. It is you who must make an effort, Archduke. Night after night, you do not retire to our chambers, and then when I go searching for you, I am met with ire.”

“I apologize.”

Caught off guard by her husband’s prompt apology, Elise was momentarily at a loss for words; she simply closed her eyes and sighed.

“I shall have a room prepared for Your Highness on the second floor. I fear the top floor brings you too much discomfort. Please feel free to choose any room that is to your liking.”

The Princess reluctantly nodded.

She still seems upset.

Lezett continued his efforts to placate Elise. “And if you wish to go out for a ride, please do inform me.” Again, she simply nodded. “In fact, there is a festival taking place in the main square. Would you like to go and see it?”

Noticing a spark of curiosity in her eyes, Lezett discerned that there was a chance he could gain her favor. “Shall we go tomorrow?” he gently asked.

“I would like that, yes,” she finally said as her expression noticeably softened.

“Understood. Then, I will come to escort you in the morning. And… Your Highness, you are to partake in such activities with me. Only me. Do you understand?” Elise did not respond at first. “I require an answer,” he pressed, his voice slightly lower than before.

Finally, the Princess sighed and nodded. I suppose that is not a particularly difficult request, provided that he truly makes himself available. In essence, he has declared that he will only be intimate with me once he believes we are sufficiently close. Well, he has always been driven by his principles.

Once the Archduke had left their chambers, Elise found herself reflecting on his words. Now that my emotions have cooled somewhat, I believe his approach is quite reasonable. I do not wish to put my life at risk by laying with him before we are truly prepared; it will be better for us both if we are more familiar with each other before we attempt to engage in such behavior.

A few more days to become better acquainted does not seem like a bad idea.

However, it was not long before Elise realized that matters would not unfold so straightforwardly.


Part 6

Semesita’s Shackles

The Princess was startled when she woke up the following day. Through the canopy of her bed, she saw the silhouette of a man sipping tea while perusing a sheet of parchment.

“Andrei…?” she whispered as a single tear rolled down her cheek. However, as her blurred vision gradually cleared, she realized it was not her beloved brother but her new husband.

“Please feel free to sleep a while longer. It is still early,” Lezett said.

“What are you doing here?” Elise asked.

“I told you yesterday, did I not? That I would come here to escort you on our outing.”

“Ah, y-yes, that is right,” the Princess said as she rubbed the sleep from her eyes. Strangely, sleep had proven to be elusive for several days, but now she felt it beckoning her.

“Please, go back to sleep, Your Highness. I know you do not usually rise at this hour,” the Archduke said softly as he placed the document he was reading down and approached her. He gently tousled her hair and then slowly lowered her so that she was lying down once more.

“Why are you awake at this hour?” she asked in a voice that betrayed her sleepiness.

“I always am.”

“I see.” 

At least I learned something new about him. I suppose this is part of our becoming “better acquainted.”

“Archduke… would you mind staying here a little longer?”

“Of course not. I will wake you when it is time, so please, go back to sleep.”

The Princess murmured a barely audible word of gratitude and then allowed her heavy eyelids to close. Slumber came easier in the safety of his presence.

“You must leave that place, Elise. You know where you ought to be. Come back, my sister!” In her sleep, she heard Andrei’s voice calling out to her.

Yet, her brother’s desperate pleading was swept away by a gentle caressing of her hair that brought an end to her chaotic dreams. As the Archduke ran his fingers through the silver strands of her locks, he noticed they seemed to harbor an enigmatic, subtle energy.

This is concerning, he thought to himself as his brow furrowed with displeasure.

Suddenly, the faintly glowing essence vanished as though it had never been there in the first place.

* * *

It was a beautiful day for an outing. Elise looked around the flower-filled streets of Rothier in wonder. It was the first time she had taken in the sights of the city.

Although it was already late April, the cool breeze of spring was most refreshing.

In Arghan, the oppressive summer heat would be starting to rear its head at this time of year.

As if reading her mind, Lezett said, “The North does not get too hot, even in the summer. Rothier is warmer than other regions, however.” They were walking hand in hand toward the main square.

“Indeed, the weather is very pleasant,” Elise responded.

“Is that so?”

“Yes, even wrapped in this… suffocating attire, it is not too hot,” Elise said, alluding to the long robe that Lezett had insisted she wear.

“If you feel stifled, please tell me,” the Archduke responded with genuine concern.

“I shall.” However, she knew she would not do so; the moment she showed any signs of being fatigued, he would whisk her back to the castle. Besides, the Princess was thoroughly enjoying taking in the sights and sounds of Rothier.

It is liberating to be outside of the castle grounds.

Loud music could be heard over the calls of various merchants and the chatter of passersby. They had chosen to weave through the crowd on foot in order to avoid attracting attention atop a horse. However, Lezett was slightly unsettled; he recognized that someone of Elise’s stature could easily get lost in the throng of people. “Perhaps I ought to carry you,” he suggested.

“No, I would like to walk. It is my first time walking outside like this,” Elise insisted.

“Do you mean in your entire life?” The Archduke’s voice betrayed his surprise at her words.

“As I recall it, yes. Whenever a walk lasted more than a few moments, Andrei would inevitably come running and pick me up.”

Lezett descended into a heavy silence as Elise’s attention drifted toward the nearby street performers. The Princess rarely spoke of her twin brother, but he knew how dependent she had been on him; he had heard her cry out for him in her sleep on several occasions.

Indeed, she mistook me for him just this morning.

The first time she called him “Andrei,” the Archduke felt a pang of pity, but that morning, he felt something different altogether.

* * *

Just as Elise was utterly captivated by a fascinating puppet show in the main square, the Archduke tugged at her hand. She looked up at him, and he said, “We should refrain from using our titles when out in public. Please call me Lezett.”

The Princess’s wide eyes betrayed her surprise. How very sudden. And if we are attempting to conceal our identity, should we not avoid using our real names? Nonetheless, I suppose dispensing with titles will help us become better acquainted.

“L-Lezett,” Elise said awkwardly. She found herself repeating the name several times in a bid to familiarize herself with it. “Lezett. Lezett. Lezett Kirstan…”

A passerby happened to overhear and turned to look in their direction; the Princess did not notice and the Archduke simply adjusted her hood to cover her face more thoroughly.

“Lezett… Who gave you your name?” Elise asked.

“His Majesty bestowed it upon me.”

The Emperor? That is rather unexpected. Knowing his mother’s fate, I guessed she was not the one who named him Lezett, but I did not think it would be the current Emperor.

Elise had heard that Emperor Novius, who was the fifth Prince at the time, had allowed Archduke Kirstan to enter the imperial palace of Vaniella when he was a boy who had seen but nine winters.

“Then, what name did you go by before you met the Emperor?” Elise asked, her curiosity piqued.

“I lived a life where a name was not particularly necessary.”

“Is such a life possible? I cannot imagine.”

“Yes, there are those who lead such lives. Not people you need to concern yourself with,” Lezett replied without emotion. Observing Elise’s puzzled expression, the Archduke added, “A name only became necessary after His Majesty took me under his wing and granted me a title and land. Even now, my name itself is not often used.”

Indeed, the only person who dared to regularly refer to the Archduke by “Lezett” was Emperor Novius himself.

I see, so I suppose people are not necessarily familiar with his name. That is why he believes it is safe to use it in public.

In truth, the Princess’s assumption was inaccurate; passersby who overheard the name Lezett inevitably glanced in their direction. However, with her hood limiting her field of vision, Elise remained oblivious to this fact.

“Well, I understand that to a certain degree. After my parents passed, the only person that called me by my name was my brother. You may call me Elisabetta, Elise, or Lizzie.”

“What did the Emperor of Arghan call you?”

“Elise. Occasionally, when we were alone, he would call me Lizzie.”

“When you were alone…” Lezett repeated. “You must have spent a great deal of time together.”

“Indeed. Andrei visited my chambers every day. I could not go out, after all.”

“Was it not the Emperor himself who forbade you from leaving?”

“Well, yes, that too. He was a very kind man. He worried about me endlessly.”

“I see,” Lezett said in a voice that betrayed the depth of his contemplation.

“He was not too dissimilar to you in that regard. He insisted that I cover my face and always accompanied me whenever I did step outside.”

Come to think of it, perhaps that is why I feel a certain calmness envelop me when I am in the presence of the Archduke. I even mistook him for Andrei. The two truly do share some commonalities.

It suddenly dawned on Elise that she was sharing memories of the Emperor of Arghan with the Archduke of Vaniella. How very ironic…

She could not help but allow a soft chuckle to escape her lips. Reasoning that it was best to steer away from this topic, the Princess began perusing a vendor’s stand that was adorned with colorful homemade treats and candied fruit compote.

Lezett, meanwhile, was deep in thought; the unease that had been gnawing at him since dawn refused to dissipate.

That faint energy that emanated from her this morning… It is something I am all too familiar with. At first, I had assumed it was Elise’s own mana, but the moment I felt it with my fingertips, I knew it was not; it was a mark left on her by someone else.

There is only one person I can think of who would be capable of marking the Princess of Arghan with mana.

Lezett was suddenly reminded of something Emperor Novius had once said: “There were many rumors regarding the Princess and her twin brother. Let us not forget. People said the nature of their relationship was not merely fraternal…”

I do not believe there is any truth to such rumors. Nonetheless, their relationship was clearly not ordinary for siblings. Her Highness said that her brother’s behavior toward her was very similar to mine. Could the reasons for his behavior also be the same? Did he long to keep her close by and claim her for himself?

The very thought irked the Archduke to his core.

I met Emperor Andrei once. He did not seem like the sort of person to harbor such dishonorable feelings for his own sister. Could there be another explanation for his possessive behavior?

Twins, one endowed with an unimaginable amount of mana—Grandell’s sole living sorcerer—and the other seemingly a mere fragile shell. Did nobody ever question such a stark contrast?

“Your Highness,” Lezett said.

“You mean Elise.”

“Yes… Elise. How does your body feel now compared to when you were back in Arghan?”

“It is most strange, but it feels much better,” Elise answered casually as she examined a bowl of cherry compote. “Perhaps devouring my brother’s power allowed me to survive. In that respect, I suppose we are not so different, after all.”

“Please do not speak like that, Your Highness. Also, that is something to be enjoyed after dinner,” Archduke Kirstan said as he pulled the Princess away from the tempting sweet treats.

Lezett could not help but become increasingly suspicious. We have been walking around for more than two hours now, and yet she displays no signs of weariness. It is indisputable: She has become more resilient. 

“Your Highness, perhaps—”

“Elise.”

“Ah, yes, Elise… Did your brother leave…” Lezett began before suddenly trailing off. He had wanted to ask whether Andrei bequeathed anything to her—magic or a message of some sort—before Arghan fell, but he noticed her grimace slightly at the mention of her brother.

She clearly does not wish to discuss the matter further. I understand. Her pride in and sense of duty to Arghan are unshakeable.

“Forget it. It is not important,” he concluded.

Elise offered a subtle smile and then shifted her attention elsewhere. Instinctively, Lezett felt that that would be the end of their discussions about Arghan.

She will not answer even if asked. However, an important secret about an enemy nation could threaten Vaniella itself. It must be identified and dealt with without delay.

To think that her health improved after the death of her twin brother, the Emperor of Arghan…

Having witnessed for myself that mana flows within her, I am certain Emperor Andrei left a mark upon Her Highness’s body. Could that be why her condition has improved so dramatically?

It would appear that Her Highness holds secrets unknown to the entire world. That is likely why her brother kept her hidden within the walls of the imperial palace of Arghan for her entire life.

The death of her twin brother…

Suddenly, Lezett was struck by a possibility that he had not once considered until now.

Indeed, Janok Seahart, that loathsome Prince of Urgel, always seemed more interested in Elise’s corpse than Elise herself. Specifically her head—a head that would be unmistakably recognizable. I believe he wanted to use her head as bait to lure the one person the Urgeli, obsessed with magic, truly sought.

Lezett scowled as he reached his logical conclusion.

Could it be that Emperor Andrei of Arghan is still alive?

* * *

In the days following their outing at the festival, the Archduke and Archduchess of Rothier would meet in the living space of their shared quarters each morning and enjoy breakfast together. Lezett was an early riser, but he adjusted his mealtime so that he could eat with his wife.

Around ten days passed without incident. It had already been more than twenty days since Elise first arrived in Rothier.

Occasionally, she would wake up to the sensation of Lezett’s fingers gently running through her hair. She found it rather strange that she had not dreamed of Andrei recently; she reasoned that perhaps it was because she knew the Archduke would be by her side come morning.

Addressing him by his name had gradually begun to feel natural as they shared meals and engaged in idle chatter that was mostly devoid of awkward pauses.

Surely we are sufficiently well acquainted at this point?

However, the Archduke clearly had very different standards.

He would inevitably avoid their chambers until dawn broke, when he would quietly work and wait patiently for Elise to rise. After enjoying breakfast together, he would linger until noon before returning to his study.

Unable to contain her rising vexation any longer, one day, she asked him, “Are we not… sufficiently ‘acquainted’ at this point?”

“Do you truly think so?” he had responded.

“Am I to infer that you do not?”

To that, the Archduke had simply nodded.

Then, are you going to renege on your promise? Elise had wanted to ask, fearing that Lezett would continue to refuse to lay with her.

Indeed, the Princess’s patience was wearing thin; Mrs. Pattinson’s relentless suspicion was almost driving her to madness, causing her to wish she could stop time altogether. “I must say, Your Highness, your belly is surprisingly slender given how long you have been with child,” she had remarked a few days prior. Every time she felt the head maid’s sharp eyes linger on her, a chill ran down Elise’s spine.

Her tone and the look in those beady eyes… it is as though she is trying to tell me she knows I am lying.

“Nonetheless, I believe it would be best to call the seamstress. It will not hurt to have more dresses prepared in advance,” Mrs. Pattinson had continued.

Elise was unable to refuse, and the day of the seamstress’s visit to the castle arrived. The Princess was to be measured for new attire while wearing only a chemise; her thin frame, devoid of any signs that she might be with child, would be laid bare.

She had dreamed again the previous night, a vivid dream in which Mrs. Pattinson had stood in a council chamber and exposed Elise’s absurd lies to the entire world, following which Elise had been dragged to a scaffold and beheaded. She then glanced up to see Andrei looking down at her; he was bleeding, and his eyes were full of pity.

If only the Archduke upheld his side of our agreement, I would not be plagued with unease. He provokes such anger within me.

Ibetha, noticing Elise’s frustration, would often console her, stating that Lezett was merely being particularly careful due to the Princess’s frail constitution. Naturally, this provided Elise with no solace.

On the contrary, she found it difficult not to reveal a secret known only to her; it constantly teetered on the tip of her tongue. Had it not been Arghan’s secret, she would have screamed it at the Archduke a long time ago.

On top of everything else, the young and beautiful maids that she frequently encountered around the castle began irking her even more than usual. She longed to confront them and ask them whether they had ever lain with her husband.

As Elise blankly stared at nothing during breakfast, Lezett asked, “Is the meal not to Your Highness’s liking?”

In fact, it was sautéed chicken thighs in orange sauce with soft white bread and cream stew, food perfectly suited to her tastes. Yet, she was far from grateful.

“Your Highness?” Archduke Kirstan asked in a voice that betrayed his concern. He leaned toward her and gently touched her forehead and cheek. When Elise did not respond, he reached out and took her hand in his own.

He would never have touched me in such a manner before; I appreciate that he is making an effort. If I had the luxury of matching his pace, I would do so, but alas, that is far from the case…

In truth, there was only one thing she wanted from him—for him to fulfill his obligation by laying with her until she was with child.

Must I take matters into my own hands? she wondered.

“Perhaps it is best to delay breakfast, Your Highness. I believe you need more rest,” Lezett said as he helped her to her feet. He was on the cusp of summoning Ibetha when he hesitated.

Elise had thrown her arms around him and buried her face into his chest.

It was the first time she had clung to him in such a manner, and her tiny, slender body burrowing into his embrace felt rather pleasant.

“Elise…” he murmured. “Did you have another dream last night?”

Unbeknownst to her, whenever the Princess dreamed, a faint trace of mana would emanate from her body. It was only when he extracted that power from her that her tears would stop, and she would cease crying out for her brother.

She does not answer me. Is this all because of that cursed brother of hers? If she means to treat me as a mere substitute for him, I would be repulsed.

Lezett had been gently caressing the back of Elise’s head, but now his hand slowly drifted down to her shoulder.

Where might Emperor Andrei have left his mark on his sister’s body? Indeed, he had observed her body most carefully over the previous days, but there were no visible marks on the surface of her skin. Could they be hidden in places I have yet to see? Her lower back or the inside of her thighs, perhaps?

Just as Lezett had resolved to examine the rest of her body, Elise finally spoke. “Is it because I refused your offer of a tour of the castle on my first day in Rothier?”

“What?” Lezett replied. He was clearly taken aback by this unexpected question.

“Or is it because I said I wished to explore Rothier with Sir Ruben?”

The Archduke merely furrowed his brow in response. What on earth does she speak of?

Elise could no longer hide the extent of her bitter frustration. “Or is it because of the countless beauties that roam this godforsaken castle?”

“I am not sure about the ‘countless beauties’ you reference, but I see a beauty before me presently,” Lezett responded coolly.

“Stop evading the matter at hand! You love to speak in riddles, Archduke. I, on the other hand, am left unable to give voice to what concerns me!”

It seems as though I am the only one who cares about upholding our contract. But to me, it is a matter of life and death. I know he desires me, yet he stubbornly restrains himself. Why?! He is a most confusing and cruel man.

“You declare that you are not interested in laying with a woman like me. Then, you fill me with false hope, yet still, you do nothing,” Elise spat, her voice trembling as she finally let her true feelings spill forth.

“It is not ‘false hope,’” he said firmly while locking eyes with her.

“Then why do you refuse to visit me at night?” she finally asked. Her voice cracked as tears formed in her eyes. “Does the thought of laying with me disgust you?” After a moment’s silence, she added, “It appears your river of excuses has run dry. This is a breach of our contract.”

“How so?”

“You agreed that you would cooperate…”

“‘As often as circumstances allow.’ Did you forget that condition?”

Elise’s mouth fell open in shock, and her eyes widened; she looked at Lezett as though he were nothing more than a cheap swindler. “And so you mean to use that clause to avoid upholding your part of our agreement?”

“If the circumstances are not optimal, then yes,” the Archduke answered flatly.

“What are these circumstances you speak of? We are sufficiently ‘acquainted’ now, so you will have to give me a more plausible reason!” Elise seethed.

Lezett, meanwhile, could not help but chuckle as he looked down at her indignant yet innocent, tear-stained face.

The Princess pointedly looked down toward the hard bulge that she felt pressing against her once more through his trousers. “If you insist on restraining yourself, perhaps you ought to at least refrain from making it quite so obvious that you are attracted to me…” she mumbled.

Not so innocent, after all, Lezett thought to himself.

With his hardness pressing firmly against her abdomen, Elise clung tightly to the Archduke.

Ibetha told me that an engorged member was a telltale sign that a man was aroused.

“Am I to take it that one can feel desire without affection?” she asked.

“Of course. It varies from person to person, but the two do not necessarily go hand in hand.”

I know now that these are the opportunities I cannot allow to slip through my grasp. Should I drag him into the bedroom at once?

She attempted to push him, but he did not budge an inch. Instead, he simply sighed and said, “I have not been avoiding you on purpose. I have been occupied with my duties at night.”

“Sir Ruben said that you find time to spar with the Rothier knights when you can. You have time to cross swords but not fulfill your duties to your wife? It would seem the two activities would take a similar amount of time.”

“‘A similar amount of time’?” For a very brief moment, the usual impassive look in Lezett’s eyes was replaced by something else. “Well, that is beside the point,” he added as he regained his composure.

“You keep—”

“Sparring with the knights is part of my duties as the Archduke. It is a different issue altogether,” he interjected.

Yet again, he seeks to simply evade the topic at hand and unilaterally bring the conversation to a close. Oh, how he vexes me. He is truly impossible to understand.

“Am I nothing more than a nuisance to you?” she asked as tears threatened to spill from her golden eyes anew.

“No…”

“Is your promise to me not also part of your ‘duties as the Archduke’?”

“Your Highness…”

“Stop calling me that!” Elise spat. “Why do you address me with such deference if you refuse to even contemplate doing what I request of you?”

Noticing that the Princess was once more on the verge of tears, Lezett found himself conflicted; the sadistic side of his nature desired to witness her beautiful and innocent face succumb to her emotions, while the rational side of him longed to console her.

“D-Do you… truly… find me beautiful?” she asked in between sobs.

“Of course.”

“Liar!”

“Any man would tell you the same.”

“I care not for the opinion of ‘any man.’ It is your heart that matters. Besides, I have no desire to demean myself before someone who does not desire me. Truthfully speaking, you are not necessarily my preferred type of man, either.”

And yet, as she uttered those words, she could not help but take in his perfectly sculpted face—a face that exuded masculinity with its sharp angles. His deep, blue eyes only added to his allure.

I do not speak the truth. He is perfectly formed.

Seeking to bring an end to the relentless embarrassment, she turned away and said, “We should end things here. Mrs. Pattinson said the seamstress will be coming—”

“I do not appear to be far from it,” Lezett interrupted.

“What?”

“From the look in your eyes, I do not believe I am far from your ‘preferred type of man,’” he said as he suddenly grabbed her waist. “I will send the seamstress away. Do not worry. And I will speak with Mrs. Pattinson. I shall tell her not to concern herself with matters relating to Your Highness.”

“I would appreciate that, but…” Elise trailed off. She was slightly unsure of herself; she felt as though he were toying with her somehow.

He continues to deny me what I want, and yet at the right moment, he comforts me…

Noticing her confusion and hesitation, Lezett allowed a barely perceptible smile to play on his lips. I must stop teasing her. As adorable as her indignation is, it is time I confirm my suspicions. Without her realizing it, of course. I cannot ask her outright if her brother left his mark on her body; I must discover the truth for myself. And what better opportunity than right now, as she willingly melts into my embrace?

He slowly moved to the nape of her neck and found the round button that fastened her collar. “Let us have a look, then, shall we?” he whispered in her ear.

“L-Look at what?”

“Whether there are any ‘circumstances’ that prevent me from carrying out my duties…”

A shiver ran down Elise’s spine as she felt her button come undone and the rough tips of his fingers brushed against her skin.

Night is still far away, and we are not in a bed, but given his usual reluctance, I can hardly be particular about the time and place…

She pressed herself against him and gripped his cloak tighter as the Archduke slipped his hand under the soft fabric of her dress. He gently ran his fingers across her collarbone, her shoulder blades, and down her spine, searching for traces of mana.

It did not take long for him to discover what he was looking for.

Found it.

He had discovered threads of fine mana just beneath her left shoulder blade. Slipping her dress off her shoulders, he scrutinized the length of her back.

There seem to be a few more… Here, at the small of her back. This one is much larger, and the mana flowing here is more powerful than the one beneath her shoulder blade.

As he explored her body, the Archduke realized the source of his recent irritation; he loathed the fact that someone else had dared to leave their mark on her. It mattered not that that individual was her very own brother.

Lezett ran his finger beneath her shoulder blade once more, causing the threads of mana to unravel. Now for her lower back…

However, in order to caress her there properly, he had to loosen her corset. He began to slowly untie the knot. Elise’s lips quivered, but her eyes were defiant; despite the fact that her entire face flushed red, she refused to back down. Instead, she smiled shyly and said, “Keep going, Lezett. Hold me tighter.”

As she clung to him as though she never wanted to let go, something in the Archduke snapped. His initial intent to search for the mana etched on her body vanished as if it had never existed in the first place. Instead, as though he were enchanted, he brought his lips to the smooth expanse of her neck, just below her ear. He buried his face there and inhaled her floral scent. Lower down, a part of him throbbed, aching to be released.

His lips, meanwhile, found their way to the curves of her flesh that were just visible above her corset. Finally, he gave in to his urges and tasted her skin with his tongue.

So irresistibly sweet…

Elise was unable to stifle a moan. They held on to each other tightly as their breathing became more and more ragged. A desire surged within him to rid her body of any obstructions and feast upon her delectable flesh. His dragonborn nature, long suppressed, had finally been awoken.

Without thinking, he lifted her up onto the table and spread her legs wide apart. One hand was on the nape of her neck while the other explored beneath her dress. Elise quivered and trembled beneath him.

Suddenly, a distinct noise reached Lezett’s ears—a click, the sound of something locking into place.

What on earth is going on? Lezett wondered. He tried to move his hand that was resting on her neck and found himself unable; it was as though a strong force was preventing him from doing so.

He detached his lips from her skin with an irritated grunt. It was then that he noticed he had left a mark on her; there was a small bruise above her half-exposed left breast.

Lezett’s bestial lust soon dissipated as he realized Elise’s breathing was particularly labored. “Your Highness?” He began checking her body and noticed a handprint on the back of her neck. The sight made him gasp in shock.

It was then that he looked at his own hand; black, glossy scales had spread across his wrist and the back of his hand. He hastily retracted the mana that had burst forth in his right arm.

Had I applied even slightly more pressure, I might have broken her neck… To be more exact, it was some unseen and inexplicable force that prevented me from doing so.

“Are you all right, Your Highness?” he asked. “Why didn’t you say something…?”

Ah… Of course, she did not. Regardless of how much pain she may have been in, she would not attempt to stop me. It is not pleasure she seeks from our physical encounter, after all. She has a single goal in mind.

“I-I am all right… W-Why… did you… stop?” Elise finally said in between gasps for air. 

“It would appear I have found it, Your Highness—a ‘circumstance’ that prevents me from carrying out my duties,” Lezett said. For once, it took a considerable amount of effort to keep his voice steady.

“What do you mean?” Elise asked as the Archduke hastily buttoned up her dress. The red mark on her neck, however, remained visible.

I almost caused something so precious to shatter, he thought with a grimace.

“Lezett?” she called in confusion.

He grabbed her hand in response. I must offer an excuse so that I may escape this situation. He pushed her sleeve back to reveal her slender wrist and said, “You must put on more weight.”

Elise was understandably taken aback. “Are you jesting with me? I am not in the mood for such behavior.”

“Neither am I, Your Highness. I do not jest,” Lezett responded as he took a step back. The Princess desperately tried to hold him close, but she lacked the strength. He took her hand in his and guided it to her shoulder. “Your shoulders, arms, and wrists,” he said with calm authority.

As she traced the contours of her own body under his guidance, Elise felt her face flush. He pressed her hand against the outline of her ribs and let out a low chuckle. “Please do not forget to breathe, Your Highness.”

Finally, he brought her hand to her waist and said, “Ten pounds… No, perhaps twenty should suffice.”

“Suffice for what?” Elise asked with a perplexed expression on her face.

“You need to gain that much more weight,” Lezett answered while avoiding her gaze.

What on earth is the meaning of this? Only moments ago, he seemed entirely consumed by lust, and now this…

“If I gain weight, will you really fulfill your duties?” Despite the absurdity of the Archduke’s excuse, Elise felt she had no choice but to comply.

“Yes. This is my only request.”

“Swear it on your name. Swear it on Vaniella, Rothier, everything you hold dear.”

“I swear,” he declared as he gently placed Elise in the chair and then left the room, claiming he had work to take care of in his study.

The Princess, finding herself alone with a burning neck and a lingering warmth that enveloped her body, let out an exasperated sigh.

“How can he be so cruel…?” she whispered before turning her attention to the uneaten breakfast before her. She gripped a fork in her hand and, with a surge of fury, violently stabbed at a piece of chicken.

* * *




Ibetha watched Elise with concern as steam from the bathtub filled the room with warmth. Indeed, the Princess had been utterly despondent after having breakfast with Archduke Kirstan.

The maid had noticed pronounced marks on Elise’s body when undressing her. She understood why Lezett had suddenly called for a physician; while the marks on Elise’s breasts were relatively common signs of physical intimacy, the mark on her neck was rather alarming. Moreover, it appeared to be getting worse with time.

“It hurts, Ibetha,” Elise complained from the tub.

“Where, Your Highness?”

“My back…” the Princess said as she reached for her shoulder blade. Did he touch me here, too? Ah, this is where one of the magic circles is! Elise suddenly realized. She hastily rose from the bathtub and approached the mirror to inspect herself.

To other folk, the magic circles were invisible, but that was not the case for Elise.

Thank goodness it is still there. As I recall it, this one is an attack spell.

Andrei had attempted to place the circles where her hands could reach even when bound behind her back.

The magic circle that covered her lower back was also intact; it was the largest of them all, and the first one Andrei had ever inscribed on her body when she had seen only fifteen winters.

“Perhaps I should learn to wield magic,” Elise murmured. She was aware that her body was undergoing dramatic changes; she was noticeably healthier than she had ever been at any point in her life.

Could these changes be related to mana? I may not know how to cast spells, but perhaps I can, at the very least, draw magic circles. I observed Andrei doing so for years, after all. I should attempt to do so when I have some privacy.

“You are getting cold, Your Highness. Please get back in the tub,” Ibetha said gently.

“Yes, yes, I will.” Submerging herself in the comfort of the warm water, Elise allowed Ibetha to tend to her.

“Your Highness… are you not afraid?” the maid hesitantly asked.

“Of what?”

“These wounds are most alarming.”

“It is nothing I cannot handle, Ibetha.”

“Your Highness! You must not think in such a manner! Such wounds are not acceptable. I assume that is why His Grace did not go any further,” Ibetha said. Her genuine confusion and concern for Elise were evident.

“I find your words to be rather contradictory.”

“How so, Your Highness?”

“You, Freya, and even the Archduke have continually warned me of the dangers of laying with a dragonborn. And yet now you expect me to offer myself to him without suffering as much as a scratch?”

“Well, it’s just that…” Ibetha began before trailing off, seemingly at a loss for words.

“I am fine, Ibetha,” Elise declared, thereby bringing the conversation to a close.

I am hurt. To say I am not frightened would be a lie. Yet, I realized something today. I had suspected as much, but it has now been confirmed beyond doubt: the Archduke cannot kill me, not even by accident.

Elise had felt his overwhelming strength as he grasped her neck, but she had also felt the moment that power dissipated.

I know what unseen force made him stop against his will. There is an unbreakable restraint that flows through the blood of the Mad Dragon Semesita, and it reacted to the protection sealed in my blood.

Indeed, the fact that Elise was privy to this knowledge is what had led her this far and instilled in her an unwavering belief that she could withstand Lezett’s overwhelming strength. Even for a dragonborn, Archduke Kirstan was particularly powerful, meaning that the blood of Semesita that flowed in his veins was more concentrated. In turn, this meant that the limits placed on him were more potent.

I always knew, almost instinctively, that he was my only sanctuary, Elise thought as she gazed at herself in the mirror once more. Her eyes were drawn to the mark he had left above her breast. She recalled his hot breath against her skin and the fiery passion burning in his icy blue eyes.

A shiver ran down her spine. How I wish I could have remained in his embrace for even a moment longer. Will he try to claim me again? He seemed genuinely shaken by the scars he left on my skin. Perhaps I should approach him first. This time, I will not be so passive. I will touch him back.

However, if I want such an opportunity, I need to do as he asked and gain weight.

Misinterpreting Elise’s contemplative facial expression, Ibetha’s eyes welled up with tears, and she said, “Oh, good heavens, Your Highness… How you have suffered. Allow me to fetch a towel for you. I will also summon the physician at once. Please, wait here.”

Before the Princess had time to reassure her maid, Ibetha had already hurried out of the room. “I will not die, Ibetha,” Elise murmured to herself. “No harm can befall the descendants of Gallian at the hands of a descendant of Semesita. It was a sacred pact between master and disciple, or perhaps it was a promise between lovers…”

* * *

The bright red banner of the kingdom of Urgel, emblazoned with the severed head of a bull, adorned the imperial palace of Arghan. When the barbarian nation had breached the previously impenetrable gates of the imperial palace, the people of Grandell believed that Arghan had fallen and that the entire continent was to be controlled by the North.

However, that was not entirely the case. The Urgeli strove to keep it a secret that both remaining members of the imperial family, Andrei and Elisabetta, had slipped through their fingers.

“Scheming Arghan swine!” Rihan Seahart, the First Prince of Urgel, seethed. The study that had traditionally been used by the Emperors of Arghan had been transformed into a meeting chamber. It was there that Rihan now pounded the table with rage. “Slippery as eels! That’s what they are!”

A box wrapped in cloth sat on the table before Rihan. Moments prior, he had checked its contents—the maggot-covered, severed head of his brother, Janok. No attempts had been made to preserve the head, and thus, when Rihan opened the box, the stench of rotting flesh permeated the meeting chamber.

“I cannot believe the Princess somehow escaped our clutches as well!” Rihan said.

She cunningly found herself the perfect stronghold in Rothier. These damned twins are most alike, indeed.

“Are the Emperor’s whereabouts still unknown?” he impatiently demanded.

“I think the fact that we are sitting here would suggest they are, dear brother,” Hanan Seahart, the Third Prince of Urgel, drawled. “He vanished without a trace. It’s as if he flew up to the heavens or somehow sank into the ground itself. Even after we dug through the floor of the dungeons—”

“Did you not personally oversee his torture?” Rihan interjected.

“He was barely able to breathe when I left him. I cannot fathom how he was able to open the cell door with broken arms or how he was able to walk with severed tendons. Nonetheless, given the state we left him in, it will take considerable time for him to recover.”

The rumors said that Andrei had been beheaded and his body cruelly mutilated. However, they were not accurate. The Emperor of Arghan was privy to information that the Urgeli desperately longed for, and thus, they could not simply kill him.

Now, the Urgeli Princes were left rueing their decision; Andrei had somehow escaped, despite having one eye gouged out and half of his right arm severed.

“Just how was he able to escape…” Rihan mused.

King Taram of Urgel and his four sons had been plotting for decades to capture the Emperor of Arghan. Accordingly, they had woven thorny vines that were known to nullify the effects of mana into the ropes with which they bound Andrei. They had even embedded fangs extracted from monsters into the ropes in order to restrain him further. With his body mercilessly bound, they ruthlessly tortured him for over ten days without ever taking their eyes off him.

Still, Andrei refused to reveal Arghan's secrets; he did not breathe a word about the barrier that protected the imperial palace.

Stubborn wretch, Rihan thought as he reflected upon Andrei’s unwavering will. In the end, the only information the Urgeli were able to glean about magic came from reading documents they found in Andrei’s personal library and study. They were sitting on a gold mine of information they could not access. The real treasure lay buried beneath the chapel—a trove of research into magic, the Mad Dragon Semesita, Gallian, and the studies carried out by the dragon’s five disciples.

The Urgelis’ problems, however, did not end there. “The mere existence of the Emperor of Arghan legitimizes the imperial family. The fact that he still draws breath must be hidden at all costs!” Rihan Seahart thundered.

Even the Northern Alliance had not welcomed this war. However, in the face of Urgel’s overwhelming expansion, Vaniella and the rest of the alliance members chose to side with the barbarian kingdom. In only half a century, the Urgeli had expanded their territory enough to threaten even the might of Vaniella. Moreover, their penchant for committing the most heinous acts imaginable meant that they were infamous throughout the entirety of Grandell.

Were the Urgeli able to learn the secrets of Arghan’s magic and wield it for themselves, they would become the undisputed power of the continent. Even Vaniella would be unable to challenge their authority.

However, if the Emperor of Arghan was hiding and plotting revenge, Urgel’s grip on Grandell would be threatened. If the Northern Alliance were to abandon the barbarian kingdom and side with Arghan, the consequences would be dire; the Urgeli would fall and likely be sent back to wandering the deserts and wasteland once more, devoid of a nation to call home.

“There is no need for us to bend to the likes of Vaniella, but it would also be foolish to needlessly make enemies,” Rihan muttered as he stared at the box containing his brother’s head. “What a fool. He should have known that he ought to tread carefully around Archduke Kirstan. I warned him time and time again.”

Rihan had, after all, encountered the Archduke himself. More than a decade prior, he had observed Lezett on the battlefield in the midst of a monster extermination campaign. The Prince of Urgel had expected to witness a boy who was still wet behind the ears, and yet, what he had seen that day had not seemed human at all.

Lezett had been surrounded by the black blood of the countless monsters he had slain. He had been without his sword, for he needed no weapon. Rihan could still recall the fearsome Archduke’s right arm; it was scaly and black like the limb of a dragon, something the Prince of Urgel had only ever seen in ancient illustrations. However, it was Lezett’s eyes that left a lasting impression on Rihan; his handsome face had been eerily expressionless, but his blue eyes burned with madness. It was an image that Rihan could not forget, try as he might.

It is as though the Mad Dragon Semesita itself has risen once more, Rihan had thought to himself.

“To even think of ambushing such a being is pure foolery. Janok stood to gain nothing except the ire of Vaniella,” the first Prince of Urgel said as he crumpled the warning letter that the Northern Alliance sent.

Still, it is imperative that we maintain our alliance with Vaniella, at least until we capture the Emperor of Arghan once more and seize his powers.

With that thought in mind, Rihan began to draft his response to the alliance. He expressed deep regret for his brother’s unilateral actions and asked for forgiveness on his behalf. “Ah, curse it all to hell! Had either one of the twins not slipped through my grasp, I would have been spared this humiliation!”

As foolish an endeavor as it was, I understand why Janok attempted to steal the Princess from under the Archduke’s nose; she is the bait we need to uncover the Emperor’s whereabouts, after all.

An Arghan traitor had informed the Urgeli of the Emperor’s unbridled affection for his sister. “His Majesty would tear out his liver if the Princess asked him to. He ensures he shares at least one meal a day with her, lingers in her chambers until late, and often spends the entire night by her side. He cherishes Her Highness to the extent that he will prioritize her safety above all else. That will be the key to victory,” he had said.

“What if we were to spread a false rumor to lure the Emperor out of hiding, Rihan?” Hanan suddenly asked.

“Do you truly believe that could work? All of Grandell knows she is hiding in the arms of the Archduke,” his brother responded.

Surely, it is not possible that the news of the Princess’s wedding has not yet reached Emperor Andrei’s ears.

“Nonetheless, we must try something. After all, almost no one witnessed the wedding with their own eyes. We could spread a rumor that on her way to Rothier, we abducted the Princess and are secretly holding her captive,” Hanan suggested. “Besides, it is all too apparent where the Emperor is hiding. He must be in Raegal, the strongest of Arghan’s remaining allies. It is on the opposite end of the continent to Vaniella, so it is inconceivable that he would be able to travel to Rothier to check the veracity of the rumor. His only choice would be to come here.”

Rihan’s brow furrowed as he ruminated on his younger brother’s scheme. “You make a persuasive point, Hanan. However, we cannot simply rely on such an empty rumor. That cunning serpent will not be easily fooled.”

“We could spread the rumor that we have discovered the Princess can wield magic. It is obvious that she is hiding an untold secret of some nature.”

“Hmm, magic…”

“I would not be surprised if she were a sorcerer, brother.”

“They are twins, after all,” Rihan said as he started to see the merits of Hanan’s plan.

“Precisely! We can claim that the Princess used magic to escape the Archduke following their hasty wedding and then fell into our hands. A most plausible tale, would you not agree?”

I cannot argue with his logic. A most cunning ploy indeed, Rihan thought to himself. If Emperor Andrei believes the rumors, he will undoubtedly come running to save his precious twin sister. On the contrary, if he does not fall victim to our scheming, he will undoubtedly head toward Rothier to prevent his sister from being torn apart by a dragonborn child. In this case, we would simply need to monitor the border of Rothier.

Rihan smirked and said, “I shall leave this plan in your capable hands, brother. You kept that traitor alive, did you not? The Chancellor of Arghan. What was his name again? Jason?”

“Of course. I knew he would continue to prove himself useful,” Hanan replied.

“You always were far more intelligent than Janok. I trust you will enact your plan to perfection. Meanwhile, I will keep a keen eye on the border, as planned.”

“Perfect. Before the year is out, the twins will be bowing before our father.”

Rihan let out a satisfied chuckle and patted his brother’s shoulder in a gesture of encouragement. “Now, let us see you weave a tale convincing enough to fool all of Grandell,” he said.

* * *

Rothier, meanwhile, was as peaceful as ever.

“Hurry, hurry! And watch the cake closely. It must not burn! Use less sugar than usual! His Grace is not fond of sweet foods,” the castle’s head chef, Hummell, ordered. “I must say, I do wonder why Her Highness has not requested any particular dishes. Ordinarily, when one is with child, it is common to crave sweet and sour food,” he added.

The rest of the kitchen staff bustled about in a flurry of activity, following Hummell’s orders closely. It had been quite some time since they had been asked to send a dessert to the study. Considering the fact that Archduke Kirstan almost never indulged in confectionary of any kind, it was clear who the food was for.

The majority of the servants had barely seen Elise; she spent most of her time at the top of the main tower in her chambers. Today, however, she had descended to the Archduke’s study. 

Various cakes, tarts, and pies were hastily prepared in the kitchen and then neatly stacked on plates. Hummell, carrying a large silver tray, made his way to the study himself with a number of servants in tow.

“Enter,” the Archduke said when Hummell knocked on the door.

When the head chef entered the room, he was greeted by the sight of the Archduke pouring over various sheets of parchment, quill in hand. The Princess, meanwhile, sat on the divan, her gaze fixed on her husband. Lezett acted as though he were oblivious to the fact that she stared at him.

“Leave us,” the Archduke said to the servants who had entered the study. “Please stop looking at me in such a manner, Elise. Once you are done eating, please go and rest,” he added once they were alone.

“By myself?” Elise asked.

“I have many matters to attend to tonight. Do not wait up as you did yesterday. Go to sleep,” her husband said in a tone that was largely similar to how he spoke to the servants.

“Then, at least eat with me.”

“I do not enjoy such treats.”

“What do you enjoy? Or do you simply dislike partaking in any activity with me?” Elise made no effort to hide her mounting frustration.

Reluctantly, she took a fork and cut a small piece of a tart. At first, she seemed hesitant, but the tangy lemon tart proved to be delectable, and she began to eat with fervor. Noticing that she was distracted, Lezett finally allowed himself the opportunity to glance in her direction. He could not help but smile; despite himself, he found her obvious enjoyment of the tart utterly adorable, and his gaze lingered on her for quite some time.

Elise, sensing his eyes on her, slowly lifted her head. The Archduke immediately returned his gaze to the sheets of parchment before him.

“Will you not even meet my eyes anymore?” Elise asked. Lezett did not respond.

Having left the study, some of the servants were discussing the Archduke and Archduchess’s relationship.

“I believe there is no need to worry.”

“Truly?”

“Yes, Her Highness appears to have quite the appetite based on how many treats they requested. And His Grace seems to be in a relatively pleasant mood. Would you not agree?”

“I suppose so. Time flies, does it not? It has already been more than one month since Her Highness arrived in Rothier!”

“In that case, she has been with child for… around three months, has she not? And yet, her stomach is entirely flat! How very strange.”

“Once summer arrives, the child will begin to grow very rapidly. We will need lots of herbs then; we should start drying them now.”

And with that, the servants hurried away to take care of various tasks.

* * *

Elise stared at her reflection in the mirror.

June is almost upon us already. It will soon be summer. Maybe it is finally time to try, she thought to herself.

After a moment’s hesitation, she untied the ribbons of her dress and let the fabric fall away from her body.

“Your Highness?! What are you doing?” Ibetha asked in shock.

“Pay it no mind, Ibetha. I must check something.”

“How can I assist you?”

“Please help me out of this corset, would you?”

After disrobing entirely, Elise gathered her long tresses in front of her so that she could examine her shoulder blades and lower back. As she gently touched her skin, the magic circles Andrei had inscribed on her body slowly became visible to her eyes only.

“Here is the parchment and quill you requested, Your Highness,” Ibetha said.

“Thank you.”

“Not at all, Your Highness. Please summon me if you need anything.”

Once Ibetha had left the room, Elise began drawing the magic circle reflected back at her in the mirror. However, it was not easily replicated; the magic circle under her shoulder blade was a chaotic mixture of dozens of various shapes and indecipherable runes.

“An utter mess,” Elise said disappointedly as she examined her inaccurate sketch.

Well, it was always going to be difficult to replicate something so complicated. I must keep practicing.

Next, she attempted to copy the largest circle that covered her lower back. This one looks a little more straightforward.

Suddenly, Elise was reminded of how effortlessly Andrei had drawn such intricate patterns, having memorized them since childhood. “This must be one of the skills Semesita taught Gallian,” she whispered.

Lost in thought, Elise briefly lifted her quill from the sheet of parchment. Suddenly, she felt a vibration in her fingertips that spread through the entirety of her body. She gasped, startled by the sudden and strange sensation.

What on earth was that?

The lines that she had drawn began to move. The imperfect, crooked lines suddenly became perfectly straight, and the runes became perfectly formed.

“Did I truly do that?” she wondered aloud as she stared at the magic circle before her. She took her index finger and prodded the circle, but nothing happened.

What caused my poor replica to form into something so perfect? Was it perhaps…

“Semesita…” she tentatively whispered once more. Immediately, the same vibration rippled throughout her body, and a visible bolt of energy coursed along the lines of the magic circle. At the same time, Elise felt a dull pain, as though something was being drawn from her heart. She grimaced and removed her finger from the sheet of parchment. The pain subsided immediately.

Just what kind of magic is this? Its effects are unclear, save for a mild pain in my chest. There is only one thing I know for certain—saying the Mad Dragon’s name activated the magic.

The tales of Semesita and Gallian were entwined, a connection that stretched to their descendants, the dragonborn and sorcerers. Yet, few knew the entire story of the Mad Dragon and its five great disciples. It was not known, for instance, how five humans, including Gallian, had become disciples of a dragon nor why the creature had decided to impart its magical knowledge to them.

Moreover, the stories of how Gallian had risen to become the undisputed leader of the five and why Semesita had ultimately succumbed to madness were also shrouded in mystery. The dragon had once been amiable enough to mentor humans, yet came to despise the entirety of humankind within a decade.

The biggest mystery, however, was why Semesita’s Shackles flowed through Gallian’s blood. After all, who would have believed that Semesita’s unrelenting wrath, which scorched entire kingdoms, stemmed from nothing more than unrequited affection? Even as the Mad Dragon incinerated half of Grandell and claimed hundreds of thousands of innocent lives, it could not slay the disciple who had abandoned it.

Semesita, blinded by hatred but unable to stop loving, left these last words to Gallian:




“O disciple of mine, son of the great God Gorion and Hero of Grandell. Each and every time you wield your power, you will be reminded of the name of your mentor! As I am bound to you, you too shall never be free of me.

You are destined to remember me for as long as you draw breath!”




Elise recalled those final words now and thought to herself, The significance of the Mad Dragon’s name seemingly extends even to Gallian’s descendants.

Semesita’s Shackles had prevented it from harming Gallian, and in return, the dragon’s curse had prevented Gallian from ever forgetting its name. It was a most sorrowful fate for what was once not only a bond of mentor and disciple but also a relationship of unrequited love.

The protection that flowed through Elise’s blood and the power invoked by the curse were now her shield and sword.

I must continue to practice drawing the magic circles.

Elise stared at her reflection in the mirror. Have I gained some weight? she wondered as she gently pinched her own flesh. I certainly look healthier than when I fled Arghan, largely thanks to Ibetha’s care and devotion.

“Even through my own eyes, I do not look so bad…” she murmured. Elise had, after all, spent her entire life being lauded for her beauty.

Perhaps a midnight venture to the Archduke’s study would prove fruitful…

Indeed, since the day Lezett had left marks on Elise’s body, he had refrained from touching her. He would visit her chambers before dawn broke and check on her but leave before she rose.

Accordingly, the day prior, Elise had purposely visited his study and spent almost the entire day seated on the divan as he poured over his papers. That was when the Archduke had commanded Hummell, the castle’s head chef, to cook a wide array of desserts. Elise was able to enjoy cherry compote—the very food she had looked upon with greedy eyes during the festival—as well as tarts topped with various fruits and cheesecake made with elderflower and rosewater.

Yesterday, I had hoped to seduce him, but I was distracted by those delicious treats! It would seem all I do these days is eat; after retiring to my chambers last night, I ate dinner, and next came breakfast immediately upon waking the following morning. Nonetheless, I do look much healthier. What reason could he possibly have to refuse my advances now?

Perhaps I should wait for him to visit our chambers in the early hours of the morning and take action then…

Lost deep in her own thoughts, the Princess let out a long sigh. “Maybe that would result in banishment,” she said aloud.

“Banishment? Of whom?” A voice asked.

“Well, me, of course…” Elise trailed off as she realized she was not alone. Lezett had returned to their shared living space.

Oh my, how long has he been here? she wondered as she hastily straightened her chemise.

“Who would dare banish Your Highness—” Lezett abruptly stopped speaking as he entered the bedroom.

Elise’s startled eyes met his in the mirror. The curvaceous form of her body, partly covered by the cascade of her silvery tresses, reflected back at him.

Archduke Kirstan was momentarily flustered, eventually forcing his eyes to look elsewhere. “I hope this is not an attempt at a protest,” he finally said.

“Protest”? How dare he! Her face flushed indignantly.

“I cannot claim to know what you mean. I hope you did not enter the bedroom while I was in such a state of undress on purpose,” she retorted.

“A most preposterous notion,” Lezett said in an impassive voice that betrayed not even a hint of his true emotions.

“Your accusation is equally preposterous. I am not undressed for your…” Elise stopped herself. He came here of his own volition. Is this not an opportunity?

She slowly rose from her seat. “Then, did you perhaps come to check on my progress?”

“Progress? Of what do you speak?”

“You swore on all that you hold dear. Do not think of reneging on your promise yet again,” Elise boldly said as she approached her husband. Lezett instinctively took a step back. Swallowing her wounded pride, the Princess grabbed his forearm and said, “I believe now would be a good time to check whether I have gained weight.”

Lezett’s calm exterior belied his inner turmoil.

“I would rather enjoy it if you did,” Elise added as the Archduke struggled to keep his gaze from dropping below her shoulders.

“There is no need for direct confirmation. I receive a daily report from Freya.”

“And those reports include details of my weight?”

“Of course.”

Elise bit her lip in frustration and whispered, “You are truly a most wicked man.” She then turned her back to him. Seconds later, she felt a shawl being draped over her shoulders and then the warmth of his embrace. Her breath hitched for a moment before she steadied herself and said, “You must be under the impression that this will assuage my anger.”

He is a walking contradiction; I simply cannot understand his behavior, Elise thought as she felt the Archduke plan a soft kiss on her nape.

“I am not,” he whispered.

“And?”

“I can only ask you not to be angry.”

“What do you care? You do not react even when I am positively burning with rage.”

“I must depart for a short while,” he quietly admitted.

Ah, now I understand. He only turns to tenderness when he means to placate me while he delivers some unwelcome news.

“May I ask why?”

“It has been four months. My time is upon us,” he answered vaguely.

His “time”? Elise was about to question him further when she realized what he was referring to. Ah, the period of time when he succumbs to madness.

“I believe Freya informed you of the details, but it is imperative that we do not see each other during that time. It can last as short as five days and as long as ten.”

“But you promised that once I put on sufficient weight, we would proceed with—”

“You have not gained twenty pounds. Far from it. Just continue eating diligently in my absence,” he said gently.

“You will simply find another excuse next time, of that I am certain.”

“I wish you would understand that this is a matter in which I have no choice,” Lezett said as he gently caressed her neck. The mark he had left had all but disappeared by now, but even the faint trace of it clearly filled him with unease; he checked on it every morning as she slept.

“Do you still have disturbing dreams?” he suddenly asked. Elise said nothing. “You seemed to be sleeping peacefully last night,” he added.

“No, the dreams no longer visit me,” she finally answered.

“Please take care of yourself. If the dreams start again in my absence, ask Freya for a sleeping draught. You may also feel at liberty to spend time in my study or the library.”

How would you react, I wonder, if I simply disappeared without a trace? If you continue to renege on your promises, chip away at my hope, and coldly push me toward despair, I will be forced to consider my options. I must learn to wield magic properly before the imperial knights come knocking at my door.

“I have instructed my knights not to roam the main tower in my absence. If you wish to leave the premises, cover your face and always have an escort. I would, of course, prefer it if you refrained from going outside until I returned, but I do not wish to restrict you in such a manner.” His voice was firm, but his desire to protect Elise was clear. “I mean to say, do what your heart desires, but ensure you are never alone,” he concluded.

The Princess did not respond.

“Your Highness?” Again, she maintained her silence. “Elise, I need to know that you will heed my words.”

Why does my heart pound in my chest thus? When he shows such genuine concern for me, I can feel my resolve dissipate. I know his actions are driven by duty, not affection, and yet…

In truth, Elise’s quiet and peaceful life in the main tower of Rothier Castle had greatly reduced her anxiety. Mrs. Pattinson ceased her relentless questioning long ago, and Andrei no longer haunted her dreams.

What if I do not wish to leave even once our contractual period expires?

“Elise, are you all right?”

“If you do not intend to treat me with kindness when autumn arrives and our contract ends, do not treat me thus now,” she whispered.

“What on earth do you mean?”

“You once told me that I knew nothing of the world, that I was naïve.”

Lezett released her from his embrace and gently turned her around so that they were facing each other. His face, for once, betrayed the fact that he was flustered and perturbed. “Elise… Why do you say such things now?”

“It is not that I disagree with you. I have always been easily swayed, easily deceived, and…” she trailed off.

Easily affected by even a modicum of kindness.

So, if you are not going to stay by my side, then please, do not treat me in this manner.

“I do not want to delude myself any further, but I fear that I will,” Elise admitted.

“I cannot grasp quite what you intend to say, Elise.”

“It is as though you keep forgetting that we reached a mutual agreement. We both signed the contract, did we not? It was for your benefit as much as mine; if you do not sire an heir, you will be hounded by the Emperor for years to come. The contract was not merely a desperate attempt to cling to life. I… I want to bear your child, Lezett.”

Elise lightly touched his sleeve. “Besides, I am curious… I would like to become more intimately acquainted with you.”

“You should not speak of such matters so recklessly,” the Archduke replied tightly. 

It becomes harder and harder to restrain myself. Those innocent eyes of hers ignite something deep within me. How does she know exactly what to say to make a man’s will crumble? Was she born an enchantress?

“You said you would return before long,” Elise whispered.

“Indeed.”

“Please remember, Rothier without you is not a place I can be at ease. And take care not to get hurt,” the Princess said as she took Lezett’s hand in her own and gently caressed it. “Just as even the most revered sorcerer of all perished, being a dragonborn does not guarantee your survival. Please be careful and return safely…”

“I will,” the Archduke responded briefly. He knew that to say more would be to risk losing his composure and restraint. Instead, he reached for her retreating hand and clasped it tightly.

Elise blushed and avoided his gaze but did not pull her hand away. “When do you mean to depart?”

“At dawn.”

“Will you say farewell before you leave?”

“Yes. I will come to you,” he promised, his voice low and husky.

As he held her hand, he once more felt the weight of invisible chains restraining him—Semesita’s Shackles. Lezett had noticed that he only felt the strange sensation when in Elise’s presence and when his desire for her surged within him. As his period of madness drew closer, the resistance grew stronger, leaving him feeling frustrated and suffocated.

I cannot bear much more of this. Nonetheless, part of him felt relieved; the invisible shackles prevented him from succumbing to his bestial nature and potentially causing the Princess great harm.

The pent-up lust of the previous few months will dissipate once I release it in a… different manner.

“If any issues arise in my absence, send a letter at once,” he instructed. Elise nodded in response. Lezett then called for Ibetha, who hurried into the room and immediately wrapped Elise in a thick blanket.

As promised, the Archduke returned to the bedroom at dawn. Elise, half-asleep, heard him whisper for her to sleep longer. By the time she rose, the sun was high in the sky, and Lezett was gone.

On the second day of Archduke Kirstan’s absence, an uninvited guest arrived at Rothier Castle.

* * *

“Lady Genovia Irian is on her way to the castle, you say?” Elise asked Ibetha as she slowly woke from her slumber.

“Yes, Your Highness. She is the daughter of Duke Irian.”

“A noblewoman, then. I wonder what the meaning of such a visit could be.”

Elise was largely unfamiliar with the noble families of Vaniella. She had, after all, not participated in social events or politics when she lived in Arghan. And yet, even to her, the name Irian was not entirely foreign.

Irian… Irian… where have I heard that name before? Ah, I remember! Duke Irian of Nobella.

Indeed, if one were to list the most famous places in Vaniella, the capital, Orphell, would be first, followed by the blessed land of Rothier, and Nobella would come third.

Nobella was situated on the east coast and had long been the domain of the Irian ducal family. The Tenne River, which flowed south from Rothier, passed through Nobella on its way to the Kariz Sea. Accordingly, Rothier and Nobella had a robust trading relationship. If Rothier was Vaniella’s breadbasket, then Nobella was its treasure trove.

“She must have matters to discuss with the Archduke,” Elise said.

Ibetha’s facial expression betrayed her unease. “Well…” she trailed off.

“Yes?” Elise prompted.

“Oh, it is nothing, Your Highness. She will likely leave soon after realizing His Grace is absent. It’s nothing for you to concern yourself with!”

“I see…” Elise said.

However, it soon became apparent that Ibetha was not the only person behaving strangely; as Elise roamed the castle’s corridors, she overheard maids whispering around the corner.

“Did you hear the news? Lady Genovia will visit the castle.”

“Yes, I heard. Well, she always visits around this time of year.”

“But now Her Highness is here! Why would she do such a thing?”

“She is certainly very persistent. It would appear she has not yet given up on becoming Archduchess.”

This does not bode well, Elise thought to herself.

* * *

At noon the following day, an unfamiliar carriage arrived at the castle gates.

“You come again, I see, Lady Genovia,” Mrs. Pattinson said as she barely made an effort to hide her displeasure.

A lady with elaborate golden braids coiled atop her head replied, “As always, I am here to deliver a message from His Majesty. Have you been well, Mrs. Pattinson?”

It was true that Genovia Irian, the sole daughter of Duke Irian, was a close confidant of the Emperor of Vaniella. The Duke enjoyed His Majesty’s full trust, as he had been a stalwart ally of Emperor Novius since his campaign to take the throne. Naturally, this feeling extended to the Duke’s daughter. 

“It has not been long since His Grace left the capital. Does His Majesty have an urgent message for him already? I am rather surprised to see you here, I must say.”

“There is always much work to be done, Mrs. Pattinson. Besides, I heard there is a woman residing in the castle now,” Genovia said dismissively as she lifted the brim of her hat adorned with flowers. Narrowed eyes scanned the main tower. “The peerless beauty, the Princess of Arghan… What was her name, again? Elisabetta?”

“She is Her Highness, the Princess of Arghan and Archduchess of Rothier. Please do be careful with titles, Lady Genovia.”

“How very pedantic of you. Do not be so quick to anger. We are on the same side now, after all.”

“And what, precisely, do you mean by that?”

“I assume you also dislike the Princess. The enemy of my enemy is my friend. Is that not what they say?” Genovia said with a grin.

Mrs. Pattinson decided to hold her tongue. She feared that if she opened her mouth, she would unleash a torrent of verbal abuse upon the young lady.

After a moment’s silence, Mrs. Pattinson said in a clipped tone, “Please inform me of the message from His Majesty. I shall relay it to His Grace.”

“Relaying a message from His Majesty to a head maid? Do not jest with me,” Genovia scoffed.

“His Grace is currently absent. All correspondence is to pass through myself or Alfredo, as dictated by His Grace himself.”

Genovia’s eyes widened in surprise and amusement at these words. “Ha! How very amusing. It would seem even His Grace considers the Princess an archduchess in title only.”

“Excuse me?” Mrs. Pattinson asked incredulously.

“The Archduchess resides in the castle, yet His Grace entrusts internal affairs to the head maid and his steward in his absence? Well, I must say, His Grace is very wise, indeed; who could possibly trust Rothier, Vaniella’s breadbasket, to the Princess of Arghan?”

Alfredo, who had been silently observing the war of words between the two women, rolled his eyes. Mrs. Pattinson, meanwhile, silently grimaced. It was a typical display from Genovia Irian; she had inherited her father’s renowned eloquence and penchant for wordplay. As a shrewd wordsmith, she was capable of circling her prey before striking them where it hurt with her silver tongue.

“Do you intend to keep His Majesty’s messenger waiting outside for much longer?” she asked flippantly.

“Please, follow me,” Mrs. Pattinson ground out as she turned and walked toward the entrance to the main tower.

* * *

According to her usual routine, Elise finished eating breakfast in the living space of her chambers and immediately began practicing drawing magic circles. Engrossed in her task, she was caught off guard when Mrs. Pattinson strode purposefully into the room after a few brief knocks on the door. Elise hastily flipped over the sheet of parchment to hide what she was doing.

“Lady Genovia is waiting in the drawing room, Your Highness.”

Fortunately, it seems she is not even remotely interested in checking what I was doing, Elise thought in relief.

“She has arrived already?”

“Yes. She bears a message from His Majesty. I had no choice but to let her in.”

“I see.”

“Perhaps Your Highness ought to know that she is a young woman of about twenty-three winters who has been repeatedly, one might say relentlessly, put forward as a candidate for Archduchess of Rothier by His Majesty.”

“By the Emperor himself?”

“Indeed. Lady Genovia’s family have also been rather proactive; if I recall correctly, they sent a marriage proposal the moment she came of age.”

“And what came of that?”

“His Grace firmly refused. However, it would appear she has not yet given up. It is possible that she harbors some resentment on account of the rejection. She visits the castle around this time every year as though it is an annual event of some sort. Her visits are always at the behest of His Majesty, however, and we have no grounds to refuse her,” Mrs. Pattinson explained.

“I see.” Elise felt her mood plummet. There are far too many women in his orbit. “Well, there are enough young, beautiful women in this castle as it is. What is one more?” she said bitterly.

“Pardon me, Your Highness?”

“You told me yourself, did you not, Mrs. Pattinson? About the beauties the Emperor sent to the castle himself.”

“Then, will you continue to bear the scorn and mockery that comes with being labeled ‘an archduchess in title only,’ Your Highness?”

“Is that how Lady Genovia described me? Well, I cannot say that she is entirely incorrect.”

“I do not know how you perceive yourself, Your Highness, but I cannot stand by and witness the Archduchess of Rothier be disrespected in such a manner.”

Ah, I understand the reason for her agitation. She is worried that Rothier’s reputation is being sullied.

“Very well. I must not keep our guest waiting any longer. I shall head to the drawing room at once,” Elise said as she discreetly dropped the sheets of parchment into a drawer and then rose.

I must confess that I had not anticipated having to play host as the Archduchess of Rothier.

“My attire…” she murmured as she looked in the mirror. Her simple dark blue dress and thin lace shawl hardly seemed fitting for receiving a guest, let alone one who had been put forward as a candidate to wed her husband.

With no women in the imperial family of Vaniella, Lady Genovia is likely the most powerful female in the entire empire. No doubt she is the very picture of resplendence. Should I change into something more appropriate? I do not want to feel intimidated. After all, if I have learned anything in my life, it is that beauty can be a weapon.

“There is no need to fuss over your attire, Your Highness. You are quite sufficient as you are,” Mrs. Pattinson said. In the face of Elise’s obvious hesitation, she added, “You exude an abundance of grace without unnecessary embellishments. Please, follow me.”

I know Mrs. Pattinson to be frank and direct. She would not offer false praise, so I suppose I can trust her judgment.

Elise arrived in the drawing room to find Lady Genovia sipping tea as though she were in the comfort of her own home.

“Finally, the Princess graces me with her presence…” Lady Genovia trailed off as she looked upon Elise for the first time.

While most ladies required gold and satin to announce their beauty, Elise’s simple, almost plain attire only seemed to accentuate her effortless grace and elegance.

After a brief moment of silence, Genovia chuckled and said, “It is no wonder all of Grandell adores you, Princess.”

She lavishes praise upon me, yet she remains seated. How very impertinent.

Lady Genovia, perched on the chaise as though she were the lord of the castle, simply stared boldly at Elise and said, “Genovia Irian, the daughter of Duke Irian. It is a… pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“Yes, quite,” Elise said levelly.

“Excuse me?” Lady Genovia said with a furrowed brow.

Elise simply took a seat as Ibetha hurried in with a fresh cup of tea. “Welcome to Rothier,” the Princess said flatly.

“What?”

“It would be ill-mannered for a host to leave a guest unattended to, so I came to greet you. Do not worry about—”

Genovia immediately interjected. “You seem to have forgotten that you are no longer within Arghan’s borders,” she said in a mocking tone. Elise, clearly taken aback, did not respond, causing Genovia to grin. “This is Vaniella, lest you forget. As such, one must follow the etiquette and social order of the empire. Or is that concept too difficult for you to grasp?”

“Are you telling me to show you due respect? Based on the way you remained seated upon my entry, I assumed we were forgoing formalities.”

“Excuse me…?”

“If my assumption was incorrect, please do feel at liberty to inform me.”

Genovia let out a hearty, genuine laugh. “Ha! Oh, dear heavens! What an amusing character you are, indeed.”

“Lady Genovia, please lower your voice,” Mrs. Pattinson interjected. “Besides, even in Vaniella, Her Highness, as the Archduchess of Rothier, outranks you.”

“Ah, yes, it appears I forgot myself. Forgive me, Your Grace,” Genovia said with a sardonic chuckle. “Even my father, renowned though he may be, has not risen to the lofty heights of Archduke Kirstan. How can a mere mortal be compared to a dragonborn, after all? Allow me to show you the respect deserving of your station.”

With that, Genovia rose from her seat, gripped the hem of her dress, and performed an elegant yet somehow mocking curtsy.

It is clear she thinks nothing of me. She is a most malicious woman, Elise thought to herself.

Genovia then pushed a sheet of parchment toward Elise. “This is a decree from His Majesty. I offer it to Your Grace in the Archduke’s absence.”

“Thank you,” Elise murmured.

“Then, if I have Your Grace’s permission, I shall stay in Rothier until you have reviewed the matter therein and provided a response. His Majesty’s orders were that I return to the capital with a reply.”

Elise nodded to Mrs. Pattinson. “Indeed, we shall ensure you have a most comfortable stay, Lady Genovia,” the head maid said.

“I shall stay in my usual chambers. I assume they are available?”

“I will have them prepared for you at once.”

She even has her own guest chambers? Does the Archduke treat her with such generosity? Perhaps he treats all beautiful women with kindness.

In an attempt to quell the anxiety gnawing away at her, Elise recalled the words she had overheard Lezett say to Freya the morning of his departure.




“Ensure her medical records are updated daily and left in my study. If she begins having nightmares, provide her with a sleeping draught. She loses her appetite when her sleep is disturbed. And…”




Has he ever been so attentive to another woman before, I wonder? Just how did he treat Lady Genovia Irian, who had sought his hand in marriage? What brings her back to this castle year after year?

* * *

After Genovia was escorted to her guest chambers, Elise pressed her palm to her chest in an attempt to calm herself and finally unfurled the parchment before her. Mrs. Pattinson, Alfredo, and Sauber all waited anxiously to hear what the Emperor had decreed.

“Well, what does it say, Your Highness?” Alfredo asked.

Elise calmly summarized what she had read. “It would appear that the tribute Rothier sent to the imperial palace last fall differed from previous years.”

“What? That is simply impossible!” Sauber exclaimed. “We were incredibly careful!”

As Rothier was the breadbasket of Vaniella and one of the few fertile lands in the entire empire, the tributes sent to the Crown were a particularly contentious issue. Rothier produced massive quantities of wheat, herbs, fruit, vegetables, and even wool. Some of these products were sent quarterly to the capital, Orphell, while others were sold at high prices to various estates throughout Vaniella.

In lieu of taxes, Rothier sent goods to the Crown, and thus, it was of crucial importance that the harvest was distributed precisely. Indeed, Lezett ensured that there was no room for mistakes so that he did not have to listen to the Emperor’s complaints. Thus, Rothier’s autumn harvest was a significant and grand event.

During the previous year’s Harvest Festival, the Archduke had been absent, and the management of the harvest had been entrusted to Alfredo and Sauber.

“Is it possible that there was a mistake in the count, Sauber?” Elise asked.

“I do not see how that could be. His Grace is most thorough with the ledgers even when he leaves the castle for a prolonged period. He checks everything himself and reports directly to His Majesty,” Sauber replied.

“Yes, I thought as much,” Elise said. After all, she had witnessed Lezett’s meticulous nature for herself; he would read through documents whenever he had a moment to spare.

I do not think it possible that he would have made such an oversight, the Princess thought to herself. “If the Archduke himself verified the figures, I do not believe there was an error. Then, what could have resulted in a shortage?”

“Someone must have embezzled a portion of the tribute during the journey from Rothier to Orphell,” Alfredo declared.

Elise found herself in agreement. “A thorough review of all the relevant documents is in order. We must find the culprit. Such schemes are usually carried out by someone on the inside,” she said.

“The stewards of Rothier were all handpicked by the Archduke himself and are very loyal and skilled. We ought to start with newcomers—” Sauber began before he was interrupted by Elise.

“I saw many people betray my brother’s trust with betrayal. Loyalty is not guaranteed.” The Princess’s words rendered Mrs. Pattinson, Alfredo, and Sauber speechless. “Do you know why Urgel was able to defeat Arghan in the war? A confidant of my brother leaked military secrets to the enemy.”

The traitor that Elise spoke of was, of course, the Chancellor of Arghan, Jason. He had been close friends with Andrei since childhood, yet he had been seduced by Urgel’s promises of land in exchange for providing them with military secrets.

“The traitor fled on the day my kingdom fell. He is likely in Urgel’s citadel now, waiting for the barbarians to gift him a slice of Arghan’s territory. Treacherous fool!”

It is unlikely that the Urgeli will let someone capable of such betrayal live in peace. Despite their reputation, they are calculating and cunning. They brand themselves as barbarians to intimidate neighboring nations, but they do not suffer fools.

“Regardless, I mean to say that nobody should be overlooked as a possible traitor. Such people are usually very close to home,” Elise concluded.

“We shall heed your words, Your Highness,” Alfredo said with a somber nod.

“We must identify the culprit as soon as possible. Who knows what their next act of treachery might be?”

“Understood, Your Highness,” Sauber replied.

“Then, could Your Highness examine the ledgers that Sauber and I submitted?” Alfredo asked.

“Me?”

“With His Grace absent, only Your Highness has the authority to do so.”

“That may be so, but… managing such affairs is beyond my capabilities. I only have limited knowledge of official documents.”

“Did those documents pertain to Arghan’s imperial budget or matters of policy, perhaps?” Sauber asked.

“Yes…” Andrei had often taken care of his duties in Elise’s chambers. He had occasionally taught his sister how to understand financial proposals.

“Then Your Highness should be more than capable of reviewing the documents. After all, the accounting ledgers of the North are all based on Southern conventions!” Sauber said in a voice full of renewed hope.

I need to practice my magic, but now they want me to examine Rothier’s ledgers?

“But I—”

“If you could simply confirm the accuracy of the ledgers and thus attest to our innocence, it would greatly expedite our search for the true culprit,” Alfredo interjected, sensing Elise’s hesitation.

“I implore you, Your Highness. His Grace will be most perturbed if he learns of this. I do intend on reporting to him, of course, but in the meantime…” Sauber begged. He seemed almost on the verge of tears. “His Grace is usually particularly… capricious after returning from his period of seclusion, after all.”

“Capricious?” Elise echoed while glancing at Mrs. Pattinson. To her surprise, the head maid said nothing and seemed visibly shaken. “What is the meaning of all this? It is the Archduke who should resolve this matter. I should not interfere in internal affairs to this extent.”

I do not yet know my fate; I have no desire to play the role of Archduchess of Rothier at this stage. Even if I survive through fall, I ultimately intend to return to Arghan. Why do they insist that I take care of this myself?

“Well, you see…” Alfredo trailed off before casting a wary glance in Mrs. Pattinson’s direction.

The head maid sighed and reluctantly began explaining. “His Grace’s solutions tend to be… rather extreme.”

“‘Extreme’?” Elise echoed, taken aback by the word. To her, Lezett was the epitome of calm and composure.

“There are times when he behaves in such a manner,” Mrs. Pattinson said in a voice filled with trepidation after a long pause. “Certainly, he would not display such behavior before Your Highness. However, he is prone to severing ties without a second thought if he deems it necessary. It does not matter how long one may have served him. He does not grant second chances.”

Well, that does sound like him. He is the type of person who eliminates issues at the root. 

“And, as I am sure Your Highness is aware, His Grace is particularly unstable at this… time. We cannot possibly predict how he might react if we were to report on this matter to him right now,” Mrs. Pattinson added. Her ordinarily composed eyes betrayed her fraught anxiety.

“So… does he… I mean, during this period…” Elise trailed off, unable to ask the question she really wanted to.

Does he completely change? I simply cannot imagine it. He is always so composed and cool, like unbreakable ice. I suppose there was that time he was particularly enraged when he discovered my lie. Still, everyone is prone to fits of rage from time to time.

“Would Your Highness mind penning a brief letter to him?” Mrs. Pattinson politely asked, breaking the tension-filled silence.

“Would that change anything?”

“It would elicit a different response than a letter from us. That is for certain.”

Elise felt obliged to acquiesce; after all, it would not take much effort to briefly read the ledgers and write a letter.

If I write to him directly, might he return sooner?

As she pondered what she might write to him, she found herself unwittingly murmuring his name under her breath. After all, that is how letters ordinarily began—with the recipient’s name.

Only two days have passed, yet it feels like an age since I last called his name.

* * *

The next day, Elise sat in the Archduke’s study, quill in hand, attempting to draft a letter. She found it surprisingly difficult.

“Are you writing a letter, Your Grace?” Genovia asked in a voice dripping with condescension.

Elise lifted her head to find Genovia grinning at her with her elbows on the desk and her chin resting on her hands.

Though I am loath to admit it, she is positively radiant, Elise begrudgingly thought to herself.

Genovia leaned forward and attempted to sneak a glance at the sheet of parchment. “Who are you writing to? His Grace?”

Elise simply ignored her. I have no intention of engaging with her. She has not afforded me even a modicum of respect.

Noticing that Elise had started the letter with the Archduke’s first name, Genovia said, “‘Lezett’? You address him by his name? It is one thing to do so when you are alone, but in an official letter? How very uncouth.”

Again, the Princess maintained her silence, not wanting to dignify Genovia’s rudeness with a response.

“I always use His Grace’s formal title in our correspondence. You may not show me basic respect, but should you not at least uphold basic decorum with His Grace, your savior?”

So, they have even exchanged letters? And she implies that she calls him by his name in private, Elise silently seethed. She stared at Genovia’s perpetually smirking face without bothering to respond verbally.

I do not wish to become entangled in her game of words, nor do I wish to stoop to her level.

Elise simply stared at her. Gradually, Genovia’s grin faded, and her brow furrowed in frustration. “Those eyes!” she raged as she abruptly rose from her seat. “How dare you look upon me with such disdain! Do you think yourself superior just because His Grace fawns over you? Looking at your face, one would think you were the supreme ruler of Grandell!”

“If only that were the case,” Elise calmly said.

If I had such authority and might, everything that troubles me would disappear. There would be nobody left to kill or fear.

“Had your suitor been anyone but His Grace, or had you been just a little less beautiful, do you think you would be in the position you currently find yourself in, living a life of comfort in Rothier Castle? Your audacity knows no bounds. You maintain an innocent and pure façade, but in reality, you merely sold yourself to survive,” Genovia spat.

Elise once more refused to take the bait and avoided engaging in verbal sparring.

“Were it not for His Grace, your head would be on a spike somewhere in Urgel by now. How dare you stare at me in such a manner?!”

Elise simply continued her task of drafting a letter.




Dear Lezett,




I hope this letter finds you well.




I am writing to inform you that Lady Genovia, daughter of Duke Irian, has visited Rothier with an imperial decree. It would appear someone embezzled a portion of the tribute that Rothier sent to the capital last fall. Upon your return, we must dedicate ourselves to hunting down the culprit.




“Do you mean to mock me? The look in your eyes is utterly unacceptable,” Genovia continued to rage.

Is this how I appear to the Archduke when he meets my agitation with a stoic silence? I realize now the power that silence holds.

Elise could not help but allow a wry smile to play across her face as she gathered her parchment and quill, planning to finish the letter in her chambers.

“How can you behave with such arrogance?” Genovia demanded in a voice dripping with contempt.

The Princess simply walked by her. However, as she reached for the door to the study, Genovia grabbed her wrist. Surprised by the young woman’s strength, Elise let out a yelp in pain. “You cannot just dismiss me, Princess,” Genovia sneered as she thrust Elise against the wall. “I know your secret, you see.”

“If you dare to continue this blatant insolence, I will call—”

“Please, be my guest. Call for help. Then, I will spill your precious secret to the first person who walks through that door,” Genovia interrupted. Her tone was suddenly calm and cold.

The color drained from Elise’s face as Genovia reached for her abdomen and chuckled sinisterly. “So very slender for one who claims to be pregnant. Would you not agree?”

“How—” Elise began but was immediately interrupted once more.

“It has been at least three months. Your stomach could not possibly be this flat.” The Princess struggled to break free but Genovia only tightened her grip. “I knew something was amiss. His Grace taking a woman? And the famed Princess of Arghan at that? Ha! How laughable. He has a penchant for keeping his precious trophies well-displayed but untouched, after all.”

“Let go of me!” Elise yelled as she glared at Genovia. “Despite growing up as Vaniella’s most esteemed woman, you lack any sense of decency, Lady Genovia.”

“And what of you, Princess? You cloak yourself in a scandalous lie in a desperate bid to survive, deceiving the entire world.” Genovia leaned forward and whispered in Elise’s ear, “How did His Majesty even entertain such an absurd and obvious untruth? Though he clearly still has doubts. That is why he sent me here, after all.”

A chill ran down Elise’s spine as she finally realized the true reason for Genovia’s visit; the imperial decree was nothing but a pretext. Her real mission was to surveil Elise and report back to the Emperor on her condition.

Genovia rubbed Elise’s abdomen and said, “You walk around with your head held high, yet there is no dragonborn in your womb, is there? A single word from me to His Majesty and your head will be on the chopping block.”

“What do you want?”

“What do I want, you ask.” Genovia grinned. “I want you, Princess of Arghan, to stop pretending to play the role of Archduchess of Rothier.”

“Why…?”

“How dare you covet Rothier?! This land was destined to be annexed by my family! It was promised to my father as a reward for facilitating His Majesty’s coup.”

So, her objective is Rothier itself? That is why she was so intent on marrying the Archduke.

Elise felt suffocated; the feeling of Genovia’s hand on her stomach was repulsive, and the mad look in her eyes filled her with fear.

“Go ahead. Go and tell the Emperor it was all a lie. Let go of me and return to your Emperor at once!” Elise said defiantly.

I refuse to shame myself in front of this vile woman. I will not shed a single tear.

“Regrettably, I cannot do so, Princess,” Genovia said in a voice as cold as ice.

“And why is that?” Elise demanded.

“Because His Majesty desires a dragonborn. And you, Elise, Princess of Arghan, are the woman who has the highest chance of birthing one,” Genovia said as she caressed the Princess’s abdomen with a feigned tenderness.

“So bear his child, Princess. Better yet, bear two or three. Then I shall spare your life. A quiet life of solitude here in Rothier, but a life nonetheless. In return, the position of Archduchess will be mine.”

She demands that I live as the Archduke’s broodmare…

“After all, without you, I would be forced to sire His Grace’s heir. We cannot have that now, can we?”

Her words pierce me deeper than any blade ever could…

“Of course, I cannot claim I am not curious about how it would be to lay with His Grace, but I am not eager to risk my life for momentary pleasure. Nor do I wish to die giving birth to his heir. So, I am, in fact, most grateful for your existence, Princess.”

As Genovia kept her pinned against the wall, Elise found herself feeling more and more suffocated. It is becoming difficult to breathe…

“You must not underestimate me, Princess. The world is no longer what it once was; even the haughty descendants of Gallian must be prepared to kneel if so required.”

Ah, I see now that she came to Rothier with the intent to threaten me thus. And she holds all of the power in this relationship.

“You would be wise to keep your mouth closed and your eyes downcast in my presence. Start by ridding yourself of that arrogant look in your eyes. Do you understand me, Princess?”

She looks positively mad…

“Well, I must say, I enjoyed our little chat. Let us continue this tomorrow, shall we?” Genovia said as she finally released Elise.

Only after Genovia left, humming a tune to herself as though nothing untoward had happened, did the Princess allow herself to slump to the ground, her body trembling.

What on earth just transpired?

Yet another person who is privy to the truth about my deception…

“Your Highness! Your Highness!” Ibetha exclaimed, her voice laced with panic, as she urgently shook Elise by the shoulders after entering the study. “Good heavens! Are you all right?”

Elise’s vision became blurry until, eventually, everything turned to darkness. When she regained consciousness, it was dawn, and she saw a furious Andrei standing before her.

Am I dreaming?

Her twin brother was ghostly pale and appeared to be semi-transparent. He was missing one eye, and part of his right arm was severed.

It must be an apparition of some sort…

The figure approached the bed where Elise lay and shook her.

“Where in the world are you, Elise?” he whispered.

The Princess warily closed her eyes once more; when she woke properly, she had no recollection of Andrei’s unsettling visit.


Part 7

An Unwelcome Guest

Everything changed for Elise after the dramatic arrival of Genovia Irian. After the Princess awoke from an entire day spent mostly unconscious, Genovia immediately sought an audience with her.

“Are you all right, Your Highness?” Mrs. Pattinson asked with genuine concern. Noticing that Elise was clearly not in her right mind, the head maid added, “I believe it would be best that you spend the day in bed. I shall inform Lady Genovia that you are too unwell to be imposed upon. It is the truth, after all.”

“I-I am not so indisposed that I cannot leave my chambers,” Elise countered in a voice that betrayed her frailty. She was still holding the half-finished letter to the Archduke in her hand.

“Please, Your Highness, do not overexert yourself. His Grace will return soon; he will deal with Lady Genovia himself.”

“W-Why do you say that…?”

“You seem concerned, that is all.”

“I do?” Try though she might, Elise was unable to conceal her rising anxiety.

“Worry not, Your Highness. Until His Grace returns, Lady Genovia will not leave the castle. She may have barged in as though she were the proprietor herself, but leaving will not prove quite so easy. His Grace will find a solution to the problem she has posed before she is able to speak any more of her sly words. So, please, focus on eating properly and getting lots of rest.”

And with that, Mrs. Pattinson nodded at Elise with eyes that hinted at genuine kindness and quietly left the room.

“Her sly words,” she says. So she also knows my secret. Well, it was inevitable, I suppose. I knew I would not be able to hide it for long.

With the last of her remaining strength, she forced herself to conclude the letter to Lezett. Even writing a few lines proved to be a herculean task. She sealed the sheet of parchment in an envelope and dropped it onto a silver tray beside the bed.

I miss Andrei, she thought before she succumbed to a deep slumber.

* * *

The Princess was able to avoid Genovia for one day, but the very next morning, the irate daughter of Duke Irian demanded that Elise call upon her. Ibetha had left Elise’s chambers with a message for Genovia but returned with a swollen right cheek. Upon seeing the aftermath of Lady Genovia’s unbridled rage, Elise immediately grabbed her shawl and headed downstairs.

She entered the drawing room to find Genovia standing before a number of kneeling maids. “Oh my, there you are, Your Grace. I was most distressed to hear you were suffering from an affliction,” Lady Genovia said in a voice dripping with condescension.

“Rise to your feet,” Elise instructed the maids before she turned to face Genovia. “Cease tormenting innocent folk with your petty cruelness, Lady Genovia. If their service displeases you in some regard, inform me or Mrs. Pattinson directly. We shall take immediate action—”

“How very noble of you,” Genovia interjected as she performed a dramatic curtsy that reminded Elise of their first meeting.

Once more struck by Lady Genovia’s resplendent appearance, the Princess thought to herself, It is truly a wonder that beneath a mask of such beauty is the most wicked and malicious tongue imaginable.

“Had you graciously accepted my request for an audience, nobody would have had to suffer such treatment, Your Grace,” Genovia said with a deliberate sigh, as though she truly regretted her actions. “I must say, you look utterly resplendent despite your ailments. Imagine my surprise when you entered the drawing room,” she added sarcastically while linking her arm with Elise’s as though they were old friends.

“Just seeing Your Grace is enough to lift my spirits! We missed each other’s company most desperately yesterday, did we not? And that is why you promised to spend the entire day with me today! I can hardly wait.”

Elise simply nodded.

“I would love to visit the gallery once more. The images of Rothier are quite breathtaking, would you not agree? Let us go there together,” Genovia said as she briskly led the way.

Ibetha followed behind with a pained expression on her face. Unable to restrain herself, she said, “Lady Genovia, please walk a little slower. Her Highness has not fully recovered—”

“Why, what on earth do you mean? Her Grace is the very picture of health! Is that not so?” Genovia interjected.

“Do not fret, Ibetha. I am f-fine,” Elise insisted, but her voice betrayed her fatigue. “Please, go and rest. I will accompany Lady Genovia and then return to my chambers shortly.”

“You must not overexert yourself, Your Highness,” Ibetha insisted.

“I will ensure I do not.”

The two women made their way through the gallery and to the first floor of the castle. The staff they encountered on the way followed them with keen eyes. The pair were quite the sight, indeed.

“Smile a little, won’t you, Princess?” Genovia whispered into Elise’s ear. “You must keep up your careful charade, after all. Or perhaps all of these servants are your accomplices?” Lady Genovia paused briefly, then looked back at Ibetha, who was still following from a distance. “At the very least, I know she is privy to your deceit. I noticed how eager you are to keep her out of my sight.”

Ah, I see now that her scheming is even more malevolent and complex than it seemed at first glance. I had assumed she sought to parade me around the castle in an attempt to show everyone that I was not with child. In fact, she seeks to tighten the noose around my neck by making others complicit in my deceit.

The Archduke will likely not suffer any dire consequences even if his involvement is discovered, but the same cannot be said of Ibetha and other common folk.

Still, the Archduke will try to protect them, will he not?

At that thought, Mrs. Pattinson’s words regarding Lezett suddenly rang in her head. 




“He is prone to severing ties without a second thought if he deems it necessary. It does not matter how long one may have served him. He does not grant second chances.”




I should have included a clause regarding those who are privy to my secret in our contract… I could have requested that he guarantee their safety. Is it too late now?

Meanwhile, Elise was being pulled around the castle at the mercy of Genovia’s whims, and the servants began to worry.

“I fear for Her Highness’s wellbeing. She appears to be sweating profusely…”

“This simply will not do. Someone call for Mrs. Pattinson. It was only two days ago that she collapsed in the study. Alfredo had to carry her up to her chambers.”

“His Grace will be positively enraged if something befalls Her Highness in his absence.”

Elise and Genovia overheard this conversation from the corridor. To Elise’s relief, Lady Genovia did not taunt her victim any further with her wicked tongue, but she did let out a sinister snicker that chilled the Princess to the bone.

* * *

Ibetha watched Elise with a heavy heart. The Princess’s frail hands trembled atop her lap, betraying her inner turmoil.

His Grace has been gone for eight days now. I am sure he received Her Highness’s letter. But if he is still in the throes of his… frenzy, there is nothing to be done. Were he to return to the castle in such a state, Her Highness would be in grave danger.

“Your Highness,” Ibetha said as she knelt before Elise and grabbed her shaking hands.

Elise’s eyes, aimlessly staring into the distance, eventually focused on the maid’s face, and she forced a feeble smile to her lips. “Do not worry; I am all right, Ibetha.”

“I do not think that true, Your Highness; you have barely slept or eaten of late. I am terrified you are going to waste away.”

“You make a valid point, Ibetha. I should not give anyone any reason to grow suspicious… Perhaps I ought to eat something.”

“The chefs are preparing a light stew with dates and white mushrooms for Your Highness. Anything heavier than that, and I worry you will simply bring it all up like yesterday.”

“Thank you, Ibetha.”

A short while later, the stew was brought to her chambers, and Elise ate the entirety of it. “Ibetha,” she said after a period of silence.

“Yes, Your Highness?”

“I had thought I was getting better, but now I am not sure that is the case.”

“It is only natural to have such doubts.”

“With each passing day, I cannot help but feel as though this is not where I belong.”

“P-Pardon, Your Highness?” Ibetha was taken aback. Is Her Highness contemplating leaving Rothier? Surely not…

“I feel as though there are unseen eyes scrutinizing my every move, rebuking me, saying I do not deserve peace. Everything feels wrong, Ibetha. Even in my dreams, I hear such words. And yet, I feel trapped here.”

She had been visited by Andrei once more the previous night. Again, it had been unsettling. He had been in the same terrible state; one of his eyes was bandaged, and his right arm was missing below the elbow, while his clothes were filthy and tattered.

He gently caressed her with his remaining arm and asked, “Dear sister, just tell me, where are you now?”

“V-Vaniella… Rothier…” Elise had said in between sobs.

“I knew it! Curse those cunning savages!” Andrei had spat. “I cannot come and rescue you from there, Elise. Please hold on for a few more months. Just until fall…”

Elise found it strange that the conversation they had shared remained quite so vivid in her memory. Ordinarily, I do not recall dreams with such detail…

“You are capable of so much, dear sister. Now that I am not there to hinder you, unfurl your wings and take flight,” he had said.

“I am nothing without you, Andrei.”

“That is not true. You simply need to escape his clutches.”

“Whom do you speak of?”

“The dragonborn,” Andrei had said as he gently caressed her back. “A descendant of Gallian cannot love a descendant of Semesita, Elise. You know that. You must leave before your feelings develop further. Do not allow yourself to be consumed by unrequited feelings, and do not allow him to remove your mana. Do you hear me, beloved sister?”

“B-But Andrei, I do not know how to leave. Nor do I know how to let go of my feelings… I long for nothing more than for him to return to my side at once.”

Reflecting back on this conversation, Elise thought to herself, Even in a dream, I am incapable of relinquishing my feelings for him. What on earth will become of me at this rate? I loathe myself for my own weakness. Peaceful sleep eludes me night after night in his absence.

And yet, despite herself, she yearned for him. “Why does he still not come?” she murmured to herself.

* * *

Ruben attempted to suppress his unease as he surveyed a figure from across the shadowy plains. Eight days had passed since he had traveled to the wastelands at the foot of the Grantern Mountains. The figure he was observing was, of course, the Archduke, who was covered in dark blood. The wind, still warm with the day’s heat, carried the stench of rotting corpses.

Is he beginning to calm down now? Ruben wondered. The Archduke’s period of madness, which typically occurred every three to four months, usually subsided within a week. When Lezett sensed the time was nigh, he would leave Rothier with a small retinue of four. The role of his four companions was not to assist him with his hunting but rather to wait out of sight until he had sated his primal urges and his madness had waned.

Ruben pulled a small wooden box from the inside of his cloak. The bitter-scented cigar within the box belonged to the Archduke; Ruben typically handed it to Lezett when he was finished, and it helped dissipate any lingering embers of madness.

“Not yet, Ruben,” Isaac, another of Rothier’s knights, whispered. “His Grace’s arm has not returned to its original form. It is not safe to approach him yet. You could get yourself killed.”

“I am aware. I can see for myself,” Ruben replied.

Most people in Grandell viewed dragonborn as nothing more than monsters who felt neither pleasure nor pain. Yet, Lezett was different. When the Archduke briefly turned and faced where his knights stood, they saw a twisted smile plastered on his face.

At his feet lay a writhing, screaming monster that was spraying its dark blood in all directions.

Indeed, the slaughter was not yet over.

Lezett’s frenzy lasted another day. Finally, the madness left his body, and Ruben was able to offer him the cigar. White smoke billowed in the air against the backdrop of the setting sun.

“A letter has arrived from Rothier, Your Grace,” Ruben said. The Archduke nodded slightly, indicating that Ruben was to read the letter aloud. “It was sent by Her Highness. Perhaps it would be best if Your Grace reads it first.”

“Her Highness…?”

As Lezett began reading, his expression noticeably softened. Ruben and Isaac exchanged a knowing glance; the Rothier knights were well aware that the Archduke became calmer and more peaceful in the Princess’s presence or whenever she was discussed.

However, it was not long before his calm expression was replaced by a frown. “Is something the matter, Your Grace?” Ruben asked.

“It would appear some of the tribute intended for Orphell was embezzled.”

“T-Truly?” Ruben stammered as the color left his face. He immediately recalled a previous incident in which a steward had embezzled dues collected from farmers and the bloody aftermath.

I fear another bloodbath is on the horizon… Ruben thought to himself.

“There is one more thing. It seems we have an unwelcome guest,” Lezett added.

“Are you referring to who I think you are, Your Grace? That crazed lunatic from the Irian… I mean, Lady Genovia?”

“I suppose it is that time of year,” the Archduke said. He took another puff on his cigar as he scoured over the letter once more. Elise had written the correspondence with very neat handwriting and informed him of events in a calm manner.




I am writing to inform you that Lady Genovia, daughter of Duke Irian, has visited Rothier with an imperial decree. It would appear someone embezzled a portion of the tribute that Rothier sent to the capital last fall. Upon your return, we must dedicate ourselves to hunting down the culprit.

In addition, Alfredo insists that I add this message: “As Her Highness is here, I earnestly request that Your Grace deals with this matter swiftly and with due discretion.” I am not entirely sure what he means.




Is Alfredo asking me to act with mercy because of Elise’s presence?

Like Ruben, Lezett was also reminded me of the incident that had occurred before. He had personally taken care of anyone complicit in the embezzlement of funds directly in front of the main tower. Thanks to the blood he spilled that day, his next period of madness had passed by without incident.

Indeed, I do not want to force Elise to witness more bloodshed. She has seen enough. It will be more appropriate to deal with the culprits away from castle grounds. 

Lezett read the conclusion of the letter one more time.




I hope for your safe return,

Elise.




She never changes. She must be the only person in the entirety of Grandell who is concerned about a dragonborn getting hurt.

He chuckled softly, and then his eyes suddenly caught a glimpse of a barely visible postscript at the bottom of the sheet of parchment. It was so faint and small that it had initially escaped his notice.




Please return soon.




The fact that someone was both concerned for his well-being and eagerly awaiting his return was both pleasant and novel. At first, her feelings for him had baffled him, but now he found that they stirred something in his heart.

The final sentence… something about the handwriting suggests that she was not in a stable frame of mind when she wrote it. Has something unsettled her?

Before departing, Lezett had given strict orders to Alfredo, Sauber, and Mrs. Pattinson to ensure that his wife’s health and wellness were prioritized above all else. He had even summoned Ibetha and instructed her to closely monitor whether Elise suffered from nightmares. Yet, he sensed something was amiss.

At first, he had found the Princess’s incessant need to have him stay by her side rather bothersome. However, over time, he had come to find it endearing, even something more than that, perhaps.




“D-Do you… truly… find me beautiful?”




When she bared her soul and asked him such things while looking up at him with her innocent face, he could not deny that something awakened deep within him.

The unsure look in her eyes, the way she bites her lips when she is nervous, and her long, fluttering eyelashes… They provoke a certain instinct within me. I cannot deny it.

Suddenly, he recalled something else she had said the night before he departed.




“You said you would return before long. Please remember, Rothier without you is not a place I can be at ease.”




How strange. I sated my bloodlust over the previous several days, and yet, as I think about her, I am overwhelmed with the same primal urges…

In a bid to subdue his feelings, he took a few more puffs of the cigar. However, it was to no avail. It was only then that he realized something: what he felt for Elise was not a base lust born of madness.

That is why the cigar smoke cannot suppress this… yearning.

I cannot help but wonder what face she would make if I finally claimed her as my own. Fortunately, there is an inexplicable power that imposes itself upon me when I touch her, making it impossible for me to harm her. Then, what if I proceeded in an entirely gentle manner?

She longs for me to return. And, for some unbeknownst reason, that fills me with elation and… contentment. The fact that she has nowhere to flee but directly into my arms also provides me with gratification. She is at her most adorable when she is vulnerable.

When we signed that absurd contract around two months ago, I would likely not have pursued her had she decided to flee. I would have done enough to spare her life, perhaps, but I would have left her to fend for herself.

So, what has caused such a seismic shift within me? Is it because she is so maddeningly beautiful from head to toe? Or because I have wanted her since that day I saw her from afar in Arghan? Who can say?

Regardless, I do not wish to propel her into a state of perpetual anxiety. 

The Archduke noticed that the edges of the letter were marked with water stains. Could these be her tears?

It would not be unreasonable for her to feel frightened; an unwelcome visitor suddenly appeared while I was absent, and someone intimately acquainted with His Majesty, at that. 

The thought of Elise crying while writing a letter to him quickly dissipated his previous feeling of contentment. He carefully folded the letter and tucked it into his breast pocket.

It is time to return to Rothier. It has already been nine days; I must make haste if I am to get to her within the timeframe that I promised.

“Shall we prepare to leave, Your Grace?” Ruben asked as he handed Lezett his cloak.

“Yes, we depart at once. Bring my horse.”

“Understood, Your Grace.”

Something is different about His Grace this time. Ordinarily, even after the madness has subsided, it is difficult to converse with him for a day or two; mana usually lingers and swirls threateningly around him. He seems to have purposefully reined in his power. I cannot help but feel Her Highness is the reason behind this change.

“Your Grace… Does what you said before about Her Highness still apply?” Ruben hesitantly asked after a moment’s silence.

“What are you referring to?”

“You said that when fall arrives, Her Highness will be sent back to the imperial palace.”

When fall comes, will Her Highness truly find herself on the chopping block? Ruben could not help but wonder.

“Fall…” Lezett repeated as he stared into the distance. Indeed, our contract is scheduled to end on the first day of October. “I suppose that is how matters will unfold if His Majesty still decrees it so.”

Ruben’s brow furrowed slightly at the Archduke’s noncommittal response.

Suddenly, Isaac approached with Lezett’s familiar dark steed in tow. The rebellious horse, recognizing its master, whinnied in delight. “Easy now, Tempest! Slow down!” Isaac pleaded.

“‘Tempest’?” Lezett asked.

“Ah, that is its name now, Your Grace. Fitting, would you not agree?” Ruben said.

“What—”

“Her Highness named him herself!” Ruben interjected excitedly, causing Lezett to lapse into silence.

“She did? When was that?”

“The day she visited the stables. Now, the beast only listens to us if we call it ‘Tempest,’” Ruben explained. “It seems to have taken quite the liking to the name. I must say, Her Highness is truly extraordinary; I had never seen Tempest react in such a calm manner with anyone other than Your Grace before.”

Perhaps there is something to receiving a name, Lezett thought to himself. After all, he could still vividly recall the day the Emperor named him.




“So, you are ‘Gaelus’s Raven,’ as they say. It does not suit you. Dear brother, I will gift you a new name—‘Lezett.’ It means ‘black lightning’ in the ancient tongue. What say you?” Emperor Novius said.




Tempest’s eyes seemed to sparkle with anticipation, just like the Archduke’s had when he was a boy who had seen but nine winters.

I have no intention of using that moniker for my horse.

Instead, Lezett simply stared at Tempest with his ice-cold, blue eyes. The steed became docile and almost seemed to sulk, and the Archduke could not help but chuckle.

“Let us depart. We must make haste,” Lezett finally declared.

“Yes, Your Grace.”

Those present all mounted their steeds and immediately set off for Rothier.

* * *

The news that Archduke Kirstan was returning to the castle reached Elise that evening just as she was nearing the end of a draining dinner with Genovia.

“His Grace is on his way, Your Highness. It appears that he will arrive before midnight,” Mrs. Pattinson said. “He instructed that you are not to wait for him; he would like you to get some rest.”

“Thank you for informing me,” Elise said with a nod.

“Perhaps it would be best that Your Highness retires to your chambers for the night,” Mrs. Pattinson added. The suggestion was clearly intended for Genovia’s ears.

“Well, it would appear the two of you do at least sleep together,” Lady Genovia taunted. 

“You look somewhat pale, Your Highness. Ibetha, go ahead and draw a bath,” Mrs. Pattinson said, ignoring Genovia’s jab.

“It is somewhat tiresome, I must say, this endless concern for Her Grace’s complexion. Sorry, Mrs. Pattinson, but Her Grace and I are not yet finished. Is that not so, Your Grace?”

“You should retire to your chambers, Your Highness,” Mrs. Pattinson emphasized as she looked at Elise in a manner that betrayed her genuine concern.

“Let us converse a little more, Your Grace,” Genovia insisted with a sly grin. “I will depart for the capital once His Grace arrives. We do not have much time left in which to enjoy one another’s company.”

“It is all right, Mrs. Pattinson. Allow Ibetha to rest,” Elise finally said.

“P-Pardon, Your Highness?”

“I ought to spend the evening with Lady Genovia. It is unlikely that I will be able to rise in time to see her off tomorrow, after all.”

“What a splendid idea!” Genovia said with a triumphant smile as she clasped her hands together in faux delight.

If His Grace arrives earlier than expected, this could become quite the problem, Mrs. Pattinson thought as she let out a sigh. Although the head maid did not harbor much affection for Elise, she found it difficult to watch her unravel into a state of intense anxiety; Genovia’s presence in the castle very obviously unsettled her.

It is as though Lady Genovia has drained Her Highness’s vitality; she is paler than when she first arrived in Rothier. His Grace left strict instructions regarding Her Highness’s well-being. He would be beyond furious if he saw her in such a state. If he then discovers that Lady Genovia is privy to the Princess’s secret, it is not guaranteed that she will make it back to Nobella in one piece. It is a wonder that she behaves so brazenly.

“You may retire to your chambers, Mrs. Pattinson. Before you do, please ensure that Alfredo and Sauber have everything they need. They are extremely busy,” Elise instructed.

“Understood, Your Highness. If you need anything, please summon me.”

“Thank you.” With that, Mrs. Pattinson bowed and took her leave.

So, the Archduke is on his way back, Elise thought. Her spirits briefly lifted. It has been exactly ten days since he left. He is truly a man of his word. These torturous days of having to deal with this evil woman are almost at an end.

As soon as Mrs. Pattinson left, Genovia called for Hummell and demanded an expensive bottle of liquor with an air of entitlement. She poured Elise a glass and said, “No child to worry about, so no reason not to partake. Drink up, Princess.”

“I do not wish to,” Elise said.

“I do not believe I offered you a choice.”

Elise felt uneasy; she had never imbibed alcohol nor even seen it up close. The imperial physician back in Arghan had expressly forbidden her from drinking it. Of course, Genovia did not care for such matters.

“Drink. Do not waste a drop,” she insisted with a maniacal smile.

Elise sighed and then poured the contents of her glass into Genovia’s. “What on earth do you think you are doing?” Lady Genovia raged.

“You want me to bear His Grace’s child, do you not? In that case, you would be well-advised not to force me to drink this.”

“And why is that? I fail to see how the two matters are related.”

“I could die,” Elise said in a calm but firm manner.

Genovia chuckled and then said, “When you make such ludicrous statements with a face like that, they almost sound true.”

“Test the veracity of my claims if you so wish,” Elise said as she reached for the glass. 

However, Genovia swiftly snatched it from her grasp. “Threats are unbecoming of you, Princess.”

Elise was at a loss for words as she watched Genovia drain the entire glass.

Noticing Elise’s perplexed expression, Genovia said, “Worry not, Princess. Northerners are generally adept at drinking liquor. Nothing warms the body like alcohol, after all.” The Princess was silent in the face of Genovia’s overwhelming aura. “You seem uninterested in this topic, Princess. Shall we move on to some more amusing conversation?”

Genovia’s green eyes sparkled as she rested her chin on her hand and gazed at Elise. “You see, I have been rather curious about something.”

“What would that be?”

“Just how gentle is he with you? His Grace, I mean.”

What an impertinent question…

“After all, you are a princess loved by all of Grandell. A frail, enchantingly beautiful princess, at that. Ah, now that I think about it, the answer is truly obvious—he locks you away in his castle and admires you, not daring to lay a hand on you,” Genovia said, reaching her own conclusion.

“If you seek an answer, ask me a direct question.”

“You have not lain with him, have you?”

I am not obliged to answer to this wretched woman. Yet, I cannot help but feel she is repeatedly hitting me where I am most vulnerable.

Genovia giggled and added, “Worry not, Princess. His Grace has always been harsh with women; he simply takes what he wants. It was the same with me, after all.”

“I believe you have said enough,” Elise interjected sharply.

“You ought to know, Princess, you are utterly incapable of hiding your true feelings. In fact, everyone I have ever met from the South has been the same way. People from the North are skilled at concealing their innermost thoughts,” Genovia said with a grin and a hint of pride in her voice.

Realizing she had drained an entire bottle of liquor, Genovia summoned a servant to fetch another. “I wonder… Has His Grace’s kindness won your heart? It is relatively warm in Rothier, after all, and I imagine you feel safe here.”

“That is none of your concern,” Elise stated flatly. “Unless you intend to run to the Emperor and accuse me of treachery, cease provoking me.” The Princess had reached the end of her tether. “I am merely tolerating your impudence. If you expect something from me, you should stop treating me in this manner at once.”

“And why is that? Do you plan to flee if things go awry?” Elise did not respond. “Ha! You would do well not to take me for a fool, Princess. Of course, you are scheming to leave. I know you intend to return to your fallen empire,” Genovia said in a voice dripping with scorn and condescension.

“Regardless, you will not catch me,” Elise defiantly declared.

“Perhaps. I am a mere mortal, and you are a descendant of Gallian, after all.”

“Then, please, leave me—”

“But there is someone who will catch you, Princess. Your very own husband,” Genovia interrupted.

As Elise realized the implication behind Genovia’s words, she felt a chill run down her spine, and her heart pounded in her chest. Does she mean to tell him that I intend to return to Arghan?

“Proceed as you wish, Lady Genovia,” Elise finally said. She recalled the words he had spoken when they signed the contract.




“If you ever grow too frightened, you may flee at any time of your choosing.”

“At any time, you say?”

“Yes, if you are capable.”




“He said I could…” Elise muttered to herself.

“What?” Genovia asked.

“He is not one to make empty promises.”

In truth, his words had clearly been a thinly veiled warning; he reasoned that Elise would be incapable of escaping. Yet, once spoken, words cannot be retracted.

Regardless, I do not believe he would chase after me even if I did escape; he has never displayed that degree of passion for me.

“Did His Grace truly say you were free to escape?” Genovia asked, incredulous. “What on earth? Now, this I was not expecting. How very entertaining!” she said as she roared with laughter. “He never uttered such words to me!”

So, there was something between him and Lady Genovia… Did he lay with her?

“Is it simply a case of unrequited affection, then, Princess? My, His Grace truly has the world at his feet, does he not?”

“It is not like that…”

“I must confess, I do not quite understand. His Grace is a lowly creature—a monster that feeds on human blood. In fact, is that not precisely what he has been doing for the past week or so? Well, he is out there committing some atrocity; that much is clear. He is cruel to the bone! A beast!” Genovia suddenly shuddered with revulsion.

Despite knowing better, Elise found she could not help but respond. “Do not belittle him! He has treated me with more kindness than anyone else in the entirety of Vaniella.”

“I am afraid you are profoundly mistaken, Princess. He knows nothing of human emotions. What dragonborn has ever cared for a human?” Genovia scoffed. “Let me ask you this: would he have deigned to save you if you were not a princess from Arghan?”

Elise said nothing.

“Ha! Your silence speaks volumes. He would likely have killed you as soon as he captured you.”

The Princess found that she had no retort for Genovia’s vicious words. Nonetheless, she was unable to imagine Lezett killing her, or anyone else, for that matter. She had not witnessed his violent side with her own eyes, after all.

“Shall I tell you something about him that you are unaware of?” Genovia asked with a sly grin.

“I have no need—”

“Shut up and listen, foolish girl,” Lady Genovia snapped as she leaned toward Elise. “He is kind to those of noble blood,” she whispered as though divulging a profound secret. “He is drawn to those of high birth, those who have been revered since their first breath. It is painfully apparent that he yearns for those who are fundamentally different from him.”

This time, Elise was not rattled by Genovia’s biting words. “Sorry to inform you of this, Lady Genovia, but it is not only the Archduke who is drawn to me.” The Princess had spent the entirety of her life being adored by people across the entire continent, after all. Despite both her face and name not being known by the majority of folk, proposals from foreign royals and nobles had been incessant.

“He is far from the first and is unlikely to be the last to be captivated by my allure. Even you, poorly though you treat me, frequently comment on my beauty.”

For the first time since arriving in Rothier, Lady Genovia seemed genuinely at a loss for words. Her sharp tongue remained frozen.

“Do you deny it?” Elise pressed on. “You are drawn to me, are you not? Do not blame yourself. It is merely the way I was born.”

The Princess knew she was born with the gift of stirring certain emotions within others. Generally, people tended to view her as either a precious jewel to be protected or a rare trinket to be coveted; Lezett and Andrei belonged to the former, while Genovia and the Urgeli belonged to the latter.

“It is infuriating how aware you are of your assets…” Genovia finally begrudgingly admitted. “Nonetheless, that does not answer my question. Why do you cling to the Archduke?” When Elise did not respond, Genovia continued, “Do you truly enjoy his admiration for you, even though you are aware it is only because you are a princess? You know he harbors no affection for you, do you not?”

A deafening silence descended upon the room.

Eventually, Genovia added, “He is aloof and cold, yet his actions confused you, didn’t they? I am sure he claims his behavior is simply born out of respect for your status.”

Elise was caught off guard by Lady Genovia’s accuracy. How is she so astute?

“Sometimes he is maddeningly deferential toward you, isn’t he? All the while, his face is entirely impassive, suggesting he has no genuine interest in you whatsoever.”

Although Elise longed to counter Genovia’s claims, she found herself unable to; after all, the woman opposite her was merely voicing the same sentiments that plagued her thoughts daily.

Genovia stroked Elise’s hand as though she were privy to her inner turmoil. “As I said, Princess, the Archduke does not understand human emotions. He only operates in accordance with the rules and principles he has been taught. It is not his fault, however, His Majesty molded him in such a fashion.

“My father told me that His Majesty plucked the Archduke from the fighting pits when he was but a young boy. He was not even capable of writing. The first thing the Emperor did was bestow a name upon him. His surname is particularly symbolic.”

Kirstan. It was then that Elise realized the significance of Lezett’s surname.

“In the ancient tongue, ‘Kirstan’ means ‘worshipper,’” Genovia sneered. “He is black lightning that yields to the imperial family. A worshipper of the Emperor and Vaniella, tamed by His Majesty’s hand. He submits to noble folk and offers them the assurances they long to hear. That is also how he behaved with me, by the way.”

Were they truly lovers? Elise wondered.

“Such behavior inevitably leads to… misunderstandings. How dare a dragonborn attempt to stand tall above humans, caring not whether people misinterpret his intentions.”

“Misunderstandings…” Indeed, that is precisely what has happened to me. I have repeatedly and wilfully misunderstood his actions and attributed meaning to them that never existed. I have deluded myself into thinking that even come fall, he may continue to stand by my side. If he treats me, the Princess of a fallen kingdom, with such kindness, I can only imagine how he would treat the noblewomen of his own nation.

Genovia’s eyes betrayed her joy at Elise’s suffering. And thus, she continued, each word another blade piercing the Princess’s skin. “The truly astonishing thing about the Archduke is his indifference. Truly, it is chilling how little he cares for anything but his master.”

Elise was at a loss for words.

“Think about it, Princess. He expanded Vaniella’s territory by a third in a mere fifteen years. And yet, he is hailed not as a war hero but a war demon. Have you thought about why that may be, perchance? It is because he refuses to conform to society’s expectations.”

The more Genovia spoke about the Archduke, the more passionate she became. The look in her eyes… She is not in her right mind.

“He selects who to serve as his master, always opting for the most shiny and glittering prize. Ah, that reminds me—his childhood moniker was Gaelus’s Raven, was it not? How very fitting.”

Who is “Gaelus”?

“You still do not understand, do you?” Genovia said with a smirk. “To him, you and His Majesty are mere shiny trophies. Once the shine dims, he will toss you aside without a second thought. And then… there is me. I did not even make it to the status of trophy. Pathetic, I am sure you would agree. And yet, perhaps I am the fortunate one. Ultimately, being chosen by him is to receive nothing but false hope.”

As the effects of the alcohol took hold, Genovia grew more and more loquacious and, at times, repetitive. “After all, once his precious baubles lose their luster, they are to be discarded. His recent attitude toward His Majesty suggests that even he may be tossed aside…”

I do not know whether he lay with her, but one thing is for certain—she feels as though she were cast aside by him in some regard. The spite and animosity she harbors for him threaten to consume her, and her words drip with potent venom.

“He reigns supreme over all at the top,” Genovia spat. “And though he may play the role of a loyal hound, looking up at his master with a servile attitude, the truth is, it is he who has everyone else on a leash. He knows that better than anyone. No doubt he has placed one around your neck, too.”

A leash? I cannot claim that what she says is entirely incorrect. He has been polite to me, at times deferential, but he has always been the one who holds the power in our relationship.

It slowly dawned on Elise that she had clung to him and pleaded with him at the expense of her dignity.

Meanwhile, Genovia continued her alcohol-induced diatribe. “Regardless, I have no desire to allow him to attach another leash to my neck. Yet, his power, his strength… It is undeniably attractive. The Archduke of Rothier. Oh, Princess from the South, you cannot possibly understand the significance of Rothier, one of the few blessed lands of the North.”

Genovia paused for a moment to catch her breath. “I am no longer interested in being treated as though I am less than nothing by him, but I still covet the title. The Archduchess of Rothier. I cannot have the man, but there is nothing stopping me from having the name, is there?”

As Lady Genovia displayed her innermost thoughts, Elise simply stayed silent and allowed her to unravel.

“That will not suffice for you, though, will it, Princess?” Her tone once more turned dark and sinister as she leaned toward Elise and lifted her chin with a fingertip. “The lands of Rothier could never satisfy the Princess of the almighty Arghan. No, you merely attempt to save your own life. It hardly matters who offers you such salvation, does it?

So, just bear his child. Or two. Even three. I should not ask for too much. You are incredibly… frail. Give birth and then hand the child over to me. I will send you back to your beloved Arghan.”

Elise slapped Genovia’s hand away from her face and said, “Do you truly think I would believe your empty promises?”

“Do not worry, I will raise the child well.”

“That is not what I—”

“Unfortunately for you, His Majesty harbors the same intentions. Except for the fact that I know your womb is empty, and I plan to send you back to Arghan, every word that leaves my mouth is essentially an imperial decree,” Genovia interrupted. “Do not play the role of a fool, Princess. It is His Majesty’s imperial guards who will descend upon Rothier come fall. If you are as small and frail as you appear now, perhaps they will simply cut you open and take a look inside.”

All of the color drained from Elise’s face as Genovia continued with her relentless verbal torture. “Even if you were to somehow survive such an ordeal, you would be sent to Urgel or executed for deceiving His Majesty,” she said as she ran a finger across Elise’s throat.

The Princess felt paralyzed with fear. Genovia simply laughed in her face. “Do you think the Archduke will save you then? Do you think he would abandon his master and commit treason to save you? Oh, Princess, how deluded you are…

And what is that look I see in your eyes? That sliver of hope that has yet to burn out? Do you truly think you could escape on your own? What about when you are caught? The outcome is the same—death.”

“Are you suggesting that I rely on you instead?” Elise asked.

“I will be more use to you than him. Do you not long to go home, Princess?”

Home… Elise’s eyes clouded over as she recalled images of the imperial palace of Arghan. It had once overflowed with beautiful flowers and adornments, yet on the day she had left, it had been a mountain of bloody corpses.

I do not have a home. I have no place to return to.

“I do not trust you,” she declared.

“Is that so?” Genovia asked with a smirk as she cradled the Princess’s cheek in her hand. “I treat you with such generosity, and yet I still cannot earn your trust. What a pity.”

“‘Generosity’?! What nonsense you speak! Let go of me!” Elise demanded.

“You want to bear his child, do you not? Surely, you do not plan on running away with it after you give birth…”

“That is none of your con—”

“Then, what is the problem with handing it over to me? As I said, I promise I will take good care of it. Use that brain of yours!”

“How can I possibly trust you when you speak to me in such a manner?”

“Oh heavens,” Genovia said with faux regret. “Have I made a bad first impression? I am dreadfully sorry. Perhaps I was spiteful because he married someone prettier than me. Please forgive me, Princess. Come here. I shall embrace you as a demonstration of my goodwill,” Genovia whispered as though she were soothing a crying child.

“No! Do not touch me!” Elise recoiled in disgust.

“Oh my, Princess, you look as though you are on the verge of tears. Please do not cry. What if you collapse again?” Genovia said with a cruel grin.

She has been consumed by madness, I am certain of it… Elise thought to herself. This woman and her sharp tongue are far more frightening than those who sought to openly humiliate me, like that imperial knight or the Prince of Urgel. At least their intentions were laid bare from the beginning. I have relentlessly suffered at the hands of this woman for days on end… I fear my nerves are frayed beyond repair…

“What is it, Princess? Are you scared? Reality is a cruel mistress, indeed. Nonetheless, futile dreams must be shattered, you naïve, pretty little thing,” Genovia taunted.

“I-I… I know that,” Elise said, on the verge of tears.

“What?”

“I-I know what you said is true…”

Ever since she had watched her beloved kingdom fall to ruin, she had constantly thought about the terrible things that could befall her at any given time. It was true that her anxiety had quelled somewhat since arriving in Rothier, but she had never completely relaxed. Once one crisis was averted, another always seemed to loom on the horizon.

“I mean to say that I am well aware of how cruel life is, so there is no need to provoke me with such words. J-Just leave me alone…!”

Genovia stared at the Princess in silence for a moment before clicking her tongue in disdain. “It is rather remarkable, I must say. How did one this fainthearted muster the courage to marry a dragonborn?”

To Elise, Lady Genovia was an enigma; she could not fathom how a person could be so unpredictable and so unashamedly cruel.

Genovia gave Elise a moment to regain her composure before saying, “Well, I am pleased to hear you at least understand the predicament you find yourself in. When the Archduke returns, use that pretty little head of yours and do not rush off to tell tales. Think about who can truly be of use to you.”

“Why the sudden change of heart? It was only days ago that you were insisting I quietly play the role of a broodmare.”

“Well, I must survive, too. It also seems I shall not be leaving Rothier just yet,” Genovia explained with a sneer. Indeed, it had come to her attention the day prior that Mrs. Pattinson had immediately taken measures to ensure she could not leave the castle grounds. “So, I need you to sweet-talk that husband of yours,” she added with a sly wink.

Suddenly. Mrs. Pattinson burst into the drawing room. “His Grace has arrived,” she announced. Elise immediately rose from her seat and swept past Genovia.

“He is early,” Genovia said dismissively.

He must be near the stables, Elise thought as she strode out of the room. She dashed down the steps and stepped outside the castle. Finally, she caught sight of the man she had been waiting for. As if he sensed her there, he immediately turned to look at her. Although his expression was as unreadable as ever, his gaze was unwavering; even as he handed the reins to the stablemaster and gave orders to Ruben, his eyes never left her.

Tempest, too, seemed to recognize Elise and neighed loudly. Somehow, it was able to break free and gallop toward her. “T-Tempest…” Elise said as the black steed nuzzled against her shoulder. “Welcome back, old friend.”

“It should be me you greet first, would you not agree?” a low voice said. Elise stared blankly as Lezett approached. “Leave. While I am still being nice,” he barked at the horse.

Tempest reluctantly backed away. “Your Highness,” the Archduke said.

Why does it feel like an eternity? It has only been ten days since he left, Elise thought as she stood frozen in place. He seems entirely unchanged. It is hard to believe he suffered from a bout of madness. There is not even a speck of dirt on him.

“What are you doing out of your chambers at this hour?” he asked.

“I heard you had arrived. I thought perhaps I should come and greet you…”

“I would have visited your chambers, of course.”

“Well, I happened to be having dinner when you arrived,” Elise said. She tried her best to hide any signs of the unease and terror she had felt for the previous several hours. It felt as though a noose had finally been removed from her neck, but the marks remained.

“That is unusually late for dinner. Are you all right?” the Archduke asked, noticing Elise’s pale complexion and slightly trembling voice. The Princess fought the urge to cry as he gently grasped her shoulders and scrutinized her face.

I must not weep. I can sense many eyes on us. The knights, the servants… Even Genovia is watching. It is imperative that I outwardly maintain my composure.

“I am perfectly fine. I was dining with a guest. That is all.”

“I can smell liquor.”

“I did not drink any.”

“Come here,” Lezett said as he pulled her into his embrace and inhaled her scent. Mixed with her usual floral scent was the sharp aroma of alcohol. The Archduke’s brow furrowed. “Did Freya say it was all right for you to indulge in alcohol?”

“I did not have any…”

“As far as I am aware, you are not to imbibe liquor of any kind.”

“As I said, I did not drink any. Please let go, please…” Elise said as she squirmed free from his grip.

Lezett scrutinized her with a grimace. She has lost weight. Her face is so gaunt. 

“Alfredo and Sauber will be waiting for you. You ought to head to your study. I will go ahead and—”

“Where do you mean to go in such a hurry?” the Archduke interjected.

“To my chambers. You must be tired. I will see you tomor—”

“I shall escort you,” Lezett firmly interrupted once more and swept Elise into his arms.

“Lezett, please, people are watching…” the Princess said as she clung to his neck.

“They are not unaccustomed to this sight.”

“Still…” Unsurprisingly, her protests fell on deaf ears; Lezett simply strode forward toward the entrance to the castle.

There, the unwelcome guest of Rothier, Genovia Irian, stood blocking his path. “Ah, so it is you who indulged in my spirits,” Lezett said flatly.

“Hello, my dear knight. It has been quite some time, has it not?” Lady Genovia said with a bright, drunken smile.

“Surely you were not drinking with Lady Genovia, were you, Elise?”

“My dear knight”?! Elise was too taken aback by the term of address to even respond to her husband’s question.

“I did not give Her Grace any alcohol, no. She said she would likely die were she to drink any. Will you not even greet me, Your Grace?” Genovia said, clearly perturbed by Lezett’s disinterest in her.

“Your greeting did not seem quite appropriate, so forgive me for not offering one in return,” Lezett replied.

Genovia leaned nonchalantly against the doorframe with her arms crossed and let out a hearty laugh. “How very amusing. It would seem the happy couple has picked up each other’s speaking habits.”

“I cannot say I know what you are referring to.” 

“Forget about it. I am used to the manner in which you treat me,” Genovia slurred.

“Well, that is quite a relief. Then, there is no need for me to apologize for the discourtesy,” Lezett said in a voice that betrayed his scorn.

“You seem to be lacking your usual calm today, Your Grace,” Lady Genovia said with a grin as she scrutinized the Archduke and Archduchess from head to toe. Elise, feeling the weight of her gaze, flinched, prompting Lezett to pivot slightly to shield her face from view.

How very fascinating, Genovia thought to herself as her eyes narrowed. The scene before her was far from what she had anticipated.

“What a pleasant sight indeed. The newlyweds seem on very good terms,” Genovia said in a voice dripping with condescension.

“Well, yes…” Lezett responded.

There is certainly tension between them. I wonder what the true nature of their relationship is, Elise thought to herself.

The Archduke nodded toward Genovia as though he were bidding her farewell and said, “I wish you a safe journey.”

Her mouth dropped open in wounded shock. “Surely Your Grace does not mean to cast me out this late at night? I came here bearing His Majesty’s decree.”

“No, but you are due to return to Orphell tomorrow, and I am afraid I do not plan on bidding you farewell then. So, this is goodbye.”

He is even colder to me than he used to be. His indifference has been replaced by outright hostility. “Very well, then. I shall see you tomorrow, Archduchess,” Genovia said.

“Pay her words no mind,” Lezett insisted.

Elise looked back as Lezett carried her into the castle and noticed Genovia wink at her. It was as though she was reminding her of the fraught conversations they had shared over the previous several days.

“Did you spend a lot of time with Lady Genovia? You must be exhausted,” Lezett said.

“You took your time…” Elise murmured.

“My apologies. It varies every time. I should have forbidden outsiders from entering the castle in my absence. That was my oversight. However, fear not, Lady Genovia will depart tomorrow.”

In the safety of his arms, Elise suddenly felt a wave of drowsiness hit her. “I heard that… Lady Genovia once asked for your hand in marriage.”

“A long time ago, yes.”

“Three years is not that long ago.”

“I do not recall it well.”

He seems entirely devoid of emotion. Was it truly nothing, or is he feigning apathy? Whatever it is, he clearly has no intention of explaining the nature of their relationship.

“I heard she was most persistent when it came to chasing your affection. I cannot help but wonder if I have behaved in a similar manner.”

“She was certainly not as extreme as you.”

Was that his attempt at reassuring me? Elise could not help but chuckle.

Lezett carried Elise up to their chambers in a mere matter of moments. As they entered the shared living space, she finally felt the tension leave her body.

The Archduke gently set her down on the divan, knelt before her, and removed her shoes. Flustered, Elise attempted to stop him, but her efforts were to no avail.

It is not proper for a man of his stature to lower himself in such a manner. In Arghan, touching another’s shoes or feet is akin to a sign of submission. Why would he do such a thing?

“I-I will call for Ibetha…” Elise protested.

“No, I will do it for you.”

“Please, stop! Alfredo and Sauber are waiting—”

“Elise,” he interjected. “You said you wanted me to return to Rothier swiftly.”

“Well, yes, I just…”

“Is it sufficient to know that I have returned? Is that all you longed for?” the Archduke asked in a manner that bordered on reproach. “I must confess, I did not rush back to Rothier in such haste in anticipation of this… reaction. You have done nothing but push me away since I arrived.”

Elise was momentarily at a loss for words.

“I will send Freya up to check on you, and then I will call for Ibetha—”

“Lezett,” Elise interjected as she pulled him into an embrace. She then whispered into his ear, “I missed you.”

After a pause, the man she had longed for wrapped her in his strong arms and held her tighter than he ever had before.

Suddenly, her vision became blurry, and she could not quite make out his words. He seems to be telling me I should have embraced him as soon as I saw him, but I cannot hear him clearly. Something is amiss…

Am I dreaming? I can hear Andrei’s voice crying out in desperation…

“No, Elise! You must refrain!”

Despite her brother’s pleading, she found herself unable to swallow the words that spilled from her mouth. “I-I missed you dreadfully. Take me with you… next time… I do not want to… stay here alone.”

The Archduke held her tightly as she felt herself gradually lose consciousness.


  
    It Was Just a Contractual Marriage


    



    



    Volume 3


    



    



    Dalseul

  


  CONTENTS


  


  


  Part 8: The Tipping Point

  Part 9: The First Night

  Part 10: Twisted Desire

  Part 11: The Secret of the Tenne River

Part 12: The Escape


Part 8

The Tipping Point

Shortly after Lezett took Elise to their chambers, Freya rushed to her aid. Ensuring that the Princess was in safe hands, the Archduke descended to his study with a particularly stern expression on his face. The entirety of the Rothier castle staff kneeled in his study, some of them even spilling out into the corridor. They knew that the Archduke could be particularly unforgiving after returning from his trips to satisfy his bloodlust.

“Tell me everything that transpired in my absence. Omit no details,” he ordered.

“Y-Your Grace…” a trembling Ibetha stepped forward to speak but quickly trailed off.

Not long prior, Ibetha had accompanied Freya to the chambers at the top of the main tower to find an unconscious Elise in the Archduke’s arms. After a very brief examination, Freya had concluded that the Princess had fainted due to severe mental distress and shock.

“You said she collapsed on another occasion while I was gone?” Lezett had asked Ibetha.

“Yes, Your Grace. The day after Lady Genovia arrived, the two of them were in the study, and then I rushed in to find her like that…”

“Did she mention a possible cause?”

“She did not, Your Grace,” Ibetha had murmured.

Back in the study, the look in Lezett’s eyes was beyond terrifying; rage radiated from his very being. “There was nothing about such matters in the letters I received. How do you explain that?” he asked.

“H-Her Highness said… she would write to Your Grace herself. My apologies…” Ibetha stammered.

“And what of her meals? What on earth transpired in ten days for her to lose so much weight?” Ibetha found herself unable to speak under the fearsome scrutiny of the Archduke. “I am asking you! Answer me at once!” he demanded.

She was so weak and frail in my arms and entirely unresponsive after she fainted. I do not enjoy the fact that she is capable of stirring such emotions within me, and yet… Lezett thought to himself while he waited for his staff to respond.

As Ibetha trembled before Lezett in fear, it was Mrs. Pattinson who stepped forward to speak. “Your Grace. For nearly a week, she hardly touched any food. Her nights were also very restless. To be frank, considering her naturally frail constitution, it is a wonder she did not collapse sooner. After all, she was psychologically and physically fatigued after being dragged around the castle daily.”

“‘Dragged around the castle’? Who would have the audacity to behave in such a manner in my domain?” Lezett seethed.

“Is the answer not apparent, Your Grace? Lady Genovia, of course.”

“Her Highness could have refused to accompany her. If that proved difficult, you ought to have intervened, at the very least.”

“I am afraid it was not as straightforward as that.”

“How so?”

“Her Highness insisted that we did not involve ourselves.”

But why would Elise allow herself to suffer such discomfort? I repeatedly implored her to do as she wished in my absence and not be timid. I cannot fathom why she would let Genovia treat her with disrespect.

Noticing the confusion on the Archduke’s face, Mrs. Pattinson turned to the castle staff and said, “You may leave. All of you.” Naturally, the servants were relieved to be afforded the opportunity to escape the uncomfortable situation and immediately dispersed, almost as one.

Alone with Lezett, Mrs. Pattinson took a deep breath and then said, “It would appear that Lady Genovia has discovered Her Highness’s secret. I personally thought it was not yet particularly noticeable, but it seems Lady Genovia is more astute than I thought.”

“What?”

“I am referring, of course, to the secret Your Grace refuses to acknowledge—that Her Highness is not with child.”

Ah, now I see why she dismissed the servants.

“If one observes carefully, the truth has a way of revealing itself. As the moon waxes, so will the number of people privy to this dangerous secret. Her Highness no doubt lives in a state of constant fear; to her, foes seem to be lurking in every shadow,” Mrs. Pattinson continued solemnly.

“Your Grace is well aware of Lady Genovia’s… nature. Her tongue is as sharp as any blade, and she wields it ruthlessly to unveil others’ weaknesses. It is not hard to imagine how her conversation with Her Highness may have unfolded.”

Mrs. Pattinson is right. That woman is most troublesome indeed, Lezett thought as he sighed deeply. “She has been indulged for far too long,” he lamented.

“That may be true, Your Grace, but I could not send her away. She arrived with an imperial decree in hand. As we speak, Alfredo and Sauber are thoroughly investigating the stewards who were in charge of ensuring the tribute arrived safely in Orphell. Once the culprit is uncovered, it would be wise to send Lady Genovia back to the capital at once and ensure she no longer has any access to Her Highness.”

Mrs. Pattinson’s ire toward Genovia was evident, and she did not attempt to conceal it. “How dare she treat the Archduchess of Rothier in such a manner!” she harumphed.

Lezett was slightly taken aback by the head maid’s outburst.

“Regardless, I thought it would be best to inform you of the events that transpired in your absence,” Mrs. Pattionson added as she somewhat regained her composure. “Her Highness already reviewed the ledgers and confirmed that there were no issues. There should not be too much left for Your Grace to take care of.”

“Her Highness looked over official documents in the midst of all this?”

“Ah, well…”

“She would not have offered to do so of her own volition. Who asked her to?”

As if on cue, the sound of someone moving just outside the study was heard. Lezett’s eyes darted in the direction of the noise like a hawk searching for its prey. It was Sauber; he stood just outside the entrance to the study, quietly trembling.

Intuitively sensing that the Archduke was on the verge of losing his temper entirely, Mrs. Pattinson swiftly intervened. “Your Grace! The fire within you yet rages. You must not allow yourself to react in anger. Her Highness needs you; do not forget. Please, stay calm.”

Lezett laughed incredulously. I am told to remain calm when every fiber within me is being relentlessly provoked to rage? He pressed his fingers to his temples and recalled Elise’s final words before she had succumbed to the call of unconsciousness. 




“I do not want to… stay here alone.”




This is Rothier. My castle. Nobody, not even His Majesty, has the right to drive Elise into such despair! Archduke Kirstan thought as he clenched his fist with all of his strength, and faint black scales formed across his knuckles.

“Leave me at once,” he commanded in a low growl.

Mrs. Pattinson immediately left the study and closed the door behind her.

Lezett had barely quelled his rising anger and risen to leave the study when he heard Sauber pleading with someone. “P-Please, my lady… not now!”

It is her.

His hand was on the handle of the door that led to the stairway to his and Elise’s chambers when there was a brief knock at the main entrance to the study. Lady Genovia entered almost immediately.

“It would appear sleep eludes me after such a meager welcome, Your Grace,” she said with a radiant smile.

“Lady Genovia…”

“Surely Your Grace has a moment or two to spare for an old friend?”

I have neither the desire nor the patience to engage in cryptic repartee with this woman. In fact, there was only one question on the Archduke’s mind at that moment—whether or not he should end her life.

Genovia Irian had provoked Lezett’s ire on more than one occasion. Yet, somewhat miraculously, she still drew breath. This time, however, was noticeably different; the Archduke glared at her with murderous intent.

Genovia, as shrewd as ever, sought to neutralize the threat she faced with her silver tongue. “Do you intend to kill me? You truly mean to spill blood in your study while your beloved Princess sleeps above us?”

At this, Lezett narrowed his eyes.

“I wonder how the Princess would feel entering a bloodstained study. Perhaps best to avoid such a situation, would you not agree?”

“It would be best that you do not speak of her at all.”

“Oh, embracing the role of the protective husband, I see. How fascinating.”

Lezett called for Alfredo. “Escort Lady Genovia to her quarters at once and have a carriage prepared for her departure at dawn.”

“You are determined to dismiss me, I see.”

“Lady Genovia,” Lezett said in a low, threatening voice. “If you utter one more word, you may not be able to leave this room on your own two legs.” This time, it was Genovia’s turn to be silent. “You are not a foolish woman, so I trust you came here aware of the danger that awaited you.”

The seemingly perpetual smile vanished from Genovia’s face.

He is so incredibly sensitive. Is it because he is worried for her? Or is his unbridled rage a result of the way I treated her? Or, perhaps… Is it because I am privy to her little secret? One thing is abundantly clear…

“It would appear Your Grace has taken quite a liking to a princess of an enemy nation,” Genovia said with a smirk.

It is undeniable. I noticed it as soon as he arrived—He has been ensnared by her charms.

“Oh my, Your Grace, just what are we going to do with you?” Genovia asked as she burst into unrestrained laughter. “Please, I implore you to exercise caution.”

“What on earth are you talking about?”

“Your infatuation with her is as clear as daylight. And yet, the Princess herself seems oblivious. I do not believe the feeling is quite mutual. What a quandary indeed, would you not say?”

One thing I noticed during the last few days I spent with the Princess is how isolated she is in this castle. She always seems on guard, and the servants keep a safe distance from her, Genovia thought.

“She may only have eyes for Your Grace now, but how long do you expect that will last? Perhaps she is merely waiting for an opportunity to flee. Or do you truly believe she intends to stay in Rothier indefinitely?”

Lezett was silent. Every word that spilled from Lady Genovia’s lips irritated like a thorn scraping at his skin. “Did Her Highness confide in you in such a manner?” he finally asked.

“What a splendid question. What do you think?” Genovia replied with glee.

“Even if she had, it would not matter to me.”

At this, Genovia burst into laughter. “Ha! And why is that? Because you would prevent her from escaping? Well, once you have claimed something as your own, you would not allow it to run free, would you?”

“Have you ever wondered why I tolerate you, Lady Genovia?” Lezett suddenly asked in a calm manner. Genovia was, for once, noticeably taken aback by this sudden and unexpected question. “The incident from three years prior. I kept quiet for the sake of your honor, even as, time and time again, you bring chaos to my castle.

Everyone makes mistakes, after all. I may not understand the extent of the embarrassment you felt, but I do acknowledge it. I offered you absolution, believing you to simply be a naïve child prone to misinterpretation. Moreover, lest you forget, were you not the daughter of Duke Irian, you would have been expelled from these halls long ago.”

“Enough! I am more than aware!” Genovia snapped. Her composure was lost, her voice was sharp and defensive, and her eyes blazed with an intensity that bordered on madness.

A loud thud echoed through the room as Genovia slammed her fist on the desk. Lezett calmly stared at her with his cold eyes.

“You have always viewed me as nothing more than a crazed lunatic, have you not?” she spat.

Five years had passed since Genovia Irian had first laid eyes on Archduke Kirstan. She had, indeed, been captivated at first sight, and the rumors that swirled around him did not deter her in the slightest. For his part, Lezett had treated her with courteous respect, accepting her requests to dance on several occasions.

Genovia considered him to be the perfect suitor in many regards. And, as much as anything else, the Emperor had been in agreement, repeatedly putting her forward as a candidate for Archduchess of Rothier. Believing they were destined to be wed, Genovia had attempted to offer herself to him. What is the harm in staking my claim early? she had thought.

“In retrospect, I was truly mad. I have no doubt you viewed me in such a manner. You wanted to kill me back then, did you not?”

Indeed, Lezett was clearly agitated at the time of that incident. Prior to that fateful day, Lady Genovia had no idea what the Archduke was capable of.

“Nonetheless, my dear knight, my desire for Rothier remains unabated. My father’s, too. I still intend to tether you to my side,” Genovia boldly declared.

“You truly still harbor such delusions?”

“Oh, it is not your affection I desire. I merely wish to witness your perpetual loneliness from up close, that is all.”

“Thinking that that is even remotely possible is a delusion in and of itself, Lady Genovia.”

“Well, only time will tell. Regardless, I believe you have something for me. His Majesty has been voicing his displeasure at your disloyalty; it is time to assuage his concerns, would you not say?”

“That is a matter for me to attend to,” Lezett said calmly. “Prepare for your departure. Farewell.” In truth, however, the Archduke knew that she would not reach the capital. 

A woman who is privy to Elise’s lie. A woman with a mouth that never stops wreaking havoc. A woman who harbors animosity and resentment for my wife…

I am not inclined to spare her life.

“Ask the Princess if she truly wishes for me to leave,” Genovia said. The venom that had contorted her pretty features had vanished as though it had never existed in the first instance. In its place was her bright smile and calm demeanor. “I shall take my leave for now. I wish you a pleasant night, Your Grace,” she concluded as she lifted the hem of her gown and bowed. Both her actions and her voice were dripping with insincerity.

Lezett did not grace her with a response.

Having left the study, she wandered the corridors of the castle on her own. “How utterly distasteful,” she muttered to herself. She was tormented by memories of that shameful day three years prior. The Archduke had been residing in Nobella for a number of days after a campaign spent exterminating monsters, and she had lured him to a secluded spot and brazenly stolen a kiss.

At first, she had shivered with anticipation at his reaction. Initially, Genovia had interpreted his wince as a sign that he was finding it unbearable to restrain his primal urges. He yearns for me too, she had thought.

And yet, what transpired after that? “Foolish woman…” she whispered out loud in the corridor as she halted her steps and clutched at her head.

Instead of returning her affection, the Archduke had unleashed a torrent of violence upon Genovia and then instructed her maids to escort her to her chambers. Covered in bruises and wounds inflicted by mana, she had only regained consciousness after three days of being attended to by a physician.

Upon waking, it was not the pain or the fear of death that had tormented Lady Genovia, but rather the unbearable shame that she had attempted to seduce a man only to awaken a murderous rage within him instead of a primal lust. Lezett, meanwhile, had left Nobella without even waiting for Genovia to regain consciousness.

Would he have been so utterly brutal in his dismissal of my advances if I meant anything to him? Even if he had claimed me there and then, even if he had been unspeakably rough, it would have been less suffocating than the humiliation I ultimately suffered.

I cast aside my dignity, yet all I gained were scars, bruises, and an overwhelming sense of shame.

The realization that the Archduke harbored no affection for her whatsoever had ignited a rage within her that had burned bright ever since. Now, as she roamed the corridors of his castle alone, she recalled a conversation they had once shared.




“I am the fairest lady in all of Vaniella. Would you not agree?”

“I suppose so.” 

“You would not lie to me, would you?”

“I have no reason to.”

“Have you no desire to ally with the Irian family? I can quite easily persuade Father.”

“I harbor no such intentions.”

“Why not?”

“Lady Genovia, you are not suited for someone like me. Please find a man worthy of the Irian lineage.”

“Then, why did you give me flowers?”

“His Majesty insisted that I give them to someone. You happened to be there. Please, do not attribute any significance to it.”

“I see… Well, nonetheless, they were exceedingly beautiful. Thank you.”




How did I not see it then? His voice was so entirely devoid of emotion, and his words were direct to the point of being cruel. How foolish I was!

Months after the violent incident, Genovia had encountered the Archduke at the Emperor’s birthday celebrations. He had offered her nothing but a cold reprimand.




“Do not engage in such reckless behavior again. I am sure by now you have come to realize that trifling with a dragonborn leads to nothing but mutual harm.”




Lady Genovia trembled in his presence as he offered an apology that was lacking even a trace of warmth. Her pride had been severely wounded, and she felt overwhelmed by embarrassment and shame. Lezett, meanwhile, had maintained his icy composure.

The scars he left on me, both physically and figuratively, led me to this moment… she thought as she stood stock still with frustration in the corridor.

“Pull yourself together! What does he know about love? A dragonborn?! What could he possibly understand of human emotions?!” she spat.

Perhaps I truly have lost my mind.

She attempted to push the excruciating memories to the back of her mind and instead began ruminating on the Archduke and Archduchess’s relationship. He gazed at her so… lovingly, with such adoration. How is that possible? It defies all logic. He is not even human!

“No… No, that cannot be it,” she murmured as she shook her head.

He has simply learned how to mimic human emotions, that is all.

Suddenly, Genovia burst into maniacal laughter that the silent walls echoed and magnified. 

“Do you truly expect me to stand idly by and watch this farce unfold before my eyes? Ha! Never!” she hissed.

Lezett Kirstan will never love a woman for as long as I draw breath! I will make certain of that. I will do whatever it takes. He will remain alone until the day he dies.

“Elisabetta Aseica…” Genovia murmured the Princess’s name out loud as her green eyes sparkled with madness.

Indeed, dear Elise, I will ensure that you flee this godforsaken castle…

* * *

When Lezett reached the top floor of the main tower, he found Ibetha and Freya in the shared living space, wearing very somber expressions. He dismissed them with a wave of his hand, and Ibetha anxiously bit her lip, bowing deeply before leaving without a sound.

Ordinarily, I would banish Ibetha for her failings, but Elise went as far as to save her life on the journey to Rothier. I feel she would not want me to do so.

With his heightened sense of hearing, Lezett picked up on the sound of Elise stirring in the bedroom. He hurriedly entered and called her name. “Elise?”

The Princess was already sitting up in bed. She slowly turned her head to look in his direction.

Their eyes met, and the Archduke was momentarily lost for words. Her innocent face, which had regained some of its color, was framed by her tousled silver hair. The scent of fresh flowers filled the entire room. For a brief moment, Lezett was dazed by the sight before him. Then, her voice brought him crashing back to reality.

“Andrei…” she murmured. It was only then that Archduke Kirstan noticed the way her eyes were unfocused, and mana seemed to vibrate around her body. “Why are you so late today? I have been waiting…”

“Elise…” Lezett whispered. It seems she once more mistakes me for her brother.

“How I missed you, Andrei. Will you not take me with you?”

It was only after Lezett swept away the veil of mana that covered her entire body that her slumber-induced murmurs ceased.

“Elise,” the Archduke said once more. “Your Highness?”

Finally, she seemed to come to her senses. She told me to address her by name, and yet she only responds to “Your Highness.”

Inexplicably, he felt a wave of irritation surge within him.

“It is I, Lezett,” he said.

“Le…” Elise trailed off.

“Lezett,” the Archduke insisted.

“L-Lezett.”

“Yes,” he said as he lifted her chin so that she was looking up at him. “Who is it that you want, Elise?” he asked.

I will no longer allow myself to be treated as a mere substitute.

“I…” Elise began, her voice trembling slightly. “I have… told you… It is you I want. B-But, Lezett, it hurts…”

It was then that the Archduke realized his grip on her shoulders was far too strong. He let go of her, spread his arms wide, and said, “Come here.”

Elise naturally fell into his embrace. A wave of emotions threatened to overwhelm the Archduke as he gently caressed her gaunt back. Her bones jutted out starkly.

It seems that now my period of madness has passed, the strange force that restrained my movements has dissipated.

As he ran his fingers down her spine, he realized that mana swirled anew at her lower back. “Your Highness,” he whispered.

“Y-Yes?” Elise stammered.

“Does your brother visit you in your dreams?” Elise nodded weakly. “What does he say to you? Does he tell you to return to Arghan?” As usual, where the topic of her homeland was concerned, her lips were tightly sealed. “Elise…” Lezett prodded.

Her silence was yet another staunch reminder that an invisible barrier stood between him and the Princess. He was overcome with a sudden and ferocious desire to break down that barrier.

I cannot erase the mark of another on her body, but what if I placed my own over it?

He brought his hand to rest on her flat abdomen as he recalled Mrs. Pattinson’s warning that as time went by, suspicions would only increase. The thought of her stomach becoming round crossed his mind. Surprisingly, he felt no aversion to the thought. On the contrary, he found himself thinking that she would be even more resplendent were she with child.

It would seem I am not in my right mind. How can I have changed so radically in such a short time span? “Perhaps I truly am bewitched, as they say,” he whispered.

Genovia said as much. I have also noticed my subordinates often seek to placate me or assuage my anger by invoking Her Highness’s name. Indeed, she has ensnared me. I am afflicted with a madness that goes far beyond mere lust; it is a crazed yearning that drives me to the brink of insanity.

As he caressed her delicate waist, he was reminded of Genovia’s harsh words.




“She may only have eyes for Your Grace now, but how long do you expect that will last? Perhaps she is merely waiting for an opportunity to flee. 




What are the chances that Emperor Andrei yet draws breath? If he does, and Elise comes to learn of that fact, will she long to return to him? Well, the answer to the latter question is very clear.

Fortunately, this is my domain. If I so wish it, such information will not reach her ears. I must ensure she does not hear any rumors; she must be fixated on me and only me.

He drew back the blankets and gently laid her on the bed.

“You said you wanted to bear my child, did you not?” he whispered.

Perhaps a child would not be a bad idea, after all. It would serve to bind her here and to me. She would have no time to even ponder the happenings beyond the Rothier borders; she would be entirely mine. Until the moment of birth, at least.

Suddenly, his vision was awash with crimson red, as though his eyes were full of blood. The memory of his birth flashed in his mind’s eyes—a memory as vivid as yesterday. The horrible image of his mother’s corpse sent a wave of revulsion surging through his entire body.

He snapped back to his senses. No, she does not deserve such a wretched death. I could not bear to witness her suffer a fate so dreadful.

There are other ways to claim her as my own without impregnating her.

After gently kissing the back of her hand, Lezett rose from his seat. He walked over to close the window when something on the table caught his eye—a quill, ink, and several sheets of parchment. A faint smile traced his lips as he imagined Elise sitting at the table and writing him a letter.

I was the one she sought out when she was uncertain and weary. Dreams are not reality, after all. If she seeks solace in my embrace, as she did just now, then that ought to suffice.

The Archduke opened a drawer to put away the quill and ink. Noticing that the inside was full of sheets of parchment, he removed one, acting almost on instinct. He flipped it over to find that a complex geometric pattern had been sketched on the other side.

His heart stopped beating for a moment.

A magic circle…

* * *

A carriage emerged from Riosa Castle, a summer retreat of the royal family of Raegal. The carriage bore the symbol of Raegal, an iris, and inside were the King and the Princes. After a brief sojourn in Riosa, they were making their way north to the kingdom’s capital. 

Fabian Bellatore, a duke of Arghan, stood tall and strong, his long hair blowing in the wind. After a while, he slowly turned away from the castle gates and descended into the main tower. He passed storerooms and larders before reaching a lavishly adorned space.

In the center of the living space stood a young man with his back to him. Locks of soft brown hair spilled out from beneath the bandages that were tightly wound around his head. 

“Your Majesty,” Duke Bellatore called out to him softly.

“Did His Majesty and the Princes depart safely, Fabian?” Andrei Aseica, the Emperor of Arghan, asked.

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“I should have bid them farewell myself.”

“His Majesty insisted that you focus on your recovery. Please do not allow such trivial matters to perturb you.”

“Still, I owe the Raegal royal family everything. Raegal suffers the wrath of the barbarians because of what they have done for me. I cannot begin to fathom how I will repay their kindness,” Andrei said with a sigh. He then raised his hand and flicked it in the air, causing the door behind Duke Bellatore to close. The barrier that enveloped the entirety of the chambers reactivated and blocked entry to the room.

The chairs once occupied by the royal family of Raegal began moving of their own accord, and a blanket soared into the air with the grace of a seasoned dancer. At the same time, the huge, velvet curtains drew shut. Even for Duke Bellatore, who had served Andrei for years, it was a wondrous spectacle to behold.

Yet, the Emperor seemed disappointed. “To think that even this small feat takes its toll on me now,” he lamented as he looked down at his hand in sorrow.

“Your Majesty…”

“It would appear I am indeed quite unremarkable without Elise.”

“Such words are—” Fabian began before he was interrupted.

“You know that I only speak the truth, Fabian. You can feel it—the state I am in.”

The ducal families of Conrad and Bellatore had been Arghan’s main sources of strength for many years. They were descendants of Ignacio and Hugo, respectively, who were disciples of the Mad Dragon Semesita alongside the renowned hero Gallian. Centuries had passed since the time of Semesita, and despite the fact that no sorcerers existed among their descendants, those born into the family of Conrad or Bellatore were born sensitive to the flow of mana. Accordingly, Duke Bellatore could feel that Andrei’s power had weakened; the mana flowing through his blood had reduced to less than half of its original strength.

Princess Elise’s absence was making itself glaringly apparent; the scars that still marred Andrei’s body from the torture he suffered at the hands of the Urgeli would ordinarily have healed long ago. Andrei’s diminished strength was a major problem for Arghan. It was, after all, his magic that had enabled the army to withstand the relentless assault of the Urgeli for two years. Thus, it was of crucial importance that Andrei was reunited with his twin sister as soon as possible.

“Duke Conrad has followed Her Highness’s trail to the Tenne River, Your Majesty. He is currently devising a way to communicate the fact that you are alive to her. Fear not. Her Highness will soon return to us.”

Indeed, a small group from the Arghan army, led by Duke Conrad, was hiding near the Tenne River, the dividing line between the north and south of Grandell, while Emperor Andrei and Duke Bellatore took refuge in Riosa Castle.

“Elise is in Vaniella. Rothier, to be exact, a domain ruled by Archduke Kirstan,” Andrei said with a shake of his head.

“What? Surely Your Majesty has not managed to make contact with Her Highness…”

“It is a relief she has not fallen into the clutches of the Urgeli, at least. It may have been difficult, but it would appear my attempts to locate her proved fruitful.”

Duke Bellatore felt both relief and concern. Is this a misfortune or a blessing? I cannot quite decide. Rothier is an incredibly secure stronghold.

After a brief period of silence, Andrei finally spoke again. “He… The Archduke… at least appears to be treating her with kindness. She does not seem to be lacking anything.”

“Well, I would hope so. How dare a mere dragonborn take the jewel of Grandell as a bride?! Crazed war demon though he may be, at least he appears to have a modicum of decency.”

Emperor Andrei let out a dry, hollow laugh. “‘A mere dragonborn,’ you say. The Archduke is not so simple a creature.”

“I beg your pardon?” Duke Bellatore asked with a puzzled expression on his face. 

“My sister has never known anything but the best, gentlest, and most reverent care. Had that man treated Elise with even a sliver of disrespect, had he even hinted at being rude or coercive, she would never have come to rely on him as she seems to now.”

“What do you mean to imply, Your Majesty? Her Highness would not readily surrender her heart to an enemy of Arghan. Nor would she have wilfully consented to that absurd marriage.” Faced with Emperor Andrei’s silence, the Duke continued, “The rumors of her being with child are undoubtedly unfounded.”

“I was the one who told Elise to survive by any means necessary. It would appear that this is the only path that was available to her,” Andrei said quietly. “Nonetheless, you are right; the Princess of Arghan has no place in Rothier. After all, should I perish, Elise will be the rightful ruler of Arghan and the sole sorcerer of Grandell.”

“Your Majesty!” Fabian exclaimed.

“Accordingly, we must bring her back by any means necessary.”

Andrei thought about the man he had encountered just once, three years prior. A head taller than the rest, he had effortlessly stood out amidst a crowd of envoys, and his features were chiseled as though he had been carved from stone. People often referred to him as the Emperor’s Hound and viewed him as nothing more than a lowly and feral dragonborn. Yet, Andrei instantly recognized that he was no mere dumb beast.

In an era when sorcerers and magic were rare, Lezett was the closest being to a true dragon, and it had been hard for Andrei to conceal his awe.

Andrei had also seen beneath the Archduke’s calm and composed exterior. Behind those emotionless eyes smolders a tenacious, unrelenting desire for… something.

Indeed, that was the very essence of Semesita that the tales of Gallian repeatedly warned of. That was not all Andrei had astutely noticed; he had seen the subtle change in Lezett’s eyes the moment he glimpsed Elise from a distance. It was for that reason that the Emperor had instantly sent his twin sister to her chambers.

He may look like an indifferent statue, but he is an exceedingly dangerous entity, one who could turn into a tyrant and have the entirety of Grandell cowering at his feet, just like Semesita before its fall, Andrei thought to himself as he clenched his fist.

No, Elise. You must not give anything to such a being. You must not reveal the extent of the powers you possess.

“Instruct Duke Conrad that he is to monitor Rothier’s activities from the Tenne River, but he must not cross into the Archduke’s domain. Urge extra caution! The Urgeli will doubtless be keeping a keen eye on Rothier.”

“Understood, Your Majesty.”

Duke Bellatore left to carry out Andrei’s instructions, leaving the Emperor of Arghan alone. Fatigued and weak, he sank deeply into the comfort of a divan and closed his eyes. As he attempted to search for Elise once more, a golden aura swirled around his body. The magic circles he had left on the Princess’s body were his only path, but sometimes, that path would inexplicably vanish without a trace.

Elise has not yet mastered her own powers, so it must be the work of the dragonborn, Andrei thought in frustration. He was unable to make contact with his sister this time. I purposefully chose places on her body that would make them difficult to find…

The realization that the Archduke was touching his sister in such an intimate manner irked and disgusted Andrei.

My poor, beloved sister. It is because of me that she was never healthy, and I selfishly tethered her to this world even when she sought death as a means of escape. But I could not live without her. I am racked with guilt, but in truth, all I ever wanted was to make her happy.

I longed to find a suitor for Elise myself—someone who would shower her with the love and respect she rightly deserves. However, no one would ever have been worthy of her. It stings that she is now bound to a dragonborn, the natural foe of our family.

“No, Elise, you must not bear his child,” Andrei said aloud as he buried his head in his hands. “If you do, you will never be free. You will never return to me! Please, dear sister, answer my call…”

Beg and plead though he did, he was met with nothing but silence.

* * *

Elise awoke to the sound of raised voices.

“Do you wish to lose what remains of your dignity and be forcibly dragged out of the castle?” Lezett seethed.

“Is bidding farewell to my host truly such an outlandish request?” Lady Genovia countered.

“I have personally provided you with a missive to give to His Majesty. That marks the end of your duties here in Rothier. There is no reason for you to disturb my wife.”

“And did you inquire as to your wife’s opinion on the matter?”

“You mean Her Grace’s opinion. Lest you forget, she is the Archduchess of Rothier. You are to address her by her proper title.”

Elise slowly rose from her bed.

Andrei did not visit me in my dreams last night. Dreams though they may be, they provide me with some solace, even if I do wake up unusually fatigued the following morning. Today, however, my body feels surprisingly light.

As her stomach rumbled, Elise realized she had barely eaten anything the previous day. She opened the bedroom door and stepped out into the shared living space. Lezett and Genovia swiveled to look at her.

“Elise,” Archduke Kirstan said as he strode toward her. “Did we disturb you?”

Elise hesitated before nodding slightly. “It would seem you are to depart for the capital, Lady Genovia?” she asked.

“Yes, indeed she is—” Lezett replied before he was swiftly interrupted.

“I do not feel quite ready to leave, I must say,” Genovia said. “It is far too soon for us to part ways, would you not agree, Princess? There is much left for us to discuss.”

“You need not listen to her, Elise,” the Archduke insisted as he guided the Princess back into the sanctuary of the bedroom. Elise noticed genuine rage flash across his face as he glared at Lady Genovia before slamming the door closed.

“Lezett,” Elise said and gently held his hand. In an instant, the anger dissipated from his face as though it had never existed at all. “Are you upset?”

“How could I not be?” the Archduke answered incredulously.

“What perturbs you?”

“You have been in and out of consciousness and feverish…” The genuine puzzlement written across Elise’s face only served to provoke the Archduke’s ire once more. “You had finally started to recover, and now I return to find you in such a state. Would you not be perturbed? I am not blaming you, of course, but…”

“I see…” Elise murmured.

“I told you to behave as you wished in my absence; I did not instruct you to behave in a manner that is so obviously detrimental to your health. You have no idea of the extent of your own frailty, it would seem.” His tone was stern but laced with genuine concern.

Elise brought the back of her hand to her forehead. He is right. I am burning up, and I have lost a considerable amount of weight. His worrying is justified.

“I am sorry,” she offered meekly.

“It is not an apology I seek. As I have told you many a time, you have nothing to apologize for.”

At times like these, Elise found her husband impossibly difficult to handle. Flustered, she changed the topic. “Have you uncovered who embezzled part of the tribute?”

“Not yet. But that is not something for you to worry about.”

“Is it a complex undertaking?”

“I am not yet sure. I have not delved into the matter in earnest.”

“What delays you?”

“Do you truly not know? I have been far too preoccupied with the issue of your health.”

Why is he so vexed? And why does he seem to be reproaching me?

“What exactly transpired while I was—”

“Do not concern yourself with it. Please focus on your recovery,” Lezett interjected tersely.

“All right… Forgive me, but I must ask, are you truly planning on sending Lady Genovia away?”

“Yes. Immediately.”

Though it was against her true wishes, Elise felt compelled to implore him not to do so. “I would prefer if she stayed a short while longer.”

“Does the thought of her leaving fill you with fear?”

“What?” Elise was taken aback by the insinuation.

“Whatever threats she may have made against you, pay them no mind. I will ensure she cannot tell a single soul of what she has come to learn.”

Ah, he knows. I have a feeling Mrs. Pattinson informed him of everything that transpired in his absence.

She felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment.

Lezett locked eyes with her and said, “Elise, I am right here. Nobody can hurt you, not even His Majesty himself.”

If it would alleviate your concerns, I could end that wretched woman’s life right now, he thought to himself.

Elise, meanwhile, found herself deep in thought. Fear was not the only reason she was against Genovia departing Rothier; she had yet to respond to her proposition. 




“Give birth and then hand the child over to me. I will send you back to your beloved Arghan.”




Upon Lezett’s return, a calm rationality had miraculously descended upon Elise. Able to finally view the matter at hand clearly, she reasoned that Genovia, given her influence and closeness to the Emperor, would be better informed of the happenings in the southern regions of Grandell.

Reluctantly, the Princess admitted to herself that Genovia may yet prove useful. It would be wise to give myself as many options as possible. First, I must placate the man before me.

“The stories Genovia regaled me with were most fascinating,” she said.

“‘Fascinating,’ you say?”

“As you said yourself, I am very ignorant regarding—”

“That is not what I meant. I wish you would forget that I ever uttered such words,” Lezett interjected, immediately thinking she referred to the bedroom.

“Regarding the North,” Elise finished.

“The social customs and norms, the high society of Vaniella… It is all so different from the South. It is truly very interesting. Besides, it is the first time I have spent such time with a woman who is similar in age to me. I would like it if she stayed just a while longer.”

“I do not see why you ought to concern yourself with the high society of Vaniella. It is unlikely you will ever find yourself among such company.”

“Still, I am curious…”

“If you are truly curious, you can ask me.”

“I do not particularly wish to discuss such matters with you,” Elise insisted.

That much is true, at least; I do not want to hear about his multitude of female admirers.

“Do you mean to imply that you enjoy Lady Genovia’s company more than mine?”

“I do not understand why you would compare—”

“Then why did you write the letter in the manner you did? And why did you implore me not to leave you alone again?” Lezett furiously interrupted.

“Well…”

“Were those words insincere?”

“No!” Elise defiantly answered, her voice rising for the first time.

“Elise, if you cannot provide me with legitimate reasons as to why you insist on keeping Lady Genovia by your side, I will simply have to deal with the matter how I see fit.”

He is even more of an impenetrable fortress than usual today. I am at a loss for words. I cannot tell him that the fact that he does not lay with me, that I am still not with child, makes me feel terrified and utterly miserable.

“Elise…” he murmured. His anger seemed to have temporarily dissipated. After a beat, he whispered again, “Your Highness…”

Elise did not answer; she simply looked up at him with an expression that betrayed the depths of her anxiety. “Very well. As you wish. Just please stop looking at me in such a manner,” Lezett finally acquiesced. “But I insist you take a full day to recuperate. You can spend time with Lady Genovia tomorrow.”

“Today would be—”

“Elise. Please,” the Archduke interjected. He was still plagued by the thought of the sheets of parchment with magic circles drawn on them and the traces of mana Elise had left behind.

Did she lie about being able to wield magic? Stopping myself from asking her such questions is the ultimate test of my restraint. I do not wish to put her under any more stress or strain.

“All right…” Elise conceded. With their conversation finally concluded, they exited the bedroom, and the Archduke informed Genovia that she was to be given permission to stay in the castle for a while longer.

“What splendid news, Princess,” Lady Genovia said to Elise with what appeared to be genuine joy. “I look forward to continuing our enthralling conversation tomorrow!” With those words, the elated daughter of Duke Irian left the Archduke and Archduchess alone in their chambers. 

“You must rest now, Elise. And I do not want to hear a single word of protest,” Lezett insisted.

“In truth, I am very hungry…” the Princess murmured.

“Why did you not tell me sooner?!” Lezett thundered.

“You did not give me a chance—”

“Mrs. Pattinson!” the Archduke bellowed. A short while later, a feast fit for a banquet was laid out before Elise in their chambers. Lezett ensured she tried each and every dish as he observed her with intense scrutiny.

* * *

The next day, Genovia attempted to spend time with Elise, but the Archduke insisted on keeping his wife confined to the bedroom. He ensured she was supplied with an almost constant stream of food while he meticulously went through ledgers and documents by her side. Gradually, he was able to narrow down the list of potential suspects.

“What are you looking for?” he asked the Princess when he noticed her restlessness. 

“A quill and some sheets of parchment. I believe I left some on the desk,” she replied hesitantly.

“And what need would you have of such items?”

“I am simply bored, that is all.”

Did I remove the sheets of parchment from the drawer? I cannot quite recall. The stress I have been under ever since Genovia arrived has distorted my memory.

It would spell trouble if someone discovered them…

“Finish your meal first,” Lezett said calmly.

He is as inscrutable as always. Yet, had he seen the magic circles, surely he would not seem quite so unperturbed. But how am I to continue practicing? He never leaves my side.

Suddenly, there was a quiet knock at the door. “Enter,” the Archduke said.

“She has come again, Your Grace. She insists on taking tea with Her Highness,” Mrs. Pattinson said in reference to Lady Genovia.

“Here? What a preposterous idea. Tell her to wait in the drawing room. Her Highness has yet to finish her meal.”

He means to keep me confined here, Elise thought to herself. “You are just like Andrei…” she muttered under her breath.

“It appears the Emperor of Arghan treated you in a similar manner,” Lezett said coldly as he looked up from his papers.

“Yes. The longest he kept me from stepping outside my chambers was a month. I assume you do not intend to compete with that? You are just as stubborn, however.”

Suddenly, Lezett stood up and approached Elise, looking down at her with a fierce intensity in his eyes. “I would prefer if you refrain from speaking about him in my presence,” he said. “I find it most unpleasant.”

Elise looked up at him in silence, awed by his intimidating presence.

Of course, it makes sense. Andrei may have been the dearest family to me, but to Lezett, he was the leader of an enemy nation, after all.

But my brother was a most kind and tender-hearted man. He is not deserving of such ire.

Elise managed to suppress her urges to defend her brother’s honor. Instead, she demurely averted her gaze and said, “I apologize. I was shortsighted.”

“Yes, well…” Lezett responded curtly.

The stark reality of their absurd union suddenly dawned on the Princess—the Commander of the Vaniellan army, a renowned war demon, and the Princess of a fallen enemy empire. The victor and the vanquished. She felt as though her heart was being stabbed by hundreds of tiny blades.

If only I could trust you with all my heart, then I would not have to consider the proposition put forward by that foul woman.

It was Lezett who eventually broke the tense silence. “What is my name, Elise?”

“W-What?”

“Say my name, please.”

“Lezett…”

“Once more.”

“Lezett,” Elise murmured in a voice that betrayed her confusion.

Finally, Lezett’s furrowed brow relaxed, and he extended his hand toward Elise. Hesitantly, she took it in her own. “I do not wish to eat any more, Lezett.”

“You must.”

“I am full.”

“You do not eat enough.”

“Are you planning on feeding me for the entire day?”

“Yes. You need plenty of sustenance so that you may endure long into the night,” Lezett whispered in a low, husky voice.

“E-Endure? Endure what?”

“Me. You must endure me.”

The Princess’s eyes widened in shock as she realized the implication of his words. Does he really intend to…?

Lezett gently cradled her cheek with his right hand. He paused for a moment to look at his hand as he touched her, and Elise noticed a flicker of satisfaction flash in his blue eyes. Gradually, his caresses grow bolder. He ran his thumb over her nose and the hollow of her cupid’s bow before grazing her slightly parted lips.

“I will not hold back tonight, Elise,” he whispered.

He was testing his restraint. Clearly, he has no intention of stopping as he did before tonight…

Elise felt her cheeks flush as the Archduke took her hand in his and gently brushed his lips against it. “I have some business to take care of at the city walls, but I shall return to our chambers by nightfall. Wait for me,” he instructed with an intense stare.

“Okay…” Elise murmured.

“If I find you asleep, I will wake you,” he warned in a slightly softer tone.

The Princess was overcome with a mixture of anticipation and fear; she felt as though a hundred butterflies were fluttering around in her stomach.

And so, finally, the day has arrived. After tonight, our relationship will be irrevocably altered. For better or for worse…

* * *

Eventually, Elise was able to descend to the drawing room to meet with Genovia. 

Today may very well be our final encounter.

The Princess entered the room to find Genovia garbed in a resplendent dress and a large hat embellished with flowers. She sat by the window looking entirely at ease, as usual.

“Hello, Princess. How delightful to finally be able to spend some quality time with you again,” she said. “How did you sleep?”

Before Elise could respond, Genovia swept her eyes over Elise and continued, “Alone, evidently. How disappointing. Based on your complexion and the way you are walking, you clearly did not lay with the Archduke.”

Despite the fact that Genovia’s words were clearly intended to hurt her, Elise felt much braver now that Lezett had returned to the castle. “Enough of your nonsense. I called upon you only because there is one thing I need to make clear before you leave tonight.”

Lezett had uncovered the steward who had embezzled part of the tribute intended for the capital and planned to send Genovia on her way once he dealt with the outlaw.

“It would seem my proposition tempted you somewhat,” Genovia taunted with a sly grin.

“Yes…” Elise slowly nodded.

“I knew you were an intelligent woman. I assume that you will lay with him, then?”

Is that all she ever thinks about?

“I will handle that myself.”

“Oh, is that so?” Genovia replied with a sinister laugh. “Yes, seduce him, Elise; I would love to see that emotionless rock of a man lose his composure.”

“I cannot comprehend why you are interested in such matters.”

“I rather wish I could hide in your chambers tonight. I am sure it will be quite the spectacle.”

“You are not in your right mind.”

“Perhaps not, but tell me, Elise, have you ever had a man enter you?”

“Would you please just shut your foul mouth!” the Princess spat, her voice rising with each word.

“Sorry, I have no interest in doing so,” Genovia countered with a calm chuckle. “Perhaps you could benefit from some advice. No man enjoys a woman who is entirely… passive, you see. You must do your part.”

“I do not need your advice.”

“You may say that, but have you ever even kissed a man? Oh, please, do not contemplate lying. A princess of Arghan? You know nothing of such matters.”

“Have you been drinking liquor again?” Elise asked, her patience wearing thin.

“Oh, my dear Elise. I hope you drive him to the brink of madness with lust and then perish during childbirth,” Lady Genovia said with a smile. Her tone was not one of malice or ill-intent. It was matter-of-fact. “After all, giving birth to a dragonborn is an ordeal that very few survive. If, by some miracle, you do survive, I will ensure you return to Arghan safely, as promised.”

“I truly have no desire to engage in any further discourse with you,” Elise said in a voice that betrayed her utter revulsion for the woman before her. “But I feel I must clarify some matters. Firstly, I do not trust you; I do not believe you are sincere about sending me back to Arghan after I give birth.”

“Excuse me?”

“And, above all, the notion that you would properly take care of the child is utterly ludicrous. You harbor an unfathomable degree of animosity for the Archduke, and you detest me. Rothier is nothing more than land you seek to claim for your own family, and the Archduke’s heir is simply a means of pacifying the Emperor. Why on earth would I trust my child to you?”

Genovia burst into unrestrained laughter. “How very absurd. To you, the child is nothing more than a means to save your own life. What does it matter who raises it?”

“It matters.” Elise was suddenly reminded of something Genovia had said to her days prior.




“You want to bear his child, do you not? Surely, you do not plan on running away with it after you give birth…”




She is a most formidable adversary; it is as though she can read my mind.

Indeed, when she and Lezett had signed the contract, Elise had thought about such an eventuality.

If I fled after giving birth, would the Archduke take care of the child properly? she had wondered. It is not as though he longs for a child himself. Then, who would care for the baby? Mrs. Pattinson? Ibetha?

Elise recognized that attempting to escape with a newborn would be impractical at best, but leaving a baby behind was unimaginable.

I do not think I could leave my own child behind. It would be irresponsible and selfish.

“I will take responsibility for my actions. If I do give birth to a child, I intend to stay in Rothier for some time. I do not know how long…” Elise said.

The truth is, I do not feel anxious when I am by his side. I feel healthier, and I have grown accustomed to Rothier.

“What on earth are you suggesting, Elise? Are you asking me to wait until the child is sufficiently old enough and then send you back to Arghan? Just what do you take me for?” Genovia spat.

“If the idea displeases you so much, then please leave. I care not what you say to the Emperor.”

“I cannot even begin to understand you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Marrying the enemy of your beloved Arghan, I can understand. You would do anything to save your life, after all. But to bear his child, raise it for years, and then leave? I do not know whether you are kind, foolish, or utterly despicable.”

Faced with another barrage of Genovia’s verbal onslaughts, Elise maintained her silence.

“Or perhaps you truly love him. Is that it? Have you really given your heart to the enemy of your homeland, Elise?”

When did I begin to ascribe meaning to a relationship that was supposed to be nothing more than two people mutually using one another? I should never have allowed my heart to weaken.

“This cannot be possible. Love?! Have you lost your mind?” Genovia continued.

When the shrewd and cunning woman before her laid bare her true feelings, Elise no longer found herself able to deny the truth.

What on earth am I to do?

Suddenly, Genovia erupted into maniacal laughter. “To think that someone could truly love such a beast! And the most resplendent woman in all of Grandell, at that! Ha! How incredible!”

After a brief moment of silence, the mirth in Genovia’s eye disappeared and was replaced by a look of unease. “No, Elise. You place far too much trust in him because you consider him your only lifeline.”

“My emotions are not something for you to interfere with and attempt to control as you wish,” Elise said firmly.

“Are you curious to see just how far his cruelty extends?” Genovia said with a sinister grin. “Do you truly wish to find out just how indifferent he is to you and your ruined kingdom? He is not devoted to you, foolish Elise.”

“I never expected devotion from him. However, he has… shown me mercy, and—”

“Oh, please! Spare me the charade,” Genovia disdainfully interjected. “A beautiful trophy, a woman to conquer, a mere bauble to add to his collection. How pitiful,” she continued as she cradled Elise’s face in her hand.

“I did not want to have to tell you this, but…” Lady Genovia said before she pulled Elise closer and brought her lips to her ear. A shiver ran down the Princess’s spine as Genovia’s mouth grazed her earlobe, but it was the words the woman spoke that shocked her to her core.

“What on earth are you talking about?” Elise asked.

Alive?!

“You are lying! Do you take me for a fool?”

“Oh, Princess, it appears you forget who you are talking to. I am Genovia Irian of Nobella. Perhaps you are unaware of the significance of Nobella—most people who travel to the capital must pass through our land. There is very little information that does not reach our ears,” Genovia explained with eerie calm.

“Are you not curious about what is transpiring in the South after Arghan was brought to its knees? The Archduke does not inform you of anything, does he?”

Elise was visibly unsettled. Once more, Genovia’s relentless tongue had rattled her spirit.

“D-Do you speak the truth?” Elise stammered.

“Yes, Elise. There are those among your people who survived,” Genovia said with a satisfied smile.

“Who?”

“Come now, Princess, what do you take me for? I cannot simply lay all of my cards on the table, can I? It is not as though you would believe me, anyway.”

“Y-You are truly despicable…” Elise murmured. How dare she use the dead to torment the lone survivor…

“I swear on everything that I love that I have not once lied to you, Elise. The same cannot be said for that husband of yours. So, who is truly the despicable one?” Genovia said as she fixed the Princess with a steely stare. “They are alive. And he knows that far better than I.”

“That is impossible…” Elise whispered.

“I understand why you would doubt my words. Then, I shall have to show you exactly what kind of man your beloved is. Come with me tonight.”

“Where to?”

“Nowhere far. Just to Rothier’s first line of defense, the city walls. I promise it will be quite the spectacle. You can witness with your own eyes what your husband is busy doing.”

Lezett did say he had business to take care of at the city walls.

That thought was more than enough to tempt Elise. Noticing that Elise had been swayed by her persuasive words, Genovia did not miss the opportunity. “You have made a wise choice, Princess. After you see his true nature for yourself, that lovestruck gaze in your eyes will swiftly be snuffed out.”

* * *

As dusk descended upon Rothier, Lady Genovia’s carriage left the castle. The fact that there was another passenger inside was known to none except Ibetha.

Eventually, the carriage arrived at the city walls. “It would appear it is already done. I can smell blood in the air,” Genovia said ominously. Indeed, Elise, too, could smell the unmistakable stench of human blood. It instantly reminded her of the fateful day when Arghan fell. “What a pity. I wished for you to witness him kill with your own eyes.”

Suddenly, Genovia drew back the curtain and opened the carriage window. “Now, watch carefully, Elise,” she whispered before opening the carriage door and stepping outside. 

Elise stared after her in silence, her heart pounding in her chest. Genovia walked calmly away from her and toward a shadowy figure.

The sinking rays of the sun cast the man’s face in shadow, but the bloodied mass at his feet was visible.

A head…

Blood still trickled down the blade that the man held in his hand, and Elise felt a chill run down her spine.

Elise listened intently to the conversation that unfolded outside. 

“You are late,” Lezett said as he sheathed his sword.

Genovia looked down at the lifeless head on the floor and gasped in false astonishment. “Wow, a very clean strike, indeed. So, this is the man who dared to take from the tribute.”

“Sauber, hand Lady Genovia the missive,” the Archduke instructed.

Sauber did as instructed and then explained, “This man had been responsible for managing the harvest around the Tenne River. We discovered that he had been falsifying ledgers and siphoning off a portion of the grain and medicinal herbs.”

“So I assume they transported the stolen goods by ship? Is it written in this letter where the missing items were taken?”

“An investigative team will soon be dispatched to the Tenne River to track down the rest of the culprits. His Grace has written all of the details in the letter. You may simply deliver it to His Majesty.”

“Very well. I shall ensure the missive is delivered.” As Genovia tucked the letter into her robe, Lezett’s gaze lingered on the vulnerable curve of her neck, thinking how easily it could be snapped.

He had made his decision. He had originally planned to have Genovia assassinated on her way to the capital. There was, after all, no pressing need for his direct involvement.

Lady Genovia, as intuitive as ever, felt the intensity of the Archduke’s stare. “Do you not think you will come to regret it if you take my life now?”

“Regret is for those who fail to act,” Lezett said flatly.

“That is not always the case,” Genovia countered. Even as fear caused goosebumps to appear on her skin, the thought of Elise watching from the carriage made Lady Genovia smirk.

What expression would he wear, I wonder, if he knew she was watching? He is not easily provoked, but perhaps I ought to try…

“You have slain many men with that blade, have you not? Soldiers from Arghan, too, I would imagine,” she taunted.

Lezett gestured toward his subordinates, who had been waiting in silence. Ruben attended to the body at the Archduke’s feet while Isaac approached Genovia.

“You have torn men to shreds with that arm of yours,” she continued her efforts to pierce his steely composure as she brushed off Isaac’s attempts to guide her back to the carriage.

“Thanks to my actions, Vaniella remained safe. That includes your precious Nobella, Lady Genovia,” Lezett replied stoically. Indeed, the Archduke had led several monster extermination campaigns in Nobella.

Genovia scoffed in response. “You speak as though you made some grand sacrifice. In fact, you just needed something to kill to satiate your… urges.”

“I have never used the word ‘sacrifice.’ I suppose it was more of a symbiotic relationship, in truth.”

“What nonsense—”

“Or perhaps a ‘parasitic relationship’ is a more apt expression,” Lezett interrupted.

Lady Genovia felt a drop of cold sweat trickle down her spine. There is something different about his tone. It is entirely devoid of respect or formality, and the look in his eyes… He looks at me as one would an insect.

The scales on Lezett’s right arm glistened in the dark, and his blue eyes seemed to burn with an unparalleled intensity.

“Y-Yes, perhaps Nobella was something of a parasite to you. I cannot deny that,” Genovia managed to stammer. Only her pride prevented her from collapsing from fear. “In regards to other matters, though, my sources inform me that the imperial army of Arghan is gathering in Raegal. It seems you have chosen not to tell the Princess, however.”

Lezett’s brow furrowed slightly. He had long suspected that those who had successfully fled the Urgeli had gathered in Raegal, but it was the first time he had received confirmation.

Genovia would not speak falsehoods. She is famously known as “Vaniella’s informant,” after all.

“Duke Bellatore and Duke Conrad were never found among the dead, and their trails have been lost. You are aware of their lineage, are you not?”

Indeed, no one in Grandell was unfamiliar with the storied history of Duke Bellatore and Duke Conrad’s ancestors.

“Why do you think they might have fled instead of dying with the Emperor, Gallian’s own descendant?”

Lezett was silent.

“Let me answer that for you,” Genovia said with a triumphant smirk. “Perhaps it is because the Emperor of Arghan yet draws breath or because someone else with a legitimate claim to the throne still lives. They must be desperately searching for her even now, the very woman you keep jealously hidden.”

An eerie silence enveloped the area, and as if on cue, dark clouds obscured the moonlight.

“Sooner or later, Arghan will try to reclaim their Princess!” Genovia bellowed. “She is their one ray of hope. Rumors of her fate are rampant in the south, Your Grace. Some say she has been taken by the Urgeli, and some say she has died at your hands. Opinions are divided, but the entirety of the South is united in its fury.”

Ruben and Isaac exchanged anxious glances as they listened to Genovia’s diatribe. However, she continued unrestrained, a satisfied smile playing across her face. “The truth is that the war is not yet over. What exactly do you think Elise will do when she finds out? Can you afford to lose her?”

Faced with the Archduke’s silence, Genovia laughed maliciously and said, “I thought as much. Does Elise even know what kind of man you are?”

Ruben gestured at Isaac to silence Genovia, fearing that one more word would result in her death.

“My lady, please—” Isaac began as he attempted to drag Genovia to safety.

However, it was Lezett who interrupted him and halted him in his tracks. He strode toward Genovia and grabbed her by the throat. “Would it make a difference? Even if Elise knew, what would it change?”

Lady Genovia could only make choked noises as sharp claws emerged from Lezett’s right hand and scratched her throat. Even as Genovia struggled, the Archduke’s expression remained entirely impassive.

“Your Grace, please, she is Duke Irian’s daughter,” pleaded Alfredo, who had until then stood quietly to the side, wringing his hands in distress.

If Lezett harmed Genovia, it would undoubtedly create friction between Nobella and Rothier. Emperor Novius would not stand idly by and watch the two powerhouses of Vaniella turn on one another.

“P-Please, Your Grace, at least do it outside the domain of Rothier… Think of Her Highness…” Alfredo pleaded.

“Silence, Alfredo. Do you wish to die with her?” Lezett snarled.

Genovia, meanwhile, struggled in pain as the Archduke slowly squeezed the life from her. “I-If you… kill me… Elise’s lies… will be exposed… and… the imperial knights… will…”

“If I choose not to present her to them, that will be the end of it,” he responded as he dragged Genovia toward her carriage.

I must simply keep Elise hidden and out of sight. Forbidding entry into the castle would be a good start. People believe I have been tamed by the Emperor and will serve as his silent sentinel until my death, but that is far from the case. Fools! I submit to no man.

“You are to take the letter and return to Orphell, but there is no need for you to still be breathing when you arrive,” he said in a detached manner.

Indeed, Lezett had written at the end of his letter that the Emperor should never again send an overseer to Rothier. Lady Genovia’s corpse could be his final warning. He threw Genovia against the carriage door, and she slumped in place, gasping for air as black mana wrapped around her throat. Though the Archduke had relinquished his grip on her, she could still feel her windpipe being crushed by an overwhelming force.

Suddenly, her tortured expression turned to one of gloating. “A-At last… you have revealed… your true nature… Elise! Are you… watching?”

Impossible! Lezett thought as he frantically yanked open the carriage door.

The carriage was empty.

Between spluttering coughs, Genovia choked out, “Q-Quite the slippery one, isn’t she? Alas, she… should have… stayed to… witness this spectacle… for herself.”

In the deathly silence of the night, an almost imperceptible rustling was the only sound that betrayed the presence of a silver-haired girl in the undergrowth.




* * *




Elise had fled from the carriage on pure instinct and ran toward the entrance to the city. She had felt an overwhelming and inexplicable murderous aura from outside the carriage, and instinct compelled her to escape.

As she crouched low and made her way to the city gates, unbeknownst to her, mana shimmered around her body as though enveloping her for protection.

“Y-Your Highness… What are you doing here at this late hour?” the gatekeeper stammered.

“A-A horse… Bring me a horse… I will make my own way to the castle,” Elise instructed in between gasps for breath. A few moments later, the gatekeeper returned with a steed. As the Princess mounted the horse, she said, “Breathe no word of this to him. That is an order.”

When she finally arrived at the castle, she dismounted the horse and headed toward Lezett’s study, seeming to move on pure instinct and ignoring the concern of various servants. She opened the door to the staircase that led directly to her chambers and lit a lantern before beginning her ascent.

The conversation she had overheard swirled around her head like a neverending echo.




“Duke Bellatore and Duke Conrad were never found among the dead, and their trails have been lost. You are aware of their lineage, are you not? Why do you think they might flee instead of dying with the Emperor, Gallian’s own descendant?”




She had not been climbing the staircase for long when she stumbled and slumped to the ground in shock.

Is this all part of that wretched woman’s machinations? Is she using that cunning tongue of hers to toy with me?




“Sooner or later, Arghan will try to reclaim their Princess!”




To that, Lezett had offered no reply.

If her words were entirely false, he would have dismissed them coldly. He does not entertain nonsense. Simply judging from this, it is likely that what she said is true. There are people who yet search for me.

Elise dropped the lantern and buried her head in her hands. Fabian Bellatore was like a grandfather to herself and Andrei. Duke Conrad, meanwhile, had been incredibly close to Andrei and, therefore, to Elise as well. Indeed, when Elise was young and mostly confined to her chambers, Vernon Conrad, driven by pity, had whisked her away in secret. They had barely gone beyond the steps of the imperial palace when they were discovered by an irate Andrei, leading to a fierce skirmish between him and Duke Conrad.

Before Vernon had inherited his dukedom, he had visited Elise often; he was kind, affectionate, and fiercely loyal. Coming to her senses, Elise picked up the lantern and forced herself to continue her ascent. She realized that her face was wet with tears.

There are other survivors… I am not alone!

Suddenly, she was reminded of Andrei’s desperate pleas when he visited her in her dreams. He would often ask where she was and beg her to return to Arghan.

My people still look for me! I truly am not alone in this world! I am afraid I have forgotten myself and what I fought so hard to survive for. Arghan needs me! I must always remember that. Now is not the time to be ensnared by my emotions. When did my resolve to return to my homeland by any means necessary begin to waver?

Finally, she reached the top of the staircase and pushed open the door. Ibetha was anxiously pacing the room.

“Your Highness! Oh, good heavens, are you all right?”

“Ibetha…”

“Why are you weeping, Your Highness? Did that wicked wench taunt you again with that poisonous tongue of hers?”

“Ibetha, I was right…” Elise said as she crumpled into Ibetha’s embrace. The Princess’s smile contained nothing but pure joy, even as tears continued to stream down her face. “I must go to where I am called whenever and however I can…”

No matter the sacrifice, I will find a way.




“In regards to other matters, though, my sources inform me that the imperial army of Arghan is gathering in Raegal. It seems you have chosen not to tell the Princess, however.”




The moment she heard Genovia’s words, Elise had made up her mind about her destination: Raegal.

How will I get there? And when? And what of my arrangement with Lezett?

The situation is still far from favorable. If Genovia knows about our army gathering in Raegal, so will the Emperor and the entire Northern Alliance. Under the scrutiny of so many watchful eyes, it will be impossible for me to enter Raegal without assistance.

Despite the difficulty of the task that lay ahead of her, the feelings of emptiness and helplessness that she had previously felt had all but dissipated. She clung to the belief that through perseverance, she would eventually carve out a path for herself. Relief washed over her like a tidal wave.

“So, Your Highness, do you mean to leave… Rothier?” Ibetha whispered.

“Yes. Not immediately, but yes,” Elise replied without hesitation. “I must first subdue this foolish heart of mine. It will not prove to be particularly difficult.”

After all, he has never returned my affection. I have been nothing but a burden to him from the beginning. 




“Would it make a difference? Even if Elise knew, what would it change?”




Indeed, he would never indulge my efforts to return to my people. I must not delude myself for a moment longer. He is an enemy of my homeland, and I of his. He has no intention of helping me return, that is precisely why he has never told me of the truths Genovia revealed earlier.

I must rid myself of my emotions for him. I merely have to fulfill the terms stipulated in the contract; there is no reason I must take responsibility for anything beyond that. There would be nothing more senseless than dreaming of a future here in Rothier. In truth, I am most fortunate that I reached this epiphany now before we lay together.

Ibetha, meanwhile, bit her lip as if holding back tears. She could not bring herself to shatter Elise’s illusions by telling her the harsh truth that escape was not an option. Without Lezett’s permission to leave, the Princess was not only confined to Rothier but also to her chambers at the top of the tower.

“Your Highness, let me change your attire, and then once you have calmed down a little—”

Ibetha was interrupted by the sound of footsteps coming from the very staircase Elise had ascended not long ago.

That can only be one person, Elise thought to herself as she picked up on the faint scent of blood.

* * *

By the time Lezett returned to the main tower of Rothier Castle, it was late into the night. He sat in his study, lost deep in thought.

I sent that wretched woman away in her carriage just as I intended. She will never set foot on Rothier soil ever again, and yet… Something seems amiss. I should be relieved, but somehow, I cannot help but feel as though matters are not yet resolved.

He recalled the image of Lady Genovia slumped before the carriage, barely able to breathe yet smiling like a maniac.

I lost my rationality in a way that I never had before. Such emotions are entirely foreign to me. Lezett recalled the words Genovia struggled to get out.




“E-Everyone knows… love can save a person or bring them to ruin… b-but it can also leave them… in a state where they are neither truly living nor dead.”




The Archduke glanced toward the door to the staircase. It was open, and the lantern he had placed there was gone.

It appears she used the stairway to ascend to our chambers. But what was she doing in the study in the first place? What could have compelled her to climb the perilous stairs on her own? And what did she see or hear that caused her to rush upstairs without even closing the door behind her?

Was she out there, watching from the shadows? I sensed a presence, but it was so very faint. Could it truly have been her?

Lezett’s senses were extraordinarily keen, far surpassing those of any mortal; it would be almost inconceivable for him not to detect her from such a distance.

There is only one way she could have concealed herself—magic.

Suddenly, Archduke Kirstan was reminded of the sheets of parchment with magic circles drawn on them he had discovered in their bedroom.

Once more, Genovia’s words haunted him.




“It was not you who d-drove me to madness… That was entirely my own doing… But, Y-Your Grace… What makes you think… the same fate… will not befall you?”




At first, he had dismissed her words as the ramblings of a crazed woman on the verge of death. Yet, the more he thought about it, the more he realized her sentiments were not entirely devoid of significance. When he considered his own behavior as far as Elise was concerned, he could hardly claim that he always conducted himself in a rational manner.

Not long after he discovered them, he had removed the sheets of parchment from the bedroom. Lezett had then summoned Ibetha for questioning, asking her whether the Princess had displayed any peculiar behavior of late. The maid had turned a ghostly shade of pale and vigorously shaken her head in denial. Pressed to recount details of Elise’s behavior, she had finally provided a tale of interest.

“Her Highness… She looks in the mirror more than usual. She disrobes and then… stares at her own body. And then… she sends me out of the room. Th-That is all, Your Grace. Her Highness has not behaved in a particularly strange manner.”

After that conversation, Lezett had removed the mirror from the bedroom.

Piecing all the clues together, the Archduke had gradually come to realize the true nature of what the Emperor of Arghan had inscribed upon his sister’s body.

Magic circles… She used the mirror to look at the circles and then attempted to recreate them. They were so precise… She must have practiced relentlessly in my absence. Questioning her would be counterproductive; for now, I ought to maintain my silence. What is it that disturbs my peace to this extent? Is it because she behaves in such a manner out of my sight? No, it is something more than that…

Once more, Genovia’s words helped him make sense of his own feelings.




“And rumors of her fate are rampant in the south, Your Grace. Some say she has been taken by the Urgeli, and some say she has died at your hands. Opinions are divided, but the entirety of the South is united in its fury.”




I care not what those in the South say. It is a month’s ride from here, and I know there is no one in all of Grandell who can best me. It matters not who covets her. Yet…




“The truth is that the war is not yet over. What exactly do you think Elise will do when she finds out?”




Lezett began to ascend the staircase. As he reached the summit, he heard the sound of sobbing and hushed voices. 

“Ibetha, I was right…” Elise said. The Archduke stood frozen in place, listening intently. “I must go to where I am called. Whenever and however I can…”

Ah, now I understand, he thought to himself as Genovia’s scatching voice rang in his ears once more.




“D-Do you truly… think… you can live a happy life? That you are… capable of loving… of being loved? T-Try it, then, Gaelus’s Raven, Novius’s Hound…”




“Love”? I had never dared to expect such a thing. That I can do without. But there is one thing I absolutely cannot permit—she can never be allowed to flee.




“Does Elise even know what kind of man you are?”




Genovia’s sharp tongue had planted the seed in Lezett’s mind, and now, the thought that the Princess may seek to escape him tormented him relentlessly.

Since the moment he first laid eyes on Elise, he had not felt mere admiration, reverence, or even simple desire for her. What he felt was something far more primal and base: a sinister longing to claim her and confine her, ensuring that she was his possession.

Yet, she also instilled in him emotions he had previously never felt—fear, anxiety, impatience.

Finally, Lezett stepped through the door and into the chambers.

Elise felt her heart pound wildly in her chest. She swiftly pushed Ibetha away and said, “It is okay, Ibetha. You may leave.”

“Y-Your Highness…” Ibetha stammered as she looked behind Elise with terrified eyes.

Before the Princess could utter another word, she was pulled forcefully from behind. Strong arms encircled her, ensuring she could not move an inch. He buried his face in her skin and inhaled her scent before issuing a command in an unusually deep voice. “Leave at once, Ibetha. Do not allow anyone to enter our chambers without my explicit permission.”

The maid trembled as she slowly retreated. Her Highness looks like a lamb ensnared in the jaws of a dragon. He knows. He knows everything—where she was tonight, who she met, what she saw, and the decision she arrived at. He must have heard our conversation.

The Archduke, meanwhile, was deeply inhaling Elise’s scent as though oblivious to Ibetha’s presence. He slowly untied her robe with his fingers.

“L-Lezett…” Elise stammered.

Ibetha turned around and headed toward the door. Is it all right to leave Her Highness with him in such a state?

At that moment, the maid heard a stifled moan from behind her. It was not, however, a sound of pure pleasure; it was tinged with surprise, confusion, and alarm.

“L-Lezett… W-Wait just a moment…” Elise whimpered.

Ibetha was reminded of Freya’s warnings regarding how merciless dragonborn could be during moments of intimacy.

I do not think Her Highness can endure this! Ibetha thought to herself as she observed the Archduke and Archduchess through a gap in the door. I should say something. I should stop him…

The maid watched as Lezett slipped his hand under the Princess’s undergarments and whispered in her ear. Elise’s cheeks blushed a fiery shade of red.

Elise was conflicted; she felt unable to push Lezett away or pull him closer. She knew that their relationship would irrevocably change once they lay together. Finally, she turned around and fixed him with a silence and intense gaze filled with both longing and anguish.

Ibetha continued to watch, her heart pounding in her chest.

Lezett gently pressed his lips to Elise’s temple as the Princess seemed to willingly succumb to his advances. Suddenly, the Archduke’s piercing blue eyes darted in Ibetha’s direction. The warning in his gaze was clear. The maid hurriedly closed the door.

“Sh-She will be all right…” she murmured unconvincingly. “Hopefully, tomorrow morning begins just like any other day.”

Yet, despite Ibetha’s fervent wish, Elise would remain confined to her chambers for quite some time.


Part 9

The First Night

Elise struggled to control her tumultuous emotions. Only moments prior, she had been overcome with joy as she realized she had a place and people to return to, and now she found herself locked in Lezett’s intense embrace, fearful of what was about to transpire.

“It is time you received what you have so desperately yearned for,” he whispered in her ear. His blue eyes glowed with an intensity she had never seen before, and his usual composure was replaced by a raw passion that rendered him all the more captivating. His touch was gentle and his kisses sweet.

Am I truly doing the right thing? I have eagerly anticipated this moment, but now that it is here, I find myself unsure.

Half the duration of their six-month contract had almost passed, and Elise knew that time was of the essence.

As Lezett’s fingers traced over the fabric of her dress, Elise lowered her gaze and looked at the grass and dirt stains in silent panic. The Archduke followed her eyes and frowned. “I thought you would be sleeping by the time I returned. I did not anticipate that you would venture outside…”

He swiftly stripped Elise of the soiled dress, leaving her in nothing but her chemise. The Princess trembled with both fear and anticipation.

I can still smell blood…

Strangely, Lezett himself omitted his usual scent, but the stench of blood seemed to waft in from elsewhere. Elise was plagued by the image of the lifeless body that she had witnessed in front of the city walls. Then, she recalled the revealing conversation Lezett and Genovia had shared; the man before her, her own husband, had known all along that her people yet lived and had chosen to keep that information from her.

I feel nauseous, she thought as Lezett’s strong hands caressed her body.

“I am sure you were quite startled at the sight you witnessed,” he said matter-of-factly.

Realizing he knew everything, Elise bit her lip and shook her head slightly. “I have heard of… your ways.”

“From whom?”

“Mrs. Pattinson, Alfredo, and Saub—”

“They have spoken out of turn,” Lezett furiously interjected. “Do not trouble yourself with such matters. That man was nothing more than a rat who dared to steal from our harvest.”

“I am not concerned with that. I believe you did what was necessary.”

“Then what perturbs you?” Lezett could not help but notice that her previous warmth had been replaced by a detached frigidity.

She must have overheard my conversation with Genovia. That is why she has seemingly arrived at such a decision.

He recalled the words he had heard her say only moments prior.




“I must go to where I am called. Whenever and however I can…”




I cannot deny it; I have been outwitted by Genovia, that cunning woman. Ultimately, she was able to manipulate Elise not with lies but with the stark truth. I should have dealt with that wench long before now. None of this would have come to pass had I simply done so.




“I must first subdue this foolish heart of mine. It will not prove to be particularly difficult.”




What exactly did she mean by those words? Now that she has learned of the survival of her people, does she intend to simply dispose of me? If she thinks that severing ties with me will prove to be easy, she is sorely mistaken.

“Lezett, there is something I need to say....” Elise began.

However, the Archduke was not inclined to listen; he bent his head and lightly bit her earlobe. Elise let out a soft yelp of surprise.

“About what we agreed to do tonight…” she trailed off. It was futile; Lezett’s hands were now roaming her body freely, and it was everything she could do just to stifle her moans.

We should not be doing this… At least, not now…

She could feel the hard edge of his arousal pressed up against her.

I need time to process everything I discovered today. Are you truly not my ally? I am so dreadfully confused.

And yet, despite her tumultuous thoughts, the only sounds that passed her lips were piteous moans of pleasure.

Suddenly, she felt a sharp pain where his large hand grabbed her tightly. With the pain came another entirely new sensation that sent a wave of warmth coursing throughout her entire body.

“L-Lezett… Lezett…” she murmured.

He responded by tightening his grip on her waist and pulling her flush against him.

“Yes, Elise… we did agree to do something tonight, didn’t we?”

Elise could only moan in response.

For dragonborn, lust and the primal urge to kill were inextricably linked. Fortunately, Lezett’s cycle of madness had finished and only a short time had passed since he had last shed blood. Nonetheless, the complex emotions he felt for Elise meant that an intense fire still raged within him.

He took the Princess in his arms and threw her on the bed. She lay prone, her face buried in a pillow. The towering Archduke climbed on top of her, pinning her to the bed, and began caressing her delicate form. The sheer fabric of her chemise barely concealed her slender back. Over and over again, he traced the lines of mana that emanated from her skin.

“W-What are you doing, Lezett?” Elise said as she struggled to rise. Before she could turn to face him fully, he pinned her down once more with overwhelming force.

It feels as though he is scraping something from my lower back, almost as if he is drawing my blood. I do not know what exactly he is doing, but I am certain he is taking something from me.

It was a chilling sensation that left Elise feeling desperately uneasy. “P-Please, Lezett…” she whimpered as she struggled to free herself from his grasp.

“Stay still, Elise. You will injure yourself,” he ordered.

“I-It feels strange… I…”

She has longed for my touch for months, and now she is unsure? It would appear she has forgotten I am her savior. How do I win her heart back?

He stilled his hands and gently turned Elise around. Her face was covered in tears, and she glared at him with resentment.

Why does she look at me thus?

“Your Highness…”

“Y-You say nothing and just keep—”

“I apologize. Please forgive me,” Lezett immediately interjected. Her distressed face stabbed at his heart like a blade. He gently stroked her cheek as he contemplated what to do next.

“Why are you behaving thus? I-Is it because I ventured outside without your permission?”

“No, it appears I forgot myself. Please, do not cry.”

Relief slowly spread across Elise’s face as he displayed his tender side again. He showered her small hand with gentle kisses until her tears subsided.

“Let us just… sleep tonight,” Elise whispered.

“Sleep we shall. But we have a certain matter to take care of first,” the Archduke replied tightly.

“Can we not wait until tomorrow?”

“Shall we do that? Midnight is almost upon us, after all.”

The Princess was rendered speechless by his stubborn reply. His mind is made…

Lezett tilted her chin so that she was looking into his eyes.

I can see it in his eyes. He burns with an intensity I have never seen before, a hunger that might never be sated.

He was on the cusp of pressing his lips to hers when he thought, It is too quiet. I want to hear her.

“Elise.”

His wife maintained her silence.

“Answer me,” he ordered softly as he brought his lips down toward her and buried his face in her neck. “Please… say something, Elise. Make a sound. You are terrifyingly silent.”

“Why?”

“It feels as though I am alone in this bed.”

“Is touching me not enough to confirm that you are not?”

“Your silence perturbs me.”

He gently traced her collarbone with his lips and then took her soft skin into his mouth, first sucking gently, then flicking his tongue over the silky surface. Elise moaned, a small sound almost too quiet to hear, and that was all he needed.

In a flourish, he tore the chemise down, exposing her swollen breasts, and locked his lips onto one pebbled peak.

Unfamiliar with the overwhelming sensations that washed over her, Elise gasped and writhed beneath him. “P-Please, Lezett, slow down. I-It feels strange…” she whimpered.

It is clear she is entirely unaccustomed to matters of intimacy. How I touch her body now will set the standard for all future encounters. How… thrilling, Lezett thought as a shiver of pleasure ran down his spine.

“I am not using any more force than usual.”

“Th-Then why… does it feel so… intense?”

“Because this part of your body is incredibly sensitive. It is not pain you are feeling. It is pleasure,” Lezett whispered against her skin, his breath making Elise tremble in surprised pleasure.

I have no desire to hurt her. I will strip her completely naked and explore every crevice of her body, taking my time as I do so. I want to discover where she is sensitive, what she enjoys, and how my touch affects her.

Elise, meanwhile, averted her eyes from Lezett’s intense gaze. Pleasure and fear seemed to be vying for control within her.

I must endure… she thought to herself as Lezett slowly stripped her of the thin fabric of the chemise, her last defense against the onslaught of his desire. His blue eyes scanned the length of her body, hungrily devouring every inch of her.

Before Elise knew what was happening, he wrapped his powerful arms around her and tasted her pale neck with his tongue. Elise felt utterly powerless but strangely safe under his weight.

She tastes exactly as she smells—like fresh flowers. Will every part of her body taste the same, I wonder?

“L-Lezett, I have not bathed…” she whispered.

“It matters not.”

Once again, she felt his manhood strain against her, its firm thickness sending a strange mix of anticipation and fear coursing through her.

I can still smell the scent of blood…

Lezett, meanwhile, fought against his urges and restrained his own strength. “Elise…” he said as she whimpered in response. “Elise, look at me,” he whispered.

As she made eye contact with him, the look of fear in her eyes filled him with a strange desire to claim her as his own. He pressed her down on the bed, grinding himself against her soft body.

“L-Lezett… It feels…” she trailed off and succumbed to a chorus of moans. An intense sensation was building within her, a feeling she could not possibly begin to describe. She attempted to reach up and grab Lezett’s shoulders, but he caught her wrists with one hand in mid-air and pinned them above her head.

He stared into her eyes as she trembled beneath him. Finally, unable to withstand the overwhelming sensations flowing through her body, she arched her slender waist and let out a desperate cry.

“J-Just be quick…” Elise said, fearing that she could not withstand much more of his sweet torture.

“That would tear you apart,” Lezett warned.

“I care not. P-Please, just hurry and…” she trailed off.

Does she want to simply bring things to an end as swiftly as possible? I have no intention of doing so. By the time we are done, she will give herself to me entirely.

“There is no need to stifle your moans, Elise,” Lezett said with a smirk.

Elise, realizing that any sound she made only served to incite his lust, firmly clamped her mouth shut.

“Ah, I would not do that, if I were you,” the Archduke warned.

Suddenly, Elise felt his grip on her wrists tighten. His other hand trailed her body and gently invaded the damp flesh between her thighs. At his touch, the sensation making her body writhe uncontrollably reached a fever pitch. His long finger stroked her over and over again, teasing and coaxing, causing her entire body to shake involuntarily as she arched her back, losing touch with reality as she cried out in a loud, breathy gasp. She looked up to see a satisfied smile on her husband’s face.

“What… was that?” she whispered.

He had made her climax at his whim and with just his fingers. It was the first time in her life she had ever felt such physical pleasure.

“You did splendidly, Elise,” Lezett whispered in her ear as he released her hands and gently caressed her face. “I have imagined what your face might look like in the throes of pleasure many times, and I was far from disappointed,” he said smugly.

“Do not look… there…” Elise pleaded as Lezett’s gaze lingered where his hand had been only seconds prior. She covered her face with her hands in embarrassment.

Now that Elise’s pleasure had subsided, her fear returned. Lezett rubbed his fingers together, examining the way her essence soaked them. Then, suddenly, he grimaced.

The clink of chains filled his ears. Semesita’s Shackles had locked into place again.

Ah, that accursed force has returned! Is it her fear that summons it forth? It is not as strong as before, but it is sufficient enough to be irksome. I must assuage her trepidation first.

He drew a trembling Elise into his embrace and pressed his lips to her forehead; he longed to soothe her so that he could assert his will and claim her as his own once more.

“What is it, Elise? What disturbs you?”

“I did not know it would be… like this…”

“You knew your husband was dragonborn, did you not?”

“It is not that…”

“Then, what?”

“I-I had expected some pain, but… It was not entirely painful. It was… a most strange sensation.” Lezett smiled with satisfaction at her words. “Ah, this is all too embarrassing,” Elise added as her cheeks blushed a fiery red.

Ah, now I understand, the Archduke thought. It is not me she fears, but rather the unknown. She is scared of these new and overwhelming sensations. How innocent and pure. Even as I hold her in my arms and devour her, she does not fear me. Could there possibly be a more alluring being than her?

He continued to gently soothe her until Semesita’s Shackles released their hold on him. Then, as she let her guard down, he removed his shirt in one swift motion. Elise’s golden eyes widened as she took in his bare form for the first time, glancing shyly at his perfectly chiseled muscles.

He looks as though he were carved by the gods themselves…

“Are you enjoying the sight before you?” Lezett teased. “Relax, Elise,” he murmured as he unbuckled his trousers.

“W-What?” Elise murmured, unaware of what was to come.

Without breaking eye contact, Lezett slowly guided himself to her slick entrance. Unable to restrain himself any longer, he pushed into her, groaning as he felt her squeeze him tight.

Words failed Elise, and she could only gasp. As she became more used to the sensation, she groaned and writhed beneath him in a mix of pleasure and pain.

“Shhh,” he said, pushing deeper into her, inch by inch until he filled her fully.

It is her first time, after all. Some pain is inevitable. He infused warm mana into her body to help her relax as he began to move.

“Elise,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “Say my name.”

“L-Lezett…” she managed to gasp between frenzied cries of confusion and pleasure.

“Do not panic, Elise. Just relax…” he reassured her as he put more force behind his movements, thrusting harder now and building up a rhythm. Her voice, her scent, her soft skin, and the heat of her pleasure wrapped around him shattered his control, and he reached his climax deep inside of her with a final thrust and a loud, guttural groan. Elise responded with a sharp cry of her own as she felt his seed pour into her.

This is even better than I anticipated, the Archduke thought to himself as he rode the waves of pleasure. The sight of his Elise beneath him, bearing the pain of unfamiliarity while his essence emptied into her, thrilled him beyond words. He breathed out a deep sigh of satisfaction and realized then and there that he could never, ever relinquish this dizzying feeling.

I cannot allow her to leave my side, he resolved. This thought made his desire to possess her for himself burn anew, and he pulled out slightly only to crash into her again. As he relentlessly claimed her, Elise trembled and whimpered beneath him. Pleasure and pain undulated through her body, and she gasped, “P-Please Lezett… s-slow…”

“It is too late for that,” he bent down and whispered directly into her ear. “It’s time for you to take what you have desired for so long.”

He has lost control. He is a monster who has succumbed to his basest desires…

Yet, even though Elise begged him to slow down, her body could not deny the sheer pleasure his thick, hard desire brought her. Her efforts to stop herself from moaning like a woman possessed were in vain.

She pleads with me to slow down, yet her body clings to me for more. Encouraged by her reaction to his touch, Lezett slammed into her even more forcefully. A feral groan erupted from his mouth as he climaxed inside her once again, sending Elise over the tipping point and making her lightheaded as a fresh burst of pleasure rocked her body.

Strangely, as she fluttered between reality and unconsciousness, it was Andrei’s voice she heard in her head. “I can no longer reach her. I must go and find her now. It will not be possible to simply wait until fall. Send a message to Duke Conrad, Fabian. A scouting party is to be sent north of the Tenne River…”

As the euphoric feeling faded from her mind and she could think once more, Elise was overcome with longing and sorrow at the sound of her brother’s voice. She realized that she had finally received what she had wanted from the Archduke. I have crossed the point of no return.

As Andrei’s voice echoed in her mind, she found herself embracing the man who should have been her foe; her mind screamed for all of this to cease, but her body yearned to hold Lezett close.

What on earth have I done?

When did things unravel this far? I should never have clung to him as though he were my only lifeline.

For a while, the only sound in the bedroom was their heavy breathing. After finishing for the second time, Lezett collapsed on top of Elise, who also lay on the bed with her eyes closed, exhausted.

The faint scent of blood wafted to the Archduke’s hypersensitive nostrils, and he looked down to find the white sheet stained red. It was only a small amount, but the smell of his wife’s blood ignited his fervor once more.

“Elise…” he murmured as he gently stroked her chin. “Are you in pain?”

“N-No… It is not painful, it merely feels… strange.”

“Where?”

“Everywhere. I do not know how to describe it…”

Lezett recognized the guilt in her eyes; it was as though she had committed a grave sin.

Why does she feel this way? We are husband and wife. We have not committed a forbidden act. Besides, she is the one who insisted we do this.

I… need more. This will not suffice.

Instead of removing his length from inside her, Lezett plunged deeper once more. Elise gasped in shock and grabbed his shoulders. “E-Enough, Lezett…”

And yet, as she arched her back in involuntary pleasure, the Archduke knew her body longed for more. “I think you rather enjoy this,” he said with a smirk.

I cannot deny how pleasant it feels to be filled with his warmth. Although it is not easy to withstand his fervor, I cannot help but want more…

As Lezett once again began to move, driving deep into her faster and harder with each thrust, he parted her lips with his finger. “Bear it a little longer, Elise,” he whispered.

“I do not know that I can…”

He pounded his desperately moaning wife relentlessly, determined to reassert his claim on her as his and only his.

When I first laid eyes on her, she was akin to an untouchable goddess, and now she lies beneath me, at the mercy of my whims.

Even though he knew that if he pushed too far, there would be no turning back, Lezett was driven to near madness with the desire to mark her in every way possible. All other thoughts fled his usually collected mind as she became the sole focus of his world.

Elise, meanwhile, dug her fingernails into his back in an attempt to borrow his strength against a tidal wave of his own making.

Lezett chuckled. Oh, beautiful Elise, the Princess of Arghan and Grandell’s Blessing. Now, you belong to me.


Part 10

Twisted Desire

Before Emperor Novius had bestowed the name Lezett Kirstan upon the Archduke, he was known as Gaelus’s Raven. Gaelus was the name of the underground fighting ring that Lezett had fought in as a child, and it was also the name of the man who owned it.

Gaelus had been the person to discover Lezett after his gruesome birth. He found the boy in a dilapidated hut on the outskirts of a small village, lying next to his dead mother.

“What wretched luck,” Gaelus had said as he reached into his pocket and removed a glittering gold cross on a chain. “May the gods above bless this unworthy life with another day,” he prayed as he dangled the chain over the baby. Despite his cruel nature, Gaelus was a man of faith and superstition. It was not his first time encountering a newborn dragonborn, and he always performed a similar ritual. Yet, he had immediately noticed that Lezett was different somehow.

“Hmm, this one is not like the others,” he had said as he hesitantly backed away. Why does it not display any hostility? It simply stares blankly at the corpse of its mother, Gaelus had thought to himself. Its black scales make it look like a raven.

He had gently looped a noose made of bramble vines around Lezett’s neck. When he pulled on the rope, Lezett had simply allowed himself to be dragged along the ground without displaying any resistance.

“How very strange. Is it dead?”

Yet, when Gaelus tossed a fig onto the floor, Lezett instantly devoured it. His lips stained with the fruit’s juices, he finally lifted his head to look at Gaelus. The first thing Gaelus noticed was Lezett’s ice-blue eyes.

The way it looks at me! Incredible! It entered the world mere moments ago, yet it scrutinizes its surroundings already.

“Good heavens! What a find you are, aren’t you? You are no ordinary dragonborn!” Gaelus had said with glee.

Lezett’s eyes, meanwhile, had been fixated on the cross in Gaelus’s hand. It had sparkled radiantly in the sunlight. Noticing the look of avarice in Lezett’s eyes, Gaelus had tossed the cross toward him before he lunged for it. “Here, take this. Consider it a gift to commemorate our first meeting. If you long for more trinkets of this nature, simply come with me, little one.”

Gaelus had tugged at the makeshift leash and Lezett, still mesmerized by the cross, allowed himself to be led. Indeed, the dragonborn had harbored a desire to possess radiant objects since birth.

“How very intelligent you are, little raven. That is right—if you long for such gifts, you must first impress your master! Be compliant. Be polite,” Gaelus had said with a chuckle. “Behave well, and you shall have what you seek.”

That was the day Lezett first learned the important lessons of submission and avarice that would shape much of his behavior in the future.

* * *

Elise awoke to the sharp scent of herbs. It was a smell she recognized from somewhere.

Slowly, she realized she was lying on top of her husband with her back against his broad chest. Light streamed through the window.

Just how much time has passed? We must have spent countless hours entwined like this… He may be dragonborn, but this is far too much…

Suddenly, a large hand came to rest on her waist. “Do not move,” he said in a low voice. “Stay like this a while longer.”

Eventually, Lezett turned over so that they were on their side. He then gently lifted her chin with his index finger so that she was looking back at him. When their eyes met, he gazed at her in silence.

I have never seen that look in his eyes before, Elise thought to herself. Those piercing blue eyes of his always possess a chilling sharpness, but now there is a certain… languor to them. I have also never seen him look so disheveled.

Seemingly annoyed by the way his hair lazily fell on his forehand, Lezett swept it back with a dismissive gesture. Still, a few persistent strands fell back down to his eyebrows. He then lifted his hand to his mouth, placed a cigar in it, took a puff, and said, “This has medicinal properties.”

Ah, that explains the bitter aroma in the room, Elise realized.

“It is not harmful. Would you care to try it?”

The Princess briefly hesitated before nodding. In truth, she had tried something similar before. During a time when she had been particularly ill, unable to keep down food or medicine, Andrei had procured medicinal herbs in a bid to alleviate her ailments. It was said that the inhabitants of a distant archipelago to the west of Grandell would roll leaves into cylinders and smoke them for medicinal purposes.

I know what this is, Elise thought after she inhaled the cigar smoke. It is St. John’s wort! It was an herb renowned for its calming effects. In fact, it was the same medicinal herb that Elise had deliberately taken in extremely large quantities in a bid to end her life when she had seen but fifteen winters.

The effect of the herb was immediate, and her frayed nerves settled. Enjoying the feeling, the Princess brought the cigar to her lips several more times while her husband gently caressed the back of her head. His delicate touch felt entirely at odds with the way he had relentlessly pounded her not long prior.

Which version of you is the real one, I wonder, Elise thought as she gazed at him in silence. Is it this calm, gentle knight? Or is it the man Genovia spoke of, the one who longs to add trophies to his collection? Or perhaps the war demon that the rest of the world sees? And I suppose there is a fourth—the beast that relentlessly claimed me throughout the night.

Do I resent him? Certainly, to some degree, I do, not merely because of the roughness with which he took me but also because he kept the news about my fellow survivors from me.

And yet, as the Princess locked eyes with him in bed, that resentment dissipated.

Our relationship was never founded on trust or loyalty, so I can hardly feel betrayed.

Lezett brought the cigar to his mouth a few more times as Elise openly stared at him. Eventually, he chuckled and lightly tapped her cheek as if to question the intent of her gaze.

He looks at me as though he is looking at something precious. I cannot bring myself to dislike him… 

I only wish we had lain together before that wretched woman Genovia arrived in Rothier. Then, I would not have been so easily swayed by her vicious tongue. Nonetheless, time passed cannot be reclaimed.

I have committed to the terms stipulated in our contract, and my resolve in that regard remains unaltered. Even now, as we lay together so intimately, we are nothing but strangers to one another. “Love” has no place here.

However, I do feel affection for you, and one day, when I must leave your side, it will hurt me deeply.

“Elise…” Lezett suddenly said.

“Yes?”

“It is exceedingly obvious when you are lost in thought,” he remarked as he extinguished the cigar and casually tossed it away. The drowsy smile that adorned his face faded, and his eyes darkened. “Every time I see that expression on your face…”

“L-Lezett,” Elise stammered, sensing that the atmosphere had taken a serious turn.

“I am reminded that what you feel when you are with me is not… joy.”

Elise let out a sharp cry as, in one swift motion, Lezett had her pinned beneath his muscular chest again.

“L-Lezett… Surely not… again…?” she cried as she trembled beneath his heat.

* * *

It was late afternoon the following day when Lezett finally ordered the servants to bring a steaming hot bath to the bedroom. The thick curtains were drawn around the bed so that Ibetha and the other servants could not glimpse the Archduke and Archduchess.

As soon as the preparations for the bath and a simple meal were complete, Lezett dismissively commanded, “Leave.”

“If you need anything, just—” Ibetha began before she was interrupted by Mrs. Pattinson.

“Let us leave them in peace, Ibetha.” And with that, the servants left the bedroom and closed the door behind them. Not long after, the gentle sound of splashing water could be heard from inside the room.

Lezett placed Elise in the bathtub and carefully washed her. Even as he did so, she did not wake from her deep slumber.

He gently inspected the sensitive flesh between her legs that he had become most intimately acquainted with in the past day, parting it gently with his fingers to check for any injuries. A little swollen, perhaps, but that is to be expected. This is not as bad as I had anticipated.

After washing her thoroughly, he dried her body with a towel and then dressed her in a nightgown. Still, she did not wake. “Elise,” he whispered. Realizing that it was unlikely she would wake up any time soon, he forewent feeding her and instead carried her back to the comfort of the bed.

Unfortunately, the bathwater had washed his scent from her, and in its place, the fresh aroma of flowers wafted into his nose. Instantly, a primal lust stirred within him, and his manhood stood at attention.

“This is madness,” he muttered to himself.

How many more cigars must I smoke to calm myself down? I am finding it increasingly difficult to restrain myself.

It is the reluctance and trepidation I sometimes notice in her that makes me want to claim her for myself over and over. If only she was more affectionate toward me, and if only she did not gaze out the window as though she longs for nothing more than to escape… Then, I would not have kept her confined to this room for quite so long.

I loathe this tightness, this nervous energy I feel in my chest. Would losing myself inside her over and over rid me of these emotions?

Regardless, I must first extract the mana from her body. Then, I will be able to indulge in her for days, even weeks. She will grow accustomed to having me inside her. And if she conceives a child, the better for it. After all, the offspring of a dragonborn thrives on mana. Elise seemingly has an unlimited supply. Perhaps allowing the child to consume it would kill two birds with one stone.

Lost in his own thoughts, Lezett gently caressed her back over and over again.

If she does successfully give birth to my heir, I will be able to bind her to Rothier for life, and His Majesty will cease his tiresome meddling.

However, I can feel that Elise no longer desires to bear my child. She has changed; the warmth in her eyes has vanished.

But does her will even matter anymore? She does not have any other options.

I must not be in my right mind. Or perhaps this is exactly who I have always been; the world was right—I am nothing more than a beast inextricably tied to my base instincts and primal urges, destined to yearn for anything that shimmers.

Ironically, she was the one who brought me back to my true self. I cannot say it is entirely unpleasant.

He leaned over the Princess and inhaled her intoxicating scent, resisting the urge to kiss her. He was suddenly reminded of the first kiss they shared in the chapel of the imperial palace of Vaniella. At that time, her lips had seemed akin to a final bastion that he dared not breach.

Now, I have claimed her in totality. She is mine. Every inch of her. A line has been crossed, and retreat is no longer an option—if her heart does not yet yearn for me, I will force it to bend to my will.

It was with that thought in mind that Lezett brought his lips to hers and tasted her sweetness once more.

* * *

I must regain my clarity of thought, Elise thought to herself. For three days, I have been reduced to nothing more than his plaything. I find myself moaning and writhing underneath him before he carries me to the bathtub or the sofa for brief periods of respite or sustenance.

He plays me like a harp—rough when he senses my mind wandering, tender when I lay exhausted in his arms.

Yet, it is impossible to deny the pleasure my body feels when he enters me; any sorrow or resentment I feel disappears entirely. In fact, a mere look from him is enough to send my heart racing.

I cannot allow this to happen; I must put an end to these unwelcome emotions.

Even as she was swept away by the ecstasy she felt in his arms, she attempted to subdue her feelings. And yet, Lezett instantly noticed each time and purposefully pulled her back in, refusing to allow her mind to wander.

Initially, I thought it was a mere coincidence, but I see now that his relentless onslaught is deliberate. He seeks to rob me of time to gather my thoughts and, through this, force my heart into submission.

Why? Is it because he knows I overheard his conversation with Genovia? Does he mean to ensure I can never, ever escape his clutches? After all, Genovia said I am the grandest trophy he has ever possessed.

That must be why he relentlessly explores every crevice of my body; he wants to make it abundantly clear that I am his and that I can never leave his side.

There is also the unbearable feeling of something flowing out of my back as he touches me there. I do not wholly understand it, but I know instinctively that he is taking something from me.

Now, he was on top of her, once more relentlessly thrusting into her wetness as he sucked and bit the tender flesh of her shoulder.

Elise writhed beneath him. Even as she grew exhausted, he did not cease. “Moan for me, Elise,” he whispered in her ear, sucking and biting at her earlobe.

“L-Lezett… I want to see your face,” she said, attempting to pacify him. She recognized that he was craving something unspoken, a yearning he had yet to satisfy even though he had claimed her over and over.

Responding to the Princess’s request, Lezett turned her over so that she could look up at him.

I must reassure him, make him believe that my heart belongs to him. Ah… I know…

“When will I become with child?” she asked.

The look in Lezett’s eyes instantly changed. Elise knew she had found the right words.

“Do you long to bear my child, Elise?”

“Y-Yes…” she stammered.

“Your mind has not changed?”

Elise was unsure of the implication behind his question, but she swiftly answered, “I-It has not…”

I must stop him before he possesses me entirely. If he continues in this manner, I fear I may forget everything; I will forget Arghan and Andrei and become a wanton woman consumed by lust.

“I-I want to… give birth to your child,” she said as he buried himself into her once more with one powerful thrust of his hips.

“Ours,” Lezett whispered hoarsely as he rubbed her abdomen.

“Y-Yes, ours,” Elise dutifully repeated before he suddenly picked up the pace, and she was jerked into an earth-shattering climax once again. She had lost count of the number of times he had taken her to these ethereal heights.

The last thing she remembered before losing consciousness was the feeling of his hot breath on her neck.

* * *

Following that day, Lezett did indeed provide Elise with some respite. However, she could not be certain whether her confession had achieved its intended purpose, for an unexpected event brought their lovemaking to an immediate halt—the arrival of her monthly courses.

After fleeing Arghan, she had not been visited by her monthly courses due to the severe stress and anguish she had been under. Once she arrived in Rothier, however, her cycle had somewhat returned to normal, but this time, it was particularly severe; she woke up to a sharp pain in her stomach and found a large amount of blood flowing from her.

“Why is there so much blood?” Lezett had asked in alarm.

“Th-This is—” Elise tried to explain, but he would not listen—he insisted on parting her legs and examining her in detail. 

Eventually, she was able to explain, and his calm returned. “This is the result of a woman’s monthly courses?”

Elise realized she had been provided with an opportunity. She leaned into Lezett’s embrace and began weeping. “M-My stomach hurts,” she whimpered.

I should invoke as much pity in him as possible…

“It is because you have been pushing me too hard, Lezett…” she murmured. “I must rest…”

Lezett sighed and reluctantly reached for the bell to call for a maid.

Finally, after three days and nights of his unforgiving passion, the end is in sight, Elise thought to herself with a sigh of relief.

* * *

For the first time since he shut the door to their bedchamber days ago, Elise was able to bathe without Lezett by her side. Ibetha was finally allowed to stay and assist her. 

“You must show me at once, Your Highness!” Ibetha said with her hands on her hips. The maid was terribly concerned about the state of Elise’s body.

“I can manage on my own today, Ibetha,” the Princess murmured as she covered her naked form with a blanket.

“Please, Your Highness, how could a princess possibly bathe on her own?” Ibetha asked in a voice that betrayed her incredulity.

“I used to do so often when I was younger.”

“Why on earth would you? I have no doubt that the imperial palace in Arghan did not lack for maids!”

“We did not. I simply preferred to do so. That is all.”

Indeed, as a child who had mostly been confined to her chambers, Elise found comfort and solace in bathing; she would often send her maids away and sometimes lay in the hot water for so long that she would faint.

However, after the shocking incident that occurred in her fifteenth year, she was forbidden from even those precious moments of privacy.

“Quickly now, Your Highness! I will be subject to His Grace’s ire if you take too long,” Ibetha insisted.

The Princess finally acquiesced and reluctantly allowed the blanket to slip away. “Oh, good heavens above…” Ibetha exclaimed upon seeing the Princess’s naked form. Her pale skin was covered in bruises and red marks.

Observing the maid’s shocked expression, Elise said, “P-Perhaps now you understand why I wanted to bathe alone… Please, just let me do it.”

She could not bear to show Ibetha the traces of Lezett that she could still feel leaking out of her. Ibetha, on the other hand, could not allow the Princess to wash herself in such a wretched state. She grabbed a washcloth and immediately began tending to her.

“You are too weak to be submerged in the hot water and left on your own, Your Highness. So, please, stop being so stubborn and just close your eyes for a moment. I will get you clean in no time at all.”

Embarrassed though she was, Elise lacked the energy to refuse; she simply closed her eyes and allowed Ibetha to tend to her battered and bruised body.

“I must ask Lady Freya for some healing salve…” Ibetha muttered.

“Does it look quite so dreadful?”

“Yes, Your Highness. I will not lie to you. Your skin is covered in marks…”

Even without the benefit of a mirror, Elise knew the bruises were severe, especially on her bosom. It seems he has a particular fondness for my chest…

Elise’s face flushed red once more as she recalled the Archduke burying his face between her breasts and inhaling her scent. I can still feel his touch on my entire body, even if I cannot see the marks he left for myself.

It is strange that the mirrors have all been removed from our chambers, but I have already committed the magic circles to memory, Elise thought as she began drawing one on the surface of the water with her finger.

“Semesita,” she whispered almost inaudibly. Light flashed across the surface of the water.

It has become incredibly easy. Would the spell be invoked if I simply poured mana into the magic circle? But… I have noticed of late that my mana has ceased to flow.

“Your Highness… Would you like me to secretly speak to Lady Freya?” Ibetha suddenly asked.

“About what?” Elise replied as she splashed the water in front of her to get rid of any trace of what she had been doing. Fortunately, Ibetha had been distracted as she meticulously washed the Princess’s back.

“There are… concoctions one can take to prevent one from becoming with child. Once you become pregnant, it will be too late, Your Highness. You will not be able to return to Rothier as you plan. Herbs like mugwort or scotch broom can be brewed lightly in tea and have such effects.

Lady Freya will visit you today. I know she examined you yesterday, but now that your monthly courses have arrived… Of course, we cannot be sure that she will not report to His Grace, so perhaps you could just inquire about which herbs would be safe for you to take. I will handle smuggling them into the castle.”

“And if he finds out?”

“Well, Your Highness, you will simply have to save my life again,” Ibetha said with a gentle smile.

“Ibetha, you said I was examined by Freya yesterday?”

“Yes, Your Highness, in the morning.”

I have no recollection of that…

Indeed, Elise had been unconscious when Freya examined her; the imperial physician had diagnosed her with simple exhaustion.

Suddenly, the Princess recalled Lezett’s unbridled excitement at her saying she wanted to give birth to his child. She gently rubbed her abdomen, feeling an indescribable emotion at the thought. She contemplated the way Lezett would remain inside her even after releasing himself over and over again.

It seems inevitable that I will conceive his child. Mere days ago, I believed that to be my only means of survival, but now I am not so sure. Perhaps I should heed Ibetha’s advice, at least until I come to understand exactly what the situation is in the South.

Suddenly, the unmistakable sound of his footsteps removed her from her thoughts.

“Elise,” he said in a low voice before leaning forward and pressing his lips to the nape of her neck.

“L-Lezett…”

“How are you feeling?”

“N-Not well!” she blurted out. Fearing he might immediately continue ravaging her body, she exaggerated her ailments. “Ibetha said my skin looks utterly dreadful…”

“What?” the Archduke turned toward Ibetha, who was quietly cowering by the door. “What have you been telling Her Highness?”

Ah, I misspoke, Elise realized. In a bid to save Ibetha from the Archduke’s wrath, she pulled his face toward hers and said, “Look at my body, Lezett. You have left marks—”

“You are beautiful,” he murmured.

“How can you say such a thing? These bruises will likely show even through my clothes.”

“To me, you will be a beauty no matter how you look. That is all that matters. No one else will dare cast their eyes upon you.”

“Th-That is not possible…”

“If they do, would you like me to gouge their eyes out?”

“W-What?!” Elise gasped in horror.

Lezett grinned playfully. “I jest, Elise,” he said. However, his tone was not entirely convincing.

Taking advantage of Elise’s momentary confusion, Lezett lifted her from the bathtub and wrapped her in a towel.

The Princess immediately smelled the scent of bitter herbs. He has been smoking his cigar again. However, I have learned by now that the medicinal herbs are not enough to quell his insatiable appetite.

“I can dress myself—” Elise began as Lezett laid her down on the bed.

“No. Stay still and allow me to take care of you,” he gently interrupted.

“Ibetha is here. She can help me…” Elise countered. “Besides, I hope you are not thinking about starting… that again. My monthly courses are a ‘circumstance’ that makes intimacy impossible, as per our contract, so—”

“I have no intention of doing so. I simply intend to check on your body and then apply the ointment that Freya gave you.”

“What is there to check? Besides, I am perfectly capable of applying the ointment myself.”

Lezett chuckled at Elise’s skittish and embarrassed behavior. “You display such modesty now. Are you truly the same woman who relentlessly attempted to entice me?”

“As I have said repeatedly, I did not know it would be this… intense.”

“What exactly were you expecting from a dragonborn?” he whispered in a low, deep voice as he forcefully removed the towel from her grasp. He then began applying the healing salve all over her body. Elise felt as though she could barely breathe as he gently caressed her.

“You were the one who attempted to seduce me first. It began before we even arrived in Vaniella, you might recall,” he said.

“When did I… Oh…” Elise trailed off as she recalled the night she had undressed in front of him by the lake. “Desperation can make one abandon one’s pride.”

“And now?”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you not find me desperately alluring anymore?” Lezett asked as he set aside the ointment and stared into her eyes.

I should be careful with my response; it could secure me a peaceful night’s sleep and perhaps even a path out of Rothier.

“I do… Have you not seen what becomes of me in your absence? You witnessed what transpired when Genovia was here.”

Genovia… Elise thought, is she dead? Well, I cannot say I am very sorry after all the distress she plagued me with. I gleaned enough information from her during her torturous stay. I am, however, curious as to what she truly sought from me.

On the night that Genovia had taken Elise to the castle walls, she had seemingly abandoned her original plan to simply use the Princess as the Archduke’s broodmare. The daughter of Duke Irian had repeatedly burst into tirades as though she had forgotten Elise’s presence altogether.

“Love?! Ha! Can you imagine? After the suffering he put me through! He made it so that I can never trust another man again for the rest of my life,” she had spat.

Noticing Elise’s perturbed expression, Lezett said, “I did not broach the topic so that you would torment yourself.”

Pulled from her reverie, Elise shook her head and replied, “It is true. Without you, I am utterly helpless.”

I am grateful to Genovia for one thing, at least. Had it not been for her venomous words, I would likely have given my heart to Lezett entirely. Now, I have a potential path to freedom and back to Arghan. But there is something that has been weighing on my mind…

Over the past three days, as she drifted in and out of consciousness, Andrei’s voice had repeatedly come to her.




“It will not be possible to simply wait until fall. Send a message to Duke Conrad, Fabian. A scouting party is to be sent north of the Tenne River…”




I am beginning to think that they are not mere dreams…

The only clue available to Elise was the Tenne River—Vaniella’s lifeline that flowed along the southern border of Rothier. However, Elise knew almost nothing of Rothier’s geography.

I need to gather more information.

While Elise was deep in thought, Lezett dressed her with practiced ease. “Lezett,” she said as she reached out for his hand.

“What is it?”

“When my monthly courses have subsided, could we perhaps venture outside of the castle again? A bit further this time…”

“Further? Is there something you particularly long to see?”

“Not necessarily. I have heard the gorges of the Grentern Mountains are breathtaking… and the plains that run alongside the Tenne River.” She paused for a moment before adding, “Perhaps the mountains would be too treacherous, but I would truly relish the opportunity to visit the riverbank.” Her heart felt as though it might explode from her chest.

“Well, going outside would not be a problem in itself. However, I wonder whether you are healthy enough.”

“You will be with me, after all. Just take care of me as you do now,” Elise said, choosing her words carefully. “Once I conceive, it will be difficult to leave the castle.”

I have no doubt that those words will be most pleasing to his ears.

“I rather detest being confined here, Lezett. My brother made me feel like a caged bird, as you know…” she added. Forgive me, Andrei. My words are not sincere. “But you are different from Andrei, are you not?”

Lezett reluctantly nodded.

“Please speak, Lezett.”

“I… plan on dispatching an expedition to the Tenne River,” he finally murmured.

A sliver of hope flashed in Elise’s eyes. “Because of the issue with the tribute?” she asked.

“Yes. We intend to investigate the area along the riverbank. It will take at least ten days. If you truly wish, you can—”

“I want to go,” Elise immediately interjected.

Lezett smiled and gently stroked her long hair. I have undeniably discovered how to manipulate him.

“Let us go together, Lezett.”

After a very brief moment’s hesitation, he said, “I will see to the preparations.” She has endured a great deal over the last few days. And, as she said, should she conceive, she will likely be confined to the castle. I feel it is a reasonable request, given the circumstances. Moreover, the mana seems to have stopped radiating from her body. A most welcome change, indeed.

A smile that told of both relief and joy lit up Elise’s face. “This shall be our second outing together. I am most excited, I must confess,” she said.

“As am I, Elise,” Lezett replied as he brought his wife into his warm embrace and inhaled her intoxicating scent.


Part 11

The Secret of the Tenne River

Andrei woke in Riosa Castle drenched in cold sweat and breathing raggedly.

“Curse it all,” he muttered. Magic had failed him once more. Each time he attempted to reach his sister and failed, he would suffer substantial injuries, and coughing fits would plague him for days afterward.

He summoned the last of his strength to make his way to the divan, where he collapsed face down as though dead. It was dawn by the time Duke Bellatore came to check on him. “Y-Your Majesty, are you all right? You do not look well,” he said.

“Has the carrier pigeon returned? Is there news from Vernon?” Andrei asked in a hoarse voice. He had imbued the pigeon with mana, but he could not feel the bird’s presence. “Perhaps my magic is so weak that it is not capable of flying that far. Or has something befallen Vernon?”

“No, Your Majesty, you know as well as anyone how formidable Duke Conrad is. The North is far; I am certain we will receive a response within a matter of days. Please, you must rest, Your Majesty. I fear for your health.”

“I believe we may have passed the point of no return in that regard, Fabian,” Andrei said with hollow laughter. “The sands of time are slipping away.”

“Please do not speak thus, Your Majesty.”

“Without Elise, I am but a shadow of my former self.”

I use every sliver of magic left within me to try and reach her, and still, she proves elusive.

The first magic circle Andrei had inscribed into Elise’s skin was a spell designed to sever the fate they shared into two distinct threads. For four generations, not a single sorcerer had been born into the Arghan imperial family. And then, as if to compensate for the long wait, the twins were born with a might that eclipsed all in their line since Gallian. However, that power also came with a unique disadvantage—if the twins were apart from one another, they were like half of a whole.

Elise had entered the world endowed with a reservoir of mana that rivaled even the direct descendants of Semesita. However, she lacked the circuits necessary to convert that formless power into spells. Andrei, meanwhile, was the exact opposite.

It was as though Andrei was the body and Elise the spirit; the body grew bigger and more formidable over time, whereas the spirit was trapped within, defenseless and drained by the very thing that was meant to protect it.

Thus, in the twins’ fifteenth year, when Elise attempted to end her own life, Andrei had devoted months to crafting a spell aimed at allowing each of them to wield at least a semblance of power without the other. At the very least, he longed to provide Elise with the opportunity to live something close to a normal life. Accordingly, Andrei had ultimately severed the ties that connected them to one another, leaving only one thin bridge.

Elise, no longer sapped of her life force and mana, had grown healthier by the day. Conversely, Andrei, who had once been hailed as the rebirth of Gallian himself, noticed his own powers ceased to grow after he was unable to draw from his sister’s mana. Gradually, the protective barriers that surrounded Arghan, maintained for generations through the magic of the imperial family, started to erode. Eventually, the barbarians of Urgel succeeded in breaching Arghan’s defenses.

Even if I am to perish, the spirit will endure. No, it is only by shedding the body that the spirit can reach its full potential, Andrei thought to himself.

“Elise must return before I take my final breath,” Andrei said with a sudden urgency as he gripped Duke Bellatore’s hand. “Only then will I be able to pass on the power I possess to her. Send another pigeon to Vernon…” he trailed off, scanning the air frantically as if possessed. His remaining golden eye was wide with disbelief.

What was that? I felt her presence just now. It was as though our souls briefly connected before snapping apart once more.

“Elise… Can you perhaps see me now?”

* * *

Elise’s eyes snapped open as she audibly gasped. The first thing she felt was something large and hot atop her chest.

“L-Leze—” Before she could get the name out, he enveloped her mouth with his own. As their kiss came to an end, she looked up, and for a split second, she saw Andrei’s face looking back at her. She blinked, and it was gone, instantly replaced by the face of her husband. His blue eyes pierced her own with an ice-cold intensity.

“Lezett…” she murmured as her mind struggled to make sense of reality.

“Yes, remember it,” Lezett said. His tone was unusually chilling.

Elise was weaving in and out of consciousness; she did not fully fathom what was transpiring. Instead, she longed to return to the world of her dreams once more. 

I want to see Andrei again, even if only in my dreams…

* * *

The Archduke’s expedition to the Tenne River progressed at a leisurely pace. They set out in the morning and reached the mouth of the river by noon. The midday sun splendidly illuminated the blessed land, and lush greenery stretched as far as the eye could see.

The group consisted of thirteen in total: four knights including Ruben and Isaac, four attendants, Sauber, Ibetha, and Freya.

“Tempest, slow down!” Lezett called out.

“The others will not be able to keep up if you proceed with such haste!” Elise said to the warhorse playfully.

“Elise, this beast does not heed words. Give me the reins—”

“Now, now, Tempest,” Elise said, ignoring her husband. “Behave yourself, and I will play with you later, all right?” Elise said softly.

 As usual, the steed seemed to respond to the Princess’s words even better than to those issued by its own master. As she gently caressed its back, Tempest became more docile. “There’s a good horse!” she added with a smile. “Animals are much less complicated than people, I must say. They stop or slow down when you ask them to and do not act so unruly. What a splendid creature.”

Somehow, I feel as though that was a thinly veiled jab in my direction, Lezett thought to himself.

“So, you are going to play with Tempest this evening? Truly?”

“Well, I promised I would, did I not? I shall feed the dear creature, at the very least.”

“I do not see why that is necessary,” Lezett said with a frown.

“It is.”

“If you insist.”

Even Lezett was amazed at the power Elise held over the irascible steed; he himself had forced it into submission, whereas the Princess simply spoke in that soft way of hers.

Does Tempest also recognize her unparalleled beauty, perhaps?

“Elise…”

“Yes?”

“Are you upset with me?” Lezett asked. He had noticed that she would barely even look in his direction.

“Why would I be?”

“Because of this morning,” Lezett said sheepishly.

Elise snorted. “So, you are not altogether oblivious, then.”

Her monthly courses had ended two days prior. Lezett had kept his distance for a short while, but that morning, he had been unable to resist slipping beneath the blanket and into her once more, delaying their departure and causing Elise’s lower back to throb.

Since then, a thoroughly irritated Elise had refused to look at him.

“I could not help myself…” 

“I was asleep.”

“I thought you were awake. You were tossing and turning.”

“And you knew I had to ride today! You are most despicable.”

“I never claimed to be a good man,” Lezett whispered as his large, warm hand enveloped Elise’s, and he brought his tender lips to her temple. “Please, let me take the reins.”

Elise felt a shiver run down her spine as his lips gently brushed against her ear. Unable to resist, she finally released Tempest’s reins.

She looked toward the river, the very river that Andrei had spoken of.

He is determined to control everything, Elise thought to herself. From the way he insisted on having his way with me this morning to stubbornly taking Tempest’s reins. He seeks to take away my autonomy. He has always been protective, but since we began spending our nights together, he has become entirely overbearing.

Before he interrupted my sleep, I was visited by Andrei once more this morning.

Suddenly, she had another vision while atop Tempest. Andrei was face down on a divan before he turned and asked Duke Bellatore, “Is there news from Vernon?” In the next moment, she was jolted back to reality by means of an invasive hand sliding beneath her clothes.

How does he always know when my mind wanders? Is it the instinct of a dragonborn?

She felt his warm breath on her skin as he nibbled at her earlobe. “Stop that,” she pleaded.

“Stop what?”

“That…”

As usual, her resistance was dismissed, and his teasing caresses continued. She could not deny the physical pleasure they brought her. Despite herself, she let out a low moan as he licked her ear. She was certain that had they been alone, he would have taken her there and then.

“You are not in your right mind,” she said.

“It appears so,” he admitted in a husky voice. “Your beauty is to blame for that.” His voice and the rigid presence poking at her back told her exactly where his mind had wandered.

It would appear I will not be sleeping peacefully tonight, either…

* * *

They spent their days slowly traveling by horseback and their nights in watchtowers along the riverbank. They were watchtowers in name, but in truth, they were buildings more akin to lodgings. While Elise rested, Lezett and his knights would visit the surrounding villages and farms and return with information and provisions.

“You must ensure that Her Highness gets enough sleep, Your Grace. Also… too much intimacy may lead to exhaustion. As I said before, Your Grace must be gentle and—” Freya had said one day.

“I am gentle,” Lezett had flatly interjected before she could finish.

Elise had not yet had the chance to access herbs that were said to have a contraceptive effect. And, when in the throes of passion, she sometimes feared that he desired to devour her whole, such was the intensity with which he seemed to burn for her.

Now was one of those times. They had arrived at the watchtower they would stay at for the night only moments prior, and already Lezett was peeling her cloak off, his eyes glazed over with lust.

“L-Lezett… Could it be that your madness has returned?” Elise asked.

“That is not the case. Of that, I am certain.”

“Th-Then… Why are you quite so incessant?”

“If the madness of Semestia flowed unrestrained in my blood right now, you would not be able to stand on your own two feet,” he replied ominously.

“I-I have been riding all day, Lezett… My back aches and—”

“You were the one who insisted that you accompany us on the expedition, Elise.”

Despite her protests, under the weight of his gaze and his gentle caresses, Elise found herself moaning in anticipation. Lezett grinned and said, “Who truly provokes whom, I wonder.” He coaxed a finger between her legs to find it already soaked and warm.

How very enticing…

As usual, their lovemaking seemed to stretch on endlessly. By the time they had both climaxed several times, their bodies were slick with sweat and each other’s liquids.

“You certainly changed your mind. It was not too long ago that you proclaimed you had no desire to embrace a woman like me,” Elise said as she lay in Lezett’s arms.

“Now who said that?” the Archduke replied

“You did…” After a pause, Elise continued, “Do you truly not recall? You said you had no desire to embrace a woman who could barely stand on her own feet.”

Lezett, clearly taken aback, said nothing.

“It was in the imperial palace on the day you discovered the lie I told the Emperor. You were particularly enraged, you may remember. I am not so different from the woman I was then…”

Lezett inwardly cursed as he was reminded of the events Elise referred to.

“You even said it would be better that I take my own life than be in this situation with you. Have you forgotten uttering those words, too?” Elise added in a sharp tone.

“Forgive me. I misspoke,” the Archduke murmured.

“You ‘misspoke’?”

“I did not speak the truth. Please, do not dwell on such words any longer. They are not worthy of your attention.”

He is not one to speak false niceties. Nor is he one to utter spiteful words that do not hold truth. It would seem that his thoughts have simply evolved; what was true back then is no longer so.

“Then, do you truly find me beautiful?”

“I cannot fathom what would prompt you to ask a question with such an obvious answer.”

“Resplendent enough to long to possess?”

After a pause, Lezett finally said, “Yes. To the extent that it is not possible to sate my desire for you.”

Elise felt her heart pound in her chest as she looked deep into his blue eyes. Once again, her mind and body seemed utterly at odds with one another.

Is it because he is the first man I have ever… known in such a manner? He will likely be the last. I have no desire to lay with another, after all. Whether our marriage is a long or short one, it will be my last.

After a long pause, Elise hesitantly asked, “Do you still long for a child?”

“I do,” he replied instantly.

“Truly?”

“Of course. An heir is a necessity.”

“‘A necessity…’” Elise fell silent for a short while before asking, “Are you not curious?”

“About what?”

“About your… I mean, our child. What they might look like, who they might take after…” the Princess trailed off.

I know such thoughts are useless, but I cannot help myself. After we lay together, I find that my mind is occupied with such petty considerations.

Finally, Lezett responded, “I cannot say I am particularly curious.”

“I find that surprising,” Elise murmured.

“Well, it is rather apparent what kind of creature it will be.”

“Creature”?! Such callous words…

“Were it not for you, Elise, I would not have even considered the folly of bringing such a being into this world,” Lezett added in a tone that he himself noticed was excessively sharp. 

I have a disdain for all dragonborn, including myself, but still… I ought to soften my tone when discussing the potential birth of our child.

“Nevertheless, I do need to sire an heir. I do not regret our actions. Besides, it is already too late for such thoughts.” Mistaking the color draining from Elise’s face for fear, the Archduke attempted to comfort her. “As a direct descendant of Gallian, you should not encounter any particular difficulties when you are with child. In any case, I will be by your side. The child will not harm you. Do not worry.”

“I am not worried. I have already steeled myself for what is to come,” Elise replied. She refrained from asking whether he desired a son or daughter.

I was under the false impression that he genuinely longed for a child. Whenever I express such wishes, his reaction is always so passionate and sincere. If he harbors such resentment for his own kind, then why does he always respond in such a way?

“How very difficult…” Elise murmured almost to herself.

“What is?”

“Understanding what it is you want.”

Once more, Lezett planted his lips on her nape, and Elise realized that he was not particularly interested in continuing the conversation.

Perhaps he never did long for a child. It is a means to an end for him, and it seems that for him, the act of laying with me is more important. Rather, he is more interested in the physical pleasure he derives from it.

Then, if I flee and leave the child behind, you will not love them, will you?

Based on the way he spoke only moments ago, he might even neglect his own kin. I did not expect much from him, but somehow, I cannot help but feel the sting of disappointment.

Elise thought for a few moments and then made a silent decision. The best course of action is to avoid conception in the first instance. However, if I do conceive, I will not give birth to the child in Rothier, nor will I abandon my baby.

If necessary, I will flee these lands with his child in my womb.

* * *

On the seventh day of the expedition, they reached the border.

“You mean to say that that farm across the river is not Rothier territory?” Elise asked.

“That land belongs to Earl Setimone; it is largely abandoned. It is also an area that requires investigation. Do you wish to go there?” Lezett asked.

“Yes, I would quite like to cross the river.”

In truth, Elise was slightly frightened. The river’s current was strong, and she was still traumatized by the memories of plunging off a cliff and falling into a lake. Nonetheless, she reasoned that she would have to cross the river as part of her escape later, and such neglected territory might prove the perfect place to hide.

Indulging in fear is a luxury I simply cannot afford.

With that in mind, Elise took Lezett’s hand and stepped onto the boat.

Perhaps I ought to at least acquaint myself with the boatman. It might serve me well in the future.

Pretending to adjust her hair, Elise pushed her hood back slightly and then cast a glance at the boatman, who was quietly waiting with an oar in his hand.

When his face came into view, she froze in place.

“Elise,” Lezett suddenly called out, having instinctively noticed Elise’s hesitation. Coming to her senses, Elise pulled her hood back up and walked toward her husband.

What was that look in her eyes just now? There was a golden spark that evaporated as soon as I called her name…

“What is it? Why do you look at me thus?” Elise asked.

“No reason.”

Am I seeing things? Lezett asked himself.

It took less than an hour to cross the river. “Lezett, I do not feel well,” Elise said.

“Is it your stomach?” The Archduke’s immediate concern was evident.

“Yes, I think I could have seasickness.”

Being of a frail constitution has its advantages at times like this. A simple word is enough.

“Shall we return?” Lezett asked.

“No, some rest should suffice.” Only after Elise insisted that she did not want to interfere with his duties and promised that she would not wander far did the Archduke reluctantly agree to allow her to sit by the riverbank.

Elise perched herself on a rock while the boatman anchored the boat nearby.

My heart is pounding in my chest, she thought to herself.

“So, it was not a mere dream, after all,” Elise said. The words were intended for the boatman’s ears, but she purposefully did not look in his direction.

Ibetha intuitively sat in front of the Princess, shielding her from Lezett’s watchful eyes.

“I-I had no idea you were alive. Nor that you were… so close, Vernon,” Elise murmured, her voice betraying both her disbelief and elation.

“By the gods…” said Duke Vernon Conrad, who was masquerading as the boatman. His voice trembled with emotion as he breathed a deep sigh of relief. “We have not been forsaken after all. Forgive me, Your Highness, for being unable to pay my respects to you properly.”

“That is of no importance now,” Elise said as she struggled to steady her voice.

His face has changed so dramatically. He bears an appearance hardly befitting a duke. His once sun-kissed, healthy skin is now pale and dry. I almost did not recognize him at first.

Vernon is truly here. Then, that means… Andrei must yet draw breath!

Elise bit the inside of her lip in a bid to hold back her tears.

“When did you arrive? When did you cross the Vaniellan border? How many are with you, and…” Elise trailed off. There were too many questions she wanted to ask.

“A few days have passed since we crossed the border, but the circumstances are too complicated to explain in detail now, Your Highness. We need to talk away from his prying eyes,” Vernon said as he began to untie the ropes that were secured to the anchor.

Elise glanced in Lezett’s direction. He immediately noticed and returned her gaze; she reflexively waved at him. A drop of cold sweat trickled down her spine.

“Not now, Vernon. If we get caught, that will be the end of it all,” she warned.

Suddenly, their conversation was interrupted by the sound of raised voices coming from the farm.

“You mean to say you have been settled here for ten years, yet you cannot recall details of the tribute procession that passes through these lands every year? Please explain to me how that makes sense!” Ruben barked at a couple of flustered farmers.

“P-Please just give me a moment. I will try and remember…” 

Vernon’s face turned to stone as he realized who was being questioned. “Curse it all!” he muttered under his breath.

It was then that Elise realized. They must be people from Arghan who are posing as farmers. The surprise inspection must have caught them off guard.

“How many?” Elise asked.

“Seven, including myself. Fear not. We are few in number. Even if we are discovered, Your Highness shall not be implicated,” Vernon reassured her.

“Do not speak such words.” With Lezett’s attention focused on the farmers, Elise began speaking to Duke Conrad in a rapid whisper. “Listen closely, Vernon.”

Elise had memorized every single detail of the ledgers and documents she had examined back in the castle. “Last fall, a steward named Raegan Bayus passed through here with a tribute from Rothier intended for Orphell. He stayed here for a short while, replenishing his water supplies before departing.

There were a total of ten wagons, and the escort consisted of thirty-five men. And last month, the crops supplied to the estates of Nobella and Sevian exceeded thirty wagons each. All reported passing through these very lands.

In particular, the crops headed to the Sevian estate included overdue land dues collected from the local farmers here, comprising wheat and herbs. If you fail to answer any questions about these matters, you will arouse suspicion. And… Whatever happens next, do not attempt to save me. The Archduke will do so.”

“Y-Your Highness, what is the meaning of this?”

“Keep your distance, Vernon. If you are discovered, he will show you no mercy. That is an order from your Princess. Do not intervene.”

Elise stood atop the rock and gauged the distance to the water. The thought of the accident on the way to Rothier filled her with terror.

Nonetheless, such fear is trivial. I would take these measures one hundred times over in order to protect my people.

Vernon had to restrain every instinct within him to not help his beloved Princess and friend as she balanced precariously on the edge of the rock. His face was deathly pale. 

Without a moment’s hesitation, Elise leaped into the river.

* * *

“You must not be in your right mind!” Lezett exclaimed. 

Elise, soaked through, averted her gaze.

As expected, he came to save me immediately.

Indeed, seemingly only seconds after her body had made contact with the water, she had been hoisted up by an astonishing force. “How did this possibly transpire? I left your side for mere moments…” Lezett said as his hand uncharacteristically trembled while he brushed her hair back to inspect her face. “Did you hurt yourself?” he asked, clearly both shaken and agitated.

“No, I am fine…”

It was not a long fall, to begin with. My back hurts slightly from making contact with the river, but that is all. However, if I tell him that, he will drag me back to Rothier Castle immediately.

“I merely wanted to dip my feet in the water, but the rock proved to be rather slippery…” she said with a bashful smile.

“You should have called for me first. You must not put yourself in danger like that,” Lezett admonished as he wrapped her in a thick robe, then pulled her tight into his embrace, filling her body with warmth.

From the relative safety of his arms, Elise risked a sidelong glance toward the group of farmers. She noticed that Vernon had blended seamlessly among them and was whispering something to a man next to him.

After listening to what Vernon had to say, one of the farmers stepped forward and said, “We are but humble hosts for such esteemed guests, but perhaps you would like to rest here for a while? There are matters you wish to investigate, and the lady here seems rather unsettled.”

Vernon’s gaze bore into the back of Lezett’s head with a fierce intensity.

What is he plotting? Elise wondered. No, any hasty action could lead to catastrophe.

“Lezett, I—” she began before a particularly loud sneeze erupted from her mouth. She swiftly covered her mouth with her hand, but she knew it was too late.

He will not take no for an answer now…

“Take us to a place where Her Highness can get sufficient rest,” he commanded.

* * *

The farmhouse owner led them to a modest two-story dwelling where he lived with his wife. He showed Lezett a guest room, claiming it was the largest and cleanest available, but the Archduke’s dissatisfaction was evident.

When he discovered bruises on her lower back from the fall, his mood soured even further. 

“Are you sure this is all right with you?” he asked.

Worried that his wrath might cause him to kill someone, Elise clung to him and dramatically said, “Please hold me a while longer. I am so very cold…”

“It is becoming increasingly clear that Ibetha should be dismissed at once. She always fails to take adequate care of you,” Lezett declared.

“It was not her fault. It was my own poor judgment that was to blame. I am sorr—” Before she could finish, she was overwhelmed by a coughing fit.

The look in the Archduke’s eyes became even more chilling. “Your outings end here. Once we return to the castle, you are not to even approach the castle gates,” he ordered.

“I understand…” Elise weakly murmured.

Her only priority in that moment was to ensure that her people were not placed in danger.

Suddenly, Lezett placed his hand on her neck, sending a shiver down her spine. She felt as though she were being grasped by the talons of a wild beast, and her heart raced in her chest.

“You are frightening when you are angry…” Elise whispered.

“Frightening, you say?” He placed his hand on her waist and then gently touched a tender bruise. Elise winced slightly.

The invisible force that ordinarily restrains me is noticeably absent. She is evidently not frightened.

“You do not seem to be scared in the least.”

Elise simply looked at him in confusion.

“I do not believe you have truly been frightened of me since the day I first entered you.”

“H-How do you know…?”

“I have my ways. So, you should refrain from lying,” he said as he lifted her chin and delicately pressed his lips to her forehead. “No matter how much you may attempt to hide, I see everything.”

“What I said is true…”

“I just told you to refrain from lying, Elise.”

Her heart thundered in her chest. Surely, he is not aware of Vernon’s true identity. He would have had him apprehended by now if so. I must simply feign ignorance.

“I feel terribly sorry. Because of me, precious time is being wasted,” Elise said.

“Fear not. We have plenty of time.”

“Do you plan to stay here for a number of days?”

“No. I plan to investigate this farmland tonight. This place alone holds a number of oddities. It cannot be a mere coincidence. Something is afoot.”

Elise felt her heart race even faster. “Truly? They seemed like ordinary, decent folk to me.”

“At any rate, I will be done with my investigations come dawn. Then, we shall be able to cross the river again.”

“And return to the castle?”

“Yes.”

The Princess knew that the knights, along with Sauber, would be questioning people outside. However, she was also well aware that Duke Conrad was no fool; he had brought her to these lodgings without hesitation, meaning he likely had a message of such importance that it was worth placing himself and others in danger.

Vernon will not miss this opportunity. He will likely attempt to make contact with me while Lezett is out tonight.

That evening, Elise forced down her supper and retired to bed early. Lezett is far too shrewd to be deceived by my pretending to sleep, she thought to herself. Fortunately, days of horseback riding had left her fatigued; she succumbed to slumber relatively swiftly.

A soft tapping sound brought her out of her light slumber.

She blinked open her eyes, and as she anticipated, the space beside her was empty.

She pulled back the covers and gently rose. The tapping sound came again, followed by a rustling from the corner of the room. Behind a curtain, she found a half-hidden door. After pushing aside a nightstand that blocked the way, she seized the doorknob with a trembling hand and opened the door. Duke Conrad stood on the other side.

“Vernon… my dear, dear friend,” she whispered as she stared into his green eyes. Overwhelmed with a myriad of emotions, her own eyes filled with tears.

Vernon, too, was visibly shaken. “Your Highness… Princess Elisabetta,” he murmured while gazing upon her tenderly. “Are you hurt? You fell into the water…”

“I am not. I am in good health, Vernon.”

“Rumors spread far and wide. They say Your Highness carries the child of that beast.”

“Not yet…”

“‘Not yet’? Elisabetta, p-please do not tell me he…! Did he force himself upon you?”

“He did not. But that is not what matters.”

“Of course, it matters!”

“Vernon, we do not have time for such discussions,” Elise interjected as she nervously glanced behind her. “Please, tell me, how did you end up at the borders of Rothier?”

“My mission was to find Your Highness. I did my best to disguise myself as a Northern farmer,” Duke Conrad explained. “I had no idea it would be quite so cold,” he added with a wistful smile.

“So that is why your skin is in such a state.” Elise was suddenly overcome with a great deal of sorrow.

He also survived against all odds… And perhaps… Just perhaps…

“Vernon, I believe you have something to tell me.”

Duke Conrad nodded. “Yes, His Majesty is alive. Our Emperor, your brother… he is alive.”

Silent tears rolled down Elise’s cheeks. I had thought the most I could do for Andrei was ensure he had a tomb worthy of his honor, but I was wrong. I am so overwhelmed I almost cannot breathe…

“His Majesty has a message for you, Your Highness. Please allow me to relay it to you.” 

And with that, Vernon relayed Andrei’s message word for word.

“‘My beloved sister, though it was but a brief moment, we were connected a few days prior. I know you felt it too. I have attempted to visit you countless times.’”

So, I was right. Those were not mere dreams.

“‘The first spell I ever cast on your body serves as a conduit that can both separate our fates and bind them together again. Fearful that I might cause your death, I separated us and left you with the mana that courses through your blood. Now that you are away from me and I no longer drain your mana, you must be healthier than ever. Thus, I understand if you find comfort in your current surroundings, Elise.’”

Elise could not help but let out a small chuckle. How incredibly intuitive of him; he knows me better than anyone, after all.

“‘But, dear sister, remember what it is we must protect. Think of our people who have been treated with such cruelty by those barbarians. Consider how many of our soldiers have been torn apart by the hand of that very man you call husband.’”

“I know…” Elise whispered.

“‘As I have always said, you are capable of far more than you know. So, come back to me, Elise. I will give you everything; it is time to reclaim all that I have taken from you.’”

Elise wiped the tears from her face and said, “There is no need to plead like that, dear brother.”

There is truly nothing left to ponder. My priorities are most clear now.

“Even if it leads to my demise, I will make it to the South,” she declared with resolve. “There is no need to pass that message on, Vernon. I intend to tell him myself.”

After all, if he is capable of visiting me and speaking to me, the reverse must be true.

Spurred on by the information she had just received, she called forth her mana; it wove between her fingers like threads of gold.

Vernon’s face was also stained with tears. 

And yet, their hope-filled respite was swiftly brought to an end. The sound of footsteps could be heard outside the open window; Lezett and his knights had returned.

It is too late to feign sleep.

“You must go, Vernon. And do not risk coming too close to the Archduke again. His senses are sharp beyond your imagination,” Elise whispered.

She tried to shut the door, but Vernon held firm. “What do you mean? We are devising a plan to get Your Highness out of Rothier. Even if it means all-out war—”

“Enough, Vernon. That will not be happening. I cannot afford to lose anyone else right now,” Elise forcefully interjected.

“And for how long do you intend to allow yourself to be trapped in that castle? I cannot simply leave you to suffer in enemy territory, Elise. His Majesty does not want that either!”

“Knowing that you and Andrei are alive is more than enough. I will find a way out. Andrei said we are still connected, and I felt it too. There must be a way to reach him. As soon as we depart for Rothier, you must leave Vaniella as fast as you can,” the Princess said emphatically before closing the door.

In order to buy time for Duke Conrad to escape, she left the guest room and walked along the corridor to meet the Archduke. His eyes widened at the sight of a disheveled Elise wandering the hallway. “Elise?”

“Lezett…” Before he could ascend the remaining steps, she rushed to him and wrapped her arms around his neck.

No scent of blood, thank the heavens above.

“Why are you awake at this hour?” he asked as he gently stroked the back of her head.

“I just woke up… And you were gone… I got scared…”

“My duties here are complete. Let us head to our room—”

A loud crashing sound from inside the bedroom interrupted Lezett’s words. A shiver ran down the length of Elise’s spine.

“Something is inside…” Lezett murmured with a furrowed brow. Without hesitating, he entered the room to find an open window and the remains of a shattered vase on the floor.

As the Archduke surveyed the room, Elise held her breath. She noticed that she had not put the table back in its proper place, and even the curtain that covered the door looked strange. Just as Lezett was about to look at that corner of the room, Elise launched herself into his arms.

“Elise…”

“I-I am truly exhausted, Lezett,” the Princess said before softly kissing her husband’s lips. “I-I had a nightmare… Please, I do not wish to sleep alone again. Can you stay with me until morning? Like yesterday?” She did everything she could think of to distract him.

“Please hold me in your arms. I cannot wait any longer,” she added.

“Hold you?” Lezett asked, the look in his eyes changing.

“Y-Yes, I am so very cold. I long for you to warm me with your embrace. Why? Do you not wish to?”

“Do you realize how utterly enticing you can be at times?” Lezett whispered in a low voice. The look in his eyes was animalistic. He brought his lips to her nose, causing a shiver of anticipation to race down her neck, before scooping her up in his arms and laying her on the bed. Yet, before her head could even touch the pillow, he moved her onto her side.

Elise knew that he was likely ensuring her bruised waist and hips did not make contact with the bed, but somehow, her position made her feel vulnerable.

“I have told you I am not particularly fond of this…” she protested.

“You may say that, but your body tells me otherwise.”

“Th-That is not the case,” Elise said, but the truth was she already felt waves of pleasure undulating throughout her body.

“I have told you time and time again. Lies are useless,” Lezett insisted with a smirk as he lifted her waist and began exploring her body.

“I-I fail to see why you have to be behind me…”

Wait a moment, Elise thought as she had a sudden realization. He has always been particularly fixated on parts of my body that share a single commonality—they all have magic circles inscribed upon them.

Suddenly, she recalled something Andrei had said during one of his visits. 




“You must not allow him to extract your mana, Elise.”




Oh heavens, Andrei was warning me…

Lezett, meanwhile, roughly pulled her nightgown up over her waist.

“L-Lezett, tonight, let me… touch you…” Elise breathlessly whispered.

“What?”

“I-I want to try. I want to see your face…” she said as she gently kissed the back of his hand before turning her head slightly and looking up at him with pleading eyes. “M-May I?”

Begrudging but amused, Lezett lay down on his back. Elise, not wanting to lose her opportunity, quickly straddled him. The Archduke grabbed her hand and guided it to the prominent bulge in his trousers, whispering, “Then proceed. Do as you wish.”

Elise’s heart pounded in her chest. Faced with his throbbing heat, she suddenly regretted her boldness.

Perhaps I should have simply feigned unconsciousness…

Elise felt the flames of passion ignite within her body as she tightened her grip on his manhood.

Focus only on me. Do not look elsewhere, she silently implored him.

Yet, her touch was clumsy. Lezett let out a chuckle as he placed his index finger in between her lips for her to suck on. “It seems as though you want something from me, Elise.”

“N-No, that is not—”

“In order to receive, you must offer something in return.”

And with that, Elise clumsily removed the Archduke’s trousers, freeing his stiff erection. Lezett, lacking patience, grabbed her by the waist, lifted her up, and lowered her onto him in one swift, rough motion. Elise yelped in surprise and pleasure as she once again felt the dizzying feeling of him piercing deep within her. Although she sat atop him, it was Lezett who was in control. With his hands, he kept her in place and thrust himself inside her over and over, eliciting from her frenzied moans of ecstasy as her hips involuntarily matched his movements, straining to take him deeper inside her.

Her groans of pleasure were even louder than the creaking of the old, wooden bed frame. She found it difficult to gather her thoughts, almost entirely succumbing to the feeling of his immense size filling her up.

Suddenly, she remembered that only moments prior, Vernon had been inside the room.

He is not watching, is he? No, he will have left the premises already. A princess should not be seen giving herself to a man in such a manner. No one must ever know what we do in the dead of the night.

They enjoyed each other’s bodies until just before dawn. Elise lost count of the number of times she was brought to the dizzying peak and back. Lezett, too, found his release inside her over and over again. At some point, she succumbed to unconsciousness, and when she awoke in a daze, it was morning.

The sky up above was clear, and the sun cast its punishing rays down on seven kneeling Southerners.

* * *

Once again, Andrei had visited Elise as she slumbered.

“Dear sister, can you hear me? Do you see me? I can feel you, Elise. Please, say something, anything.”

I can hear you, Andrei, she thought, desperately trying to reach him. Do not stop. Keep speaking. How I long to hear your voice.

She fought to push through the dark void in her unconscious state, instinctively knowing that Andrei was on the other side. Eventually, the black veil lifted, and light flooded in; she saw her brother standing in an unfamiliar room. He was frantically limping to her, but then he suddenly stopped.

“You… You must conceal your mana in your body, Elise. He must not see it. Ah, it is because of the magic circles I left on you… It seems your mana leaks out through them.”

What do you mean, dear brother? Elise tried to approach him closer, but she was sucked back into the void of darkness.

That was when she woke up. The man who had spent the entire night claiming her over and over was nowhere to be seen.

Instead, something else was present. Elise gasped in surprise as she realized she was floating in mid-air, lying atop a huge magic circle formed by lines of pure white light.

This must be what Andrei was referring to… My mana is spilling out of me uncontrollably. Lezett must know. That is why Andrei warned me to contain my mana within myself and prevent Lezett from taking any more of it.

She lowered herself to the bed and then stood up. A translucent, golden aura shimmered around her body like a veil. She clenched her teeth and forcibly rubbed her skin while saying, “I have no need for mana right now.”

Eventually, the mana seemed to respond to her will and dissipated.

Now that I am aware of my power, it seems that I am able to control it a little myself. I can only hope that Lezett did not witness me floating atop a magic circle before he left…

She collapsed onto the bed once more. Hmm? What is that? she thought to herself as she felt something trickle down the inside of her thigh. It did not take her long to realize what the substance was.

Ordinarily, he stays inside me until morning. Whether he abhors disentangling himself from me or whether he does not wish to waste even a single drop of his essence, I am not sure. But this time is different. Something is amiss…

He always tends to my exhausted body once I succumb to slumber and then dresses me when I am clean. Something urgent must have demanded his attention…

Suddenly, there was a frantic knock at the door. “Your Highness!” Ibetha called before bursting into the room.

“What is it, Ibetha?”

“You must rise, Your Highness! There is trouble,” Ibetha said as she helped Elise dress. “Outside… His Grace… He…”

“What? Please speak,” Elise insisted.

“He is conducting an inquisition himself. Your Highness, you must intervene quickly!” Ibetha urged.

“An inquisition? Of whom?” 

Elise, seeing the fear etched on Ibetha’s face, immediately sensed something was terribly wrong. She hurriedly flung open the window, and the brisk northern air instantly hit her in the face. She saw six figures kneeling on the ground—two of them were young men, and four appeared to be somewhat older. Although she did not recognize any of them, she had a sinking feeling that they were men from Arghan.

Her deepest fears were confirmed when she saw Ruben dragging Vernon along to join the others.

“Vernon…!” Elise exclaimed.

Ruben threw Vernon to his knees. When he attempted to rise to his feet, a cold blade was pointed at his throat. Watching from the window, Elise covered her mouth with her hand.

Lezett stood before the captives, visible dark energy emanating from his menacing form. Seven strands of dark mana soon began to coil around the seven kneeling men.

No! Elise thought to herself. Before she could formulate a logical plan, she dashed out of the chambers and down the stairs.

“Your Highness! Your Highness! Please!” Ibetha called after her.

“When did this begin?” Elise desperately asked as Ibetha finally caught up with her.

“Shortly after dawn broke. Sir Ruben and Sir Isaac brought the men one by one. I heard it told that His Grace personally summoned them…”

Lezett must have left the room almost as soon as I succumbed to slumber. Perhaps he gathered all of the evidence he needed last night. But what invoked his suspicions? Did he notice me talking to Vernon by the river?

Did he overhear our conversation? No, surely not. I must stay calm. He may not yet know that they are men from Arghan; he may believe they were simply involved in embezzling the tribute.

Thus, I must not overreact. That would only cause him to become more suspicious.

Elise fought to contain the rising tempest of fear within her.

“Ibetha, can you please help me with my hair? And ensure my clothing looks suitable. My hands are trembling…”

Lezett disapproves of me appearing before others in a state of disarray. I should avoid doing anything to provoke his ire.

After Ibetha took a few moments to ensure she looked presentable, Elise calmly descended the rest of the stairs. Sauber, who was pacing the first floor, was clearly taken aback to see her. “Y-Your Highness, it is rather early for you…”

“I was awoken by a commotion outside the window. Where is Lezett?”

“Outside, Your Highness. He will return in due time. Perhaps it would be best if you waited in your bedroom…”

“What is he doing?” Somehow, she was able to summon an air of calm authority.

Sauber repeated exactly what he had been instructed to tell the Princess if she were to wake up.

“His Grace is dealing with the miscreants who dared to trespass on Rothier territory. It is not a sight fit for Your Highness’s eyes.”

“By ‘miscreants,’ do you refer to those involved in embezzling the tribute?” Elise asked.

“Strictly speaking, no, Your Highness.”

“Then who?”

Sauber averted his gaze. Elise, steeling herself, walked by him and flung open the door.

She stepped outside to find that the Archduke had hold of the face of a young man who knelt before him. After scrutinizing him for a few seconds, Lezett finally turned his head to the left and looked at Duke Conrad. He took a couple of strides toward Vernon before he was interrupted by Elise.

“Lezett!”

Everyone present turned to look at the Princess in unison.

“What is the meaning of this?” she asked.

“Elise…”

“Are you looking for something or someone?”

“What are you doing out here at this hour? You hardly slept last night,” Archduke Kirstan responded.

“I was awoken by the noise,” Elise said. She was standing directly in front of her old friend, Vernon, but did not dare to even glance in his direction. “I was worried that you were rushing to conclude matters here on my account. I came to tell you that there is no need for you to do so.”

“Worry not. That is not the case,” Lezett replied flatly. “Please, it will not take long; go upstairs and rest. You must be very tired after last night. Your back must also be quite sore.”

His voice is calm, and he does not seem agitated. Yet, I cannot help but feel as though he is mocking me somehow.

Elise noticed Lezett’s lust-filled eyes scan the length of her body. Her legs instinctively trembled in response. He took a slow step toward her and brushed her silver locks to one side, revealing her slender neck that was covered in the marks he had left the night before. Shocked by his brazen behavior, Elise hastily drew her shawl about her, her cheeks aflame.

What on earth provokes him to so boldly reveal the evidence of our intimacy?

“Well, yes… I would have preferred not to be disrupted early in the morning. As you said, I had little sleep, and even that was plagued by turbulent dreams.”

“Another nightmare?” Lezett asked.

That look in his eyes… It is mockery rather than concern.

“I could not quite discern whether you were having a nightmare or not,” he added.

“W-What do you mean?”

“You ought to know better than I, would you not agree? It was your dream, after all.”

The color instantly left Elise’s face. Surely he did not see anything? Or did I speak aloud while I was unconscious? It would appear he is privy to something.

He is endlessly frustrating, a true enigma of a man. It was only a matter of hours ago that he was claiming me as his own, our moans and sweat mixing together as we lost ourselves in the throes of ecstasy. And now… he stands before me entirely impassive and cold.

“Let us return to our quarters,” Elise said as she reached out and grasped his hand. “I wish to bathe together.”

“We shall.”

“Now. I would like us to bathe together now.” I know he cannot resist me. “There is nothing more important to you than your wife, is there? Everything else can wait. Hurry, let us go,” Elise implored.

You certainly could not resist the temptation yesterday. You pushed me to the brink of unconsciousness, yet your appetite was still not sated.

The knights and staff from Rothier tactfully turned away as the Archduke and Archduchess openly engaged in a conversation that would ordinarily be had behind closed doors. Yet, Elise’s own people, still kneeling on the ground, had no choice but to watch what was unfolding before them with their mouths agape in horror.

What does it matter at this point? Whether they view me as a temptress or a fallen woman, it is of little significance. 

“Lezett…” she murmured.

He beckoned her closer and then effortlessly brought her into his embrace.

Her face is undeniably radiant, a true work of art. Yet, her enchanting beauty and clumsy attempts at seduction are not enough to make me neglect this most pressing matter.

“I shall do as you request. But first…” the Archduke said as he spun the Princess around so that she was facing her own people. “I have a question for you.”

Elise was overcome with a feeling of foreboding; she attempted to wriggle free from her husband’s tight grasp but to no avail.

“Who is ‘Vernon’?” Lezett’s question felt like an arrow through her heart.

* * *

Vernon. When exactly did I first hear that name? Lezett asked himself as he reflected on the events that had recently transpired with a cold detachment.

I believe it was during her monthly courses.

Indeed, during that period, Elise had largely shown little desire to leave their chambers. Occasionally, she had looked pensive, but Lezett was usually able to coax a smile from her.

However, at night, as she slumbered, she displayed behavior that the Archduke found most concerning. Her unconsciousness was a sanctuary he was unable to breach. She would shed tears in her sleep and call out names. Even when he extracted the immense flow of mana pouring from her body, it offered only a temporary reprieve.

For dragonborn, sleep was not particularly important. Thus, Lezett spent several nights observing Elise by her side, and through this, he gleaned a significant amount of knowledge.

At one point, Elise began to dive deeper into her unconscious instead of simply weeping. That was when a new name had escaped her lips—Vernon. It was the first name other than her brother’s that Lezett had heard her utter in her sleep. 

Lezett had been most perturbed. Even when she calls for Andrei, it vexes me. So, who is this strange man she seemingly yearns for? he had thought in seething anger. The first time this had happened, he forcibly woke her by aggressively planting his lips on her own.

Yet, she had continued to persistently call Vernon’s name. It had gnawed at Lezett’s patience until he decided to take matters into his own hands.

“I knew that asking you directly would not yield the desired response, so I made some inquiries. It did not take me long to find out that ‘Vernon’ was, in fact, Duke Conrad of Arghan,” the Archduke said as he maintained a strong grip on Elise.

The Princess trembled in his grasp, yet her voice remained strong and defiant. “I may have dreamed of the past. What of it? What do you seek to gain by interrogating me regarding such a trivial matter?”

“I have told you before, Elise, lying is futile. I have already ascertained the truth for myself,” Lezett said in a deathly quiet voice as he tightened his grip on her arms.

How it delights me that the source of my vexation has fallen right into my hands. A most pleasing twist of fate, indeed.

“I have been curious for quite some time, Elise, curious as to what he might look like.”

“Lezett…” Elise murmured in desperation.

“Just what kind of bond do the two of you share that you would throw yourself into the river in an effort to save him? That you would so brazenly seduce me, even going as far as to straddle my body! You, who used to blush at the mere thought of disrobing in front of a man!”

Realizing that their true identities had been revealed, the men kneeling before the Archduke no longer hid their malice. “You cur! How dare a lowly creature such as yourself insult Her Highness!” one of them spat.

“Silence!” Ruben barked as he struck the man with a vicious kick. The young man crumpled feebly to the ground. “Unless you wish to lose your head here and now, hold your tongue,” Ruben roared.

“Do you think we would have made it this far if we feared death? Do not dishonor Her Highness any further! Just kill us!” the man retorted.

“Perhaps we ought to make an example of one of them. What do you say, Your Grace?” Ruben asked.

What on earth am I to do? Elise wondered desperately. I cannot simply feign ignorance, nor can I muster a convincing excuse. There are no options available to me…

“If you are going to kill us, do it swiftly, Archduke,” Vernon said as he fixed Lezett with a flaming glare of defiance.

“And don’t you dare place the blame on Her Highness; she knew nothing,” he added.

“Enough!” Elise desperately pleaded.

“Ensure Her Highness is taken elsewhere before you do what you must. I do not wish for her to witness such unpleasant scenes,” Duke Conrad said.

“I said enough of such talk!” Elise cried out. “Stop recklessly risking your life. That is an order! And do not attempt to have me sent away.”

Regardless of what transpires, I must stay until the end and witness it for myself. These are my people, after all.

“W-What can I do, Lezett? W-What will it take for us to proceed as though this never happened?”

I will do anything it takes…

“I do not believe that to be possible, Elise. The matter has already come to pass,” the Archduke responded coldly.

“Can you not find it within yourself to turn a blind eye… Just this once?”

“Why would I spare the life of people from Arghan?”

Is it merely my imagination, or has his voice become even colder?

“Give me a reason, Elise, one reason that I can find sufficiently convincing.”

“They did not come here to bring harm to Vaniella; they merely sought to check on my wellbeing. I did not join you on this expedition in the hope that I would encounter them. I truly longed for a breath of fresh air, that is all. I had no idea that Duke Conrad would be here…

You were aware that some of my people had survived and fled, were you not? It was inevitable that they would seek me out. However, I was not forewarned of their coming, nor did I have the power to prevent it. I recognize that what has transpired here could be construed as collusion with the South, but surely you realize that I am not capable of such deeds.”

Lezett chuckled as though he had heard something outrageous. “I find that rather hard to believe.”

“P-Pardon?”

“You are hardly lacking in abilities, Elise. You would not be capable of sketching magic circles with such proficiency if that were the case.”

Elise found herself at a loss for words. How long has he been watching me? And just how much does he know?

“Th-They are mere scribbles… They are devoid of any real power.”

“How interesting. You mean to dismiss magic bestowed by the Emperor of Arghan himself as ‘devoid of any real power’? Despite the fact that he engraved such magic into the flesh of his own sister?”

“He was… c-concerned for me, that is all—”

“His motives do not interest me,” Lezett coldly interjected. “What does interest me, however, is the fact that you have attempted to conceal the identity of these individuals from me. Their fate has already been decided. I would advise you to focus on defending yourself.”

“I see you have no intention of listening to me…”

As always, I am left with only one choice…

“The magic circle inscribed on my left ankle is a final safeguard that Andrei left for me,” she declared.

“‘A final safeguard’?”

“Yes. It is a spell for when there is no turning back, a swift and painless end.” Elise spoke quietly, but her tone was resolute. She could feel the Archduke stiffen behind her. “As you said, I dared to hide the identity of the enemy. It is only right that I share their fate. As the Princess of Arghan, I will face the consequences first.”

After a moment of intense silence, Lezett finally spoke. “You intend to take your own life?”

“If you would prefer to do it yourself, please go ahead,” Elise defiantly responded. “After all, my life has been in your hands many times before. It seems fitting that you would be the one to end it.”

Suddenly, Lezett let out a hollow laugh. “Elise, such thinly veiled threats do not interest me.”

His voice, filled with fury and menace, reminded her of the day he had discovered she had lied to the Emperor. Nonetheless, her approach appeared to bear fruit. “Take them away. All of them,” the Archduke commanded.

The knights immediately dragged away the prisoners, leaving Lezett alone with Elise. He forcibly turned her around so that she was facing him, and Elise felt her head spin.

“What exactly was the nature of your relationship with that man?” the Archduke asked.

“Are you referring to Vernon?”

“Do not utter his name with such familiarity,” Lezett growled.

“Duke Conrad has always been a dear friend to me… Andrei and I never had an older brother. Duke Conrad took on that role; he took pity on me, often asked about my wellbeing, and regaled me with tales of the world beyond the imperial palace,” Elise said in a tone that betrayed the depth of her emotions.

I know that appealing to sentiment is unlikely to prove fruitful with this man; it would be far more effective to attempt to strike a deal. But what can I offer in exchange for the release of Vernon, other than myself?

“He is my only true friend. If you could just overlook his transgressions this once…”

Lezett angrily interjected. “First, you plead for your own life, and now you wish to save the life of a ‘friend.’ Whose life will you beg for next? Your brother’s? Will you threaten to take your own life each and every time?”

As soon as Lezett mentioned her brother, the color drained from Elise’s face.

Could he possibly know that Andrei is still alive? Did I reveal a crucial clue? You foolish girl! How utterly useless you are! My own people risk their lives for my sake, yet all I do is place them in further peril. Perhaps it would be better for Arghan if I disappeared entirely, Elise silently rebuked herself as her gaze drifted toward her left ankle.

“Enough of such foolish thoughts, Elise! I never granted you permission to take your own life,” Lezett said as though he could hear her internal dialogue. He reached out and took her hands in his own, his vise-like grip caused her wrists to throb in pain.

Then, what would you have me do?

The man who had spent almost the whole night driving her to the peaks of pleasure again and again now seemed like a different person altogether.

Suddenly, Elise found herself overcome with emotion. “I-Is this because… I am not enough for you when we lay together?” she asked in a trembling voice.

Lezett’s facial expression softened somewhat. “What do you mean?” he asked.

“You said that in order for me to get what I want from you, I have to offer something of equal worth… Perhaps you gave me that chance last night, but… I must have failed to satisfy you,” the Princess whispered. “I know you want more than I have given you thus far. I will do better, I promise. So, please—”

“That is not the issue, Elise,” Lezett interjected, unable to listen any longer.

Elise looked up at him with eyes brimming with tears. “Then what must I offer you?”

I cannot discern what it is he wants from me… He has already claimed my body over and over, yet that is not enough. It is not the secrets of Arghan he desires, either; he would already have tortured them out of Vernon were that the case.

Lezett sighed and then wiped the tears from Elise’s face. “I want you, as you are, that is all…” he said.

“W-What do you mean?”

“Do not lie to me or conceal anything from me. Do not harbor any ulterior motives. Simply stay quietly and safely within my domain. That is all I ask of you.”

“Why? Why do you need all of me to yourself?”

“Because you are mine.”

“I am?”

“Yes. You are the most precious thing I have ever possessed. You have already given yourself to me, have you not?” Lezett said as he stared deeply into her eyes.

Suddenly, Elise realized that perhaps her husband’s wrath was a result of his own emotions.

“Lezett… Why did you ask about my relationship with Vernon?”

The Archduke did not respond immediately, but his silence seemed to say a thousand words.

Is it possible? Has he truly… fallen for me?

“H-Have you… developed feelings for me?” Elise asked, her voice trembling.

“Are you… in love with me?” Elise pressed. Her husband, however, declined to answer. “If not, then why does Vernon irk you so? Please explain yourself.”

In truth, Elise longed for him to say that his anger was due to jealousy, that it was his affection for her, not merely a desire to possess her, that provoked his wrath.

Were he to proclaim his love for me, I would return the sentiment. I would tell him that every time I look upon him, my heart pounds in my chest. That even when he claims me as his own and leaves me bereft of breath, I cannot possibly refuse his advances. I would gladly tell him that my heart swells for him such that I almost forget my own people and kingdom.

But, alas, Lezett simply stared at her for a few intense moments. Finally, he spoke in his typically composed manner. “If I share my feelings with you, I cannot help but wonder just how you will wield them against me. I will not provide you with such a weapon. And you should be under no misconceptions, Elise—regardless of any feelings or emotions I may harbor for you, my mercy should not be taken for granted.”

His response was a far cry from what the Princess had expected.

“My emotions are not what the world calls ‘love.’ I have no intention of giving or receiving something so beautiful,” he added coldly.

“Then…” Elise began before trailing off.

“Do not forget who drafted the contract, Elise.”

So he does not love me, but he considers me his possession. Genovia was right; I am merely his most prized trophy. I realize now how foolish I have been…

Indeed, Elise had always held steadfastly to the belief that the Archduke would ultimately grant her wishes.

How did I allow myself to be swayed by such arrogance? After all, this is the same man who once told me to accept the mercy of the Emperor and die with honor. Only one thing has changed since then—he has claimed me as his own night after night. Now, he longs to keep me by his side and wants me to remain his and his alone. That is all I am to him—a mere possession.

And with that realization, Elise’s last sliver of hope turned into despair. Her hand, which had been grasping Lezett’s, fell limply to her side as the tears she had fought so hard to hold back finally fell.

“B-But please, Lezett, let Vernon go… I beseech you. I will do everything you say. I will not even leave the castle or attempt to make contact with anyone from the South. And I will not take your mercy for granted. I swear it on all that is dear to me. Please, Lezett. Just once… I beg of you.”

Do not make me watch you kill Vernon with my own eyes.

“P-Please spare his life…” Elise implored with her head bowed.

To beg with such desperation… Lezett thought. Elise’s efforts had proved fruitless; not one word she had uttered had provoked any sympathy in her husband. Instead, her relentless pleading and flood of tears merely irritated him.

I told her not to say his name, yet she persists. She should have at least lied and told me he means nothing to her. Now, she dares to ask whether I love her? She only seeks to use any affection I may harbor for her against me.

Just how far does she aim to go? One day, will she ask me to let her go if I truly love her? Preposterous. She clearly does not understand the predicament in which she finds herself.

Despite his rising vexation, Lezett could not find it within himself to treat his wife cruelly. “You said you would do anything?” he finally asked as he lifted her chin and wiped her tears with the back of his hand.

Is this strange pain in my chest another spell of hers? Just what is this emotion I am feeling?

“Then swear it before your own people. Swear that you will never deceive me again. Declare that you will never return to the South and that you belong to Rothier. Convey this directly to your Emperor through their mouths,” Lezett commanded as he began dragging Elise toward the stables where her people were being held.

“Make such a vow before them, and I will release your people from my clutches. Of course, I must report on what has transpired to the imperial palace. If His Majesty decides to dispatch troops to hunt them down, that is not something I can prevent. However, their lives will be preserved for now.”

The Princess of Arghan was forcibly pushed into the stables by the Archduke. The stench of horse manure was suffocating. Vernon and the other men lifted their heads to look at her in unison. The desperation in their eyes was clear.

When Elise hesitated to speak, Lezett asked, “Must I recite the terms of our contract for all to hear?”

Tears continued to stream down Elise’s face.

The contract I wrote myself is now nothing more than a noose around my neck… But that does not matter right now. I must do as he asks.

Stifling her sobs, she steadied herself and began to speak. “I-I vow… to never return to Arghan.”

“Your Highness!” Vernon exclaimed in shock.

“Return to the South at once. And from this moment on, think of your Princess as dead,” Elise declared.

“Princess Elisabetta, what on earth is the meaning of this?” Duke Conrad asked.

Elise shook her head and steeled herself once more; her voice did not tremble nor waver. “Just as I have sold myself to the enemy to survive, you must find your own paths to survival. This is all I can do for those who were once my people. You must escape from these lands immediately before you are met with a most wretched death. Do not seek me out again. Truly, never again…”

A stunned silence enveloped the stables.

“I am no longer the hope of Arghan or the blessing of Grandell,” Elise said with a sense of finality. “If you understand my words, leave at once before the Archduke changes his mind.”

With that, she stepped toward Lezett and looked into his eyes as if to ask, Will that suffice?

Lezett brought her into his embrace, but his expression remained utterly impassive.

“P-Please let us pretend none of this ever occurred…” Elise weakly muttered before the color drained from her face, and she lost consciousness. Her body crumpled like a doll in the Archduke’s arms.

Lezett carried her limp body to the dilapidated house in which they had spent the previous night. Before ascending to the bedroom, he quietly issued a command to Ruben. “Kill them all except Duke Conrad.”

“Understood, Your Grace.”

“As for the Duke, keep a close eye on him. I want a report on everything he does—where he goes, who he meets, and the schemes he plots.”

“As Your Grace commands.” Ruben waited. He was expecting Lezett to instruct him on how to report on the matter to Emperor Novius. After all, the fact that Duke Conrad was still alive and the Princess’s people had come looking for her was not to be taken lightly.

However, the Archduke stayed silent. A few tense moments passed before he issued his instructions: “For now, do not speak to anyone about this matter.”

* * *

Two days later, Elise boarded the small boat to cross the river once more. By the time she had regained consciousness that day, Vernon and the others were gone without a trace, and no one mentioned the events that had transpired.

Lezett seemed to want to proceed as though nothing had occurred. Even though they had not conversed about what happened, Elise noticed that the Archduke’s anger had dissipated somewhat. When she had first regained consciousness, the Princess had embraced him. They had lain with each other not long after and it had been uncharacteristically slow and gentle.

Now, Lezett assisted her on the boat and then planted a soft kiss on her cheek.

It is as though all of it was a bad dream, Elise thought to herself as she rested her head on his sturdy shoulder. Ordinarily, being in such close proximity to him brought her a sense of calm, but now, somehow, she felt awkward and slightly suffocated.

The hope I had of returning to the South and being reunited with Andrei… It has been unceremoniously snuffed out. Lezett very clearly defined the parameters of our relationship—a relationship where words such as jealousy and love have no place. Our marriage has always been merely contractual. I must not forget that. I will not allow myself to be fooled again.

I am, after all, nothing more than his prized possession, something to be confined to the top of his tower and enjoyed by him alone until our contract comes to an end. How blessed it is to know that there will indeed be an end to all of this.

Elise, having learned to control her mana somewhat, focused on preventing it from leaking out of her body.

Even Lezett, as sharp as his senses may be, has his blind spots; he does not yet seem to know how I can wield my mana while I am in a state of unconsciousness. That has become my sole weapon. Never again will I allow myself to be rendered powerless.

She wrapped her arms around her waist and gently touched the magic circle etched into her lower back.

I will see you soon, Andrei. We are still connected.

The bitter scent of blood seemed to waft up from the Tenne River. Elise closed her weary eyes as they traversed the body of water that had become a grave where countless secrets had gone to die.


Part 12

The Escape

Duke Irian disembarked from his carriage in front of the imperial palace of Vaniella with a grave expression on his face.

“Your Grace,” a steward said with a bow, but the Duke ignored him and strode directly into the palace. “Y-Your Grace, I regret to inform you that given the lack of prior communication, an audience with His Majesty will not be possib—”

“Not possible? How so?” Duke Irian angrily interjected. His eyes burned with intense wrath. “Go and tell His Majesty that my daughter, who was sent as an envoy to Rothier, has returned a lifeless husk. And take this with you,” he ordered as he grabbed the steward by his collar and thrust him a letter with a broken seal.

Sensing the gravity of the situation, the steward bowed and proceeded to Emperor Novius’s study with haste.

Soon after, the irate Duke was granted an audience with the Emperor.

“What exactly is Genovia’s physical state, Duke Irian?” Emperor Novius asked. “You said she finally regained consciousness but is barely clinging to life. Is there any sign of improvement?”

“I fail to see how that is the most important matter at hand,” Duke Irian angrily retorted. “I foresaw this calamity! I was always against sending her to that cursed domain every year. In her naïveté, she may have begged Your Majesty to let her go, but you ought to have refused.”

“Would you lay the blame at my feet? Your daughter has always been…” Emperor Novius began before trailing off. Like a crazed lunatic. That is what I want to say, but in consideration of the circumstances, I shall exercise discretion.

Given the way she behaved toward the Archduke, any other woman would have perished at his hands long ago. He has tolerated her thus far because of her standing; she is the highest-ranking woman in all of Vaniella, after all. Besides, she volunteered to be dispatched to Rothier herself. Pleaded, in fact. I must say that I did not anticipate Lezett’s patience would run out quite so soon.

“Had I not sent her with an abundance of bur cucumber, she would have perished before reaching Nobella,” Duke Irian said.

“I see you were quite prepared for such an eventuality,” the Emperor responded.

Bur cucumber was the only plant known to partially nullify the effects of mana.

“My daughter barely clings to life, and the dark bruises around her neck will likely never entirely fade away. Yet, Your Majesty continues to evade the issue! Even if he is your brother, he has crossed a line, treating my daughter in such a manner!”

“I understand how shaken you must be, Duke.” Indeed, the letter Lezett had sent with Genovia had been beyond insulting; it had essentially been a warning to both House Irian and the imperial palace.

In his letter, the Archduke commanded that nobody was to touch what “belongs” to him. I have no doubt that he was referring to the Princess of Arghan. Now, he dares to unabashedly refer to her as his own. Does his heart truly belong to her? Emperor Novius wondered.

“Fear not, Your Grace, I will summon the Archduke myself to hear the entire story. I will give him a stern warning.”

“A ‘warning’?!” the Duke scoffed in disbelief. “I sat idly by as you bestowed Rothier upon that beast, but it is difficult to watch you constantly favor him, Your Majesty. Lest you forget, my house betrayed the Crown Prince to support your bid for the throne when you were merely the Fifth Prince. I beseech you not to forget all that we have done for you.”

Emperor Novius forced a smile to his lips as he silently cursed. Indeed, the House Irian was incredibly influential and also a substantial source of wealth for Emperor Novius.

“It is retribution you seek, then? Very well. Name your price.”

“The child that the Princess of Arghan will give birth to.”

“What?” the Emperor asked, taken aback by the bold and unexpected request.

If Lezett sired a powerful heir of his own, it would likely mean that even the might of Nobella would be no match for Rothier in the future. Thus, the Princess of Arghan and her unborn child were nothing more than a thorn in the Duke’s side.

How can I stand idly by as a dragonborn abomination towers above the entire empire, including my own land? I had hoped that Genovia would secure Rothier through marriage, but evidently, that is out of the question. If he cannot be made to kneel, he must be eliminated altogether. By taking that beast’s heir for myself, I can prevent the expansion of his power and gain a powerful dragonborn to wield as a weapon.

Emperor Novius, though caught off guard by Duke Irian’s request, began carefully weighing his options.

Well, Lezett will have no interest in the child himself; he despises not only the Mad Dragon but also every dragonborn. He will not welcome his heir with open arms. Perhaps Duke Irian’s scheme is feasible. My goal is a dragonborn that I can command at will. That can still occur even if the child is sent to Nobella. To continue the Kirstan lineage, it would simply be a matter of ensuring Lezett fathers another child.

“Allow me to ask you a question, Duke Irian. Did Genovia say anything about the Princess’s condition?”

“She told me to inform you that there is no need for concern and that you will soon have what you desire. She added that it would be prudent not to provoke the Archduke and to simply wait.”

“I see. Well, I understand your demands. I will speak to my brother. So, please refrain from making any more impudent remarks and take your leave.”

Not quite satisfied with the message from Genovia, Emperor Novius decided to send another envoy to Rothier soon.

* * *

Almost two months passed since the Archduke and Archduchess returned from inspecting the area around the Tenne River. During that time, Elise had remained confined to their chambers on the top floor, and Lezett also carried out the majority of his duties from their bedroom, rarely descending to his study.

The servants naturally grew curious.

“It seems His Grace almost never leaves his chambers.”

“Indeed, he has spent the entirety of the summer in the bedroom with Her Highness.”

“I heard that their… intimate moments can be heard from down the hall. It is enough to make one blush, so I am told!”

“Still, have not six months passed since Her Highness became with child? I understand she is the very image of beauty, but should His Grace not exercise caution? What if something happens to Her Highness or the child?”

“Well, speaking of that… I heard a rumor. A maid who attended to Her Highness said she did not appear to be with child at all.”

“Oh, I heard the same tale! They say she has miscarried. That is why His Grace summons the physician each and every day. After all, carrying the seed of a dragonborn is no easy feat.”

“Still, something is amiss. Had she lost the child, would there not have been an official declaration of some nature by now?”

“What are you saying?”

“Well, none of us ever saw anything that suggested Her Highness was with child. Perhaps there was never a child to begin with…”

“Good heavens! I believe we are not in our right minds. If Alfredo or Mrs. Pattinson overheard us having this conversation, we would be in deep trouble! If that were truly the case, it would mean His Grace deceived His Majesty…”

No one was oblivious to the potential ramifications if such a wild tale proved true.

“L-Let us end this conversation here and pretend it never happened.”

“Y-Yes, I believe that would be best…”

Unbeknownst to the two servants, Ibetha had been eavesdropping around the corner. She let out a long sigh as the servants returned to their respective duties.

This is precisely why Her Highness is unable to descend to the lower floors. Every pair of eyes is glued to her flat stomach. How humiliating and terrifying it must be.

Indeed, her lie being discovered was Elise’s biggest source of anxiety. Accordingly, she willingly confined herself to her chambers, seeking refuge in the Archduke’s arms.

It was only during the throes of passion that she was able to let go of her anxiety. The overwhelming physical pleasure Lezett gave her meant she was free from any distressing thoughts when they were united.

Unnoticed by anyone, Ibetha made her way to the yard where laundry was hung out to dry. There, she found the creature she was looking for—a white dove calmly perched beside a pond.

“I see you have made it safely again today, little one. Come here,” she softly murmured as she placed the creature in a basket and hid it with laundry.

It would soon be September; the harvest festival was rapidly approaching.

* * *

“Your condition is largely fine, Your Highness,” Freya said. “However, due to the irregularity of your monthly courses, your faint pulse, and your fragile constitution, it would seem your womb has yet to sufficiently strengthen.”

Freya attended to Elise every day and drew blood once every ten days. Yet, she never came bearing good news. After yet again delivering the news that there were no still signs of pregnancy, Freya hesitantly added, “Due to Her Highness’s delicate state, the effectiveness of any medication is likely to be limited. We can only hope to prevent any further decline. However, unless other ailments complicate matters, there should be no risk to Her Highness’s life.”

In truth, Freya was concerned about the effects Elise’s nocturnal activities with Lezett might have. The Princess’s constitution was already so fragile to begin with that she doubted whether the she could handle being with child.

“The possibility of conception remains low, then?” Lezett asked.

“Yes, but… It has only been a matter of months. There is no need to worry quite so much yet.”

“I see…” Lezett murmured. His facial expression betrayed his dissatisfaction. He gently pressed his lips to Elise’s temple. “What more can we do to nurse you back to health, Elise?” he asked.

“I am trying my best, Lezett, but it is difficult. I am sorry to disappoint you,” Elise whispered.

“It is not an apology I seek,” the Archduke said softly.

“Then?”

“I am worried about you. That is all.”

Elise nodded demurely. Freya noticed a momentary flicker of relief in her golden eyes.

“Above all, it is crucial that Your Highness is not too perturbed; excessive mental strain is akin to a poison for someone of your constitution.”

To Freya, though the Archduke’s desire for a child had clearly increased, it seemed as though Elise’s longing to conceive had dissipated as the summer waned.

It is not dejection I see on Her Highness’s face but rather resignation or even indifference, Freya thought to herself as she observed the Princess. Or perhaps her thoughts are occupied by something else entirely. I cannot quite tell.

“Then, do you advise that Her Highness rests for some time?” Lezett asked.

“Well, as it happens, the next three or four days is the most optimal time for conception…”

It is unfortunate timing indeed for Her Highness, but I see no need to advise them to be intimate during this important period—they are already excessively indulgent as it is.

Freya winced every time she examined the Princess’s body. Bruises, both large and small, marked her delicate skin, hinting at the intensity of the couple’s passion the night prior. Freya would attempt to rub ointment on Elise’s skin to alleviate the marks, but the Princess would stop her. “He likes it when the marks are visible,” she would murmur.

Elise had grown accustomed to laying with the Archduke. Although she had gasped in shock when she had first witnessed his considerable girth, now she found that she accommodated him with relative ease. That was not the extent of her transformation. Initially, she had been hesitant to reveal her naked form to maids, yet now she disrobed without much thought.

The Princess had secretly instructed Freya to prescribe treatment that would induce sleep once every few days. The imperial physician could not quite fathom why Elise had requested her to do so, but she obeyed anyway. “You look very fatigued, Your Highness. Are you still having trouble sleeping?” she asked.

“Yes, somewhat,” Elise murmured.

“Perhaps I could give you herbal medicine so that you may get some proper respite.”

“That might be a good idea. Would that be all right with you, Lezett?” Elise asked as she fluttered her eyelashes in her husband’s direction. She was well aware that the Archduke watched over her as she slept with vigilance that bordered on obsession.

Now, he scrutinized her with a fierce intensity as though trying to deduce whether she was plotting and scheming. Each time he looked upon her in such a manner, the tension she felt in her body caused a searing pain in her stomach. She was constantly on edge, worried that he may be privy to her inner thoughts.

Lezett reached out and caressed her cheek with his hand. His touch made her stomach convulse even more, but the pain did not show on her face; she knew that displaying such negative emotions in response to his touch would mean she would never be free from his clutches.

If I can merely survive these few seconds…

“I see. It is only midday, but perhaps some St. John’s wort and a little sleep would prove beneficial,” the Archduke acquiesced.

He recommends the very herb that once almost resulted in my death.

“Here you are, Your Highness. Steep this herbal concoction in warm water, as usual. Ensure you eat something after you wake,” Freya advised after receiving Lezett’s permission.

It was the same blend of herbs that Elise had begun taking every few days upon their return from the Tenne River.

“Ensure you do not sleep for too long, Your Highness. No more than two hours,” Freya cautioned.

“Understood,” Elise replied quietly. 

In truth, for someone of the Princess’s constitution, St. John’s wort was most dangerous. If she inhaled too much of it, it was possible she would never wake from her slumber. Elise knew this better than anyone.

When the Princess first instructed Freya to prescribe her herbal medicine, she had said, “Whenever I ask you for a sleep remedy, prescribe me enough herbs to put me in a very deep sleep. You are not to inform the Archduke that I instructed you thus, but make sure you mention to him that the concoction you provide will induce a slumber entirely devoid of dreams.”

Freya had been left extremely confused by Elise’s instructions but had done as she was told. Meanwhile, Lezett had been pleased to hear that his wife would not dream as she slept. This meant that he would not have to observe her quite so vigilantly.

As Elise slowly emptied the teacup, her eyelids began to close. The Archduke carried her to their bed and laid her down. He then gently kissed her forehead and said, “I will come to wake you in an hour or two.”

Elise nodded feebly. Once his wife’s breathing began to even, Lezett descended to his office to tend to his duties. This occurred every three or four days, and these brief hours were all Elise had to herself.

Almost as soon as the Archduke’s footsteps receded, a dove burst fluttered out from Ibetha’s chambers, stopping on the windowsill of Elise’s bedroom. It cooed at the window until Elise rose from the bed, walked to the window, and greeted it. “Hello,” she said warmly.

“Thank you for coming to see me again,” she whispered softly as she caressed the bird’s smooth, white feathers.

* * *

The very night Elise and Lezett returned from their trip to the Tenne River, Elise had attempted to seek Andrei out in her sleep.

Perhaps because she still did not have full control over her mana, she found that she was unable to speak directly to Andrei. Instead, she mostly listened to his lengthy soliloquies. Fortunately, Andrei was extremely intuitive and thus able to sense when his sister sought him out. Eventually, Elise was able to make her voice heard.

“I knew you could do it, dear sister. You are capable of more than you know,” Andrei had said in a tone that revealed his pride.

“The Urgeli are still searching for you, Elise. They seek to lure me from my hiding place by using you as bait. It would appear their ultimate goal is to plunder the underground network beneath the chapel in the imperial palace. They covet our secrets and our magic. We must ensure they do not gain access, dear sister.”

Indeed, the underground tombs were not only where members of the Arghan imperial family—including Gallian—were buried but also where secrets of Arghan’s magic were kept. However, the primary reason that the tombs had to be defended at all costs was that they housed the key to the vast protective barrier that encompassed Arghan.

“When you and I were connected, the barrier functioned without issue, ensuring the empire’s safety against foreign invasion. Even the Mad Dragon Semesita would not have been able to destroy the shield that protected our kingdom,” Andrei had explained.

Provided there was a sorcerer to control and power the barrier, Arghan was indeed an impregnable fortress. However, seven years prior, when Andrei had carried out the spell that separated his and Elise’s fates, the barrier had drastically weakened in strength. 

“My own arrogance was my downfall, Elise; I thought I could maintain the barrier with my own power without siphoning your mana. In the end, it was all I could do to block entry to the tombs.”

“How could you do such a thing, Andrei?! You should have put Arghan first! That was the right choice as Emperor!”

“Yes, perhaps you are right. As the Emperor of Arghan, I made the wrong choice, but as your brother, it was the only choice I could possibly make. I could no longer watch you suffer.”

“But look what that led to! Millions of our people were killed or displaced and left without a place to call home. How could you not see that that was more important?”

“I cannot say that I regret my choice; it allowed you to live, after all. Had I acted differently, your life would have been utterly miserable, Elise. You would now be nothing more than a mere shell of a person, a source of mana, and nothing more than that. Every movement would be agony for you, and you would have been diminished to the point that you could not even see, hear, or speak.”

At this, Elise had fallen silent.

“How could I possibly allow you to waste away in such a manner as I continued to drain your power?”

“Indeed, you are right, my dear sister—I made a decision that put all of Arghan in danger, and I must face the consequences. It’s all the more reason I need you by my side! I cannot restore the barrier without you. I sent Vernon to rescue you, but…”

“Do not send anyone else to Rothier. I will find a way to escape myself. I have learned to draw magic circles, but I cannot activate the spells. Is there no way?”

“It is because you lack the circuits, Elise.”

Elise had learned for herself that invoking the name of the Mad Dragon Semesita enabled one to wield mana, but she did not know that magical circuits were required in order to weave mana into a spell. The majority of the descendants of Gallian were born with such circuits, but Elise had not been.

“In much the same way that you possess my share of mana, I possess your share of magical circuits. Therefore, I must craft the spell for you. In order to activate it, you just have to call my name,” Andrei had explained.

However, magic could not be transferred while Elise was in an unconscious state, and Andrei had chosen the method of a messenger dove. Andrei had imbued the dove with magic so that if anyone other than the designated recipients discovered it, the bird would plunge to the ground and end its own life.

Now, Elise pressed her palm against the dove’s stomach and carefully transferred the magic circle to her body. This was the third magic circle she had received in such a manner. Excluding the one on her lower back, that made a total of six.

Six chances to elude my pursuers…

Among the spells available to her, there was one that enabled spatial translocation. Activating it would enable her to leap a short distance in an instant.

Since their conversation in which Andrei had promised to send Elise magic circles, the twins had refrained from connecting with each other in order to prevent Lezett from becoming more suspicious.

“If only you had not been entwined in my ill-fated destiny, dear sister, you could have been happy by your husband’s side, living a healthy, peaceful life,” Andrei had said.

“He does not love me, Andrei. I do not belong here.”

“Does the fact that he does not love you sadden you, Elise?”

“I shall soon overcome such a futile emotion,” the Princess had replied as she tried and failed to hold back her tears.

“Do not cry, my dear sister. Please, do not cry. Soon, you will have everything you long for.”

“I do not long for anything other than your safety, Andrei. Promise me you will not do anything rash until we are reunited.”

“Fear not, Elise. Once everything returns to its rightful place, I will live on within you for eternity,” Andrei had concluded.

Now, having received the magic circle, Elise released the dove and said, “Fly away, little one.”

It is time to cease using the messenger dove; who knows when prying eyes might notice? Besides, I have already planned my escape. It is now merely a matter of choosing the most opportune moment.

Elise believed that the perfect time was rapidly approaching. September heralded the harvest festival, following which it was customary to conduct a large-scale mission to exterminate monsters in the vicinity of the Grantern Mountains before winter took hold. 

Alfredo had informed Elise that the campaign’s departure was generally timed to coincide with the onset of Lezett’s period of madness. It usually lasted from two weeks to a full month.

“However, the mission may not take place this year,” Alfredo had said.

“Why is that?” Elise had asked.

“It would appear that His Grace is concerned for Your Highness’s well-being. After what transpired with Lady Genovia when he was absent last time, His Grace is hesitant to leave Your Highness alone in the castle.”

It is not concern for my well-being that causes his hesitation; it is his need to surveil me at all times. I must somehow find a way to put him at ease so that he may let his guard down.

Now that Elise was better at controlling her mana, she was able to use it to diminish the effects of the herbal medicine. That is how she was able to avoid succumbing to slumber despite ingesting the concoctions that Freya gave her. In order to avoid arousing Lezett’s suspicion, the Princess had to focus on maintaining a faint aura of mana; if she concealed it entirely, he would undoubtedly notice that something was amiss.

My nerves are utterly frayed. Perhaps stress is the reason I am incapable of conceiving. I must admit that I am surprised at how disappointed he seems each time Freya announces that I am not with child. He harbors no fondness for children, yet he is utterly fixated on the issue of conception.

There is barely a month left before the fateful day arrives—the first day of October, the day we agreed upon when we drafted our contract.

I cannot help but wonder as to the contents of the letter he recently received from the Emperor. Did it pertain to Genovia, perhaps? Or maybe the Emperor was inquiring about my condition. Lezett wore a most peculiar expression on his face when he read it.

Indeed, Lezett had handed the letter to Sauber without writing a reply.

Elise rubbed her flat belly. The absence of a child was her only solace in this fraught time.

These days, his ever-watchful eyes make it extremely difficult to ingest the herbal tea that has contraceptive properties. However, it would seem my womb is barren; perhaps there is no need to worry about such matters.

Still, I pray each night that I will not conceive and that, one day, I might truly be free.

* * *

It was not long before the harvest began in Rothier. As the festival approached, the castle was a frenzy of activity.

The summer had been warmer than usual, and the land was blessed with the perfect amount of rainfall, which ensured that this year’s harvest was particularly bountiful.

“Her Highness’s popularity among the people of Rothier knows no bounds. This year brought an unprecedented yield, and many people say it is all thanks to the Princess,” Alfredo said with a smile. He then cautiously turned to Lezett and added, “Perhaps on the final day of the harvest festival, Your Grace might ascend the ramparts with Her Highness? Even if she does not show her face completely, a mere glimpse from a distance would bring the people immense joy.”

During the festival, an outdoor feast was held on castle grounds for all of Rothier’s people. It was the one day a year when common folk were permitted entry, and as such, there were many safety measures to take.

“You expect me to turn my wife into a spectacle for the masses?” Lezett asked with a frown.

“It might be good for Her Highness to see how fond the people are of her,” Mrs. Pattinson chimed in. “I cannot help but notice that she has not smiled as often lately. She seems quite dejected, and there are many nights where she requires herbs to sleep.”

“Freya said she is not suffering from a serious ailment of any kind,” the Archduke said dismissively.

“Yes, physically speaking, Her Highness may be in good health, but I am afraid ailments of the mind are far more difficult to mend,” Mrs. Pattinson replied. “Living in isolation for months on end will inevitably cause despair. Even the most stoic individual would grow despondent and irritable in such circumstances.”

Noticing Lezett’s hesitation, Mrs. Pattinson continued. “Your Grace must cultivate a sense of love and belonging for Rothier within Her Highness. That way, her thoughts may stray further from Arghan as she finds more solace here. Did the imperial physician not advise as much?”

Indeed, Freya had counseled the Archduke in such a manner. “Your Grace must be vigilant and prevent Her Highness from descending into a state of melancholy,” she had said.

She is terribly fragile. It is true. She cries often and at times appears overwhelmed by anxiety and fear, Lezett thought to himself. She is also wont to harm herself, as though part of her longs to leave this world behind. Perhaps that is why I have an insatiable desire to claim her as my own. No matter how deeply I consume her, it is never enough.

There is just one piece of the puzzle that yet eludes me.

Merely confining her to our chambers is not sufficient. While she sleeps, she is free to wander where she wishes, and her thoughts are perpetually clouded by memories of her homeland and its people.

How I long to rid her of those memories entirely.

The moment Elise was out of his sight, Lezett would be overcome with nervous energy; he found himself inexorably drawn to her, unable to focus on even the simplest of tasks in her absence.

It is nothing less than an addiction.

Suddenly, he recalled Genovia’s taunting words.




“It was not you who d-drove me to madness… That was entirely my own doing… But, Y-Your Grace… What makes you think… the same fate… will not befall you?”




Finally, Lezett begrudgingly answered. “I shall ask Elise about the matter.”

Although he was occupied by a myriad of duties, Lezett found himself constantly checking the time in anticipation of the moment he could return to their chambers and rouse Elise from her slumber.

Perhaps I can review these documents while I hold her in my arms.

Lately, she is never off my mind. I cannot help but admit that my fixation with her is far from ordinary or healthy. Is it possible that the early signs of my madness are already manifesting? Surely not…

Despite the mountain of documents on his desk, Lezett put down his quill and declared, “I must be with her.”

“Y-Your Grace!” Sauber exclaimed. He wanted to call after the Archduke and say there was still much work to be done, but Lezett had already risen from his seat and was marching purposefully toward the staircase that led to their shared chambers.

However, as Lezett reached for the doorknob, he found that the door opened of its own accord. Behind it was Elise, startled to find her husband standing directly in front of her. “L-Lezett?”

His heart pounded in his chest at the sight of her untamed silver tresses and her radiant, golden eyes.

I was by her side only an hour or so ago, yet I find myself mesmerized by her beauty as though I am gazing upon her for the first time.

“What are you doing here, Elise?”

“I woke up. I… came to find you,” she explained with a tender smile.

The mere sight of her lush lips curved in a smile for him caused an instant stir in his trousers. Elise wrapped her arms around him and leaned into his chest.

“If you are busy, I can return to our chambers,” she murmured. Lezett, trying to ignore his discomfort, did not respond. “A-Are you busy?”

“Not at all,” he finally replied. Forgetting about the pile of documents, Sauber, and Mrs. Pattinson, the Archduke effortlessly lifted Elise into the air and entered the dimly lit staircase, closing the door behind them.

As they ascended the stairs, Elise said, “I do not think I have ever once witnessed you sleep, Lezett. I have never heard that dragonborn do not require rest.”

How long has it been since I slept? Two weeks, perhaps?

“You must sleep! You are only half dragon, lest you forget,” Elise said playfully.

“I do sleep,” Lezett responded defensively.

“I have never seen you do so.”

“That is a separate matter. I do not wish to sleep when I am in your presence.”

“So, you do not want to sleep by my side?” Elise asked with a pout. Lezett stopped as he realized the Princess’s mood had soured.

“What am I to you? Just someone to satisfy your desires?” she asked sulkily.

The Archduke could not help but chuckle.

“Do you find this amusing?” she gasped. Before Lezett could offer a defense, more angry accusations spewed forth. “Regardless of how much of an ill-mannered man you may be, there are certain responsibilities one has toward one’s wife. I am not merely your plaything!”

“The… act that we share is a beautiful deed intended to create new life, is it not?” Elise continued.

“It is…”

“Therefore, we should treat each other with mutual affection and respect. The former seems rather impossible for you, but the latter is something you should adhere to as a matter of principle.”

She means to say that I do not respect her because I do not sleep by her side? How utterly adorable…

Lezett suppressed another laugh, fearful that he would further provoke her wrath. “I must be a terrible husband indeed.”

“You are.”

“Truly?”

“At first, that was not the case, but lately, yes.”

Lezett was taken aback; he had not expected a serious response to his playful remark.

“In fact, your attitude is likely the reason I am still not with child.”

“I do not engage in such behavior with you lightly, Elise.”

“Liar.”

“I have no reason to lie to you. What I meant to say was that I am not fond of sleeping in general.”

Indeed, dragonborn possessed active and dormant phases—they could go without sleep for extended periods, but once they did succumb to slumber, they tended to sleep for an exceptionally long time. Moreover, when they awoke, it took time before their rationality returned to them.

“I cannot predict what I might do while I sleep or after I wake up. There have been many… incidents in the past,” Lezett explained.

Thus, the Archduke had taken to aligning his slumber with the cycle of his madness. His avoidance of sleeping by the side of another was warranted; he knew all too well the abhorrent feeling of waking in a bed sodden with the blood of others. The mere thought that one day, that blood might belong to Elise was torturous.

“I see. You lay with another woman and then hurt her. Is that what happened?” Elise asked.

“Not quite, but there was an incident in which I was unable to reject a woman’s advances in time,” the Archduke reluctantly admitted.

“You are talking about Genovia, are you not?”

Lezett did not deny it. However, despite the serious turn the conversation had taken, his mind was occupied by other thoughts.

Her bosom looks so incredibly appetizing. If only I could undress her here and now…

“But now, there is only me,” Elise said. “Regardless of your past, I am the only one you lay with. And for me, there is only you. And it will remain thus for all of eternity. In any case, I digress. What I intended to say is that you ought to sleep as regularly as I do. I am concerned that you are overexerting yourself on my account.”

“Did Freya—” Lezett began before Elise interrupted him.

“I am also curious as to what you look like when you sleep,” she said. After a beat, she realized that she had cut him off and asked, “Sorry, what did you say?”

“Did Freya say that today was an auspicious day for us to be intimate with one another, or did she say it was the next few days?”

The possibility of conception will be higher, Elise thought to herself with worry.

Suddenly, Lezett stopped. Before Elise could ask what he was doing, he gently set her down on a stair. The Princess felt a thrilling chill run down her spine in anticipation of what was to come.

I was able to drink the herbal tea only moments ago, so that ought to prevent me from conceiving. But still, there is always a chance. Perhaps he will give up if I resist.

However, her hopes proved shortlived.

Kneeling on a stair below her, Lezett whispered in her ear, “Tell me you want it.”

“W-What do you mean…?”

“Tell me you want me,” he said as he parted her legs, shifting her nightdress and undergarments aside and finding the quivering flesh between her thighs with one long finger. “Admit that you desire me just as I desire you,” he commanded as he began to stroke.

Elise could only moan and nod in response as she felt one finger enter her, then two. She enjoyed surrendering to the physical pleasure he gave her, as it provided her with respite from her anxious thoughts.

Elise spread her legs as wide as she could, exposing herself to him in a brazen sign for him to stop teasing her and begin pleasuring her in earnest. Lezett’s eyes widened as they focused with wild intensity on her glistening entrance. With a sound that sounded almost like a snarl, he lifted her up and pressed her roughly against the wall, fighting with his trousers with one hand to free his bulging erection. Before his trousers had hit the ground, he had plunged deep into her. Elise gasped in ecstasy at the familiar feeling of him filling her and wrapped her legs tightly around his waist.

Lezett grunted as she squeezed him and said, “If you continue writhing thus, my manhood may not be able to withstand it,” Lezett said with a smirk.

“Do not say such th-things,” Elise replied breathlessly.

“Why not? I am a terrible husband, after all,” he murmured, emphasizing the word “terrible” with a powerful thrust that sent Elise’s eyes rolling back.

“I-I… did not mean that… P-Please, Lezett, I am worried I might fall.”

“Then what did you mean?” he whispered, nibbling her ear.

“J-Just that… you… are relentless… ah… and you… mhm… take me at any time or place,” Elise gasped as another strong thrust scattered all thought in her mind.

“Well, the solution seems rather simple—stop being so irresistibly radiant,” he chuckled dangerously.

“L-Lezett, please, I might fall…”

“And stop seducing me,” Lezett said as he picked up the rhythm.

Elise could only moan in ecstasy.

“You must relax, Elise. You will hurt yourself if you are too tense,” he whispered, tugging the collar of her nightdress down to give one taut nipple a sharp pinch.

“Ah!” the Princess cried out as she once more found herself contending with the dueling sensations of pain and pleasure. “L-Lezett!” she moaned his name. As he slammed inside her faster and harder, she felt her eyes close as a sweet pressure began to build up from where they were connected. “I-I want it…” she gasped desperately.

“What did you say?” he growled.

“I-I… want it…!”

“You want what?” Lezett demanded with a smirk as he suddenly stilled.

She blinked open her eyes in confusion, only to find herself caught in a fiery stare she could not tear her eyes away from.

“P-Please… do not… stop,” Elise begged as she flushed in embarrassment.

“What do you want? Tell me, and I will continue,” Lezett said in a low voice.

“Y-You…”

Elise finally expressed her affection for her husband. The words had been on the tip of her tongue for months, but in the throes of pleasure, she found that she simply could not hold them back any longer.

“You want… me?” At first, Lezett could hardly believe his ears.

“I want you so much it hurts,” Elise said in anguish.

She truly means it, Lezett realized.

“If only you would say you love me… Everything would be so much simpler…” Elise’s face crumpled.

As soon as Lezett’s lust-filled brain processed what his wife had just said, he resumed his movements with a renewed frenzy.

“You mean to say that everything is not simple?” he panted.

“B-Because you do not love me. S-Some days are difficult… Sometimes, I do not want to even think… Oh, Lezett!” Elise moaned as she writhed in pleasure. “I know it is foolish, b-but… I cannot control my heart.”

“So, I am the cause of your difficulties?”

“Y-You are all I have; you made me swear as much in front of Vernon.” Her golden eyes met and held his blue ones, which were now so dark with lust they seemed almost black.

“You d-do not love me…” Elise whimpered. There was a mixture of yearning and resentment in her voice, a contradiction that tortured her.

I have never thought about being “in love” with someone, but these emotions I feel for her… perhaps they are love. She causes me to lose my rationality like nothing else; her radiance alone robs me of my reason and composure.

This love, however, must be a most cruel and violent one because I refuse to say the words she longs to hear. I will not grant her her wish. Even her melancholy will be mine to possess.

“I am glad you are aware,” he said gruffly. “I have no intention of giving you love,” he declared in a cold voice, emphasizing each word with a rough thrust.

“Oh!” she gasped as she struggled to keep her eyes from closing. “W-What must I do… to earn your—”

“You need to yearn for me. Only me. With every fiber of your being!”

Indeed, it is the notion of conquest that I am driven by. When I first looked upon her, she seemed akin to an untouchable queen. But now I claim her as my own. She is my possession. That is why I will never utter those words; I must leave her thirst unquenched so that she will burn for me forever. I alone will be the provider of her joy and harbinger of her sorrow.

Grabbing her hair, he forced her to meet his gaze. “Moan for me, Elise. Louder!” he commanded as he slammed into her.

His demand was her undoing. She screamed her climax, crying out his name and pleading nonsensically. Her voice banished all thoughts from Lezett’s mind as he pounded into her as hard and deep as he could, finding his own release with an almost beastlike growl.

He had once more marked her as his own.

* * *

Days later, Elise had a particularly peculiar dream. In it, a black scale fell from the sky and into the palm of her hand. There, it glimmered like polished obsidian. Yet, as she attempted to inspect the scale more closely, it disintegrated into a million pieces, transforming into a black mist that enveloped her body before seeping beneath her skin.

She startled awake with a gasp. Yet, Lezett did not stir. She turned around to find that his eyes were tightly closed.

Is he asleep?

Elise waved her hand in front of his face several times. Finally, he woke up from his slumber and said, “Go back to sleep. It is still too early to rise.” He then pulled her closer into his embrace and inhaled her sweet scent, falling asleep once more.

This is the first time he has ever fallen asleep beside me, Elise thought as she rested her head on his chest. Perhaps his doubts about me have dissipated. I do not understand why, but I do not care; all that matters is that I have finally breached the once impenetrable wall of his suspicion.

A faint smile spread across her lips. Once a wall is breached, it does not take long for it to crumble entirely.

The Princess was soon proven correct.

* * *

Ten days later, the harvest festival finally began. Elise stood atop the rafters beside her husband.

He had insisted that she wear an oversized cloak to hide her figure from onlookers. In addition, of course, to a hood that concealed the majority of her face.

 A huge crowd of people had gathered on this special day, and all eyes were fixed on their Archduchess, the former Princess of Arghan. At the insistent request of Mrs. Pattinson, Elise had dressed in formal attire for the first time since she arrived in Rothier; she was undeniably resplendent, garbed in a golden dress and a cape embroidered with silver thread that fluttered beneath her cloak. Her silver locks of hair were adorned with lustrous pearls.

Much to Elise’s surprise, Lezett slowly lowered her hood. He had positioned her such that only her side profile was visible.

“Lezett?”

“Let everyone see how radiant you are today, even if only for a moment,” he gently murmured.

A mere glimpse of the side of her face sent murmurs of admiration rippling throughout the crowd. Eventually, Lezett lifted the hood over her head once more. Elise clung to him and said, “Please do not do that. It is frightening…”

Lezett chuckled slightly. The Princess recognized it once more: Her husband had thoroughly let down his guard. Finally, she thought to herself in relief.

“Why do you look at me thus?” she asked.

“I have no idea what you mean,” Lezett said with a playful grin.

“You enjoy seeing me in distress, do you not? You are terrible, truly,” Elise replied as she buried her face in his chest in embarrassment.

I am overjoyed that you appear to finally trust me. I will have a chance to break free from your clutches. This opportunity will not be wasted, she silently vowed to herself.

The crowd began to sing a famous Rothier folk song.




A time of peace shall come,

On the land blessed with the lives

of the Tenne River and Grantern Mountains.

Amidst harsh winters, the verdant green thrives.

A time of peace shall come,

On the land blessed with past sorrows

of the Tenne River and Grantern Mountains.

We sing as the ground thaws

With the promise of golden tomorrows.




Before Lezett became Archduke, Rothier had been a land plagued by invasions from neighboring kingdoms. To the people of Rothier, who had lived in constant fear for centuries, it mattered not that their Archduke was dragonborn or that their Archduchess was the Princess of an enemy nation as long as peace and prosperity were theirs.

Lezett glanced at the crowd below, caressing his wife, who was nestled in his arms. For a rare moment, he was pleased with his world; Rothier was his own territory, untouchable and inviolable.

In contrast to her husband’s jovial mood, Elise’s eyes, hidden beneath her hood, were filled with sorrow.

I cannot help but be reminded of home… of my Arghan.

During official events, the people of Arghan would sing songs about Elise outside the imperial palace.

When the people of Rothier had finally finished singing, there were shouts of blessings. 

“Long live the Archduke and Archduchess!”

“May the gods bless your child with health and happiness!”

The harvest season had reached its end. Now, Lezett had one final task before winter began—to lead the campaign to vanquish monsters.

Lezett planted a kiss on the bridge of Elise’s nose. “Will you be all right on your own?” he asked.

“I am not a child. I will sleep well, eat well, and even though I may pine for you, I will endure it.”

“I am not so confident that I can…” Lezett murmured.

Elise said nothing and merely smiled as she played the part of being his trophy and prized possession.

* * *

Despite agonizing over the decision until the very last moment, Archduke Kirstan vacated Rothier Castle as planned. He was already beginning to feel the onset of the madness, and it seemed ominously more intense than usual.

I can sense that this bought of madness will not be brought to a halt by blood alone.

A dragonborn’s frenzy could come in two distinct forms—homicidal impulses and carnal desire. The Archduke had the distinct impression that this time, it would manifest mostly in the latter form.

Perhaps I have indulged in physical pleasure too much…

Regardless of which form it came in, it was paramount that Elise was kept far away from him.

“Why am I cursed like this…” he muttered under his breath before he kissed his wife on the cheek. He longed to press his lips against hers but feared that he would not be able to stop himself from going further.

Before they parted ways, he thought he saw a flicker of something on his wife’s face, but it was gone in an instant. Noting his gaze, she smiled gently and waved.

With that, he departed.

* * *

Not long after Lezett left the castle, a letter arrived from the imperial palace. Emperor Novius outlined that an imperial envoy would soon be sent to Rothier. The remainder of the letter read as follows:




I could not help but notice that you declined to reply to my previous letter, Lezett. Did your beautiful wife forbid you from doing so, I wonder?




You have had your fun without regard for the imperial palace or the Irian dukedom for quite some time now. It is time to fulfill your obligations to your liege and lord.




If you continue to ignore my cordial letters, I may be forced to visit Rothier myself and return to Orphell with your precious Princess by my side.




Has the Emperor sensed that something is amiss? The envoy will arrive in early October. I must leave soon. I must find an opportune moment. When the knights relieve each other of their duties, it would be the optimal time.

Yet, Elise found that once more, her body failed her; shortly after the conclusion of the harvest festival, she fell ill.

“Perhaps the chilly weather caused your fever, Your Highness,” Ibetha suggested.

“Yes, it would appear so.” This cursed body of mine… Elise thought in frustration.

Fortunately, Ibetha was able to take care of the preparations while the Princess was bound to her bed. “What about these dresses, Your Highness? You have so many. It seems a shame to leave them all behind.”

“They were never mine to begin with.”

“How so? They were all gifts from His Grace. Hmm, in truth, there does not seem to be much here that would be suitable to take,” the maid said as she perused Elise’s clothes.

“I find myself in agreement.”

The gowns truly were incredibly luxurious, crafted from the finest fabric and by the most renowned dressmakers. “I truly will never have a chance to wear any of them again…” Elise said in a voice that hinted at a tinge of regret.

She recalled the final day of the harvest festival when she had stood atop the ramparts with the Archduke. Had I known he would be quite so smitten, I would have donned such finery more often.

The following day, Ibetha brought simple, worn garments fit for a commoner to her chambers. The shrewd maid had been storing various provisions and necessities for the escape in an abandoned cottage on the mountainside.

“Thank you, Ibetha. I am truly indebted to you.”

“Please do not say that, Your Highness. I am merely fulfilling my duties.”

“No. You are going far beyond your duties. You are aiding and abetting treason.” Indeed, Elise had always felt uneasy about involving Ibetha in such perilous affairs. “You are not obliged to follow me into enemy territory. Although you may not be able to return to Orphell, you could find a new home in another kingdom.”

Regardless, Elise thought that Ibetha could not accompany her to the South; the Princess planned to part ways with her as soon as they left Rothier. She cautiously offered the maid a box of jewels she had set aside, but Ibetha flatly refused it.

“If His Grace catches you, I will be killed immediately, Your Highness. I am risking my life to help you, so you must take responsibility for me!” Ibetha implored. “I have no family to care for, and I hold no affection for this frigid empire. Relocating to the warm South seems perfect.

Besides, these jewels are too noticeable. The moment anyone attempts to sell them, they will be apprehended. They are marked with the jeweler’s name and a number and are the rarest of gems. It would be better to take these buttons and brooches. They might look plain, but they are made of pure gold and will be less conspicuous.”

“How do you know so much about such matters?”

“When I was younger, after my family’s downfall, I was forced to flee from debt collectors. They had tried to sell me to a brothel. I ran from one place to another for around three years. Fortunately, a distant relative of mine wrote a letter of recommendation for me to His Grace, and I was able to start working at his estate in Orphell. The debt collectors did not dare come after me there.

Of course, His Grace had no idea that I was using him as a shield,” Ibetha said with a chuckle.

“All of this is to say that I have scaled mountains in the dead of night, swam across rivers to evade bandits, and crossed vast plains covered in snow. I will prove very useful to Your Highness. Of that, I am certain. Let us go together!”

“Then I vow to protect you,” Elise declared.

“Truly?”

“Yes. I swear it on my family’s name and on Arghan—whatever happens, I will let no harm befall you.”

Ibetha could not help but smile.

Indeed, Elise had never invoked her family’s name in such a manner before. But for Ibetha, she would have done so a thousand times over.

Without this kind, courageous, and resourceful maid, I would never have survived.

“Then please focus on taking good care of yourself and getting sufficient rest,” Ibetha gently advised.

“Thank you, Ibetha. I shall.” For Ibetha’s sake, Elise resolved to at least finish her meals, regardless of how much effort it took.

* * *

Two days later, Elise realized that something was truly amiss. Her chest felt unusually heavy and uncomfortable. At first, she had attributed the soreness to the bruises Lezett had left her with, but over time, she realized it was something else. The slightest touch caused her great pain.

The discomfort was similar to the symptoms that typically heralded the beginning of her monthly courses, yet she did not bleed.

Eventually, Elise secretly summoned Freya.

“Your monthly courses have not arrived, have they, Your Highness?”

“No, not yet.”

“Let me draw your blood,” Freya suggested.

“I-Is there a chance I am…” Elise trailed off, unable to finish the question.

“It is hard to say with any degree of certainty, Your Highness. At first, the symptoms tend to be very subtle. Please do not be too hopeful. The greater the hope, the greater the disappointment, after all.”

“Yes…” Elise murmured.

It would take several days to confirm whether the Princess was with child. Each day spent waiting for the news felt like an entire week to Elise. Having spent hours pacing around her chambers, she was unable to withstand the stifling feeling any longer and decided to descend to Lezett’s study. There, she wasted yet more hours pacing the gloomy room without bothering to even light a candle.

What am I even doing here? This is his space, a man I am soon to desert.

Noticing his robe folded neatly on his chair, she picked it up and inhaled its scent. I was hoping to smell the uniquely manly scent of his, but alas, it appears the robe was recently washed.

Could I possibly be with child? Surely not…

Would he welcome such news?

Her heart pounded in her chest as she realized her plans of escape could be foiled.

I do not quite know how to feel; my heart is filled with both dread and hope. I am torn and confused.

The onset of her monthly courses arrived before Freya returned with a result. On the third day of waiting, she noticed a faint trace of blood on her undergarments. It was decidedly lighter than her usual cycle, but it was unmistakably blood.

A dizzying wave of relief washed over her.

Thank goodness. Yet… Why do I feel empty somehow? It is not only relief that I feel.

Only when she felt something wet land on the back of her hand did she realize she was crying.

What on earth are these emotions? Why does my heart ache so? What is the source of this twisted disappointment? I should be relieved…

She thought of the harvest festival and the countless words of blessing the people of Rothier had bestowed upon their unborn child.

If only they knew the truth…

If I am honest with myself, I had wished for a child—a daughter, healthy and strong like her father, with soft, brown hair like Andrei. I have always longed for a family of my own, ever since the days I was confined to my chambers in the imperial palace of Arghan. It was the most beautiful future I could have possibly imagined.

However, dreams are nothing more than that. They have no meaning in the stark reality I face. I should have realized it sooner.

This place was never meant for me.

Finally regaining her composure, Elise unfurled the contract they had drafted together and placed it on Lezett’s desk. Beside it, she laid a sheet of parchment and then took out a quill. She was careful to prevent her tears from staining the paper. 

And thus, she began writing her farewell letter to her husband.




You said I was free to run away after the promised six months, did you not?

It was merely a “contractual marriage,” in your own words.

That contract has now reached its conclusion, Lezett. It is time for everything to return to the way it was.




Elise purposefully kept the letter devoid of any emotion despite the tumult she felt inside. Yet, she admitted to herself that she truly loved the Archduke.

It was a love that was never allowed to bloom, but love nonetheless. I depended on him from the very moment I met him, and I gave myself to him. All of me. Over and over.

He was not only my first husband but the first man I ever laid with. Amidst countless “firsts,” I can confidently say he was my first love. Somehow, defining it thus makes parting ways easier.

With such thoughts in mind, she concluded her letter.




Thank you for accommodating my unreasonable requests, Lezett. Please accept my sincerest apologies for being unable to fulfill my part of our agreement.




I am glad that I was able to be a part of your world, even if it was only for a short time. 

May Rothier be blessed by the gods for all eternity.

And may you prove to be my final despair.




Elise felt the strength leave her hand as an overwhelming sense of exhaustion washed over her, and she dropped the quill on the desk.

Her lower abdomen throbbed with pain, whether due to her monthly courses or some other malaise, she did not know. She gathered the contract and the farewell letter in her hand and slumped into Lezett’s chair. It was quite sometime later before her tears finally ceased.

The following day, Freya visited her chambers and hesitantly reported that her blood had revealed no signs of her being with child.

“Still, to be certain, allow me to draw another vial of blood, Your Highness.”

The Princess simply nodded passively. By that time, having penned a goodbye letter to her husband, her heart was finally at peace.

* * *

A week later, on the final night of September, Lezett returned to Rothier. His arrival was earlier than expected, and he was in time to see the sun dip below the western hills.

As he crossed the borders of his domain, he sent a messenger to the castle. Elise was instructed to wait in their chambers for him. It was clear that he planned to lay with her as soon as he arrived.

The Princess left the door to the stairway open as she waited for her husband to return. When he did, it was clear something was different. He was far from his usual, composed self.

“Damn it all,” he cursed as he roughly pulled Elise into his embrace. “It will not subside. I should have taken you with me,” he added. He had yet to remove his armor. “Why does it feel like this when we are apart?” he spat in frustration.

Elise did not bother to inquire about the cause of his unease.

If this is to be out last night together, I long to simply gaze upon his face to my heart’s content.

Fearlessly, she began removing his armor herself. Lezett leaned down to bury his face in her bosom and inhale the intoxicating scent he had so desperately yearned for. Unable to restrain himself, he turned her around. Taking himself out of his trousers with one hand, he lifted her skirts and tore away her undergarments with another, entering her with one hard, deep thrust.

Later, Elise would be unable to recall everything that transpired that night. She simply remembered that he claimed her with an unprecedented roughness, leaving her body utterly drained and ravaged. It was as though he were a different man entirely.

She did not sleep for even a moment as she reflected on the previous six months. When the first light of day broke, she made her long-planned escape without once looking back.
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Part 13

You are Nothing

Gaelus’s fighting ring was located in the small town of Tompera, not far from Orphell. Typically, events at the ring began in the late afternoon. That was when Gaelus and his wife would rise from their slumbers, having spent the entirety of the night indulging with their respective lovers.

 Gaelus rose from his bed wrapped in only a loincloth to protect his modesty and still reeking of the previous night’s debauchery. He headed straight toward the storeroom that was adjacent to the bedroom. As soon as he opened the door, his eyes were assaulted by a blinding light. “Did you sleep well, my little raven?” he asked in a rough voice while shielding his eyes.

The tiny storeroom was crammed so full of various trinkets that there was barely enough room for Gaelus to enter. It was not a particularly opulent collection, however. Cheap, haphazardly painted vases, rusted forks, and scattered coins littered the space.

Lezett, then only a child, was nestled amongst the chaotic clutter. Slowly, he unfolded his black wings and revealed his unearthly appearance, a creature somewhere between a bat and a reptile.

“Ah, my precious coin magnet,” Gaelus slurred as he roughly stroked Lezett’s head.

Indeed, Gaelus had valid reasons for referring to Lezett in such a manner. His fighting ring had barely been making a profit before he encountered the young dragonborn, but for the past nine years, people had flocked to the dilapidated ring in droves, drawn by rumors of Lezett.

There were fighting matches every day, and each night, at least one corpse was carried off from the grounds. Half of the fighters had been sold to Gaelus as slaves in order to pay off debt, while the other half were wandering swordsmen seeking riches. The matches became so notoriously thrilling that even nobles from all corners of Vaniella began to descend upon Tompera.

Half of the profit from entrance fees went to the winner of the contest. Spectators would also place wagers on the results. Since the outcomes of the matches were secretly predetermined by Gaelus, he was able to make a tidy profit each and every day.

“Your opponent is a wandering swordsman from Arghan. You have won three days in a row, and today, you are to lose. Understood?” Gaelus asked Lezett while dangling a shiny necklace in front of his face. “If you behave, I will give you this.”

The young dragonborn’s eyes immediately glazed over; he clearly longed to possess the radiant trinket before his eyes. The glossy, black scales covering Lezett’s bodies receded, and in their place, small, wiry limbs emerged. His right hand, however, still resembled a dragon’s claw.

“Make sure you lose handily, all right? Yesterday was far too dominant a display. All of the bets will be on you today. We must keep the people on their toes. Would you not agree?”

When Lezett, who was on all fours, tried to grab the necklace, Gaelus punched him. The young dragonborn tumbled backward, and Gaelus immediately kicked him. “Just like this. Allow yourself to be hit like this,” he cruelly ordered.

Lezett did not understand much of human speech; he could only grasp the meaning of the simplest phrases and was unable to speak or write. With no other way to communicate with his prized possession, Gaelus had resorted to training him by bribing him with shiny trinkets.

“There will be extremely important guests present today. If you do well, perhaps you will even earn yourself a few gold coins. All this junk you have collected here is not even worth one gold coin. Did you know that?” Gaelus said with a sneer as he punched and kicked at Lezett.

Sprawled on his pile of mostly worthless trinkets, Lezett stared blankly at his master. Then, like a meek puppy, he knelt and placed his hands on the ground. Blood trickled from a cut on his head, staining the scales that remained on his right cheek, but he displayed no signs of pain. The young dragonborn knew only one thing to be true—if he followed Gaelus’s orders to win or lose a fight, he would be rewarded with something shiny.

I want it. I want it so much. I must have it… he thought to himself as he stared at the necklace in Gaelus’s hand.

“What a smart creature you are,” Gaelus said with a satisfied smile. “Do your best today, little one.”

As expected of him, Lezett executed his master’s demands flawlessly; he was thoroughly beaten in the arena. His left arm, which looked human, was broken and rendered utterly useless, but his right arm, covered in scales, was unscathed. He used his right arm to support himself as he hobbled along the dim corridor, holding the few gold coins that Gaelus had given in his mouth.

Suddenly, an unfamiliar voice called out to him. “Hey there, you are the one who lost today’s fight, are you not?”

Lezett could not quite understand what was being asked of him. He was preoccupied with the thought of taking his newly acquired gold coins back to his nest of trinkets.

“You are Gaelus’s raven, aren’t you?”

He did recognize the name people often called him, however. Turning around, he was greeted by the sight of a young boy leaning casually against the wall. He had black hair similar to Lezett’s own.

“I knew it. A dragonborn who understands human speech. Who would have imagined such a thing?” the boy said as he calmly approached Lezett.

Lezett was instantly captivated by the glittering gold buttons and elaborate embroidery peeking from beneath the boy’s cloak; indeed, they were far more opulent than anything Gaelus had ever given him.

The boy dangled a long golden chain in front of Lezett’s face. The heavy pendant at the end of the chain opened to reveal a small portrait of a woman.

“Do you recognize this woman? You do, don’t you? I had a sneaking suspicion; it would seem we share a mother. The resemblance is undeniable.”

As Lezett leaned in to examine the portrait more closely, the boy snapped the pendant shut. Then, with a benevolent smile, he reached out and tickled the dragonborn’s chin. “So, little brother, who is your father from whom you inherited such extraordinary blood?” Novius asked.

* * *

Beyond the borders of Rothier, the weather was already cold and dry, even though it was only the very beginning of winter.

In the middle of one particularly long night, Lezett found himself lying awake. The flickering candlelight cast distorted shadows on the walls of the tent as the mountain wind howled outside. He had awoken from a familiar, recurring dream that centered around a memory from a long time ago.

Upon waking, he had instinctively reached out expecting to find Elise’s warm body. Alas, he was alone. It took him a moment or two to realize he was not in his chambers in Rothier Castle.

He was in the midst of a campaign to exterminate monsters in the vicinity of the Grantern Mountains. Only two days had passed since they had left Rothier. When they set off, he had felt the madness simmering within him start to boil over.

Sitting up, he roughly unfastened the laces of his collar and removed his shirt. His thick, muscular frame radiated heat as he moved. Prominent veins bulged beneath the surface of his skin as he ran his hand through his hair.

During episodes of madness, all the senses of a dragonborn become extremely heightened. For Lezett, touch and taste are especially prominent. Even the weight of his own steps and the wind in his face become overwhelming stimuli, and he felt an insatiable pang of hunger at the sight of any living thing. If blood so much as touched his lips, he would lose all control.

Moreover, during this period of frenzy, he would frequently dream of the past.

This time, however, was different. There was something else. “Damn it all,” he cursed under his breath, shifting uncomfortably as a raging rigidness threatened to tear the fabric of his trousers.

I knew something was amiss from the moment I left Rothier, he thought to himself in frustration.

Now that his union with Elise had introduced him to new heights of physical pleasure, the nature of his madness seemed to have been altered entirely.

“Elise…” he whispered to himself in the darkness. Merely saying her name was enough to make his body burn with desire.

Were she here, I would claim her at once. I regret not bringing a piece of her with me—a small item of jewelry or a ribbon she used to tie her hair. On second thoughts, I simply should have had her accompany me. Then, at least, I could have satiated this lust that threatens to overwhelm me entirely.

As he tried to recall every detail of his wife’s naked form, Lezett freed himself from the restrictive trousers. Gripping his shaft, he began to stroke up and down, imagining the curve of her bosom, the way they peaked invitingly under his gaze, her sumptuous hips… He brought forth memories of her writhing and whimpering in pleasure beneath him as he toyed with her body, eliciting reactions from her at will.

The images of her in his mind aroused him even further, and he groaned as he stroked himself harder and faster. He pictured roughly spreading his wife’s delicate legs wide open and burying himself in her with a single thrust as he captured her alluring golden eyes with his own.

It is merely a fantasy, so there is no need to consider her comfort.

Yet, he felt a surge of revulsion toward himself on account of the base nature of his thoughts. These were the moments he hated the most, after all—when he lost his rationality and transformed into a beast.

As he pumped vigorously up and down, a memory of his own violent birth intruded into his mind. Suddenly, he saw the image of his mother, her stomach torn open and her blood splattered on the walls. In a flash, that face morphed into Elise’s, and in his surprise and shock, he climaxed hard, splattering his seed all over the floor.

How utterly despicable, he thought to himself in disgust after he had descended from the heights of pleasure.

I must rid myself of such unpleasant thoughts. With that in mind, he reached for the herbal cigar that was next to his bed. He used the candle to light it, and the scent of St. John’s wort immediately began to fill the tent. However, his frenzied lust was simply too overwhelming. The herb did not have its usual calming effect, and his yearning for Elise still burned.

My woman, my wife. My precious, priceless possession. Mine, all mine…

He imagined kissing her lips over and over again.

It has been only two days without her, yet I fear I am losing my mind entirely. I must return to Rothier sooner than planned.

* * *

The winter extermination campaign was generally longer than the summer one. The entirety of the Grantern Mountains had to be scoured, and Lezett was unable to take on a task of such magnitude alone. Once the Archduke had satisfied his initial bloodlust, the knights would form groups of three to continue the hunt.

Ruben, who was setting fire to land that had been tainted by Lezett’s dark mana, glanced at the Archduke’s silhouette in the distance and said, “This time seems… different, does it not?”

“Indeed. His Grace seems to be lacking his usual intent to kill,” Isaac responded.

Ordinarily, during the height of the hunt, Lezett did not ingest herbal smoke. And yet, barely two days after their departure, he had begun burning enormous amounts of St. John’s wort. The manic glee that usually adorned his face during a hunt had been replaced by an expression that seemed to hint at boredom or irritation.

“I was even able to have a brief conversation with His Grace this morning.”




“If a dragonborn does not kill, does their desire manifest in other ways, Your Grace?”

“You ask me such a question and dare to approach me anyway. How should I interpret such behavior?”

“Oh, n-no! P-Please not me, Your Grace! I have never even lain with a woman.”

“Strangely, I suddenly do feel the urge to kill someone. Get out of my sight.”

“Y-Yes, Your Grace!”




Their conversation had unfolded thus. Indeed, dragonborn were known to not discriminate between genders when satiating their frenzied lust. Ruben had immediately fled to Isaac.

“His Grace is certainly more subdued than usual,” Isaac said.

“Precisely. Had I approached His Grace during his cycle of madness previously, he would have snapped my neck immediately.”

“At this time in years past, he would not even have been able to form words. Perhaps the symptoms of the madness have not properly manifested yet? Or maybe His Grace has learned to control them?” Isaac pondered aloud.

“Look at his right arm. That does not appear to be the case. Regardless, if His Grace gets through this period with more ease, that can only be good news for everyone concerned.”

“On the other hand, if His Grace is unable to satisfy his… urges, that does not bode well. Eventually, someone will bear the brunt of his rage.”

“Perhaps Her Highness should keep her distance for a while,” Ruben suggested.

“Be careful what you say. You have seen how His Grace has handled the Princess of late.”

Indeed, since they had returned from the investigation by the Tenne River, the knights had barely seen Elise. Lezett had sworn everyone who accompanied him to the Tenne River to silence and then confined the Princess to her chambers. The brief glimpse of her during the harvest festival was the only time she had been seen since then.

Ruben, who was particularly soft-hearted, could not help but pity Elise. It was rumored that she was unwell and had lost consciousness on many occasions.

“I heard from some of the servants that she has repeatedly fallen into ill health lately,” Ruben whispered.

“That is not your concern. Her Highness is paying the price for Her Grace sparing her life. He has overlooked her behavior on many occasions. It is surprising the Princess still draws breath.”

“His Grace chose to do so! Nobody forced his hand.”

“Regardless, it is not our place to meddle. As you know, His Grace does not tolerate insubordination, Ruben.”

“Yes, well, that is certainly true. Oh, His Grace approaches…”

At that moment, a young squire frantically ran toward Ruben and Isaac. “Sir Ruben, something has transpired in the village by the eastern slope! There are no signs of monsters, but the area is full of corpses—both human and animal!”

Ruben rushed to relay the information to the Archduke, but Lezett was already walking into the forest from where the squire had emerged; he had sensed something was amiss.

As he pushed through the dense undergrowth, he discovered a grotesque scene; corpses covered the ground, and the village on the mountainside had been all but flattened.

Lezett glanced around and then barked a simple command. “Descend to the foot of the mountain immediately. Do not approach this area until I give the order.”

“Understood, Your Grace,” Ruben replied before blowing his whistle to gather the rest of the knights.

Lezett, meanwhile, moved deeper into the village. As he drew close to the source of the ominous energy, his entire body tensed.

I can sense it. It is an aura that no mere human could possibly withstand. 

Lezett lifted his gaze. What he saw was invisible to ordinary eyes; the mountain before him, which should have been covered in vegetation, was entirely black. And then, in the midst of the darkness, a pair of eyes that was a curious mix of yellow and blue slowly blinked.

“How surprised I am to see you, Semesita,” Lezett said in his typical composed tone.

At the mention of the great dragon’s name, the ground beneath Lezett’s feet rumbled ominously.

Semesita, once revered as a guardian sent by the gods, had become known as the Mad Dragon over time—a name that struck fear into the hearts of the people of Grandell. Its reign of terror had been brought to an end by its own disciples over seven hundred years ago, and now very few knew of its whereabouts.

The location of where Semesita had been sealed was a secret housed in the Imperial Palace of Arghan. Details about the nature of the seal—how long it would last, for instance—were unknown to humans. However, there were some beings who knew exactly where the Mad Dragon was. Lezett was one of them. As a dragonborn, he could almost constantly feel the presence of Semesita’s overwhelming mana.

The Grantern Mountains divided the north of Grandell in half, stretching from the northeast of the continent to the northwesternmost point. From above, the mountain range looked like the spine of a gargantuan beast, thus earning it the nickname the Spine of the North. Upon closer inspection, the shape of the mountains did indeed resemble a giant dragon with folded wings.

Gallian had immortalized his master by blending it with nature itself—merging the beast with the very land upon which it wreaked havoc. The remnants of mana that escaped from Semesita only affected the northern mountainous region; it was there that monsters birthed from that same mana roamed freely until they were exterminated.

Lezett had long since sensed the presence of the Mad Dragon on the mountain range, but it was the first time he had faced the awakened beast.

They locked eyes in an intense stare. Lezett boldly raised an eyebrow. Almost immediately, an overwhelmingly powerful voice seemed to echo through the very foundation of the mountain.

“You.”

To the ordinary human ear, the sound would be akin to a thunderclap during a storm. Lezett was glad he had sent his knights away. To be as close as he was now would likely have temporarily deafened them.

“Do you have a name?” Semesita asked.

“Gaelus.” Lezett simply gave the first name that came to mind. No being in all of Grandell could hope to challenge such a lofty and transcendent creature; the Archduke had no intention of revealing his true identity to the Mad Dragon. “I did not expect you to wake.”

“‘Wake’? I have never slept.”

“It would appear your body is bound to the land,” Lezett said, somehow maintaining his composure.

“The truth lies far beyond your sight,” Semesita said cryptically.

In legends, dragons typically had many faces; they would appear as a beautiful woman, a strong young man, a child, an elderly woman… Accordingly, none of the physical manifestations of dragons, including the gargantuan winged reptile most commonly depicted in lore, were the true essence of the creature.

“What I do know to be true is that the seal has not entirely contained you.”

Indeed, this was not the first time Lezett had encountered the Mad Dragon. Before the Archduke was born, when he was still curled up in his mother’s womb, Semesita had visited her multiple times. Lezett had felt the creature’s presence and grew by absorbing its mana, which had flowed into the womb where he lay.

Now, Semesita stared at Lezett for a long time and then, finally realizing the truth, said, “You are one of mine.”

Archduke Kirstan thought he detected a hint of a smile in the dragon’s eyes. 

“To think that one could be born so perfectly into this world. How truly unexpected…”

Beings who were half-dragon, like Lezett, were generally born once every hundred years or so. They were the miraculous offspring of women who were forcefully impregnated by Semesita. Thus, the magnificent beast before him was the very being from which he sprang, the same creature who had violated his mother and brought him into existence.

Were it not for this beast, I would never have been born into this wretched world.

The Mad Dragon, meanwhile, seemed rather pleased. “You have a familiar scent. Our likeness is undeniable.”

Lezett wondered if it was just his imagination, but Semesita’s voice seemed to have softened somewhat.

“So, it was you. It was always you… I have been most curious,” the great being continued cryptically.

Lezett noticed mana in the form of chains flicker around the beast’s body. The chains were the remnants of the punishment bestowed upon Semesita by Gallian.

“I have a question,” Lezett said. “The power that prevents dragonborn from killing descendants of Gallian—was that your doing?” Indeed, the Archduke had experienced the force of Semesita’s Shackles on several occasions when he touched Elise.

Lezett knew that, sealed as Semesita was, the dragon’s mana was still so powerful that undoing the hold of the shackles should not have taken significant effort.

Why has it not done so? Lezett wondered as he waited for Semesita to respond.

“It was a promise I made when my disciple and I were more… familiar. I was afraid I might kill him despite myself.”

“But he betrayed you, did he not?”

“I loved him at that time,” Semesita confessed in a voice that betrayed a trace of nostalgia.

“How very human of you. Do dragons truly feel such emotions?”

“Emotions are not exclusive to humans. They are gifts that the gods bestow upon all of their creations,” Semesita replied with a chuckle. “If I was truly devoid of emotions, I would not have been driven to lunacy by the betrayal of which you speak. On the contrary, matters would have been much more straightforward had I not known feelings such as love, hatred, and anger.”

An intense silence stretched between the pair for a moment.

“Equally, without such emotions, you would not be tormented by the desire to be human, nor would you look at me with such wrath in your eyes. Would you, Lezett?”

The Archduke froze in place.

How does it know my name?

Before Lezett could respond properly, his vision tilted violently as though a powerful earthquake had occurred. Simultaneously, a voice boomed like thunder. “I answered your questions. Now, I expect something in return.”

Lezett looked down and noticed a magical circle etched beneath his feet. He attempted to react, but it was already too late.

“‘Lezett.’ How very fitting. In the ancient tongue, it means ‘black lightning.’ Live as a human, Lezett…”

Through his blurred vision, the Archduke noticed Semestia’s form shimmer.

“I have been most curious about you for the past few months. The one who was able to steal the heart of the beautiful Princess Elisabetta.”

“Elise? What do you mean?” Lezett managed to stammer as the very ground beneath him shook.

“I want to see you more closely.”

The Mad Dragon’s unsettling yellow eyes tinged with blue drew terrifyingly close.

* * *

When Lezett was nine, Gaelus had sold him to Novius Edrich, the Fifth Prince of Vaniella.

Novius soon grew tired of attempting to control a dragonborn with whom he could not properly communicate. Thus, he assigned the boy a nanny—none other than the widowed Rebecca Pattinson.

“The first priority is that he gets a proper education. He must learn to speak before he can be of any use!” Novius ordered.

Accordingly, Lezett spent several years at Mrs. Pattinson’s small estate. He was naturally bright, and it did not take him long to learn to speak. Nor did learning to read and write prove particularly difficult, but learning the ways of society proved more challenging.

When he had seen fifteen winters, he was sent to the imperial palace on Novius’s command. Wearing a breastplate and no other armor, the boy stormed through the palace gates and killed hundreds of knights before brutally tearing the then Emperor’s head from his shoulders.

Novius’s own soldiers had even been caught off guard by the unrivaled strength of the boy who led them. For a few moments, they had simply blinked in disbelief at the scene in front of their eyes before finally erupting into chants of “Long live Emperor Novius!”

On the day the Emperor was overthrown, the same name was on everyone’s lips: “Lezett.” The emergence of a strong and ruthless dragonborn loyal to the new Emperor sent shockwaves throughout not only the Northern Alliance but even the southern regions of Grandell.

Having obtained everything he had desperately longed for, Novius bestowed immense wealth, an esteemed title, and vast acres of land onto Lezett. “I give you the surname Kirstan. At long last, your name is complete. It makes you seem more human somehow,” the Emperor had said with a laugh.

Lezett, however, still only fifteen years of age, barely listened to Novius’s words. Instead, he stared aimlessly out of the window as snowflakes descended to cover the imperial palace grounds. The scent of death was in the air, and in his hand was the severed head of the man who used to rule these lands.

Lezett turned to glance at the other knights in the throne room—their armor was spotless and clean. Only he was soaked in the crimson red of blood.

“Novius,” he said.

“Ah, you must call me Your Majesty now, Lezett. I am the Emperor, after all, a certain degree of formality is—”

“Do I look human to you?” Lezett interjected.

Perhaps finding the question trivial, Emperor Novius cheerfully patted Lezett on the back and said, “Yes, yes, you certainly do. Gone are the days when you resembled a filthy raven!”

“Human…” the boy muttered under his breath.

“Not only are you human, but you are now a nobleman, dear brother! You have a title and land. You are free to enjoy everything you once merely coveted!”

Lezett hesitated momentarily before finally dropping the former Emperor’s head to the ground. He wiped the blood from his hands onto his clothes. It was a simple action, perhaps one that would be instinctual for the majority of humans, but Lezett had never done so when he had worked in Gaelus’s fighting ring. He had been oblivious to his own filth. Now, he tried to clean himself because he yearned to blend in with the radiant humans that surrounded him.

A little time later, he left the capital for Rothier, the blessed and sought-after land he received in return for the blood staining his hands.

* * *

When the first of the Emperor’s “gifts” arrived at Rothier Castle, the chill of winter had been gently brushed away by the fresh spring breeze.

Mrs. Pattinson was rendered speechless when a woman in revealing clothing and heavy makeup was escorted from the imperial palace by an envoy.

“How could one possibly deem this appropriate? What in the world is His Majesty thinking? His Grace has seen only sixteen winters and has only just begun living an… ordinary life. How could he be expected to produce an heir already?” she had muttered to the envoy.

“Early marriages are not uncommon in noble society,” the envoy replied.

“Has His Grace been consulted regarding his wishes? This is not about marriage. Let us be clear! His Grace is being treated like nothing more than a horse kept for breeding!”

When the scantily clad woman had entered Lezett’s chambers, he had killed her without hesitation. Though an instinctual desire had caused his groin to stiffen, he had been repulsed at the thought of laying with such a woman. When she had entered his chambers, his mother’s face had briefly flashed across his mind’s eye.

The next day, yet another young beauty arrived. She swiftly met the same fate.

The day after that, he felt a presence slip into bed beside him as he slept. This time, he could not even recall killing her. He simply awoke the following morning to find the bed and his own body drenched in blood.

“It is all right, Your Grace, it is all right. Please, be calm,” Mrs. Pattinson had soothed him after rushing into his chambers upon hearing his surprised shout. “I will have this cleaned up in no time, so please go to your study, Your Grace.”

The Archduke simply stared at her blankly. “Lezett, please,” she added.

Only when Mrs. Pattinson spoke his name did he finally begin to move. He slowly rose, noticing the metallic stench of blood permeating the air around him, and stumbled along the silent corridor.

With each passing year, Lezett learned to skillfully control the mana that coursed through his body. His scales had disappeared, and he had grown tall and muscular. Yet, whenever his concentration waned, mana would once more surge uncontrollably through his right arm, and the now familiar transformation would occur.

Waking up next to a corpse was deeply unsettling for Lezett. Despite the fact that he had vanquished the lives of countless others since he was a young boy, everything had changed the moment his half-brother had bestowed a full human name upon him.

“How depraved, how filthy…” he muttered to himself. As he scrubbed the blood from his hands, the stench made him want to retch. Almost seven years had passed since he had left Gaelus’s fighting ring, and Novius had told him he resembled a human. Yet, he had not encountered a single being like himself. He felt truly alone in the world.

A short while later, Mrs. Pattinson found him in the study. She began gently wiping the blood from his cheeks with a wet cloth. “You are still learning human emotions, Your Grace,” she began softly. “Now that you are part of society, it is only natural that integrating into this world will take time. Consider everything a learning experience.”

“‘Human emotions’?”

“Yes. What you are feeling now is likely something akin to guilt.”

“What is that?”

“The shock, regret, fear, and self-reproach that come with doing something you should not have done. It is all those things combined,” Mrs. Pattinson attempted to explain. “Remember this feeling, Your Grace. Show some respect for those who die by your hand, and refrain from any unnecessary killing henceforth. Protect your people from your enemies.”

“My people?”

“Indeed. Those who trust you, who rely on you, and who are loyal to you. I am one such person, Your Grace. As are Alfredo, Sauber, and everyone else working in this castle.”

Lezett found Mrs. Pattinson’s words somewhat confusing; concepts such as belonging, peace, and comfort were entirely foreign to him.

“Shock, regret, fear, and self-reproach”? I do not understand the words she speaks.

Sensing Lezett’s confusion, Mrs. Pattinson asked, “What do you feel when you think of your mother, Your Grace?”

Lezett hesitated for quite some time. Whenever he thought of her, he felt as though his heart was being stabbed.

Watching his expression carefully, Mrs. Pattinson continued, “Those emotions are sorrow, longing, and… love. You may not quite understand them, but that does not mean you are incapable of feeling them,” Mrs. Pattinson added as she held his hand and diligently wiped away the rest of the bloodstains.

“Live as a human, dear Lezett. It will be far more fulfilling than living as a beast.”

* * *

By the time his seventeenth year began, Lezett had learned a great deal more. He was capable of understanding some human emotions. As to those that yet eluded his grasp, he simply memorized them as one would any other type of knowledge. In all respects, he was filled with a desire to live as an ordinary human.

However, the more he learned, the more he realized how profoundly different he was from other folk.

Humans do not see other humans as prey. Humans do not tremble in agony as they are overwhelmed by an insatiable lust. Humans do not tear through the stomachs of their own mothers.

He particularly struggled with the concept of guilt despite Mrs. Pattinson’s best efforts. It took him months to simply distinguish who were “his people” and who were not.

To make matters more complicated, every three or four months, his madness would resurface, and he would revert to being a beast devoid of even a semblance of humanity. The morality and norms that he had attempted to etch into his mind would crumble before the overwhelming power of his primal urges and base instincts.

I must not recklessly kill.

I must not forcibly take from others.

If I defy the Emperor’s orders, I will lose my land and my property.

Such were the refrains he would tell himself repeatedly. The fact that he had to remind himself of rules that other humans took for granted filled him with yet more self-loathing. Moreover, he knew that ordinary folk pointed fingers at him and labeled him a demon.

“A wretched dragonborn.” That is what they call me.

It was an accusation born of both revulsion and fear.

Amid the neverending cycle of bloodlust and corpses, Lezett learned self-hatred. Indeed, for several years, it remained the only human emotion he truly mastered.

* * *

As Lezett, tortured by his inability to live fully either as a human or a dragon, fell into a state of listlessness, Emperor Novius summoned him to the capital.

“Why do you torment yourself thus, Lezett? It is simply a matter of accepting your true self.”

“‘My true self’?”

“You are a born predator, brother. Do you truly long to live as a human just because you bear a resemblance to us?”

Novius was vexed. His younger brother was refusing to join the imminent war campaign, and the Emperor simply could not understand why.

I may have seized the throne of Vaniella, but my ambition does not end there; I want more land. As the leader of the Northern Alliance, I will take what is rightfully mine. But to do so, I need my dragonborn warrior. He simply needs to be a loyal vassal. There is no reason for him to live as an “ordinary human” because he never has been and never will be one.

“The only virtue you need is fealty to your sovereign. Cease your futile dreaming, Lezett. You are no human,” Novius coldly declared.

The same person who had bestowed a name upon Lezett and claimed he resembled a human now tore his heart in two with words as sharp as any blade.

“And if I do not wish to live as a beast but cannot live as a human, what then? What am I to do?” Lezett asked earnestly.

“Live in a manner that is befitting of the name I gave you—Kirstan, ‘worshipper’ in the old tongue.”

“‘Worshipper…’”

“Though this term originally referred to a disciple who served the gods, those deities do not answer to beings such as… you. You can serve humans instead. We were made in the likeness of the gods, after all,” Novius said with a satisfied nod. “Simply live as a dragonborn who obeys his master. Bask in the radiance of the noblest of humans, the one who has royal blood coursing through his veins and rules over these vast lands.”

Lezett said nothing and simply stared blankly at Novius.

“Prove your worth to me, your master, and I will reward you based on how well you behave. Thus far, you have killed all of the beauties I sent to your castle. A rejection of my wishes like this is tantamount to treason. Such uncouth behavior shows me that you are nothing but a beast. In the presence of me, the noble ruler of this vast territory, you are nothing. Do you understand?”

Tired of speaking at length, Novius waved his hand dismissively and said, “Cease your futile resistance immediately and prepare for war, little brother. Give it your all, and perhaps one day, I will come to view you as truly human.”

Strangely, Emperor Novius’s words, though stinging, felt like a guiding light to a lost and wandering Lezett. He left the throne room and impulsively headed toward the chapel. There, he stood before the altar for several hours, and the meaningless prayers of his former master, Gaelus, echoed in his ears.




“Divine gods who reign above all, help me preserve my humble life but for another day.” 




As the boy ruminated on the words of his half-brother, he could feel eyes boring into the back of his head—eyes filled with scorn, contempt, fear, and disgust.

Despite my title and my wealth, they do not look at me as one of them.

Novius offers me a life free from questioning, a life where I simply obey. Looking back, the days of unconditionally carrying out Gaelus’s bidding were the most carefree days of my life. Perhaps Novius is right.

Ultimately, Lezett returned to Rothier. From then on, he proceeded to engage in one after another brutal and ruthlessly successful war campaigns on behalf of his sovereign.

When Emperor Novius declared there was to be a war of enormous conquest, Lezett did not even wait for the imperial decree to reach Rothier before he departed. It took him precisely three years to expand Vaniella’s already sizeable territory by a third. He returned to his domain at twenty-three years of age entirely transformed. Gone was the naïve youth searching for himself. In his place stood Lezett Kirstan the war demon, coldblooded dragonborn, and authoritative Archduke.

My brother was right all along; I was overcomplicating matters. It is much more straightforward to simply follow orders. I can play the role of human when the situation calls for it and then surrender to my bestial instincts when convenient.

Not long afterward, Lezett displayed the true extent of his ruthless nature in an incident that still made the household staff whisper in fear.

In the Archduke’s absence, Rothier was left in the hands of his steward and hundreds of servants. Upon his return, it came to Lezett’s attention that dozens of his staff were secretly spies sent by various noble families who coveted the blessed lands he reigned over.

He killed them all.

Only the most trustworthy servants who had stayed with Lezett since long ago—Mrs. Pattinson, Alfredo, and Sauber—survived the bloody purge.

In his twenty-fifth year, Lezett traveled across the continent of Grandell gathering rare and precious treasures. Unable to shake off his childhood habit, he was irresistibly drawn to items that shimmered and glistened. The valuable artifacts he collected were used to decorate Rothier Castle.

By the time he had seen twenty-six winters come and go, his urge to collect such treasures had waned, and perhaps because of the relative stability of his lifestyle, his cyclical madness lessened in severity.

By then, he fully understood the extent of his own power. He knew that, if he so wished, he could easily overthrow the Emperor and seize the throne for himself. His submission became nothing more than a choice of convenience. Lezett recognized that living as the Emperor’s vassal was easier than staging a coup.

A year later, the arrogant and foolish Lady Genovia Irian dared to kiss him, rekindling the long-forgotten unpleasant urges that almost drove Lezett to tear the life out of her. Though she was fortunate enough to survive the ordeal, two others who attempted similar gambles were not so blessed.

Once more overcome with self-loathing, Lezett wreaked havoc on every monster-infested area until he rid himself of the madness that plagued him. Upon his return from this particularly violent campaign, he volunteered to travel to Arghan for the banquet in celebration of Emperor Andrei.

That, of course, was when he first set eyes on what he thought was the most beautiful woman in all of Grandell.

* * *

The moment Lezett first glimpsed Elise was forever etched in his memory.

He remembered not only the color of her dress and the adornments in her hair but also what she had eaten and how long she had stayed in the hall.

The Arghanian Princess was simply irresistible to the Archduke—her hair and eyes were more radiant than any of the jewels or trinkets in his possession, and her noble and esteemed lineage was in stark contrast to his mangled past.

At the banquet, Elise’s only dance partner other than her brother, Emperor Andrei, was the elderly Duke Bellatore. Shortly after their dance concluded, the Princess made accidental eye contact with Lezett. Though it was only a fraction of a second, the brief glance of her radiant eyes sent a violent shiver down his spine. He watched her soft lips in dazed fascination as she whispered something to her brother. Though Lezett knew it was impossible, he could not help but hope that she had been asking about him.

When he stepped forth to pay his respects to the Emperor in his official duty as the head of the delegation from Vaniella, his focus remained solely on the Princess. Soon, however, the girl who made the rest of the world dim disappeared from the ballroom in response to gentle urging by her brother.

Only then did Lezett realize he did not even know her name.

As he exited the banquet hall, Lezett caught hold of a man who appeared to be an imperial attendant and asked, “What is Her Highness’s name?”

“Princess Elisabetta,” the attendant replied.

Elisabetta Aseica. A name perfectly suited for a woman of such resplendence.

The Archduke could not help but covet her.

“Forgive me, but is there a reason you ask such a question?” the attendant asked with eyes full of suspicion. “Her Highness seldom attends such events. And if you are perhaps seeking an audience with her, I would proceed with caution. Even if you were to petition His Majesty, it would be to no avail. Her Highness is not considering marriage at this time.”

“It is my understanding that Her Highness is of age. Is there a reason marriage is not being considered?”

“Her Highness is extremely frail. Even the journey from her chambers to the banquet hall is strenuous for her. She is also of a retiring nature.”

“Does she suffer from a chronic ailment?”

“Something similar, perhaps, yes.”

I did sense a certain sadness in her face. Maybe it was on account of her poor health.

“I am afraid I must request that you cease asking such questions, sir,” the attendant insisted.

It is apparent that the people of Arghan cherish her dearly.

The attendant’s inner thoughts were clear to Lezett; he looked at him with disdain as though questioning how he could possibly ask about someone of Elise’s stature.

It is a relief to know that she mostly keeps to her quarters. A woman who exudes such radiance should remain unspoiled. She is far too precious to simply become another of my trophies.

With that thought in mind, Lezett lit up his cigar in an effort to calm his surging impulses. “I shall heed your advice. You may leave,” he said to the attendant.

Lezett left the imperial palace of Arghan a few days later and buried the memory of Elise deep within. He forced himself to return to his emotionless and barren existence, devoid of joy or happiness but also free from despair and self-loathing. In many ways, for Lezett, it was a state of bliss.

Even when he helped Urgel bring the Arghan Empire to ruins, he did not waver; he did not return to the memory of the most beautiful woman in all the land. He managed to pretend her radiant existence never pierced the murky veil of his life until she stormed into his tent, and his world was turned upside down.

* * *

As Lezett’s vision finally cleared somewhat, he gritted his teeth and allowed his mana to surge forth. Black scales instantly erupted on his right hand and forearm. It was only then that visions of his past retreated, and he was able to see Semesita clearly once more.

He glared at the gargantuan yellow eyes staring back at him. “What is the meaning of this?” he roared.

I did not expect to be spied on by none other than the Mad Dragon itself. 

“I was most curious because the power I bestowed upon my disciple clings to you so. I could not help but take a peek,” the Mad Dragon said nonchalantly.

Ah. He refers to Gallian. The reason that a trace of Gallian’s power exists within me is clear: Elise.

“How do you know of my wife?” Lezett asked.

“Her scent permeates your entire being.”

The Archduke noticed a flicker of greed flash in the dragon’s eyes. I can feel its desire to possess Elise. It would seem it longs to claim both men and women. 

Indeed, dragons were beings that humans were not capable of easily comprehending. They were genderless and could change their form at will. Their “love” was not limited to mere physical attraction or a desire based on gender.

“So, how do you find my disciple’s bloodline? Is his descendant to your liking?” Semesita taunted.

Lezett showed no attempt to hide his hostility and rage. However, the Mad Dragon simply erupted into laughter—laughter that echoed down the mountainside and shook the very ground on which the Archduke stood.

“Truly resplendent, is she not, Lezett?”

“Refrain from speaking nonsense and answer my question,” Lezett snapped.

“She was irresistible from the moment you first laid eyes on her. I am certain. It must have been very troublesome for you, restraining yourself. It is only natural. After all, you were born of my seed.”

While Archduke Kirstan was rendered momentarily speechless, the Mad Dragon regaled him with memories of Gallian and his betrayal.

“He was a very special young man, indeed. Imagine being foolish enough to approach a being who is as powerful as a god. Ha! He was impudent and endlessly arrogant, but that only made him more lovable. He never failed to make me chuckle.

Yet, his final act toward me was one of betrayal. ‘I can no longer stay by your side. This is your own doing, Master,’ he said as he cast me into his trap and cruelly turned his back on me.”

The Mad Dragon paused briefly before adding, “Lezett, would you like me to tell you something useful? Do not trust humans, especially not Gallian’s bloodline. Those who are born of my seed are invariably drawn to that lineage, but the moment you look away, they will desert you in cold blood.”

Lezett’s vision became blurred once more as a fork of lightning flashed down from the sky above. Semesita, who had been laughing only moments prior, was now overcome with rage.

“Do you know how to end that cycle, Lezett? You must kill her! Or I myself must die. Would you like me to lift the power that prevents you from harming her, Lezett?”

“No! I have no need for your intervention. Stop with your unnecessary meddling—”

“‘Unnecessary meddling,’ you say?” Semesita immediately interjected. “Perhaps you do not yet understand, but one day, you will wish to take her life. It may be because your love for her is all-consuming, or it may be due to the searing pain of betrayal. Humans, no matter how lovely they may appear, are nothing more than ungrateful vermin.”

Lezett stood in stunned silence.

“When the time comes, you will seek me out. I will be waiting for you, Lezett,” the dragon added as his eyes suddenly darted to the sky. “I must confess, she is truly beautiful… like a field of flowers in bloom. Do you know something? Your wife, she calls my name often.”

Lezett’s brow furrowed. The Mad Dragon’s words were becoming increasingly difficult to follow.

“I could not kill Gallian, but I knew everything about him. Where he was, what he did… This power extends to those of his blood. I see how they use my power for their own gain.”

“What do you mean?”

Suddenly, Semesita straightened its long, majesty body toward the heavens as lightning once more struck the clear sky.

“When they invoke my name, a path opens for me.”

Lezett watched as the spirit of the gargantuan beast soared above, leaving behind its physical form. Semesita’s eyes were closed as though it had never awoken from its slumber.

Lezett stood in stunned silence for a moment, ruminating on Semesita’s cryptic words.

It would seem that Gallian’s descendants wield magic by invoking the Mad Dragon’s name. It said Elise had called its name many times…

Suddenly, Lezett was struck by a terrible sense of foreboding. Where is Semesita heading right now?

When the Archduke finally descended the mountain, he found that many of his knights were covering their ears in agony. Some of them were even vomiting. Lezett forcefully dragged Ruben up from the ground and immediately departed for Rothier.

The Archduke’s period of madness had yet to fully subside, so he was still prone to sudden surges of murderous intent or overwhelming lust. As soon as the city walls of Rothier came into view, he sent a messenger to the castle and then spent several hours attempting to extinguish the flame that relentlessly burned within him.

Surely, Semesita does not covet Elise. Surely…

Despite his best efforts to compose himself, his anxiety refused to dissipate. Eventually, Lezett rode Tempest to the castle. Upon arrival, he ignored the greetings of the castle staff and headed directly to the staircase that led from his study to his chambers. As he did so, Semesita’s words echoed in his mind.




“Do not trust humans, especially not Gallian’s bloodline.”

“Your wife, she calls my name often.”




Why does she call its name? Has she been wielding magic? If so, for what purpose? Does she dare to harbor vain hopes of returning to Arghan?

I have always known she was a prize that I could never hope to truly possess. I must see her with my own eyes and touch her with my own hands.

Finally, he reached the top of the staircase and entered the chambers. The moment he laid his eyes on his wife, he could not help but draw her into his embrace. When he came to his senses, he was already hungrily ravishing Elise’s naked body like a ravenous beast that had not eaten in days.

Elise’s reaction only fueled his excitement. Ordinarily, as she grew weary of his relentless onslaught, his wife would push her hips away from him as though she longed to escape, but that night, she clung to him desperately, wrapping her arms tightly around his neck and moaning and writhing beneath him in a manner that left no doubt about the extent of her dizzying pleasure.

As always, the heady aroma of fresh flowers that permeated Elise made his head spin.

I would happily spend eternity in this bliss.

Yet, had he been slightly more aware, the Archduke might have noticed that something was amiss. After they had both climaxed several times over, the Princess quietly whispered, “Sleep well, Lezett,” as she gently patted his chest.

Lezett inhaled her scent deeply and murmured, “Do not go outside for the next few days, Elise. I fear it might not be safe.”

She could have asked him what the source of his anxiety was, but instead, she simply nodded and said, “I see.”

This resplendent woman is still mine. Not even the great dragon Semesita can take her from me.

In that moment of languid contentment, an unfamiliar emotion swelled in the Archduke’s heart. Somehow, he was reminded of his childhood spent as Gaelus’s Raven. Each small and trivial trinket that the fighting ring owner bestowed upon him had brought the young Lezett unbridled joy. Now, as he held his most treasured possession in his arms, he experienced a similar feeling of pure joy, and the self-loathing that had plagued him all his life quieted to a whisper.

“I think… I have fallen for you,” he quietly confessed.

Little did he know that providing him with such contentment and happiness was all part of his wife’s farewell.

* * *

When Lezett awoke, he instinctively realized that something was awry.

She never rises before me. Where could she be? he wondered as he realized the space beside him was empty.

He pulled the bell cord to summon Ibetha. Ordinarily, Elise’s personal maid was extremely prompt, yet this time, he was met with deafening silence.

He could still taste his wife’s sweetness on his tongue.

Could she be bathing at this hour?

Indeed, after a long night of passion, Elise would often express a desire to bathe. The Archduke would generally refuse her request at first. The sight of her slender body covered in the fluids of their desire merely added to his insatiable lust. Only after he had had his fill several times would he finally carry her to the bathtub.

Last night, I denied her request to bathe, then fell asleep with her in my arms. Perhaps she had a bath drawn as soon as she woke…

With that thought in mind, he threw on his robe and walked toward the bathroom. “Elise?” he called. Yet, the scene that greeted him was not what he had expected. The bathtub was dry, and his wife was nowhere to be seen.

Worried now, he hurried to their shared living space. Again, it was eerily silent, lacking even a trace of the Princess.

Where on earth could she be?

Lezett felt his heart sink in his chest.

Having confirmed that Elise had left their chambers, the Archduke descended to his study. There, he found a young maid and Mrs. Pattinson cleaning.

“Your Grace? Do you need something? You could have summoned Ibetha,” Mrs. Pattinson said, surprised to see Lezett in the study at such an early hour.

“Where is Her Highness?”

“Her Highness? I do not quite understand…”

Lezett was silent for a brief moment before asking, “You mean to say you have not seen her?”

“Of course not. Is Her Highness not in the bedroom?”

“Search for her at once,” Lezett commanded.

The entire castle was turned upside down immediately. Every nook and cranny was scoured for a trace of the Princess. However, she was nowhere to be found.

“There are no signs of an intruder, Your Grace,” one servant reported. “The gatekeeper said that the gates were opened only once for a delivery.”

An hour passed by, and still, there was no sign of Elise. “P-Perhaps Her Highness went for a morning stroll, Your Grace. She occasionally did so in your absence,” Alfredo stammered in a poor attempt to calm his lord.

But how could she possibly have left the castle grounds without anyone noticing? Lezett asked himself.

He pressed his fingers to his throbbing temples. His heart sank at the thought that Elise’s disappearance was the work of the Mad Dragon.

No matter how much I search, I cannot sense any trace of foreign mana. It is as though she has vanished into the ether.

“How far would she go on these walks of which you speak?” he asked.

“I am not entirely sure, Your Grace. Her Highness was always accompanied by Ibetha. Still, she never failed to return within an hour. Did she not leave a note of any kind?” Alfredo responded.

Mrs. Pattinson was overcome with anxiety as she saw the look in Lezett’s eyes change; she knew better than anyone what the Archduke was capable of when his bestial instincts overpowered his reason.

I must maintain my composure. If I act hastily, it will only provoke him further, she thought to herself.

“I do not believe Her Highness would have left without so much as a word, Your Grace. It is likely that she did not wish to disturb your sleep. Perhaps she left a note in the bedroom or your study.”

Mrs. Pattinson was indeed correct. Lezett found sheets of parchment pinned beneath a paperweight atop the table in their shared living space. Initially, a wave of relief washed over him. However, that immediately transformed into a tide of despair as he realized what the sheets of parchment were—a copy of the marriage contract they had signed six months prior and a handwritten note.




You said I was free to run away after the promised six months, did you not?




Reading the short note, Lezett could not believe his eyes at first. Surely, this is a jest…

But… She is not the type to jest in such a manner. As the unavoidable truth sank in, the last vestiges of light faded from Lezett’s eyes.

* * *

After two frantic hours, Mrs. Pattinson reported the information she had gleaned. “It would appear Her Highness left on horseback, Your Grace. A servant found a horse wandering near the market. It has been confirmed that it belongs to the castle. The horse disappeared a few days ago.”

Lezett stood in his chambers as still as a statue.

“We searched for anyone who saw two women early in the morning, but there are no such reports. It seems Her Highness may have fled to somewhere more remote before releasing the horse,” Mrs. Pattinson continued.

“No one witnessed their escape, you say?” Lezett finally said in a voice as cold as winter frost.

“Yes…”

“And the horse was taken from the stables a few days ago? Then, her escape was premeditated. She was not forcibly taken by anyone. She left of her own accord.”

Indeed, the extent of Elise’s preparation had caught the entire castle off guard; nobody thought she was capable of such meticulous scheming.

Mrs. Pattinson glanced in worry at the Archduke. I noticed that she seemed particularly melancholic and listless of late. Was it all an act, I wonder? Perhaps it was an attempt to lure us into a false sense of security…

“Nothing has been taken, Your Grace, not even her spare clothes, which suggests she had an accomplice who prepared other resources for her. Perhaps we should begin by questioning the servants,” Alfredo suggested.

Lezett remained silent, lost deep in thought.

“Ibetha has also been reported missing. And, according to some of the maids, they noticed she had been frequenting the laundry area strangely often as of late. They also reported that she left the castle to run errands for Her Highness last week. Should we attempt to track her recent movements?” Alfredo asked. He was met by yet more silence. “Your Grace?”

Lezett, meanwhile, continued to stare emptily at the sheets of parchment in his hand.

“It’s fall…” the Archduke finally murmured with a bitter chuckle.

Suddenly, a joyful and utterly oblivious voice shattered the tense atmosphere. “Your Grace! Congratulations are in order, Your—?” Freya abruptly stopped speaking as she noticed the somber mood in the room.

Those present worked hard to look anywhere but at their lord. They knew that such words could only mean one thing—the Princess was with child.

Indeed, the method of dripping blood over wheat or barley grains to check whether one was with child took time, but it was accurate. Freya had been utterly overjoyed at the news and had immediately dashed to tell the Archduke.

“When?” Lezett barked.

“P-Pardon?” Freya stammered.

“When did she conceive?” Lezett pressed as a torrent of emotions flickered across his face. None of those, however, was remotely close to the joy that could be expected from a father-to-be.

Lezett clutched his head and said, “You declared that it was unlikely she would become with child.”

“It would seem it was too early for the results to show. By my estimations, Her Highness likely conceived a few weeks ago,” Freya hesitantly explained.

Lezett recalled the last few times they made love. It was likely the time I claimed her on the staircase, he gradually realized.

“You need to yearn for me. Only me. With every fiber of your being,” he had told her on that occasion.

I was particularly sadistic that day. How pitiful that a child should be conceived not from a passionate display of affection but from raw lust to the point of cruelty.

Did I hurt her with the words I uttered back then? Is that what caused her to flee? No, she is not so straightforward…

“It is indeed hard to identify whether one is with child in the early stages, Your Grace,” Mrs. Pattinson interjected, misinterpreting Lezett’s behavior. “Questioning the imperial physician will not change anything. We must find Her Highness and bring her back to the castle so that she can be thoroughly examined.”

“Y-Yes, it is paramount that Her Highness does not overexert herself,” Freya stammered. “A mishap is much more likely to occur early on. Moreover, someone of Her Highness’s constitution is at particularly high risk. If the fetus begins to absorb all of her nutrients, her life could even be in danger. The first three months are crucial. If there is any bleeding, then…”

The color visibly drained from Lezett’s face.

At least a dragonborn fetus will thrive on Elise’s mana, which she seems to have vast amounts of. What truly plagues me is how I treated her last night. I was much rougher than usual.

The image of Elise writhing beneath him as she gasped for breath haunted him like a specter. Indeed, Lezett, unable to resist succumbing to his primal urges, had relentlessly pounded his wife with wild abandon the previous night.

To think that a fetus was already growing inside her delicate stomach…

“Curse it all!” he muttered under his breath. I eagerly awaited this news, but I longed to hear it while I was by her side. How do I even begin to find her?

“Her Highness has been unwell of late, and since the fetus is not human, her symptoms may be more pronounced,” Freya said in a voice laced with panic.

“Wait,” Lezett interjected. “You mean to say that Elise knew something was physically wrong with her?”

“Her Highness knew her own body best, of course. She was noticeably anxious recently.”

“Anxious, you say?”

“Y-Yes… She summoned me and explained that her monthly courses had eluded her. Her Highness seemed very perturbed indeed.”

“Might she have been aware she was with child?”

“Of that, I cannot be certain, Your Grace. Eventually, she was visited by something that seemed like her monthly courses; she seemed relieved after that.”

I do not understand. I simply cannot fathom her behavior or what she might have been thinking. If she knew she was pregnant and still chose to flee, that would be most unsettling. Yet, if she does not know, then her relief at the arrival of her monthly courses troubles me.

After a few moments of intense silence, Lezett finally said, “Oh, Elise, surely not…” A maniacal laugh escaped his lips.

Surely you did not plan this from the start, did you?

The Archduke found himself recalling a number of things the Princess had recently said to him.




“I want you so much it hurts.”

“What I intended to say is that you ought to sleep as regularly as I do.”

“If only you would say you love me… Everything would be so much simpler…”




If she simply intended to run away, why would she utter such words? She pretends to long for a child and yet is filled with relief due to the arrival of her monthly courses? What on earth is the meaning of all of this? I feel as though my head is on the verge of exploding.

Perhaps her mindset altered when she learned that her people had, in fact, survived. I feared such an eventuality…




“When will I become with child?”

“I-I want to… give birth to your child.” 




Why say such words?

Lezett could not help but arrive at one bleak conclusion—Elise had deceived him.

She planned to flee once fall arrived, regardless of whether she was with child or not.

“And she dares to leave the contract here, almost as evidence of her fragrant disregard for its terms,” Lezett muttered as his rage began to consume him.

When did she begin scheming? After returning from the Tenne River? Or before then?

Regardless, she has made a most foolhardy choice. Where does she suppose she can get to? Our contract is not yet complete. She can never escape me. Not now, not ever.

“Find her,” he barked. “Seal the borders. She cannot yet have left Rothier.”

He has lost his reason, Mrs. Pattinson lamented to herself.

“Send knights to every nook and cranny! No stone is to be left unturned!” he roared.

Does she truly believe she can slip through my fingers? How foolish.

The Archduke crumpled up the note in his hand and then snatched a cloak from Ruben, who had rushed in upon hearing the news. Without another word, he stormed out of his chambers. He was determined not to let anything stand in his way.

The hunt for his wife had begun.


Part 14

The Pursuit

Shortly after noon, the envoy from the imperial palace arrived at Rothier Castle. Rayman, a deputy commander of the imperial knights of Vaniella, was leading the group, and it did not take him long to notice that something was amiss.

“Welcome to Rothier, Sir Rayman,” Mrs. Pattinson greeted him with a polite bow. “His Grace is currently absent. I am certain you must be fatigued from the considerable journey, so please do get some respite. We will make your stay as comfortable as possible.”

“Is this how Rothier deigns to greet an imperial envoy bearing a decree from His Majesty himself?”

The Archduke should have greeted me! This is a blatant show of disrespect!

Alas, the decree does not particularly pertain to His Grace; it concerns the Princess of Arghan.

“That aside, we do not have time to waste. Where is the Princess?”

“I am afraid that without the permission of His Grace—”

“We are still in Vaniellan territory, are we not? Do you mean to prioritize His Grace’s orders over those of His Majesty?” Rayman interjected.

“Well, no…” Mrs. Pattinson murmured. Her face betrayed her panic. The Archduke had ordered a thorough investigation and mobilized all available personnel. He himself had been gone for several hours.

What on earth am I to do? I did not expect that the envoy from the imperial palace would be someone of Sir Rayman’s standing.

“Her Highness is desperately in need of rest. His Grace is also terribly concerned for her well-being. I would greatly appreciate it if you did not cause a commotion in the castle,” Mrs. Pattinson said, working to speak in a calm manner.

Rayman’s brow furrowed with displeasure. Emperor Novius, however, had predicted such a situation and instructed the envoy accordingly. “If the Archduke is absent or refuses to hand over the Princess, secretly deploy knights to search all of Rothier. It does not matter if the Archduke notices. If he continues to defy my orders, charge him with treason,” he had said.

Rayman nodded in the direction of his knights; six of them immediately turned their horses and started to leave the castle grounds.

Yet more had joined the pursuit of the Princess.

* * *

Elise stopped and took a deep breath. The night air was cold enough to chill her lungs. Even Rothier, warmer than any other place in the North, was beginning to feel the effects of winter. The Grantern Mountains were eerily quiet and unsettling beneath the pitch-black sky.

“We are almost there, Your Highness,” Ibetha said. “Once the leaves start to darken, that will mean we are close. Hold on just a little longer.”

“It has not been long since we left the castle, Ibetha. I am quite all right,” Elise said. However, her shaky voice betrayed the depth of her fatigue. After all, the Princess had barely slept the night before as a result of her just-returned husband’s seemingly unquenchable thirst for her body.

The two women had escaped from the castle by hiding in a cart that delivered fresh milk at dawn. The owner of the cart, a rancher from the wide plains south of Rothier, had made a stop at the market to sell the remaining milk. There, they had slipped from the cart unnoticed and hid in a secluded alley. When the coast was clear, they rode north on a horse Ibetha had prepared in advance, straight onto the Grantern Mountains.

As they traversed the mountain, the path became narrow and steep, and Elise released the horse. The steed had instinctively turned and started off in the direction of Rothier.

Initially, their pace had been frantic, but as night fell, they were forced to move slowly, as Ibetha noticed that the Princess was breathing heavily.

“We merely need to reach the cabin, Your Highness. Let us make haste,” Ibetha urged.

There were two major obstacles between them and their destination, Raegal. Firstly, crossing the border of Rothier would prove difficult. After that, the most arduous task that faced them would be leaving the territory of Vaniella.

Elise had been planning her escape for quite some time. Initially, she had sought to cross the Tenne River, but that had been rendered impossible. Lezett had significantly increased surveillance by the river ever since he had discovered that people from Arghan were posing as farmers there.

Thus, Elise had ultimately chosen to flee north toward the mountains.

“No one seems to be trailing us yet…” Ibetha said as she anxiously glanced over her shoulder. “Well, I suppose if I could see anyone following us, it would already be too late.”

“They will not search the mountains first,” Elise said confidently, wiping sweat from her brow. “Lezett is under the impression that I am too weak to attempt this path. He would not even let me ride a horse on my own.”

“In truth, I am also concerned about the path we have chosen, Your Highness. Hiking through such terrain at night time is extremely dangerous…”

Suddenly, Elise was struck by a coughing fit. She felt the familiar taste of blood in her mouth. “Yes, it is certainly a challenge. This escape could never have been easy,” she said. Her voice did not falter despite the physical strain she was under.

Even if my body attempts to succumb to fatigue, I will overcome it with sheer willpower alone.

“Hopefully, our pursuers waste enough time looking elsewhere…” Elise murmured.

After a few more minutes of brisk walking, Ibetha whispered, “I see it, Your Highness! There, just ahead!” Her voice carried not only urgency but also relief.

Elise saw it, too—a dilapidated cabin. Ibetha had discovered the abandoned cabin a month prior. “I have hidden supplies and firewood there. I even cleaned it up a little so that Your Highness may get sufficient rest.”

The Princess was aware that reaching this point meant they had made it almost halfway up the mountain. As she opened the door, she smiled with relief when she saw a dove fluttering around inside.

“Hello there, little one! I see you made it here safely, too.”

The dove seemed to almost nod at Elise before swiftly flying out of the open window. 

Ibetha immediately bolted the door and began stacking firewood in the dirty fireplace. The maid removed her cloak, revealing that she was still in her nightgown. In the frantic rush of the escape, she had not had a chance to change.

My left shoulder blade, Elise thought to herself before reaching over her shoulder and placing her hand on her delicate skin. The area instantly heated up. “Andrei,” she whispered. Mana immediately began to coalesce around the magic circle.

Soon, Elise’s entire body was enveloped by a translucent sphere, which gradually grew larger, encompassing Ibetha and then the entire cabin.

During one of their conversations, Andrei had advised Elise that she could adjust the scale of the spells by controlling how much mana she poured forth. The magnitude of the protective barrier she had cast when under attack from the Urgeli was a result of the large amount of mana she had unconsciously wielded.

Now, the wide, dome-shaped barrier completely concealed the cabin from view. The spell would hold for a day.

Having finally arrived at relative safety, the tension left Elise’s body, and she felt overwhelmed by fatigue. However, that was not all—at some point on their journey, she had begun to feel a sharp pain in her stomach.

Why do I feel so weak? Is it because I have not eaten properly all day? I cannot collapse now. If I can successfully cast the next spell, our escape will be as good as sealed.

“Now we must simply wait for the dove to return. Is that correct, Your Highness?”

“Yes. I do hope it returns swiftly…”

“Please get some respite, Your Highness. You look ever so pale.” At some point, Ibetha had lit a fire and placed a pot of water over it. She fetched a clean towel, soaked it in the warm water, and handed it to Elise. “Wipe yourself with this. I will make Your Highness some soup to soothe your stomach,” she said.

“Thank you,” Elise murmured as she accepted the damp towel with trembling hands. She had not yet been able to cleanse herself of the evidence of the previous night’s entanglement with the Archduke. She vigorously scrubbed the inside of her thighs, where he had repeatedly kissed and sucked at her delicate skin. Her hands moved frantically as though she longed to erase the memories of the past six months.

Having finally washed away all traces of Lezett, Elise donned a plain, old dress that Ibetha had prepared for her.

This long hair is merely getting in my way at this juncture, the Princess thought to herself as she rose to her feet and rummaged through her belongings in search of a dagger.

A moment or two later, Ibetha shrieked.

“Good heavens, what on earth are you doing, Your Highness?!”

She had turned around to find that Elise had cut off more than half of her silver locks.

Holding her hair in her hand, the Princess smiled and said, “Do you think this could be worth some coin?”

“All that beautiful hair!” Ibetha wailed. “I put so much time into taking care of it… Here, Your Highness, allow me to tidy you up.” The maid dropped her ladle and rushed toward Elise to take care of her disheveled hair that now barely reached her chest. “Despite this, you still look resplendent, Your Highness…” Ibetha said in a voice filled with wonder.

Elise’s striking looks were a cause for concern, however; she would undoubtedly receive unwanted attention wherever she went.

Is there perhaps a way to make myself less attractive? Maybe a facial disfigurement of some kind would help?

Suddenly, they heard footsteps outside the cabin. “Quite the long day, but not much to show for it,” a voice said.

Ibetha let out an audible sigh of relief and then whispered, “They must be herbalists out gathering herbs, Your Highness.”

Their relief was brief, however, as the conversation Elise and Ibetha overheard was most disconcerting.

“The Rothier knights scoured the village from top to bottom earlier, eh? Something must’ve gone awry back at the castle.”

“An invasion, maybe?”

“With His Grace right here? That’d be bold.”

“Indeed, I believe they’re pursuing someone. They told us to report back to them if we noticed any adult women behaving suspiciously.”

“Maybe a maid stole something from the castle and ran away.”

Elise’s heart pounded in her chest. Although the cabin was shielded by the protective barrier she had cast, even a slight touch could reveal the presence of something in the seemingly empty space.

Fortunately, the herbalists stopped just short of the cabin.

“I heard they closed the borders. It’ll be hard to enter and leave Rothier for some time, I reckon.”

“Hey, is there a reward for providing information?”

“I think so! His Grace has never been stingy with his coin.” At the thought of money, both men guffawed greedily.

As she listened to the conversation occurring too close for comfort, Elise felt as though time itself had stood still. Eventually, their voices ceased. “They are leaving, Your Highness,” Ibetha said after peering out of the window.

Nonetheless, the Princess found that she could not rid herself of an overwhelming sense of foreboding. “We must set off as swiftly as possible, Ibetha,” Elise said as she anxiously clasped her hands together. A faint glow sparked between her palms. One of the spells Andrei had sent her through the dove was slowly sinking in. However, she could not fully activate it yet.

It is of paramount importance that the dove returns as soon as possible.

Elise planned to use a teleportation spell, but first, the dove had to find a suitable place outside of Rothier’s borders. Once the bird returned and informed Elise of the coordinates, she would be able to activate the spell. Without such information, the Princess would not be able to choose her destination, and activating the spell would result in her being cast to an arbitrary location.

Why is it taking quite so long?

Suddenly, voices were heard from outside once more. This time, the ominous sound of armor and weapons accompanied them.

“Over here, Your Grace! There used to be an abandoned cabin here, you see, but it seems to have vanished without a trace! The strangest thing is when I touched the area with my hoe, I definitely felt something!” one of the herbalists from earlier said.

“Move aside,” a cold voice said. Elise felt her blood run cold.

Lezett.

“Here?” he asked.

I have never heard him sound so terrifying…

“There is a barrier here. Step back before you get hurt,” the Archduke warned.

Elise gripped the front of her cloak and slowly retreated. Is this truly the same man who pleasured me so passionately last night? He is ice-cold.

He is going to break the barrier. I cannot allow my plans to be foiled so easily.

Realizing that she could not afford to wait for the dove to inform her of a suitable location, Elise placed her hands on the old wooden floor. A magic circle instantly appeared. The top part of the circle, where coordinates should have been, was blank.

Reckless though it may be, I have no other choice.

“Semesita,” Elise softly whispered.

The mana that had been flowing into the magic circle suddenly stopped. Instead, it began to flow in reverse, wrapping around Elise’s waist and seeping into her body.

What on earth is the meaning of this? Why is it not working?

Ordinarily, when she invoked the name of the Mad Dragon, mana would flow from her body in thin streams. Once released, she was able to control and direct the mana at will. 

I tested this many times back at the castle…

In desperation, Elise raised her voice and began reciting each and every moniker of the Mad Dragon that she had ever heard.

“Semesita, the Mad Dragon of Thunder, the Recluse of Grantern, the Great Spine of the World, the Gods’ Most Exquisite Creation, the Father of Magic… and the Great Teacher of Gallian. Please, I implore you—answer my call!”

Suddenly, an immense, intangible force struck the cabin, and a blinding explosion of light erupted before Elise’s eyes.

Elise instinctively raised her hand to shield her eyes. She heard Ibetha let out a shrill scream.

Meanwhile, the magic circle had begun to spin wildly. Tiny cogs interlocked, spinning in circles, as indecipherable characters shifted positions to rewrite the existing spell. The spell that the Princess had cast to conceal the cabin shattered under the pressure. Almost immediately, the cabin door was kicked open.

Elise, however, did not even glance up; she was utterly focused on the magic circle at her feet. Coordinates were beginning to appear.

“Ibetha, take my hand,” Elise yelled. She knew that they were to be teleported to wherever the dove was.

As the Princess finally looked up to find Ibetha, she saw something most peculiar flash before her eyes. It was gone in an instant as though it were an illusion, but Elise was certain of what she saw.

“Elise!” Lezett growled.

He sounds like an untamed beast, violent and desperate.

As she felt his hand reach out toward her, Elise submitted to the force that pulled her away.

I vowed never to look back, and that is exactly what I shall do.

* * *

“Elise…” Lezett muttered under his breath once she had vanished. Amidst the unpleasant aroma that filled the dilapidated cabin, the unmistakable floral scent of the Princess lingered. It was the only trace of her that remained.

The mana that she was wielding was powerful enough to distort my vision. It was Semesita’s, of that I am certain. She invoked its name, and it responded. 




“Your wife, she calls my name often.”




“I never imagined such treachery,” Lezett snarled.

It would appear she was using this cabin as a temporary base, he thought as he noted the basic necessities and a small bundle of belongings that she had left behind.

The Archduke stood frozen in the spot where Elise herself had stood only moments prior.

She did not even glance back at me…

He felt as though his heart might explode in his chest; the extent of his wife’s betrayal was so shocking it left him bereft of breath.

As he tore at the button of his collar, he turned toward the back of the cabin, and something caught his eye—silver strands of hair were strewn across the floor. He slowly knelt and picked them up. It was then that he noticed the blunt dagger lying in the corner.

Judging by the length, it would seem she cut off half of her beautiful hair. Elise, Elise… You planned your escape quite methodically, didn’t you?

In truth, Lezett had deliberately released his mana slightly when he was outside the cabin. He had hoped that Elise would feel his presence and change her mind. Now, faced with her resolute determination to flee him, he was overcome with despair.

When was the last time I felt such rage? I feel as though I am on the verge of exploding. She pieced me together only to break me apart like never before… Whatever her true intentions may have been from the beginning, she has utterly deceived me. No words can possibly soothe this fire that burns within.

I should not have been so trusting. I should not have let my guard down. Had I known matters would unfold in such a manner, I would not have suppressed my possessive nature. I would have consumed her without restraint.

The veins on the back of his hand bulged as he gripped her severed hair.

“Your Grace, what are we to do? Please issue your commands,” Ruben pleaded as he nervously paced around the cabin.

She has left no trail behind, but tracking Semesita’s mana will be easy.

How very cunning of her to hide in the mountains; she knew I would not expect her to behave thus. She will continue to do whatever it is I least expect. That much is clear. Now that I fully understand the extent of her determination, there is no reason for me to hold back.

Besides, if she is capable of wielding such a vast amount of mana, she is clearly not as frail as I had assumed. Now, I will show you no mercy, Elise. No doubt you are prepared for that. You must be, given the grotesque nature of your malicious scheme—carrying my child as you conspire with the being that I despise the most.

Judging by the scale of the spells she appears to be capable of, she cannot possibly have teleported directly to the South. It should be enough to block the paths that lead from the North to the South, especially any paths leading to Raegal.

There were two main routes to the South—the desert path through the center of Grandell and the sea route from Nobella in the East to the Vaniella border. The desert and wilderness were mostly under the control of the Urgeli.

I highly doubt she will choose the desert route unless she wishes to lose her head. Nonetheless, I shall err on the side of caution and divide my force into three groups: one will depart for the desert, one will head to the eastern coast of Nobella, and the final group will track down all individuals who are likely to meet with Elise. Vernon Conrad, for instance, ought to serve as the perfect bait.

Indeed, Lezett had been receiving constant reports regarding Duke Conrad’s movements.

“Increase the surveillance on Duke Conrad. If he shows any signs of fleeing, ensure that he becomes physically incapable of escape. I do not care if he is left unable to walk. Just keep him alive,” the Archduke instructed Ruben.

“Understood, Your Grace.”

Rothier’s forces alone will not suffice. Vaniella is too vast.

“I have a message for you to pass on to His Majesty’s spies that currently dare to scour my land.”

“Y-Your Grace? His Majesty’s knights are in Rothier?” Ruben asked.

“Have them sent back to the imperial palace at once. Tell them to relay this message to His Majesty verbatim. ‘The Princess of Arghan has fled Rothier while with child.’”

Ruben’s mouth was agape. His Grace means to admit Rothier’s failing to His Majesty and thus incur his wrath?

“‘Accordingly, we require the cooperation of both the imperial palace and the Irian duchy. I request that His Majesty issue a warrant throughout all of Vaniella to ensure that the Princess does not leave the empire.’”

It was then that Ruben understood the reasoning behind the Archduke’s orders. Elise would have to be captured inside Vaniellan territory; leading troops across the border would be tantamount to a declaration of war.

“Within two weeks,” Lezett suddenly added. “If she is not found within two weeks, inform the palace that we will act independently without waiting for any imperial decrees.”

“B-But, Your Grace, that could be interpreted as an act of rebellion…”

“And one last thing,” Lezett interjected, entirely unconcerned with Ruben’s obvious panic.

Lezett recalled the contents of the letter he had received from the Emperor a few weeks prior. 




Duke Irian demands the dragonborn that the Princess will give birth to in exchange for refraining from accusing you of the attempted assassination of Lady Genovia. If you agree to hand over the child, I will ensure the Princess is safe in your arms. I will not allow a single hair on her head to be harmed.




The child is nothing but a necessity. I harbor no sentimental attachment to that creature. Nonetheless, it belongs to me. I have no intention of offering a part of Elise to anyone else, but the child is the perfect way to coax the Emperor.

“Tell them to relay these words: ‘I agree to the exchange that was outlined in your previous correspondence. It would be wise to proceed as swiftly as possible.’”

I have no doubt that Novius will agree to my terms. After all, he longs for nothing more than to get his hands on the baby dragonborn.

This “pursuit” is nothing but a foregone conclusion. I shall lead the group headed to the east coast.

* * *

Elise slowly opened her eyes, which she had clenched tightly shut in fear. The abandoned cabin was nowhere to be seen.

The moment she heard the dove cooing nearby, she promptly sprang to her feet.

It worked! I cannot quite believe I was able to wield such an enormous amount of mana and activate an incredibly difficult spell.

As she took in her surroundings, she realized they were in a deserted alleyway in an unfamiliar village, and she noticed a single lantern nearby.

The dove chose this place, so it must not be dangerous.

“Ibetha, can you stand?”

“Y-Yes, Your Highness. I am fine.”

Elise helped the maid to her feet and then said, “There is an inn over there. Let us go and rest. We must also find out where we are.”

They entered the inn, and Elise immediately found the cozy and quaint atmosphere to her liking. The crackling of the fireplace and the warm air welcomed them.

The innkeeper, who had clearly been dozing off, rubbed his eyes upon noticing them. “How long do you intend to stay?” he asked.

“Three days,” Ibetha said.

“There is no need to stay for that long,” Elise countered.

Ibetha vigorously shook her head and whispered, “You must rest sufficiently to regain your strength. I think we are far enough away from Rothier now.” The maid once again turned to the innkeeper and said, “Three days. We will need a large room and three meals brought to the door each day. There is no need to knock, and…”

The Princess simply allowed Ibetha to take control. Besides, she knew the maid was not mistaken—she was extremely fatigued and would likely succumb to a long and deep slumber once they entered their quarters.

As Ibetha collected the key from the innkeeper, Elise examined a patchwork quilt that was hanging by the stairs; there was the name of a place embroidered in the center: “Causartier, Vaniella.”

“Causartier.” That must be the name of this area.

Next to the text was a simple map with flags signifying the major cities of Vaniella.

So, we have not left the empire, just as I expected. We appear to have traveled northeast of Rothier.

The map indicated that Causartier was a small town between Orphell and the eastern coastal city of Nobella. It was separated from Rothier by the Grantern Mountains. Essentially, they had arrived at a midpoint between Rothier and Nobella.

Elise let out a long sigh of relief. We have not strayed off course. We must simply keep heading east.

With the most pressing of her concerns alleviated, the Princess realized they would require a new map; they had left their old one behind with most of their belongings.

At least I was able to keep this pouch that houses our valuable items.

“Ibeth… I mean, Becky, here are the coins to pay for the room.”

“I have already paid, Lena,” Ibetha said with a smile.

It had been Elise’s idea to use aliases and behave as though they were friends in order to avoid attracting suspicion.

I insisted that we do it, but somehow, this feels incredibly awkward, even strange…

“With… what? I have the pouch,” Elise asked.

“I have my ways,” Ibetha replied cryptically.

“I see…” Elise murmured.

As the innkeeper yawned and retreated to the kitchen, Ibetha whispered, “Our room is on the second floor, Your Highness. Let us go. I will draw you a bath at once.”

Ah, that is the Ibetha I am familiar with. I know she was merely playing the role just now, but somehow, it felt most unsettling…

* * *

Their room was both spacious and comfortable.

Once she removed her cloak, Ibetha began bustling around; she took Elise’s cloak from her and wrapped a thick blanket around her shoulders.

“It is late, but I asked the innkeeper for something to eat. It will take some time to heat the bathwater, so please rest and eat while you wait, Your Highness.”

It was not long before the innkeeper brought food to the room—toasted rye bread, boiled eggs, grilled tomatoes, a few greens, and a strange meat patty.

“You must eat too, Ibetha,” Elise insisted.

“Please go first, Your Highness. I am all right.”

“I see…” the Princess reluctantly conceded, though her appetite had waned slightly at the sight of the unappealing fare.

First, Elise bit into a piece of the patty. She immediately noticed the overwhelming taste of pepper, likely used to mask any unpleasant odors.

The texture is most odd, like chewing gauze.

“I saw something very strange just before we were teleported,” Elise suddenly said.

“What was that, Your Highness?”

“At first, I thought it was merely an illusion, but…” the Princess said before pausing momentarily. She was unsure how to continue. 

How can I explain such an eerie sight?

Indeed, the moment she reached for Ibetha’s hand, Elise had noticed a figure staring directly at her from behind the maid.

She had seen it for less than a second—a large pair of yellow and blue eyes looking back at her.

They were most certainly not human eyes. They belonged to a beast. Could it have been a monster, perhaps? Lezett returned from the monster extermination campaign early. Maybe they failed to destroy them all.

It might have been drawn to the cabin by my mana.

Or… Surely not…?

Elise had seen similar eyes once before. The fearsome eyes of the Mad Dragon Semesita were depicted on the murals beneath the chapel of the imperial palace of Arghan.

“I do not know what you mean to say, Your Highness,” Ibetha said after Elise had paused mid-sentence. “Enough of that talk. Let me help you with your bath.”

“No, I will bathe alone,” Elise insisted. “Have something to eat, Ibetha. And do not wait for me to go to bed. I will bathe for quite some time.”

“Are you certain you can manage, Your Highness? What if you faint again?”

“What?”

“You used to do that often when bathing alone,” Ibetha reminded her.

Elise was rendered speechless.

That strange feeling from earlier was not simply an illusion. That person is not Ibetha. 

The true Ibetha would not have known that Elise had fainted while bathing several times when she was younger.

Shocked and confused, Elise staggered toward the tub without replying.

My maid is gone, and something else has taken over her body.

* * *

Elise had once argued with Andrei about her desire to bathe alone.

The only people who know I often collapsed while bathing are Andrei and a few others from Arghan. Ibetha could not possibly be privy to such information.

Something is dreadfully amiss. She also did not have money, yet somehow paid for the room. And the bathwater… It boiled astonishingly fast. Then, there is the subtle difference in her demeanor—she attempts to behave in a kind and deferential manner as usual, but she cannot conceal the air of arrogance that shimmers below the facade.

What on earth is it?

When she got into bed, Elise pretended to toss and turn. She could feel Ibetha’s unwavering gaze from the sofa; it was most perturbing.

Earlier, the maid had bid her good night and then laid down on the divan. Ordinarily, Elise would have invited her to share the bed, but not on this occasion.

At the very least, whatever it is does not seem to harbor a desire to attack me.

Elise contemplated using attack magic, but she could not bring herself to harm Ibetha’s body.

I am certain that Ibetha’s transformation is related to the eyes I saw right before I was teleported.

In that instant, Elise was struck by a realization.




“Semesita, the Mad Dragon of Thunder, the Recluse of Grantern, the Great Spine of the World, the Gods’ Most Exquisite Creation, the Father of Magic… and the Great Teacher of Gallian. Please, I implore you—answer my call!”




Oh, good heavens above… It is Semesita…

Though Gallian and the other disciples sealed the fearsome creature, it is said to remain somewhere in Grandell, wide awake and watching.

By invoking its name, I have made myself known to it and called it forth.

The final words that Semesita had supposedly spoken before it walked into Gallian’s seal suddenly echoed in Elise’s mind.




“O disciple of mine, son of the great God Gorion and Hero of Grandell. Each and every time you wield your power, you will be reminded of the name of your mentor! As I am bound to you, you too shall never be free of me.

You are destined to remember me for as long as you draw breath!”




Now, I understand the meaning behind those words. As long as I continue to wield its power, I will never be free of Semesita… 

“Can you not sleep, Your Highness?” Ibetha asked flatly. “Are you not feeling well?” The Mad Dragon, posing as Elise’s maid, slowly walked toward the Princess and gently rubbed her abdomen. “Poor thing, you must be in such pain.”

I can feel my offspring inside of her, Semesita thought to itself with joy.

Elise did not notice the look of pleasure in Ibetha’s eyes; she simply shivered in terror.

Does it mean to kill me here and now? No, Semesita cannot harm Gallian’s descendants. It will know that better than anyone.

Elise was finally able to calm her racing heart.

“Would you like a warm towel, Your Highness?” It was Ibetha who spoke, but the words were the Mad Dragon’s.

“I am all right, thank you,” Elise murmured.

It realizes that I have noticed something is amiss, yet it appears to be enjoying this charade.

Elise found herself recalling the tales of Semesita and Gallian that she had read countless times. Those thoughts inevitably led her to thoughts of Lezett.

Lezett is a direct descendant of Semesita, after all. Perhaps I can manipulate the Mad Dragon in the same way…

Maybe there is no reason to be afraid. The Mad Dragon may prove to be more susceptible to my charms than Lezett.

The Princess glared at Semesita, who was disguised as her maid and friend.

I do not wish to call it Ibetha. That would be an affront to her name. I will call it by the alias we agreed upon—Becky.

“On second thoughts, please do bring me a warm towel, Becky.”

“Of course, Your Highness.”

“And the room is rather cold. Please tie the curtains tightly and stoke the fire.”

Is there anything else I can order it to do?

“It would seem you are unable to sleep, Becky. Perhaps it would be a good idea for you to stand guard outside the room. Then, when dawn breaks, please gather supplies for the journey. Oh, and the fare at this inn is less than satisfactory; I would appreciate it if you took care of the cooking yourself.”

The maid was silent.

“You can do that for me, can you not? You are all I have now.”

The Mad Dragon stared at Elise through Ibetha’s eyes. However, the Princess was not particularly afraid. She had grown accustomed to Lezett, a man with an icy demeanor and a fiery temper when provoked.

I do not believe dealing with Semesita will be any more difficult than dealing with him.

Elise’s conviction proved to be correct.

* * *

In the tombs of the imperial palace of Arghan, the founding tales of the empire were meticulously recorded.

The story of Semestia and Gallian was scribed in detail by Ignacio Conrad, Gallian’s closest friend, who witnessed everything first-hand.

Their first meeting dates back to the year 1032, seventeen years before Arghan was founded. In his nineteenth year, Gallian traversed the rugged terrain of the northern mountains in search of a dragon, and to his surprise, he chanced upon Semesita at the base of a mountain. It was the first encounter between human and dragon, an event that would later become legend.

“O mighty dragon, bandits have raided our village. My mother, the only surviving member of my family, and the sister of my friend Ignacio here are in grave peril. The bandits seek to violate them. Please, wise one, tell me how to save them,” Gallian said.

“Why not try praying to the gods?” Semesita asked as it scrutinized the young man.

“Prayers have proven useless. It is not hope I seek but a practical solution.”

“It would seem that the gods do not desire to help you, boy. Why, then, should I come to the aid of someone who the gods have abandoned?”

“What can I do to earn your help?”

The dragon paused for a moment before replying, “Entertain me. Pique my interest.” Gallian was rendered speechless by the unexpected response. “In truth, my interest is already piqued. You are the first human to find me, after all. What else do you have to offer?”

Instinctively, Gallian placed a kiss on the dragon’s cheek. As Semesita stared into his eyes, Gallian returned his gaze with a radiant smile. “Was that not enough?” he asked and then kissed the gargantuan creature once more.

The dragon found Gallian to be both beautiful and captivating. It also pitied him on account of his misfortune and gradually became enchanted by his unyielding spirit.

Thus began the incredibly strong bond that the dragon and human shared. It lasted for twenty years until one day, Gallian fell in love with a woman. Semesita, overcome with a desire to possess its disciple, was filled with rage and a sense of betrayal. Despite Gallian’s fervent pleas, it cruelly killed the woman he loved.

Shortly thereafter, Gallian left the Grantern Mountains and Semesita behind. The Mad Dragon’s wrath at this engulfed the entirety of Grandell.

The epic tale outlined by Igancio did not, however, reference any events that transpired after Semesita was sealed.

* * *

Andrei learned more about Semesita when he was able to connect with Elise for the first time since she had escaped Rothier.

“I understand now, dear sister. I did not realize that invoking its name would result in calling out to Semesita directly.”

The Emperor of Arghan remained in Riosa Castle in Raegal. As always, he anxiously awaited news from Elise. It had been three months since he had been able to communicate with her through their unique bond.

“The dragon’s involvement is rather unexpected, I must confess. It has never approached me in such a manner.”

“I, too, was very surprised, brother. Fortunately, it does not seem to harbor any desire to harm me. It has been playing the role of maid rather diligently. I cannot fathom its true intentions.”

“If the tales are to be believed, Semesita is a straightforward creature, Elise. It might not have any particular intentions; it might simply be enjoying observing you, the descendant of the one it loved. Wait, what is wrong, Elise?” Andrei asked, having noticed a change in Elise’s demeanor.

“Elise…? Can you hear me?”

Elise’s vision was blurred, and Andrei’s voice sounded muffled as though it were being obstructed by something. The link between their minds was generally quite weak, but this time, it was undeniably worse.

Nothing Andrei did seemed to work. “Elise, are you sure the Archduke is not in the vicinity?”

“I am certain…”

“Then, did he do anything to you before you left?” Elise shook her head. “Your energy is highly unstable. It is similar to when the Archduke was extracting your mana.”

Suddenly, Andrei was hit with a realization. Something else is siphoning her mana…

“Elise! Surely you are not… with child, are you?”

However, before the Princess could answer her brother, their connection was severed. Andrei was immediately jolted awake.

“Please tell me it is not so…” the Emperor of Arghan murmured to himself as he bit his lip in despair.

I told her to ensure that such an eventuality did not come to pass. If she truly is with child, his child, it will complicate matters beyond imagination. That child will be a seed of chaos for all of Grandell. The child of a dragonborn would attract all manner of power-hungry factions. The implications are endless, and all of them are wretched.

Perhaps that is why Semesita has sought her out. Who knows how long that greedy and capricious beast will be content with merely watching her?

I cannot sit idly by while my beloved sister is in such danger.

Andrei limped toward a cage in the corner of the room and gently removed a dove. As his trembling hand stroked the bird’s feathers, a white light was emitted from his fingers.

“Fly to Vernon at once. Instruct him to head to Nobella in the South and protect Elise,” he commanded.

* * *

Elise jolted awake. Her forehead was drenched in cold sweat, and Andrei’s voice echoed in her ears like a haunting melody.




“Elise! Surely you are not… with child, are you?”




“With child”? The color drained from the Princess’s face. Dragonborn fetuses are said to feed on their mother’s vitality. Is that why my mana kept seeping back into my body?

“Surely not…” she murmured as she stroked her abdomen. It is as flat as usual…

Besides, I was visited by my monthly courses before leaving Rothier. I distinctly recall the bloodstains. I cannot be with child. The blood was faint, but that is not particularly unusual. Besides, right before I fled, Freya told me I had not conceived.

No, there must be another reason. It is Semesita. It has to be.

Elise shook off the creeping sense of foreboding and rose from her bed. It was the third day in Causartier, and having somewhat regained her strength, she reasoned she could not afford to waste any more time.

“We must prepare to leave, Becky.”

“Indeed, Your Highness. We must go to Nobella in the east and board a ship. The only port where a ship departs for the South is Latium. That ship sets sail once a month, and it is scheduled to embark two weeks from today. If we leave now, Your Highness, we will arrive just in time.”

As the days passed, Semesita had gotten increasingly better at convincingly mimicking Ibetha. It was able to recall information that only the maid would be privy to.

“Then, shall we prepare to leave?”

“No,” Elise said flatly. “With you here, I see no need to go through the east. You can take me straight to Raegal.”

“Me? And how would I do that?” the false Ibetha asked, feigning ignorance. A smile suddenly spread across Ibetha’s face as the Mad Dragon added, “Of course, I could be persuaded to try a little harder.”

So, if I do not give it what it wants, it intends to do nothing more than play the role of my maid.

What is it you want from me? Do you expect me to treat you as Gallian did?

I cannot bring myself to… embrace this creature. I simply cannot.

“Do you mean to say you will simply stand idly by while I am in grave danger?”

“I will do whatever I can to protect you, useless though I may be.”

“How dare you? Ibetha would never utter such words!” Elise spat, revealing the depth of her irritation with the creature who had usurped the body of her maid. “If all you are going to do is be rude and stare at me as I sleep, go and hire some mercenaries. I have no use of you.”

Despite her outburst, Elise’s anger had not dissipated. “Be gone with you, you… accursed vermin!” she yelled, the last coarse words sounding unfamiliar and awkward in her mouth.

Disguised as Ibetha, Semesita left the inn with a chuckle as it set out to find people who would help them reach Nobella.

The female species is rather different from the male, I must say. Very intriguing, indeed, the dragon thought to itself. I had thought the brother would resemble Gallian more closely, so I limited myself to observing him, but it appears that I was mistaken. The way her eyes narrow when she is angry! Oh, heavens, she is certainly a descendant of my beloved Gallian!

However, she does not appear to be as cunning or mischievous as he was. I have yet to see her replicate that radiant smile of his. Perhaps I ought to observe her a while longer…

Besides, it is far too soon to hand her over to Lezett. I can feel him approaching at an incredibly rapid speed.

Semesita turned around and scanned the inn. The entire building was imbued with its mana. Using Ibetha’s body, it swiped at the air as if seeking to erase the inn from a portrait. The vast amount of mana was immediately swept away as though it had never been present in the first place.

How very intriguing, the dragon thought with an amusing grin.

The creature, disguised as an innocent young woman, hummed a small tune as it walked toward the center of town.


Part 15

Closing In

The trace has been severed, Lezett realized with frustration. 

He had been tracking Semesita’s mana when it had suddenly disappeared without a trace. 

It knew I was close and erased any evidence of its presence. That is the only possible conclusion I can reach.

The Archduke had been able to track the dragon as far as Causartier. It did not take long for the small city to be flooded with soldiers from Rothier, terrifying the locals. The knights, led by Ruben, gathered information, and after hours of fruitless inquisitions, a clue finally emerged from an unexpected person—the owner of a tavern.

“Two days prior, a young woman came looking to hire mercenaries,” he said.

“Mercenaries, you say?” Lezett asked.

The old man trembled before the Archduke’s fearsome aura. “Y-Yes. I happened to know of a wandering mercenary group, so I pointed the young woman to them. I-I did not find it particularly suspicious… It is not unusual for people to hire mercenaries in these here parts, after all.”

“How many mercenaries did she hire?” Lezett asked in a voice that betrayed his impatience.

“Th-Three or four, perhaps?” the tavern owner stammered.

“And their gender?”

“P-Pardon?”

“Were they all men?” Lezett snapped with visible irritation.

“Ah, yes, they were mostly men, as mercenaries tend to be. The youngest was a girl, however. Their leader seemed very experienced. He lost his wife, as I heard it. Then, there was a vagabond who had been kicked out of his home and a young man who clearly had a distinct greed for money.”

A tension-filled silence enveloped the room.

Of all the mercenaries, she had to pick such men! Ruben thought to himself.

As Lezett got closer and closer to her, it was not relief he felt but a burning rage as though he were approaching the center of a raging fire.

Now, she keeps the company of not one but three men? I have no doubt each of them has already fallen for her charms.

And then there is the matter of Semesita, who also clings to her…

“Curse it all!” Lezett spat.

The woman I have claimed as my own breathes the same air as other men. Perhaps at this very moment, she has her golden eyes on them and is smiling radiantly in their direction. What if she succumbs to unconsciousness while in their presence? One of them may have the audacity to fill the space where I ought to be.

Somehow, this woman is able to drive me repeatedly to the brink of insanity.

“Well… did she happen to mention her destination?” Ruben asked as he realized the extent of the Archduke’s dreadful mood.

“S-She did not. However, I did overhear the young girl saying they were heading to Nobella,” the old man responded nervously.

“Ah! Then, it is as we expected, Your Grace. That matches the information relayed by the knights tracking Duke Conrad.”

Indeed, Lezett’s prediction that Elise would travel east and attempt to reach the South by sea with the assistance of Vernon Conrad was proven correct.

“There are two routes from Causartier to Nobella. Would Your Grace deem it wise to split into two groups?” Ruben asked.

“No, that will not be necessary,” Lezett answered after a brief pause.

If I pursue her too closely, she may panic and use her magic to escape to a faraway place once more. I am not sure of the exact nature of the magic she is capable of wielding. I must proceed with caution.

Based on what this man has told us, she left Causartier two days ago, so there is still time yet before she arrives in Nobella. Fortunately, the Emperor will likely have already received my message. He will be furious, but he will not reject my proposal. Within a matter of days, he will have Vaniella’s borders under strict control, most likely before Elise arrives in Nobella.

“Indeed, meeting her in a warm, hospitable city will be much better than capturing her in the mountains,” Lezett muttered as the corner of his mouth quirked up in a sardonic smirk.

* * *

Meanwhile, in Orphell, Emperor Novius was as irate as Lezett had imagined.

“She has escaped?!” he bellowed in disbelief. “This is utter madness! The Princess of Arghan escaped from Rothier while she was with child?! I did not raise you to be such a fool, Lezett!”

The Emperor’s advisors exchanged awkward glances.

By my reckoning, she must be heavily pregnant by now. How could she possibly escape Lezett’s clutches in such a condition? And if he has gone as far as to request my assistance, it would appear he is truly clueless as to her whereabouts.

“Just how much freedom did he offer her?!” Novius spat.

I ought to have foreseen that something like this would transpire. They say love turns a man into a fool, but I never thought that phrase would apply to my brother, the dragonborn.

And what of this insolent message? He claims if she is not found in two weeks, he will take matters into his own hands. Does he intend to start a war? Unfortunately, I know all too well that such behavior is not beyond him.

The Emperor, overcome with rage, frantically paced around the throne room.

“His own negligence is to blame, yet he dares demand that I find her within two weeks!”




I agree to the exchange that was outlined in your previous correspondence. It would be wise to proceed as swiftly as possible.




He knew that agreeing to my proposal in this way would entice me… That sly snake.

Regardless, it is of the utmost importance that we find the Princess; if she is able to return to the South before she gives birth, we will lose the precious dragonborn.

I did not sow the seed only for the South to reap the rewards!

“Issue a decree demanding the capture of the Princess. It is to extend throughout the entirety of Vaniella. Ensure every young woman with silver hair and golden eyes is seized immediately! I care not about the woman, but make sure her child is not harmed!” Emperor Novius commanded.

“Understood, Your Majesty,” an attendant replied with a bow.

“And send a message to Duke Irian at once. Inform him of what has transpired and order him to close their ports.”

The Emperor was well aware that escape by sea would be the most difficult to track.

Duke Irian has a vested interest in the Princess’s capture, so I am certain he will cooperate.

In no time, an imperial messenger carrying the Emperor’s urgent missive departed for Nobella.

* * *

The journey to Nobella took Elise over a rugged mountain path. As the carriage teetered from side to side, she lost count of the number of times she had to suppress the urge to vomit. They had departed at dawn and finally stopped for respite in the middle of the day. The sun glared down from above.

I feel utterly wretched…

As the Princess took deep breaths in a bid to compose herself, a leather pouch of water was thrust toward her. “Th-Thank you,” Elise murmured in a faint voice.

“You are welcome,” Luisa, the youngest member of the mercenary group, said. “Would you like something to eat? I noticed you skipped breakfast,” she added while handing Elise cheap sausage meat stuffed into a piece of coarse bread.

Merely looking at the food caused the Princess to feel nauseous; she covered her mouth and nose with her hand and shook her head vigorously.

“You look unwell. There is a village on the way to Nobella. Should we stop there and see a doctor?”

“I appreciate your concern, but I will be fine,” Elise said as she adjusted her hood to cover more of her face. Her hair, too, was hidden beneath a scarf, but she still felt anxious that her identity might be discovered.

It had been three days since she began traveling with the small mercenary group known as Black Mane. The mercenaries found it very intriguing that two young women with enough wealth to hire guards were traveling such a long distance alone.

Indeed, even with her face covered, Elise attracted attention. The eyes of the mercenaries often lingered on her. Her slender frame was not fully hidden by the thick cloak she donned, and whenever she spoke, everyone paused to listen intently.

Had it not been for the protective nature of Luisa and Semesita, still disguised as Ibetha, the three men would have proven quite a nuisance.

“I shall head back inside the carriage now,” Elise murmured.

The extremely large, sword-wielding Vaniellan men were particularly fearsome. It was a fear the Princess of Arghan had forgotten while living within the safety and comfort of the walls of Rothier Castle.

“Why do you insist on traveling all the way to Nobella when you are clearly not fit for the journey?” Luisa asked.

“For treatment. I heard that there is a physician of great renown in Nobella,” Elise replied.

To the Princess’s surprise, Luisa nodded knowingly and said, “Oh, you must be searching for Harrison. He is indeed the greatest in all of Nobella. However, I believe he is not able to see patients at the moment.”

“Why is that?”

“Duke Irian’s daughter is gravely ill. He has been tending to her every day, so I hear.”

Genovia is critically ill? It can only be due to the aftermath of that night in Rothier…

Elise trembled as she recalled the torment she suffered at the hands of Lady Genovia.

Nonetheless, I will not be heading anywhere near the Irian estate; I will not be confronted with that wretched woman again.

“Hey, Luisa. You talking with the lady again?” Ted, the burly leader of the mercenary group, suddenly asked as he peeked out from behind the carriage. Elise noticed the smell of liquor coming from him.

Noticing the Princess visibly flinch in his presence, Luisa said, “She is traveling this far to see Harrison. And she is likely a married woman, so watch your words.”

“Is that so?” Ted asked.

Elise nodded.

“Oof, Jacob will be crestfallen!” Ted said with a hearty chuckle. “He’s been interested in her since he first clapped eyes on her. Rejected before he even got a chance, eh?”

How did she know I was likely married? Elise wondered. That was when she noticed Luisa’s gaze lingering on her abdomen. She instinctively wrapped her cloak around her in a way that hid her stomach.

I know I am not with child. Yet… I cannot help but worry nonetheless.

“Sending his sick wife to traverse these lands alone in the middle of winter! Your husband must be a terrible man indeed,” Ted remarked.

“There are reasons…” Elise replied. The Princess’s face visibly darkened. Even though he was far from Rothier, her thoughts always returned to the Archduke.

“Oh, are you a widow?” Ted asked. Misunderstanding Elise’s silence, he continued, “So, you’re in mourning, eh? It’s a harsh world, but many women manage just fine on their own. Besides, you’re young and beautiful. You’ll find yourself a new man in no time.” Although he spoke in a brash manner that Elise was unfamiliar with, it was clear that he was offering words of comfort.

“Th-Thank you for your kind words,” Elise responded.

“Ah, your husband must’ve been very weak to die so young.”

“Weak”? There has never been a less fitting word for Lezett.

As Ted kept rambling in an effort to offer Elise solace, she noticed Jacob’s face brighten, his earlier disappointment seemingly forgotten.

Just as Elise was beginning to feel uneasy at the attention she was receiving, Semesita called out to her in Ibetha’s voice. “Come here, Lena.” Elise climbed into the carriage. “We should get going. Snow is about to fall.”

Such an authoritative tone coming from Ibetha’s mouth is oddly intimidating.

Ted nodded in agreement, and soon, they set out on their journey once more.

Luisa, noticing Jacob’s flushed face, said, “Give up, Jacob. She is likely with child. Haven’t you seen how she suffers from morning sickness?”

Meanwhile, Elise rubbed at her aching stomach and said, “It is unfair.”

“What is?” the Mad Dragon asked.

“Why must I attract so much attention?”

Somehow, Semesita is able to hide its overwhelming aura perfectly. If only it would teach me how to do the same…

“I do not know what you mean, but I do know that you need to eat something. You will not last long at this rate.”

Elise reluctantly accepted the pouch that the fake maid handed her. It contained dried fruits and meat. The sight of the meat alone made her feel nauseous, so she ate a few pieces of fruit.

I need a distraction from the endless hours cooped up in this carriage.

The Princess hugged her knees to her chest and then whispered, “Tell me your story.”

“My story?”

“When I was young, I often read the tales of the founding of Arghan, but they were written from Ignacio’s perspective. Surely, there is more to the story.”

Indeed, Ignacio had purposely adhered to facts and avoided embellishing the tale of the lovers. Elise was curious to hear more about their relationship.

“Did you truly love him?”

“Excuse me?”

“Did you truly love him? Enough to place a curse on yourself?”

Semesita, through Ibetha’s eyes, stared at Elise for a beat before smiling softly. “I did love him, yes. To the point that I was terrified of myself.”

“What caused you such terror?”

“The inevitable parting of our ways that would come with death. I feared that I might hasten it with my own hands. Humans are very fragile beings, after all. Loving a mortal creature is such a frightening and sorrowful experience. I lived in a constant state of dread that one day, I might accidentally kill him.

I did voice my concerns, of course, but he said he did not mind.”

“He did not mind? How so?” Elise asked.

“He said that if that is what being my disciple required, he would accept his fate. He said he could endure even death if it was at my hands. Ah, how utterly dreadful. I shared the power bestowed upon me by the gods with humans and cursed myself, vowing to protect him until his dying day.”




“I will bind myself so that I can never cause you harm. You will always be safe from me, Gallian.”




Thus, Semesita’s Shackles were brought into existence. It was a token of a time when the Mad Dragon and Gallian shared a deep love like none other.

Semesita had refrained from lifting the curse. Even following Gallian’s death, it could not bring itself to renege on its promise. It was its only reminder of those glorious days, after all.

The expression on the dragon’s face borrowed face became wistful.

“I was a towering mountain, and he a sculptor armed with a hammer and chisel. Over time, he carved his beautiful face, lovely voice, and gentle heart into me. He shaped me from a being of divine power into a fool bound by a human leash. It was a most glorious fall, Elise.

And, of course, at the end of every fall lies an abyss.”

“Gallian… He betrayed you,” Elise said after a brief tension-filled silence.

“There was something he desperately longed for that I could not provide him—a family.”

A family? That is most unexpected. There was no mention of that in the tales of the founding of Arghan.

“At that time, the other disciples all fell in love and began to have families of their own. Gallian felt incredibly lonely by my side,” Semesita continued. “He wanted to marry a human woman and build a happy family. He always had a fondness for children. It was most endearing…

And beyond that, he coveted a kingdom of his own; he had harbored an ambition to be a ruler since he was but a young boy. However, I could not fathom why he desired a human. He had me! 

So I told him I would bear his child if that was truly what he yearned for. But if he gave even a piece of his heart to it, I would kill it without hesitation.”

Elise felt a cold chill race down her spine. 

This merciless attitude toward an unborn child… I cannot help but be reminded of Lezett.

Semesita, meanwhile, continued with his tale. “Predictably, that conversation resulted in a major quarrel. Gallian left my side for quite some time. I assumed he was going to rid himself of such foolish delusions and resolve to give himself to me entirely. Imagine my surprise and despair when he fell in love with a human woman instead. In a mere three months, what he had coveted so much was growing in her womb.

I am not one to renege on my promises; I killed her and their unborn child. The obstacles in our relationship had to be removed, did they not? Eventually, he recovered from his grief, and for a short while, matters between us were splendid once more.

Only when he later abandoned me forever did I realize it was all my own delusion. He never loved me in the way that I loved him. He deceived me, used me, and then betrayed me.”

The Princess noticed the Mad Dragon becoming increasingly agitated; she could see its anger surfacing in Ibetha’s eyes.

“Of the remaining disciples, Lucia and Septimus came to my defense. They said it was wrong to betray me, the being who had saved their lives. Ignacio and Hugo, however, did not view the issue in the same manner. They believed I had made a grave mistake. Ha! They had the audacity to judge me? Mere humans? I never asked for their understanding.

Ultimately, I could not bring myself to end his life, Elise. In truth, I hated him more than enough to kill him, but I could not do it.

It was laughable, I must confess. In return for my endless and unwavering love, he gave me nothing more than a spell designed to seal me away. And yet, upon witnessing his tearful face, I found myself wanting to willingly leap into the hellish trap he had set for me.

‘One of us will not leave this place. If you insist on continuing to unleash your wrath, I will end my life as penance for releasing the Mad Dragon upon this great land.’ That was the ultimatum he gave me.

Rather ironic, would you not agree? I ruined his entire world with my own hands, yet I could not bear to watch a single tear fall from his eyes. That is why I walked into the sealing spell of my own volition.

After all, I could not find a way to quell my fury and unending rage. Believing that the gods would resolve everything in due course, I sought a deep slumber that might rid me of my torment.”

“And did it work? Did it help you to forget him or the emotions you harbored?” Elise asked.

Semesita chuckled at her foolish question. “Had it worked, I do not believe I would be with you now, disguised as a maid. The gods did not decide to free me from my wretched pain.”

“B-But… I am not Gallian. Why are you here? I have nothing to offer you. I am not Gallian’s only descendant. Why do you choose to appear before me?” Elise stammered.

“Yes, Gallian returned to whence he came long ago, Elise. However, if the gods deemed it fit, he may have been reborn on this land once more, with a different face and a different name, having forgotten his memories.”

“D-Do you mean to say that… I could be Gallian reborn?”

Surely, that would be Andrei, not me.

“Perhaps you are merely the living reminder of his betrayal.”

Suddenly, Ibetha’s kind, brown eyes were replaced by piercing yellow ones that were tinged with a hint of blue.

“I have regretted my actions for seven hundred long years, Elise. I should have killed him.”

The look in those eyes… Though centuries have passed, the wounds still fester. It looks at me with an intense mixture of love, hatred, greed, and regret.

“I ought to have obliterated him from existence so that he could never be reborn. Alas, I missed my chance.”

Did it come here to enact vengeance? Does it mean to kill me and thus break the chain of its endless suffering?

“I am contemplating whether to let you live, Elise.”

I do not believe the words it speaks. It is clear to me that the Mad Dragon is still tortured by Gallian’s betrayal, and it longs to be rid of its eternal suffering.

“I see,” Elise said with a faint smile.

Semesita froze. Her smile… Oh, how it reminds me of him.

After a period of intense silence, the dragon finally whispered, “I do wonder something. After he betrayed me, were his eyes free of regret as yours are now?”

It is as I thought; the Mad Dragon still harbors affection for Gallian. It could never kill me. Even if Gallian were reborn and betrayed it again, it would still be incapable of taking his life.

With that realization, their conversation reached its conclusion. Elise closed her eyes and sighed in relief.

Lezett, how fortunate I am that you do not love me in a manner as tragic as this pitiful creature loved Gallian.

* * *

The journey from Causartier to Nobella was the worst Elise had ever experienced, even worse than when she was dragged to Vaniella against her will while suffering from self-inflicted wounds.

At first, she thought it was merely motion sickness that caused her to feel quite so wretched. However, she soon realized that something was amiss. Her stomach churned, her head spun, and her energy diminished with each passing day. The frigid cold of the harsh northern winter only made matters worse.

I must see a physician as soon as we arrive.

Fortunately, they were nearing Nobella. And there was yet more good news—a dove had reached her with a message. 




Nobella, Ricardo’s Mast.

Vera




The note burst into flames and disintegrated the moment she read it. “Vera” was a nickname Andrei often used to tease Vernon. Elise was unsure what “Ricardo’s Mast” referred to, but she surmised it was likely a code for a meeting place.

Vernon is in Nobella! the Princess thought to herself as she felt a sliver of hope take root in her heart.

A few hours later, gray city walls adorned with orange lanterns emerged on the horizon. Beyond them stretched the endless sea, its white foam crashing beautifully against the shore. It was a most picturesque sight, indeed.

Yet, Elise could not help but feel anxious when she noticed the long line of people outside the city walls of Nobella.

“What is the meaning of the long line?” she asked.

Luisa, who was atop a donkey, poked her head through the open window of the carriage and said, “It would seem there is a checkpoint up ahead.”

“A checkpoint…?”

“It is not usually so strict. Something must be amiss. I’ll ride ahead and find out what the issue is.”

Elise could not help but feel a sense of foreboding. She tightened the hood around her head.

A short while later, Luisa returned, her expression grim. “It would seem they are looking for someone. A woman with silver hair and golden eyes. They say she is with child. They have been thoroughly checking everyone entering and leaving Nobella for the previous two days.”

As they reached the long line of people, Elise overheard conversations that filled her with dread.

“A woman who is with child? What in the heavens? Has some noblewoman eloped with her lover in the dead of night?”

“That would be my guess. From what I hear, they’re detaining anyone who even remotely matches her description! But they seem to be handling the women with care.” 

“There is a hefty reward for anyone who finds her!”

As the line inched forward, Elise noticed that the knights’ armor was adorned with the blue anchor emblem of the Irian Duchy.

Given how strict they are being, it would seem the orders have come from the Emperor himself. Word of my escape appears to have reached his ears most swiftly.

What on earth am I to do now? Should I delay entering the city until the checkpoint is no more? Or perhaps I could ask Luisa or Ted if there is a way to sneak in unnoticed. But can I trust these mercenaries?

Semesita watched Elise’s obvious panic with an amused smile.

Cold sweat began to form on the Princess’s palms.

I fear I did not prepare meticulously enough.

Suddenly, there was a commotion outside the carriage window. “Please let us through first, I beg you. My mother is extremely ill and requires immediate medical attention,” a young woman pleaded as she supported a frail older woman. The knight, seemingly moved by their plight, gestured to his companion, and the two women were allowed entry to the city.

They are lenient with the sick… There is yet hope.

It may be an extreme method, but what choice do I have? Elise thought as she clasped her hands together and gathered the mana swirling within her.

The Princess had four spells at her disposal. One of those was a self-destruction spell, which left her with only three viable options.

I have only just begun my journey, and already I am forced to resort to magic…

“You may enter. Next!” a knight bellowed.

“It’s our turn,” Ted said as they arrived in front of the city walls.

A faint glow emitted from Elise’s hands. As before, the mana began seeping back into her body, but the Princess was undeterred; she continued to draw it forth faster than it could return. Soon, glowing threads of light began to weave around her palms.

“Total number?” a knight asked.

“Six,” Ted answered.

“Place of origin?”

“Causartier. Four of us are mercenaries. We are escorting the other two.”

“And who would you happen to be escorting?”

“Two young women. They seek medical treatment.”

As the guard questioned Ted, mana began to flow down to Elise’s knees and form a spell on the floor of the carriage. The Mad Dragon furrowed its brow as it recognized the magic. It was a basic attack spell; once activated, it could be used to lash a person with whips made of mana. It was not lethal, but it could inflict serious wounds.

Ibetha’s eyes widened as the dragon realized Elise planned to use the spell on herself.

Before she activated the spell, Elise glanced at the dragon and said, “At least help me convince the knights.”

“What?”

“Tell them I require urgent medical attention. Say I injured myself while traversing the mountains. You can do that much for me, can you not?” Elise said with a mixture of determination and desperation in her eyes.

“Open the carriage door,” a knight demanded.

“Yes, Sir,” Ted said.

“Andrei,” Elise whispered. The magic circle immediately absorbed all of the mana she had gathered and began to glow.

Surely, they will not force a dying patient to show her face… This is going to be extremely painful, but I will survive.

Steeling herself, Elise squeezed her eyes tightly shut as she waited for the spell to activate properly.

Yet, nothing happened.

What on earth…? Has my magic failed me once again?

The Princess slowly opened her eyes only to be startled by Ibetha’s face staring at her with an intensity far beyond what the maid was capable of. It was Semesita’s eyes that seemed to bore into her soul and Semesita’s voice that thundered in her head.

“You are just like him. Arrogant to a fault. It is the nature of humankind, it would seem.”

Elise looked down at the magic circle to find it had been altered to create a different spell altogether. It absorbed the Mad Dragon’s mana and flashed brilliantly before dimming.

Just then, the carriage door swung open. A guard with ice clinging to his beard surveyed the inside of the carriage. “Remove your hoods and show your faces,” he demanded.

While still glaring at Elise, Semesita removed the hood that covered Ibetha’s face and then Elise’s, too.

The Princess gasped, fearing her identity was about to be revealed. Yet, the hair that was revealed was not silver but brown.

“All right, you are all clear,” the knight instantly declared as he scribbled something on a sheet of parchment and closed the carriage door.

“Thank you, Sir,” Ted offered politely.

“You wield your weakness as though it were a weapon, even threatening to harm yourself, just like he did,” Semesita spat in Ibetha’s voice. “That is the only time I will help you. Let us see how far you get on your own, shall we?”

Suddenly, Ibetha’s eyes returned to their normal color, and her body stiffened. Elise caught her before she fell to the floor of the carriage.

“I-Ibetha!” the Princess exclaimed.

Semesita… It’s gone… Elise realized. But why such a sudden departure?

“Thank goodness Ibetha is alive,” Elise murmured.

Now, I must find a safe place to hide within Nobella. And I must find a physician. Perhaps the one who goes by the name Harrison, the Princess thought as she wiped the cold sweat from Ibetha’s brow.

As they passed through the city gates, the magic that Semesita had wielded to conceal Elise shattered under the pressure of a massive, mana-devouring force. The Princess gasped as her hair returned to its silver color.

There is only one person capable of wielding such power.

He is already here.

In Nobella.

How did he arrive here before me?

Elise looked up at the sky to find dark clouds had enveloped the entire city.

He wields his limitless power to cover all of Nobella. I am certain he will have sensed my arrival. Perhaps he even knows my exact location.

So, he reported my disappearance to the Emperor, predicted my escape route, and arrived here ahead of me…

“His ruthlessness knows no bounds,” Elise muttered under her breath.

The contract we signed over six months ago has come to an end. Why, then, does he pursue me so relentlessly? Does he mean to hand me over to the Emperor as planned? Yet, given his possessive nature, that hardly seems likely.

Suddenly, Elise was reminded of the tortured words Lezett had uttered the night before her escape.




“Damn it all. It will not subside. I should have taken you with me.”




Could his madness be to blame? He was undeniably different that final night. Regardless of the extent of his lust, he had never been quite so rough. The way he buried his face in that…place as though he were dying of thirst…

Regardless, I cannot afford to ruminate on such matters. If he catches me, it is all over. I do not want to get lost in his embrace again. I fear I will never be able to tear myself away from his clutches if I do.

Indeed, since Elise had begun spending nights of passion with Lezett, she had noticed her body transform. The parts of her that were subject to his relentless caresses had become increasingly sensitive. When his fingers slipped past her lips and touched her tongue, she could not help but moan in pleasure. And whenever he brought her to the zenith of pleasure, her body no longer felt like her own.

I know I am only one step away from sinking into a chasm of eternal pleasure. I cannot afford to lay with him again.

In truth, the Princess’s greatest fear was that all her plans and her longing to return home would be eviscerated to dust in the wake of an unrelenting tidal wave of lust.

I must steel my heart.

With that thought in mind, Elise knocked on the wall of the carriage. When Luisa poked her head through the window, the Princess whispered, “Your work is done. I will pay what I owe now, so please stop the carriage.”

“Oh… I see…”

Before Luisa even had chance to call out to Ted, Elise pressed five gold coins into her hand. Eventually, the carriage came to a halt, and the Princess immediately disembarked, wrapped one of Ibetha’s arms around her shoulder, and stumbled away to hide amongst the bustling crowd.

“F-Farewell! Good heavens, is there a need for such haste?” Luisa murmured as she watched Elise walk away. Having grown up traversing mountains with a band of mercenaries, the young woman had a very keen eye. She noticed Elise and Ibetha slip into an alleyway across the street.

“Hey, where do you think you’re going?” Ted called out as Luisa jumped off her donkey.

Luisa hurried away without responding.

I know what I saw a few days ago. When that strong gust of wind pushed her hood back, I saw radiant silver hair and a face of indescribable beauty.

Sorry, pretty lady. Perhaps if we had shared a meal together or a warm conversation, I would feel a degree of loyalty toward you. Alas, our days together have left me with nothing more than a desire to make a few coins.

Luisa headed directly for a guardhouse in the center of Nobella. She knocked on the door, and when a guard appeared, she said, “I’m here to report an outlaw.”

* * *

Meanwhile, in the middle of the glorious gardens of the Irian estate located in the heart of Nobella, a reunion of sorts was taking place.

“I did not expect you would grace Nobella with your presence ever again, Your Grace,” Lady Genovia said.

He is as handsome as ever. In truth, his face looks even sharper than before. His eyes, however, seem colder. He is on edge, his senses heightened like a predator stalking its prey. 

The dark clouds of mana at his feet only added to the eerie atmosphere; even the increasingly heavy snowfall seemed to avoid him as though it was unwilling to touch him.

“How very strange. My would-be murderer stands before me in my own home. Truly, a remarkable turn of events, would you not say?”

Lezett had audaciously headed directly to Duke Irian’s residence upon arriving in Nobella. Despite seriously injuring Lady Genovia on two separate occasions, he did not arrive with an apology but a command. He ordered that the guards of Nobella report to him immediately if two women passed through the city walls while being escorted by mercenaries, regardless of the color of their hair or eyes.

When Duke Irian, his face red with rage, protested Lezett’s brazen behavior, the Archduke silently presented him with a document bearing his seal. Upon reading the contents, the wrath slowly dissipated from Duke Irian’s face. It was a contract promising to share a large portion of Rothier’s fall harvest for the next three years in exchange for Nobella’s cooperation. Reluctantly, the ruler of Nobella agreed to allow Lezett and his knights entry into his estate.

The Archduke had barely moved since then. He stood in the gardens, staring aimlessly into the distance as though reading the wind currents for any sign of the woman he sought to capture.

Does he truly believe he can find the Princess in such a manner? Genovia thought to herself. I warned him. I knew she would attempt to escape eventually. She was brazen enough to lie to the Emperor in the imperial palace, and she was always going to make a move. But to choose to simply run away with that frail body of hers? How very foolish.

“Do you understand now, Your Grace? Just how far love can push a person?” Lady Genovia asked with a sinister grin.

Still, he has not been pushed to his limits just yet. He maintains a degree of control over his emotions. That will not suffice; he must suffer more and for far longer. Only then will my undying bitterness fade.

The Princess should have at least conceived before she escaped…

“Any news of the Princess?” Genovia whispered to her maid as she pulled her fur cloak tighter around her.

“No, my lady.”

“I see…”

Suddenly, at that very moment, a huge crack split the ground of the gardens. Lezett finally moved as though he had been released from a seal.

He fixed his intense gaze toward the sky.

Her scent… I can smell it, Lezett thought to himself.

Only a short time later, an informant that Genovia had placed among the knights of Nobella came dashing toward her. “My lady, we have received a report that the woman has been spotted!” he whispered.

Genovia’s frown immediately turned into a sly grin.

* * *

Still supporting Ibetha, who had yet to return to consciousness, Elise reached Harrison’s small clinic as fast as she was able. As she anticipated, however, the clinic was closed.

I cannot stay here. I must find an inn to hide in for now and then seek a physician later, she realized as the snowfall became heavier and heavier. Yes, I will wait for Ibetha to regain her strength, and in the meantime, I will try to uncover what “Ricardo’s Mast” refers to.

No sooner had she formulated the beginnings of a plan than she heard a commotion from not far away. She glanced back toward the main square and spotted a number of knights searching the area.

Good heavens… Those are Rothier men. Elise immediately recognized one of the knights—Ruben. Realizing that she needed to find a hiding place at once, Elise struggled to drag the limp Ibetha into a nearby barn. However, she soon felt the fatigue from the physical exertion catching up with her.

If I succumb to unconsciousness now, it is all over. It will all have been for nothing…

“I-Ibetha… Please wake up… Please?” Elise stammered as she shook Ibetha by the shoulders.

Yet, the maid did not so much as stir. I promised I would protect you no matter what transpired…

However, Elise had a choice to make—leave Ibetha behind in a desperate bid to save herself or stay by her side and risk capture.

I refuse to let her die out here in this withering cold.

As she heard approaching footsteps, the Princess simply closed her eyes in despair.

What will become of me now? I suppose I will have another chance to escape. I succeeded once; I can succeed again. But how will I get a message to Vernon? The dove is no longer an option. Lezett’s eyes are everywhere.

And I can no longer wield mana freely. How will I reach Andrei?

As tears streamed down her pale cheeks, she heard the sound of the barn door being torn open. Before she even opened her eyes to identify her captor, a rough piece of cloth was thrown over her head. As darkness enveloped her, she let out a muffled scream.

“Quiet!” a cold voice commanded.

Much to Elise’s surprise, it was not a voice she recognized. “Wh-Who are… you?”

“Come quietly. Unless you wish to be dragged before the Archduke.”

The Princess’s wrists were forcefully bound with stiff leather straps before she was hoisted in the air.

Who dares to treat me in such a manner…?

* * *

Astonishingly, Elise did not faint. She was carried along at a rapid pace, and before long, she noticed a drastic change in temperature and environment.

I am indoors…

The sound of a crackling fire filled her ears.

“That will be all. You are dismissed,” a voice devoid of emotion commanded. This time, it was a voice the Princess knew all too well. A voice that sent a shiver down her spine. “Oh, please do accept my apologies, Princess. It would appear it slipped my mind to demand that you were handled with care. How very foolish of me,” Lady Genovia said.

Finally, the cloth covering Elise’s head was removed. “You are fortunate that I found you first. I assume you are utterly delighted to see me, Elise.” The daughter of Duke Irian looked down at her captive with a smirk filled with pure bliss. “Look at what has become of that beautiful face of yours. You must have suffered through quite the ordeal.”

“I-I could say… the same of you…” Elise managed to sputter in between coughs.

Indeed, Genovia was not exactly the image of health. Her elegant blonde hair did nothing to hide the thick bandages wrapped around her neck, and her regal silk dress failed to cover the traces of dark bruises on her body.

“Yes, well, I have your husband to thank for that.”

“W-What are you talking about?”

“The Archduke strangled me and left me for dead that night, all because I dared utter a few words to his precious wife.”

“W-Well… I can hardly blame him…” Elise murmured.

“What did you say?”

“You got what you deserved. Do not blame me for your misdeeds.”

“Ha! Our little Princess seems to be rather deluded. You should be groveling at my feet right now. Well… I think that is enough of a reunion. Get up, Elise. It is hardly fitting for the Archduchess of Rothier to be kneeling on a carpet like that, is it?”

The Princess attempted to stand of her own accord but found herself unable. With a click of her sharp tongue, Genovia helped her. “As frail as ever, I see.”

With her hands still tied behind her back, Elise sat on a divan opposite the very woman who had relentlessly tortured her not long ago.

“Have some tea. You must be frozen,” Genovia offered.

“D-Do not offer me your false pity… If you were remotely concerned with my wellbeing, you would not have had your men treat me so roughly.”

Elise avoided succumbing to the call of unconsciousness through sheer willpower alone.

I will not show any more weakness before this wretched woman, she vowed to herself.

When she encountered Genovia in Rothier, Elise had felt at her mercy. However, she had since discovered her own path to survival.

The Princess glared at Genovia and demanded, “What have you done with my maid?” 

“Oh, that girl who was unconscious in the barn? We brought her along, of course. I must say, however, she did not appear to be in the best of health. She is resting somewhere.”

“How did you know I had escaped?”

“The Emperor sent a decree stating as much.”

“An imperial decree? Directly to Nobella?”

“Yes. Well, a warrant has been issued for your capture throughout the entirety of Vaniella, to be precise.”

The entirety of Vaniella? The scale of the search is far beyond anything I had imagined…

“Were it not for a particularly sharp-eyed girl, we would have lost you to the Archduke, no doubt.”

Ah, it must have been Luisa. That is why she constantly stole glances at me when she thought I was not looking.

“To think that the decree ordered us to find a woman who was with child… His Majesty has been duped. Your husband is truly most cunning; he made a deal with my father, bargaining using a child that does not even exist.”

Elise found herself unable to make sense of Genovia’s cryptic words. “If you have something to say, Genovia, then speak plainly. Otherwise, hold your tongue. Toying with people in such a manner is a most vile and nefarious act.”

“You mean to say you truly do not know about the deal between the Archduke and His Majesty? Well, I suppose that makes sense. Your husband does like to keep you in the dark, after all.

Upon seeing what the Archduke did to me, my father descended upon the imperial palace in a rage. Eventually, an agreement was reached—when you give birth, the child is to be taken in by our family.”

Elise could hardly believe her ears. “W-What did you say…?”

She had vowed not to be rattled by Genovia’s silver tongue, but she had not anticipated such outlandish claims.

“It is utterly perfect, would you not agree? I do not have to wed that vile beast, and the dragonborn will fall into my hands anyway,” Genovia taunted.

“Good heavens…” Elise murmured.

“Quite. Your dear husband agreed to the deal after you escaped; he informed Emperor Novius that he would hand over the child to us if His Majesty assisted with your capture.”

“Do you speak the truth?”

“Why, of course. That is why Nobella is cooperating with the search,” Genovia said with glee.

“Th-That cannot be possible…”

“Why on earth would you think so?”

Elise opened her mouth to put forth her argument but found that she did not have the words.

Because… Because… Lezett would never agree to something so depraved.

But… I know that is not true. He is ruthless and has never cared about our future child. Besides, he has nothing to lose using a non-existent heir as a bargaining chip.

Still, how could he possibly agree to such merciless terms? Even the thought of trading a newborn child fills me with suffocating shame and guilt…

Thank the gods above that I am not with child.

Suddenly, the smell wafting from the pastries on the table before her reached her nostrils and immediately made her feel nauseous.

Surely, it is not what I fear most…

As the color faded from Elise’s face, Genova continued her verbal assault. “You ought to be grateful I did not reveal your secret to His Majesty. If he knew the Archduke was lying, he would have had him imprisoned for treason already. As for me, I am not quite so easily fooled. But… what on earth is the matter? You have turned a nasty shade of green.”

Elise could not hear the last of Genovia’s words because she had begun to retch repeatedly.

“What is the meaning of this?” Genovia asked. Sensing the severity of the situation, she untied the Princess’s hands.

Instinctively, Elise immediately wrapped her arms around her aching stomach. Somehow, she pulled herself to her feet and said, “I know not what you want from me, but if you have nothing more to say, let me go. You would not want me to return to Rothier, would you? I will disappear from Vaniella as you wish, so—”

“Wait!” Genovia said as she sprang to her feet and gripped Elise by the shoulder.

“No…” Elise murmured.

“What?”

“No… It cannot be…” The Princess’s golden eyes were filled with tears.

Genovia’s wide eyes stared unwaveringly at Elise’s abdomen. Elise began to tremble under the weight of her gaze.

I knew something was amiss as soon as I left Rothier. I felt my body changing. The nausea, the intermittent fever, the faint but unrelenting abdominal pain… It all points to one thing.

As the realization dawned upon her, the tears that had been threatening to leave her eyes for some time finally did.

I left him behind… Why now?!

“Fetch the physician at once!” Genovia yelled.

No! I do not want you to be the first to know about this…

But Elise could no longer keep herself together; her body and mind had reached their limit. She collapsed, finally succumbing to unconsciousness.

* * *

Lying on the dirt-covered ground, Ted coughed painfully as he tried to recover from a kick to his chest. Several of his ribs had been broken, and he could barely breathe. Jacob lay next to him, also writhing in pain.

“Wh-Who is that m-monster?” Jacob stammered.

Amidst the swirling snow, Lezett towered over them like a giant beast. He looked down at the mercenaries as though they were nothing more than insignificant insects.

Meanwhile, Luisa crawled out into the open from behind a donkey that was bleeding from the neck. She was trembling with fear. “P-Please forgive me. I truly did not know… I thought she was merely a criminal on the run…”

Having informed the authorities of Elise’s whereabouts, Luisa had returned to the rest of the Black Mane mercenary group with a substantial pouch filled with coins. “You are truly clueless, all of you!” she had gloated. “How did you not recognize her? The liquor is on me today, boys!”

“And where did you get all that coin?” Jacob had asked.

“The lady we escorted here! She was the woman they were looking for. This is my reward for telling the guards of her whereabouts. I mean, her story made no sense. What could a beauty like that possibly be doing in Causartier? She must have been a noblewoman on the run!”

However, before Luisa had was to speak another word, she had felt an immensely powerful hand grip her shoulder. When she turned around, she was too terrified to even scream. The famously fearsome Archduke of Rothier had been towering over her.

“You received a reward, you say?” he had growled.

“And who on earth is this guy?!” Ted, hot-tempered and already under the influence of liquor, had asked before throwing a punch in his direction.

Lezett had simply grabbed the mercenary’s hand mid-air and snapped his wrist as though it were nothing more than a delicate branch of a tree. The rest of the brawl, if it could be deemed such, had proceeded in a similar one-sided manner.

Now, the Archduke turned his attention toward Luisa. “Continue. You thought she was a criminal on the run… And?” he asked as he crushed Ted’s hand with his boot.

“I-I reported her whereabouts to the guards… I just took the r-reward and left. Please, I have no idea where she went…” Luisa stammered.

Lezett slowly strode toward her and grabbed her face with a force that made her feel as though her head might explode. “Did you see her face?”

“P-Please spare me, I beg of you…” Luisa whimpered.

“I asked if you saw her face,” Lezett repeated slowly. “If you wish to be spared, answer me truthfully.”

“Y-Yes… just for a moment…”

“And did they?” the Archduke asked, gesturing toward Ted and Jacob.

Luisa shook her head as tears streamed down her face. “They did not. She kept her face covered. I-I just… happened to catch a glimpse when the wind blew her hood back…”

“Did you converse with her?”

“V-Very briefly… She said she was… traveling to Nobella to see a physician… I thought perhaps she might be with child. She seemed to have no appetite, and she was very pale… She was also suffering from morning sickness.”

“Morning sickness? Was she in serious discomfort?” Lezett asked, his voice noticeably softening.

Luisa nodded frantically. “We traveled very slowly. There was a woman taking care of her, but… she did not seem very comfortable.”

Finally, Lezett released his grip on Luisa. “Anything else?” he barked.

“P-Pardon?”

“Did she talk of anything else? Where she was headed after Nobella… or perhaps anything about her husband?”

“Ah! Sh-She did mention her husband…” The Archduke raised his eyebrow at the young woman to continue. “She spoke as though she could never meet him again. We assumed she was a widow…”

Luisa instantly realized she had made a grave mistake; a terrifying anger flashed in the Archduke’s eyes.

“‘A widow’?”

“Y-Yes…” Luisa trembled.

The knights behind Lezett audibly gasped. “Ha! Preposterous!” the Archduke spat with a bitter laugh. “Acting as though I am dead? You never fail to surprise me, Elise. This cannot continue…” he muttered to himself ominously.

He seems utterly mad, Luisa thought.

Ruben, realizing that if he did not intervene, the street would soon be littered with corpses, suddenly said, “Your Grace, we searched the vicinity thoroughly, but Her Highness is nowhere to be found. Should we search nearby inns and taverns, too?”

“No, that will not be necessary,” Lezett said with a dismissive wave of his hand.

Clearly, the news of her whereabouts will have been reported to the ducal estate. It is unlikely that Duke Irian would have acted so swiftly. This is the work of that loathsome daughter of his.

“It would seem the woman is not satisfied with almost dying twice,” Lezett muttered. 

“What should we do with them, Your Grace?” Ruben asked as he cautiously eyed the mercenaries.

“Dump them outside the city walls.”

“They will freeze to death in this weather.” Lezett shot a withering glance in Ruben’s direction. It was enough to convey his message. “U-Understood, Your Grace. As you command.”

Had those men so much as looked upon her face, I would have gouged their eyes out without hesitation. In truth, had I not been pressed for time, I would have done so regardless.

A hollow laugh escaped his lips.

You have grown bolder as a result of my lenience, Elise. A widow? Your audacity never fails to amaze me…

And yet, despite the web of lies you have weaved, you have nowhere left to run. You are almost within my grasp…

* * *

Elise opened her eyes to warm sunlight streaming through a window. She was lying on a soft bed and covered up to her neck by a thick goose feather quilt.

I lost consciousness again…

Her entire body felt heavy and fatigued.

The Princess realized then that she was not alone. She heard the click of heels from beyond the canopy that separated her from the rest of the room. Only seconds later, the curtains of the canopy were roughly pulled open without a word of warning.

“You are awake, I see. I thought you would sleep until at least tomorrow,” Lady Genovia said as she pulled up a chair. “The physician examined you. It was very enlightening. Tell me, Princess, did you know?”

“N-Not when I left Rothier…”

“Well, yes, I assumed so. After all, even you would not have done something so reckless had you known you were with child.”

So it is true. His child is growing inside me. Inside this frail, wretched body…

It feels as though the gods are laughing at me…

“You ought to consider yourself very fortunate, Elise. There are not many physicians who have experience treating a woman who carries the child of a dragonborn. My new physician, Harrison, is one of the few. He is quite exceptional; he was able to diagnose you immediately.”

“What did he say?”

“He said there is a risk of miscarriage. And some bleeding.”

The Princess’s already pale face turned even whiter. She realized that her clothes had been changed down to her undergarments.

“You are not in immediate danger, but you must be careful.”

“W-What exactly is the issue…?” Elise stammered.

“Do you truly need to ask? It is apparent just from looking at you that you are far from healthy. You have a fever, you are malnourished, and you are heavily fatigued. Harrison struggled to find a pulse. It is a miracle you made it all the way to Nobella!”

Although women who conceived dragonborn children were known to almost always meet a grisly demise, Harrison had suggested that might not be the case for Elise. “She is a member of the Arghan imperial family, after all. They are known for producing powerful sorcerers. Her fate might yet be different from that of ordinary women,” he had posited.

“Perhaps I would not have bled had your men handled me with care,” Elise spat.

“Well…” Genovia trailed off as she attempted to find a rebuttal. “I would have ensured you were treated gently had I known! Had you lost the baby, I would have been forced to bear the responsibility.”

After a brief moment of tension-filled silence, Genovia, much to Elise’s surprise, apologized. “All right, I apologize for the… rough handling. Nonetheless, I have hidden you here and ensured you receive the best treatment available. Speaking of, Harrison left some medicine for you. Drink it. It is good for your womb, so he says.”

The Princess propped herself up and drank the medicine. The taste of it barely registered, and Elise realized she felt less nauseous than before.

The medicine swiftly took effect; the chill that had seeped into her skin due to the harsh winter snow was replaced by a pleasant, warm sensation.

Her mind, though, remained foggy as though it was shrouded in mist. As Elise stared blankly into space, she only half-listened to Genovia tell her something she already knew.

“Dragonborn fetuses grow by draining the vitality of their mother. The most dangerous time for them is the first few months when they are no larger than a grain of wheat. They struggle to attach themselves to the wall of the womb, you see.”

The Princess rubbed her abdomen. I suppose you are as fragile as I am for the time being…

“As of yet, it is not possible to feel the child’s heartbeat, and your stomach is still flat. However, once that… thing inside you starts to grow, everything will change. The more frail the mother is, the more it will struggle to survive. I mean to say, if it feels as though its life is in danger, it will begin to absorb your vitality at an even faster rate without hesitation.”

“‘That thing’?” Elise echoed.

“Yes, that thing. It might even be born prematurely. That is why there are so many deformed dragonborn. They end up devouring their mothers before their bodies are able to fully form. And the thing inside you will be no different.”

How dare she refer to my child in such a manner? Elise thought as she tightly gripped the quilt.

“Do not call them that.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Stop referring to my unborn child as a ‘thing’ as though they are some kind of object!” Elise spat.

“Fine, it is not a thing. But it is hardly human, either, is it?” Genovia replied irritably. “Setting aside my own ambitions, I have some advice for you. It might be better if… it disappears. Otherwise, it will start to drain your life force.”

Elise bit her lip as she struggled to contain her turbulent emotions.

No one views the being growing inside me as a human and a child. They all see it as either a valuable commodity to be used for their own gain or simply a monstrous beast to be shunned.




“Elise! Surely you are not… with child, are you?”




Even Andrei had asked in such a manner as though it were something unspeakable. The Emperor, Duke Irian, his wretched daughter… They all regard the child that grows inside me as nothing more than a means to an end.

Even the child’s very own father…




“Your dear husband agreed to the deal after you escaped. He informed Emperor Novius that he would hand over the child to us if His Majesty assisted with your capture.”




Elise also recalled a conversation she had had with Lezett regarding their potential future child.




“Are you not curious? About your… I mean, our child. What they might look like, who they might take after…”

“I cannot say I am particularly curious… It is rather apparent what kind of creature it will be.”




The Princess suddenly came to her senses.

Everyone in Vaniella is my enemy, and no one will protect the child growing within me. Only I can protect myself, and only I can protect my baby.

Even if the entire world scorns them, I will not. This may have started as a desperate attempt to save my own life, but now it is something I truly long for.

It was not a mere accident.

Even while planning to escape from Rothier, Elise had secretly wanted to bear the Archduke’s child. Although she knew she had to flee him, it was in his arms that she yearned to stay.

I must have conceived at a time when I desired Lezett the most. I believe this child came to me because I longed for it.

And yet I denied your existence for so long… the Princess thought, overcome with guilt.

“What are you thinking, Princess? Are you not scared? They say a monster is growing inside you, one that will eventually devour you.”

“I told you not to speak of my child in such a manner,” Elise said firmly.

I have a responsibility to nurture this child and protect them from this cruel, merciless world.

“I am not afraid. I have never been afraid,” Elise declared resolutely.

Sweet child of mine, let us not give up. Let us run with all our might, run toward a land that will embrace us with warm and open arms.

Elise’s gaze hardened as she looked at Genovia. “So, what do you intend to do with me now?”

“What do you mean?”

“Where do you plan to send me? To the imperial palace? To Lezett?”

I am surrounded by a pack of wolves; I must not let my guard down for even a second.

Lezett is here, and the knights of Rothier are no doubt relentlessly searching for me. I need Genovia’s help to reach Vernon.

“You once offered me a deal, Genovia. You promised to ensure I returned to Arghan if I gave you the child I would bear. To be frank, I had no intention of accepting your offer back then, and I do not intend to do so now.”

“So…?”

“What can I provide you instead?”

Suddenly, a radiant smile flashed across Lady Genovia’s face. “I believe it is more than sufficient as is.”

“What are you referring to?”

“The look on your face just now. That steely resolve. You see, there is no special reason I captured you and had you brought here. It is true that I covet the being that grows in your womb, and of course, I am tempted by the blessed land of Rothier. But my ultimate goal is to ensure you never give your heart to the Archduke,” Genovia said with an almost euphoric grin.

“I cannot claim to understand your motivation. Why would such matters be important to you?”

“Ideally, I want for you to resent him, hate him even,” Genovia clarified with eyes that burned with intensity.

“Why?”

“Because that is the only weapon that can bring him to his knees.”

“You always speak in riddles, Genovia…”

“Your comprehension is not necessary, my dear naïve Princess. Simply run with all your might. Do not look back, and do not harbor any remorse or regret.”

Elise remained silent, her eyes downcast.

“Flee and never return.”

Even if you and your unborn child die on the journey, that would be most pleasing; nothing could torture that loathsome beast more than that.

“I will do so,” Elise said resolutely.

Strange… Her optimistic expression, somehow devoid of despair, prevents me from taunting her any further. With that thought in mind, Lady Genovia exchanged a few more words with the Princess before leaving the secret room.

“Find out what ‘Ricardo’s Mast’ refers to,” she immediately instructed one of her spies. “Be discreet. If you find someone named Ricardo, bring him to me at once.”

“Understood, my lady.”

“And inform all southern-bound ships to delay their departure indefinitely. They are not to leave until they receive further orders.”

“Yes, my lady.”

Although Genovia longed to send Elise away immediately, she knew it would be tantamount to a death sentence for the Princess.

She can barely take care of that frail body of hers, yet she believes she can raise a child? Regardless, I must come up with a sufficient plan; if the Archduke discovers my involvement, it may truly result in my death this time. The scars from his previous assault yet linger on my body… Perhaps I should simply feign ignorance.

Lady Genovia had hidden Elise in the innermost annex of the Irian estate, an area that was only accessible through the back of the greenhouse. Genovia’s chambers were located there, and that was where the hidden room was located, too. It was there that Genovia would meet with her lover, away from her father’s prying eyes.

“Surround the secret room with multiple layers of thorny vines. No one is to enter without my permission,” Genovia ordered. Thorny vines were unique in their mana-blocking properties.

It might not be much, but it ought to buy us some time.

Not long after supper, a swirl of dark clouds appeared directly above Duke Irian’s residence. Genovia knew what was coming. 

A pale-faced servant burst into the dining room and said, “Lady Genovia, Archduke Kirstan has returned, and he is heading straight toward your private chambers!”


Part 16

The Art of Hatred

“How dare you?! Do you know what time it is, Your Grace?” Genovia did not attempt to hide her rage as she glared at Lezett.

Although it was not too late at night, it was undeniably an inappropriate time for a man to barge into a woman’s chambers unannounced.

How did he know to come here? she thought to herself as her heart pounded in her chest. Elise had not been hiding in the secret room for long. Having eaten and taken some medicine, she had once more fallen into a deep slumber.

“How am I to interpret this behavior? You dare to storm into my chambers at such an hour! Surely, you do not intend to take me as your mistress?”

“Move aside,” Lezett calmly commanded. The Archduke had no desire to entertain Genovia’s word games; his gaze was fixed firmly on the thick curtain covering the wall directly behind the daughter of Duke Irian.

How does he know there is a door behind the curtain? There is truly no deceiving him.

Lezett unfastened his cumbersome cloak and threw it aside. “I strongly suggest you move aside, Genovia.”

“Your manners appear to have escaped you entirely,” Genovia said, trying desperately to retain her composure. Yet, the memory of his vise-like grip on her throat caused her legs to tremble and a bead of sweat to drip down her nape.

There is nothing I can do to stop him…

After a beat, she simply cursed under her breath and stepped aside.

Lezett wasted no time slicing the crimson velvet curtain open, revealing the door to the secret room. He immediately gripped the doorknob in his hand and forced open the door. The thorny vines intended to block his way snapped like twigs under the weight of his fearsome power.

I was not even capable of hiding her for a day! Genovia lamented as she summoned her guards to stand before her. Still, he will not be able to take her away immediately. The weather has grown so intense that we have locked the gates of our estate and ceased all activity.

They will both be stuck here until the storm subsides.

Without hesitation, Lezett marched toward the bed and pulled aside the curtains of the canopy.

Much to his surprise, the bed was empty. In fact, it appeared that no one had ever been there. The pillows were neatly stacked, and the quilt looked unused.

Lezett noticed that the sole window in the room was ever so slightly ajar, and he picked up a lingering scent that had almost been carried away by the cold wind.

Was she ever here? Has she escaped again? Or perhaps…

The Archduke looked down at the carpet. Small impressions roughly the size of a woman’s foot were pressed into the fibers of the luxurious carpet. Immediately sensing something was afoot, he knelt down to inspect the markings more closely.

Where on earth could she be? I am most relieved she has hidden herself, but I cannot fathom where… Genovia thought to herself. The window is slightly ajar, but it is surely too high to jump from.

She must be in here somewhere. In that case, I need to get the Archduke out of this room as swiftly as possible.

“Satisfied, Your Grace?” Lady Genovia asked tersely.

Lezett, who had been staring at the carpet, slowly lifted his head.

“If your inspection is finished, please do take your leave. Or must I wake my father at this hour?”

“You know I do not enjoy repeating myself,” Lezett said ominously.

Genovia flinched, yet she knew the Archduke was not addressing her.

“Or perhaps you do not know. I have been far too lenient with you, after all,” he added, his gaze fixed on one spot.

“Your Grace? What are you—” Genova started before she was swiftly interrupted.

“I assume you repeatedly step out of line because you do not understand what I am capable of,” the Archduke said menacingly. “Do you truly believe what you are doing will work?”

“I do not know what you are talking about…” Genovia murmured. “Regardless, what you are looking for is not here. So please leave my chambers at once.”

“You had the presence of mind to tidy up the bed, but you failed to check underfoot,” Lezett sneered.

At his words, Genovia looked down at the carpet. Oh, good heavens, she thought to herself. A series of small indentations, clearly footprints, led directly to a large wardrobe.

Indeed, having sensed Lezett’s approach, Elise had quickly hidden in the wardrobe.

Is this it? Is it over? she thought to herself as she heard her husband’s footsteps heading in her direction.

I had assumed he was chasing me so relentlessly because he was enraged by my betrayal, but perhaps it is his child growing inside me that he covets.

Elise suddenly recalled Lezett’s terms when they had drafted their contract.




“Though such an eventuality is unlikely, if you successfully conceive and give birth to a child, it will bear the name Kirstan. And you are to forgo any rights related to the upbringing of said child. Do you agree to these terms?”




I agreed to those very terms of my own volition…

She felt as though her world was collapsing around her.

“All right. If you refuse to come out, you leave me no choice but to forcibly remove you,” Lezett icily declared.

Please, no! Elise silently pleaded in utter desperation as her abdomen began to throb.

“She is sick,” Genovia suddenly announced. “Very sick. It would appear Your Grace already knows the truth, so there is no need for further pretense. I understand you are angry, but terrifying her when she is in such a condition will achieve nothing.”

“‘Very sick,’ you say?” Lezett said, finally addressing Lady Genovia. “Well, that is nothing new.”

Still hiding in the wardrobe, Elise flinched at his words. She had often heard such sentiments in Arghan when she was a child.




“Her Highness fainted again? Good heavens, that is the third time this week!”

“Is anyone surprised? We ought to be used to it by now.”




However, she had never heard such detached words from Lezett. She felt as though she was being stabbed in the chest. The cold tone of mockery in his voice made her feel trivial and insignificant.

Eventually, Lezett yanked open the wardrobe door. Elise did not dare to lift her gaze. She looked down at his shoes for a moment that seemed to stretch on for an eternity.

“Come out,” Lezett barked as he grabbed the Princess by the waist and lifted her bowed head. Still, Elise could not bear to look at him. As if scolding her for averting her gaze, the Archduke gently brought his fingers to her cheek and held them there. He seemed to be checking her temperature. Then, he swiftly scooped her into his arms and pressed his lips to her collarbone.

It was an urgent, almost primal gesture of a man who had reached the limit of his patience.

Elise trembled as his hot breath brushed against her skin.

“P-Put me down,” she pleaded. She struggled to free herself, but her efforts were laughably weak in the face of his overwhelming strength. “L-Let… go!”

Lezett, who had buried his face in her neck and was desperately inhaling her scent, frowned with irritation.

Suddenly, Elise screamed in pain. The Archduke had bitten her. It was not forceful enough to pierce her skin, but it was enough to terrify Elise. Almost immediately, she felt his tongue lapping at the bite mark.

As soon as he is reunited with me, he seeks to brand me as his own…

Despite herself, Elise arched her back and let out a guttural moan.

He always began our nights of passion in such a manner… I cannot allow myself to get swept away by his touch.

The Princess cast a desperate glance toward Genovia, who was watching from the doorway. The Nobellan knights stood nearby with their hands on the hilts of their swords. Thanks to their presence, Lezett was eventually able to reluctantly pull his lips away from Elise’s tender skin. Instead, he gently stroked her head and caressed her nape.

What on earth will happen now? Elise wondered, her mind racing.

Does he know I am with child? His cold, harsh words only moments prior hinted at an inconceivable degree of rage, and yet…

“Do not allow him to leave!” Genovia ordered. Instantly, the Nobellan knights moved forward to block his path. Nonetheless, the Archduke strode forward as if completely unfazed. A thick, black mist surged from his body, pushing every obstacle out of his path. The knights and Genovia all fell to the ground in unison.

My goodness… Genovia thought to herself in shock.

Only a few seconds later, Lezett was almost out of the secret room with Elise in his arms. 

“Do you truly plan to take her?” Genova called after him. “And just where do you intend to go in this snowstorm? Will you drag your bleeding wife to Rothier?”

This time, Genovia’s words had an effect; the Archduke hesitated at the word “bleeding” and paused to look down at Elise.

“The Princess can barely stand on her own two feet, let alone travel. She is malnourished, sleep-deprived, and has a fever! And who, exactly, is to blame for that?” Genovia spat. “I do not intend to interfere in your marital affairs, but I cannot in good conscience allow you to leave this estate. Perhaps you have forgotten just how harsh winter nights are here in the North. If you take her outside in such a state, she will not last more than thirty minutes.”

Realizing her words were having the intended effect, Genovia continued her onslaught. “Or perhaps you do not care if she perishes on the way? She has been sick for a long time, after all.”

And with that, Genovia hurriedly left the room without looking back. I have done all I can…

The guards swiftly closed the door behind Genovia, leaving Lezett and Elise alone in the secret room.

“Wrap more thorny vines around the door and report to me at once if there are any disturbances. But do not behave rashly; it will only result in your demise,” Genovia instructed her knights.

“Understood, my lady. Should we inform His Grace of what has transpired?” one of the guards asked.

“No. Involving Father would merely complicate matters. Any news from the port?”

“Our spies are hard at work, my lady. We hope to have welcome news in due course. The ships have all been forbidden from departing, as per your command.”

“Good,” Genovia said with a satisfied smile.

This snowstorm will likely last a week or two. The matter must be resolved before it ends. Who will the gods favor, I wonder?

* * *

After Lezett placed Elise on the bed, an intense silence enveloped the secret room. Faint remnants of dark mana continued to swirl around the Archduke’s feet.

How long will he continue to stare at me without saying a word?

Eventually, Lezett moved toward her and grabbed her wrists, pinning her hands to the bed. He immediately noticed how malnourished and fragile she was.

The Archduke stared at her with the quiet intensity of a predator stalking its prey, but the Princess could only avoid his relentless gaze. Finally, Lezett broke the deafening silence.

“Elise…” he murmured as he lowered himself onto one knee, desperate to make eye contact. He brought her left hand to his lips and planted a kiss on her tender skin.

His pursuit of Elise had driven him to the brink of madness. Now that he was in her presence, he finally felt his rationality returning to him.

Her floral scent… How I longed for this moment…

I am surprised, however, to find that her golden eyes do not shed tears.

Somehow, Elise had found it within herself to regain her composure. She wore an expression that the Archduke had never seen before.

Lezett could not stop his eyes from drifting to her abdomen. He found himself at a loss for words.

Does this tiny, frail body truly carry my child?

“Do you… have nothing to say to me?” he asked.

“Why did you come here?” Elise countered in a flat voice strangely devoid of emotion.

“Is that not apparent? I have come to take you back.”

“To where?”

“Rothier, of course. Are you truly asking because you do not know the answer?”

“Why? Why must I go back there?” Elise asked as she glared directly at Lezett for the first time. The Archduke was rendered momentarily speechless. “The contract period is over, lest you forget. There is nothing left between us. Rothier is not where I belong.”

“‘Nothing left between us’?” Lezett repeated with a forced laugh that conveyed his utter disbelief at the Princcess’s words. “Then what of the child that is growing inside you?”

Ah, so he does know. Elise had been hoping that her husband was still in the dark. “I do not know what you are talking about,” she said, averting her gaze once more. “There is no child.”

I am sorry for denying your existence again, sweet child… I am afraid I have no other recourse.

If he chased me all the way to Nobella because of this child, I must convince him they do not exist. I will tell him the physician misdiagnosed me or even that I have miscarried. Genovia is as shrewd as anyone in all of Grandell; she will corroborate my story instantly.

Hopefully, he simply abandons me.

“I was unable to fulfill the terms outlined in our contract, so I was to be dragged to Orphell and executed. That is why I fled. When we each signed our names, you said yourself if I could escape, I should. And that is precisely what I did. Now, do you have anything else you wish to say?”

Lezett was aghast. “You mean to say it is all a misunderstanding and you are not, in fact, with child?”

“Yes, it would seem there has been a misunder—”

“Will you take responsibility for such claims?” Lezett interjected. As he did so, he released Elise’s wrists and pushed her back onto the bed. He stood over her, his blue eyes seeming to burn with a fierce intensity, one that implied he was ready to devour her.

“There is nothing to stop me now,” he whispered ominously in Elise’s ear. “You brought this on yourself, Elise.” At the same time, she felt his hand explore her abdomen as though searching for any noticeable changes. It took all of her effort to remain calm.

The Princess’s stomach was as flat as ever. There was no way for the Archduke to confirm that she was with child for himself.

“S-Stop that. Call the physician. He will confirm what I have said at once,” Elise implored.

However, Lezett’s interest was not limited to her abdomen; his hand soon found its way to her chest. Despite her best efforts, she could not help but moan at his touch. Her breasts had been particularly sensitive for weeks, and his every touch filled her with an unbearable pleasure.

“Your breasts have grown bigger, it would seem,” Lezett muttered almost to himself before he dove into her chest and began licking and sucking at the sensitive skin with reckless abandon.

Elise writhed and groaned beneath Lezett as he forced her legs wide open with his knees while his hand sought out the quivering flesh between them, which was already soaked with her arousal.

I cannot deny this pleasure… It is like nothing else, Elise thought to herself, succumbing to Lezett’s well-practiced touch.

Suddenly, Harrison’s warning, relayed by Genovia, that she was at risk of miscarriage flashed in her mind. She had been cautioned against any strenuous activity. Recalling the intensity of her previous entanglements with the Archduke, the color drained from her face.

“L-Lezett…” she said in between desperate breaths. “S-Stop!”

“Why? Is this not what we always do? Why stop now?”

I can feel his heated arousal pushing against my abdomen…

Elise suddenly burst into tears. “I-I do not want to do this… Not now…”

Lezett’s hand stopped moving. Semesita’s Shackles had returned.

“How many times have I told you not to lie to me, Elise?” Lezett snarled. The Princess had failed to account for the dragonborn’s heightened senses. “I can hear the child’s heartbeat.”

The tears fell from the Princess’s eyes like rain.

“It has never been my desire to deceive you,” she murmured.

I have always wanted to be honest. It was you who made that impossible. What would you have me do? Give birth to your child and then remain at the top of your tower as your prized trophy?

Would you even have stopped if it wasn’t for the magical restraint? I do not think so, Elise thought regretfully.

He has never displayed love or affection for me, only sexual desire. It has always been lust and his possessive nature that drives him.

Suddenly, Elise felt herself becoming more and more enraged. So, he detests it when I lie? Then I shall lie one hundred times over! I am not his possession!

“Do not delude yourself. The child is not yours.”

I need Semesita’s help… I have lit the fuse, but I must not get caught in the flames.

A chilling silence enveloped the room before Lezett said, “I am not the father?” He pressed firmly on her navel and then menacingly asked, “Do you mean to say that another has been inside you?”

“That is none of your concern.”

“Semesita,” he growled. “Are you going to summon it again?”

How does he know about that? Elise thought to herself as her eyes widened in shock.

For how much longer does she intend to drive me to the brink of madness?

“How long have you been involved with… that?” Lezett snarled. “When did the two of you begin conspiring against me, Elise?”

“‘Conspiring’? I have never partaken in such a thing. It came to me!”

I am so desperately frustrated. It is as though he anticipates my every move even before I make it.

“It came to you, and then what occurred?” Lezett pressed, his tone cold. “Did it… touch you in any way?” the Archduke asked with his eyes closed, as though the thought alone caused him anguish. “Tell me, Elise, the things we do together… Did you do any of them with it?”

The Princess shook her head vehemently. “Never! What on earth do you take me for?”

Lezett simply laughed bitterly in response. “Then these lies of yours… They must be designed purely to bring me torment.”

I want to question her about every moment she spent without me. What of the mercenaries? Did she exchange any words with them? Did she deign to smile in their direction? Did any of them dare to make advances?

I need to know that I am the only man she yearns for.

Yet, she lies that the child is not mine and emphasizes that the contract is over and we are “nothing.” These lies are the most despicable she has ever told.

“If not Semesita, then who?” he growled.

“W-What are you talking about?”

“You claimed your lawful husband was a dead man, and now you say the child belongs to another!”

I cannot recall the last time I was this enraged.

“Who did you truly give your heart to while deceiving me this entire time?” the Archduke snarled. His eyes burned with unbridled fury.

I thought once I found her, my anger and jealousy would dissipate. And they did, temporarily. I felt a wave of relief when I finally laid my eyes on her.

I had planned to tell her that the contract was meaningless, that I knew her affection for me was real. I truly thought she could not possibly be capable of deceiving me to such a cruel extent.

Yet, all of that withered away in the face of her merciless words. Those words cut me deeper than any blade.

Elise flinched as she sensed the rage surging within the Archduke. His eyes… He does not look like himself. The violent fury has been replaced by… a cold detachment. I am not certain which is more terrifying.

“So, you do not mean to even bless me with an answer, is that it?” Lezett sneered as he tore away the fabric covering Elise’s chest.

“L-Lezett… P-Please…” Elise begged.

“You say it is not my child. Why should I spare you?”

The Princess desperately struck his chest with her fists, but Lezett did not budge. Instead, he reached out with one hand and grabbed a candlestick that was on the bedside table.

If there are any traces of another man, any unfamiliar scent or mark, I will find them and erase them. Then, I will imprint myself on her even deeper than before; there will be no room for doubt that she is my possession.

A small spark of lightning ignited the candle. Under the flickering light, Elise’s naked body was laid bare. Lezett was silent as he scrutinized his wife’s form.

There are indeed unfamiliar marks.

The Princess’s body bore the scars of her turbulent escape. Yet, beneath those scratches and bruises, the Archduke also noticed marks that he had left upon her body weeks ago.

Why have they not yet healed?

As the realization dawned on him, Lezett’s heart sank in his chest.

This should not be happening.

“Curse it all,” he muttered under his breath. He grabbed the Princess’s wrist and noticed that her pulse was almost impossible to find.

Unhealed wounds, bruises that linger for weeks, a faint pulse—these are all symptoms that I observed when I first encountered her. Is she reverting to her previous fragile state?

Suddenly, Lezett was reminded of a conversation they had had a long time prior.




“The bruising has still not disappeared.”

“‘Still’? I cannot believe how fast it has faded.”




This can only be the result of one thing: the child.

At that moment, the faint scent of blood reached the Archduke’s sensitive nostrils.

Is this the bleeding Genovia mentioned earlier? I do not know much about the condition of a woman who is with child, but bleeding cannot possibly be a good omen.

“Y-You… You hunted me down just for this! Is that it?!” Elise spat. She was finally able to cover herself with a blanket. “This is all you ever wanted from me, after all,” she said as tears poured from her eyes.

I had resolved not to cry, but this pain… It is simply overwhelming. I did not anticipate that our reunion would be pleasant, but I equally did not expect it to be quite this… wretched.

Lezett, meanwhile, having come to his senses, reached out his hand and said, “Wait. You are bleeding. Where is it coming from?” The genuine concern in his voice was evident. 

In fact, it was Elise’s hand that was bleeding; she had clenched her fist so tightly that her nails had dug into her skin. As Lezett frantically searched for something to wrap the Princess’s hand in, she hurled a withering accusation at him.

“Is it that you truly care about my health or merely that you do not wish for your possession to be damaged?”

“W-What are you talking about?” Lezett stammered, feeling a pang of guilt on account of his prior words and actions. He pressed his forehead to hers and gently wiped away her tears. “It is not like that, Elise…” he whispered.

The Princess simply glared at him in response. Her eyes were filled with both tears and simmering resentment.

At a loss for words, Lezett pulled his wife into his embrace in a bid to warm her.

I have treated her far too poorly. I should have taken time to compose myself first. How utterly wretched…

“Please do not think in such a manner, Elise…” he begged.

“Th-Then why…?”

“I just could not fathom your behavior. How could you leave me like that? Why did you whisper such sweet words to me if you always intended to leave my side?”

Was it truly my own delusion? Did her heart never belong to me?

“Please do not cry, Elise. You know better than anyone that I could never hurt you.”

At these words, Elise stopped struggling to free herself from his arms and stared at him.

The look in her eyes says a thousand words—she calls me a liar.

“I never intended to deceive you,” she whispered. “I harbored a great deal of affection for you, but it was never returned. I could bear it no longer.”

Her frail figure, covered in bruises, provoked an overwhelming sense of sympathy within Lezett.

“It was never returned”? That is utterly preposterous. If that were the case, would I have pursued you so relentlessly? If this is not “love,” then I cannot possibly begin to fathom what is. Ever since you left my side, you were never off my mind.

Despite the rage that threatened to consume my entire being, when I saw you, all I felt was sheer relief. This must be love…

“Then, do you mean to say that you no longer…” Lezett began before trailing off. The words he was unable to say were left hanging in the air.

Does she no longer harbor such feelings for me?

Once again, Elise’s eyes clearly conveyed the answer to his question.

I have oversimplified everything; I assumed finding her would bring this suffering to an end. The rift between us is deeper than I could have possibly imagined.

The faint heartbeat inside Elise’s womb caused a flicker of hope to spark within the Archduke. The child growing inside of her… Perhaps that is the only way I can truly possess her.

“Elise, answer me just one question. That morning you escaped, did you know you were with child?”

“I did not,” Elise murmured. “However, even if I had known, it would have changed nothing.”

“Why?”

“Because I would never acknowledge that the child is yours. Not to anyone. Including you.”

“And why is that?”

Elise stared at him blankly for a moment before saying, “If I give birth to your child, who do you intend to give it to?”

* * *

The snowfall was ceaseless. Elise watched from the window of her new quarters as servants attempted to clear the snow from the garden.

She had fallen asleep in the secret room, only to wake up and find herself in a different wing of the Irian estate. The Princess, emotionally and physically drained, had slept for more than an entire day. During that time, Harrison had visited her on several occasions. Once she woke up, she took some medicine, ate a few pieces of fruit, and then succumbed to a deep slumber once more. Lezett never left her side.

Elise, however, refused to let him touch her. Instinctively, she felt as though she had to keep her baby away from him.




“If I give birth to your child, who do you intend to give it to?”




The Archduke had not answered the pointed question.

Despicable man. He should have at least denied the accusation. His indifference toward his own child is something I cannot reconcile myself with.

Meal times were particularly difficult for Elise; she had grown accustomed to feeling nauseous, but Lezett seemed to resent that the child growing within her caused her such discomfort. He always made an effort to mask his displeasure, but Elise never failed to catch it.

His apathy toward his own offspring torments me and drives me to despair.

Indeed, Lezett was solely focused on Elise and her well-being. “When will this… sickness subside?” he asked Harrison, his impatience obvious.

“Morning sickness typically subsides once the woman’s condition is stable,” Harrison answered. “However, how long this takes varies from case to case. Especially in… unique circumstances. It is hard to predict, Your Grace.”

“Give me your best estimate.”

“Generally speaking, once the first three months have passed, there should be a degree of stabilization.”

“So, she must endure such conditions for quite some time?”

“If I may speak frankly, Your Grace, the trials of a woman bearing the child of a dragonborn are many. Morning sickness is the least of our concerns. The real issues begin once the womb expands and the child begins to grow in earnest.”

Lezett cursed under his breath. Elise, meanwhile, who was listening from her bed, swiftly pulled the thick blanket over her head as though to drown out the noise.

Do not listen to such words, my dear child.

However, if what Harrison says is true… I must find a way to escape soon.

Indeed, it felt as though not only her mana but her vitality itself was being drained with each passing day. The Princess knew that time was working against her, but the blizzard that raged outside showed no signs of abating.

If I am forced to return to Rothier, I have no doubt that a prison awaits me. A comfortable prison, perhaps, but I will be stripped of my freedom.

If I call Semestia, will it come to my aid? I believe it will. I can feel it watching me. Yet, seeking its help may not be the wisest idea; I would be at the mercy of its whims, and it may seek to claim me for itself. I suspect it would not be as gentle as Lezett.

A last resort, then…

The previous night, a servant had brought her a note with a message from Genovia.




I have uncovered what “Ricardo’s Mast” refers to. I will make contact, but I require proof of your identity.




Elise simply wrote a memory that she shared with Vernon from their childhood, one that others could not possibly be privy to. She also enclosed a few strands of her silver hair. 

But how on earth will I escape his clutches this time? Whispering sweet words that he longs to hear will not work now. He will never lower his guard again.

Instead, Elise had chosen not to utter a single word in his presence. Whenever Lezett attempted to force her to look in his direction, she simply closed her eyes. A stubborn silence was the most effective act of defiance she was capable of mustering.

“Elise…” the Archduke whispered. The more she held her silence, the more anxiety festered in Lezett’s heart. He would shake her awake in the middle of the night and desperately whisper, “Your Highness…”

Now, as she sat looking out of the window, she heard his approaching footsteps. She closed her eyes as he brought his lips to hers.

I can smell the bitter scent of St. John’s wort on his breath…

The Archduke had ceased attempting to touch her body, but his kisses remained intense. His tongue explored every crevice of her mouth as though searching for an answer to a question that remained unasked.

Despite her best efforts, Elise was unable to reject his kisses; his soft tongue filled her with pleasure and longing that was undeniable. Lezett would also gently caress the back of her neck, coaxing reluctant moans from her parted lips.

The Princess found the taste of his mouth headily intoxicating.

I have never imbibed liquor, but I can only imagine that it feels similar to this…

Strangely, kissing him fills me with a sense of calm. My fever subsides, as does the throbbing in my chest.

I cannot allow this to go further. I am afraid of falling under his spell once more. Who knows when he might lose control? the Princess thought to herself as she pulled her lips away from his.

Lezett let out a deep, frustrated sigh. “Please do not do this…” he pleaded while brushing his thumb across her plump lips. “Reject me with words if you must. Get angry or push me away. Anything would be preferable to this wretched silence. Elise… do you truly intend to never speak to me again?”

The only sounds he had heard from Elise in days were the small whimpers she made when his tongue invaded her mouth. She did not even stir in her sleep. At times, he would shake her awake to make certain that she was still alive, but even then, she would maintain her silence at all costs.

“My behavior on the day I found you, Elise… I can only apologize profusely,” Lezett said in a voice tinged with desperation.

This is all my fault. How could I treat her in such a manner? A frail woman who is with child… My own child, at that…

“I will not force you to do anything you do not want to, Elise. Please… say something,” he begged. However, his pleas and apologies had no effect.

I know what it is she longs to hear—that I will protect our unborn child. But I cannot bring myself to lie. I have no such intention, after all. Having watched over her for the past few days, I have come to a realization: the creature growing inside of her is nothing more than a poisonous weed that drains her of her energy.

Lezett was incapable of hiding his disdain for the child, regardless of how much he tried. The thought that the dragonborn would ultimately end Elise’s life drove him to the brink of madness and despair.

“Elise… Please… Elisabetta…” His desperate pleas were met with a stoic wall of silence. In the face of such resistance, his vow to never force her to do something against her will crumbled into nothingness. He grasped her gaunt cheeks in his strong hands and pressed his lips to hers once more.

“This is your last chance,” Lezett warned. “If you continue to treat me in this manner, I know not what I might do. I may well destroy the very thing that is most precious to you. Do you truly wish to provoke me to such extremes?”

Elise suddenly lifted her head and looked her husband directly in the eyes, the first time she had done so in days. Her golden eyes betrayed her utter shock at his words.

Perhaps this was the answer all along… the Archduke thought to himself.

“W-What did you say?” Elise stammered, effectively ending her vow of silence. “You will d-destroy what, exactly? Surely, you do not mean…”

“You understand my intentions correctly,” Lezett responded flatly.

Elise was stunned to her core. “You are a madman…!” she exclaimed.

“Yes, people have been labeling me as such, and much worse, for many years. Perhaps you were the only one who was unaware.”

“H-How could you possibly say that… about your own child?!”

“You stated you would never acknowledge that I was the father. Have you had a change of heart?”

“I will not partake in these merciless word games! Let go of me at once!” Elise spat. “I-Is that why you pursued me all the way to Nobella? Just… say you came in search of your heir. That would be understandable, at least…” Her voice was hoarse and filled with a mixture of disbelief and rage.

“An heir means nothing to me. I would rather not have one, frankly.”

“So, you came here to kill—”

“You, on the other hand, are different,” Lezett coldly interjected. “You are not something that I can live without; you must stay by my side.”

“No!” Elise yelled partly in defiance, partly in terror. She realized now that it was not just a lack of affection or indifference that her husband felt for their unborn child but something far more sinister.

He is terrifying…

“You referred to them as ‘our child,’ do you remember? You always knew this was a possibility.”

“Had I known you would end up in such a state, I would never have allowed this to happen.”

“You talk as though I am so incredibly weak, as though I cannot do anything for myself, as though my will is irrelevant…!”

“You are incredibly weak,” the Archduke said indifferently as his gaze drifted toward Elise’s ankle. The bruise there had not yet entirely faded. Merely looking at it made Lezett’s heart ache.

And she dares to talk as though she is not frail… That thing growing inside her is draining her mana. That is why she has returned to such a pitiful state—an adult human almost devoid of a pulse. I never anticipated that her being with child would cause her such harm.

I am filled with self-loathing that I was the one who planted my seed inside of her. I have impregnated her precious body with a monster.

“This is only the beginning, Elise,” he said ominously. No one knew what awaited her better than he. After all, Lezett could still remember his own brutal birth—the metallic scent of blood that filled the room and the sight of his dead mother, who he had viciously torn apart.

“I should never have lain with you, Elise. It was wrong of me,” he murmured. More than three months had passed since he had decided to lay with his wife, partly as a result of Genovia’s wicked words and machinations.

“I behaved with reckless abandon. Regardless of how resplendent you are, I should have restrained myself… I once warned you, I believe, that marrying me would be a fate worse than death.”




“But know this: you may buy yourself a few days, perhaps even months if you are extremely fortunate, but eventually, you will regret not having chosen a clean and swift death.”




I have been proven right. I am no different from other lowly dragonborn—ruled by my primal urges and bestial lust.

“I did not realize that one day, I would be forced to choose between my wife and my child. That was my oversight.” Now, faced with such a decision, the answer came to him easily. He was filled with constant anxiety that the Princess might stop breathing at any moment.

“We will simply be returning to the way things were. Afterward, nothing—”

“No!” Elise interjected fiercely. “We must take responsibility for the life we have created! At the very least, I, as a member of the imperial family of Arghan, will take responsibility for my words and actions.

So, if you have no need for this child, then abandon them. I will raise them myself. And even if I were to die, it would not be by your side, so please…” Elise trailed off, her tone having switched from unbridled rage to a desperate plea.

“It would appear your mother and I have something in common.” At the mention of the woman whose womb he tore through to enter the world, Lezett visibly stiffened. Yet, Elise continued. “Why did she not rid herself of you? Because you were precious to her, no doubt. Am I wrong?”

A bitter laugh escaped Lezett’s lips. “I highly doubt she felt that way.”

“What makes you so certain?”

“You mean to say she felt maternal love for a child conceived from a violent act that she did not consent to?”

From the moment Lezett, as a dragonborn fetus, had opened his eyes in his mother’s womb, he had not once felt even a slither of maternal affection from her. Instead, he had fed on her deep-seated hatred and loathing. She had been a favored concubine of Novius’s father, then the Emperor, and as such, had dreamed of giving birth to a son and then living a luxurious life in a lavish wing of the imperial palace.

That was until she encountered Semesita masquerading as a human in a forest on the outskirts of Orphell.

“Why will you not just die? Please, just die! I know you can hear me, you monster!” she would scream at the baby growing inside her.

“The reason I tore through her womb was so that I could finally see the face of the woman who hated me so much.”

Indeed, she had tried every method she could think of to rid herself of her baby. She would curse Semesita’s name relentlessly and cry until she slept from exhaustion. Whenever that happened, Semesita would visit her and violate her again. Yet, despite her suffering, she never once attempted to end her own life; she clung to her will to live until the bitter end.

She left behind a legacy of despair and resentment, a legacy that the Archduke had inherited from birth.

“If I have one regret in life, it is that I was ever born, Elise,” Lezett said bitterly. “Does that answer your question? You will be no different from my mother in the end; one day, you will curse me and regret that I ever existed. And I am not talking of a distant future…”

Elise opened her mouth as if to counter her husband’s claims, but she found that the words escaped her. She simply shook her head and then tightly closed her eyes.

For the first time, the Princess felt the true depth of the void in Lezett’s heart.

She had so much she wanted to say, but she was unable to organize her thoughts in a coherent manner. Her mind was awhirl. She longed to tell him that every life had meaning, including his. However, she was ultimately too exhausted to attempt to offer him such solace.

Instead, she found herself reaching out to him. The moment her fingertips brushed his cheek, he grabbed them and planted a kiss on her tender skin. As though the floodgates had been opened, he immediately sought her lips.

“If my child is taken from me, you will never see me again. That will be my final day on this earth.”

“Elise…” Lezett said, his voice trembling.

“If I cannot even protect my own baby, what use am I?” the Princess asked as tears began to fall from her eyes. “So tread carefully, Lezett. Ending this pitiful life of mine is not beyond me. It would not be my first attempt, after all.”

“What are you talking about?” The faint scent of St. John’s wort still lingered in the air. “What on earth do you mean, Elise?”

“Do not forget the magic I possess. I can end my life in an instant.”

“What do you mean it would not be your first attempt?” the Archduke asked once more with a furrowed brow.

Elise was simply too exhausted to utter another word.

I long for nothing more than to leave and escape to anywhere but here.

* * *

Time seemed to pass aimlessly. On the seventh day, the heavy snow finally turned to sleet, a sign that the howling storm was finally abating.

Elise’s condition had only worsened. Although the abdominal pain and bleeding had ceased, her nausea was worse than ever, and she was plagued by constant pain in her head and chest. Not only was she unable to make any plans for her escape, but she spent her days lying in bed and vomiting bile.

When Harrison visited, she would desperately cling to him and ask, “Are you certain I have not miscarried? Does this truly happen to every woman who is with child?”

“Yes, Your Highness. The bleeding and abdominal pain have stopped. That means you have passed the most dangerous phase,” Harrison said with a reassuring smile.

“P-Please be honest with me. I know I have a weak womb… If the child suffers because of me…”

“No, on the contrary, severe sickness is a sign that the baby is growing at a rapid rate. If you can endure for a little longer, matters will rapidly improve. If I can offer you some advice, it would be that you must keep eating, even when you know you cannot keep the food down. An empty stomach will only cause the symptoms to worsen.

If the fetus fears for its survival, it will devour your nutrients more aggressively. Oh dear, please do not cry, Your Highness. Your baby will be very strong, indeed. His Grace is the father, after all.”

“I hope you are correct…” Elise murmured.

“Speaking of His Grace, he is desperately worried for Your Highness’s well-being. Please allow him to enter. He looks as though he might soon pull his hair out.”

“No… I cannot allow that. He is the one who causes me the most pain,” the Princess said as she vehemently shook her head.

Since their heated conversation a few days prior, Elise would burst into tears whenever Lezett attempted to speak to her or touch her. She was overcome with a strange mix of emotions every time she looked at him. She somehow resented him while pitying him at the same time. It was a toxic combination.

In the face of his wife’s relentless tears, the Archduke finally relented. “All right, I shall give you some time and space to calm yourself. Just please stop crying, Elise. I am truly terrified of what might befall you,” he had said.

“Terrified”? I never expected that he was capable of feeling such a way. It seems the revelation that I once attempted to end my own life has profoundly shocked him. I ought not to divulge that it was, in fact, his beloved St. John’s wort that was my “weapon” of choice.

Later that night, Elise received another note from Lady Genovia.




The ship is to depart in seven days. Will you be able to board it?

* * *

Elise woke from a restless night’s sleep to the cool dawn air. As she shivered under the thick blanket, the Archduke planted a soft kiss on the back of her head.

“Go back to sleep,” he whispered gently.

“Okay…” she murmured sleepily in response.

“I will ensure you are not cold.”

Elise nodded drowsily as she curled up against the warm, broad chest behind her. Lezett could not help but chuckle at her adorable behavior. “You do not reject me when you are drowsy with slumber.”

The Princess turned around in her sleep and buried her face in his neck. The Archduke was unable to contain himself. He lifted her face, then planted his lips on hers. As his tongue entered her mouth, Elise quietly whimpered. After exploring her warm, wet mouth at leisure, Lezett reluctantly withdrew his lips. He was barely able to restrain himself from touching her in other places.

Elise’s eyes slowly opened, blinking as she tried to take in her surroundings. The Archduke pulled her into his chest, fearing that she would panic and attempt to flee once awake.

His hand… It is on my abdomen…

A cold shiver ran down her spine. Before she could say anything, Lezett spoke first. “I will not do anything, Elise,” he said with a sigh.

“I did not invite you into my bed. Get out,” Elise replied coldly.

“I said I will not do anything.”

“You kissed me. Take your hands off me at once!” As she raised her voice in protest, Semesita’s Shackles returned. Lezett had been fighting against the magical restraint since he had been reunited with Elise, but he found that the strength of the curse increased day by day. 

A slight miscalculation and my wrists will be broken…

Despite the considerable pain, the Archduke calmly caressed his wife’s abdomen and whispered, “Shh, it is all right. I am merely checking that our baby is well.”

“Liar!” Elise spat. “You said you would kill them!”

“If you so desire it, I will swear on all I hold dear that I will not harm the child.”

After a few more moments of gently caressing Elise’s stomach, Semesita’s Shackles finally disappeared. The Princess’s fear had dissipated, but her sorrow had not. 

“You are truly a terrible man,” she sobbed.

“I am relieved you still view me as a person, at least,” Lezett murmured.

“I do not! You are a most selfish, merciless, and cruel creature! If only I had realized sooner…” Despite her harsh words, Elise was unable to push away his warm, comforting hand. “I will only accept this for a mere moment. Just a moment…” she whispered, attempting to justify her inability to reject his caresses.

“All right, all right. Do not cry, Elise…”

“Then, promise me you will not do anything untoward…”

“I promise.”

There is no visible difference in the size of her stomach, but I can feel it; her lower abdomen has begun to swell slightly.

Lezett focused and listened to the heartbeat of the fetus. The sound was noticeably clearer than it had been only days prior.

“Rapid stomach growth is never a good sign for the mother or the child. Her Highness is doing much better than the other woman I encountered. The dragonborn fetus inside her was only five months old, but she looked as though she was ready to give birth. It had devoured all of its mother’s nutrients and thus grown far too rapidly. In order to prevent such an eventuality, it is of paramount importance that the fetus does not feel as though it is in danger,” Harrison had explained.

Would it not be best to just remove it now? Lezett thought as he restrained himself from doing so. Perhaps matters will unfold differently for Elise… I can only hope so.

“If I promise not to harm the baby, will you go with me to Rothier? If I promise not to send the child away, to raise it as well as possible…”

Elise was deathly silent.

“If I swear to protect you and our child, will you take my hand in yours?”

I must choose my words carefully, the Princess thought.

Interpreting her silence for rejection, Lezett sighed in frustration and said, “So, you are determined to abandon me…”

“You are not being abandoned. I am simply returning to where I belong. If I go with you to Rothier, I will be nothing more than your prisoner.” Her voice was firm but gentle.

“Do you long to return to the South that much?”

Elise simply glared at him. That question is not deserving of an answer.

“It is not as though you were a beacon of health when you were in Arghan,” the Archduke remarked.

She was confined to her chambers and, from all accounts, constantly sick. Yet, in Rothier, she flourished. That was until she conceived, at least.

So, the reason for her frail condition and sickness is that the fetus is devouring her mana. It only stands to reason that someone was doing the same thing back in Arghan. But who? Who would have the audacity to take her vitality in such a manner?

It can only possibly be one person… her brother, the Emperor.

Lezett planted a kiss on her nose before asking, “Why on earth do you want to go back there?”

“W-What do you—”

“Why would you want to return to the person who was draining you of your very life force?”

“H-How did you know…?”

So she was already aware, the Archduke realized as he felt a pang of pain in his chest.

“The question is, if you know, why do you long to return to him?”

“W-Well, when you say he drained my ‘life force,’ yes, it does sound… unsettling. But Andrei is the ruler of my kingdom, my people. He is the person that I serve, just as you serve the Emperor of Vaniella. And… above all, he is my only family. Is it not natural that I would long to return to him?”

“Your ‘only family’?” 

Elise nodded before letting out a small gasp. Oh, he is right… Andrei is no longer my only family.

“Well, not anymore, now that I am with child,” she clarified.

Lezett’s mood only soured further upon realizing that his wife did not consider him family.

“Why do you look at me in such a manner?” she asked.

“I do not know what to say,” the Archduke replied with a shake of his head.

It is as though she has already erased me from existence. Did she ever truly consider me her husband? Did she ever truly love me? Regardless, what does it matter at this juncture?

“Our child is very precious to you, is it not, Elise?”

“Of course…”

“Then it would seem you need me.”

Elise maintained her silence as they stared into each other’s eyes, each unwilling to back down.

“Who else can warm you and bring you peace? I know you feel the effect I have on you.” Faced with his wife’s stubborn resistance, Lezett was forced to swallow his pride and persuade her that she could not live without him. “A perilous journey to the South is nothing more than a death sentence for the child in your womb. No one in Arghan will welcome a dragonborn, not even your beloved brother.”

“Andrei would never threaten me as you have,” Elise spat. “He would never suggest something as vile as killing the innocent life of an unborn baby. You are the biggest danger to me now, Lezett.”

“So, your brother, who drained you of your life force for years, cares for you dearly? Is that so?” Preposterous!

The Archduke pulled Elise closer as she attempted to wriggle away. “I suppose that is why he kept you confined to the imperial palace for more than twenty years?”

“Th-That is because I have issues—”

“And so he chose to isolate his sister from the entire world? Please, at least try and make sense, Elise,” Lezett interjected.

There must have been a reason he needed to draw mana from her. Perhaps without her, he is not capable of wielding magic at all.

“Arghan’s only sorcerer is rendered useless without his twin sister. Arghan is nothing without you, is it? That is why he hid you away from everyone,” the Archduke continued, putting together the puzzle piece by piece.

“N-No…” Elise stammered.

“The magic of Arghan lies within you, and he was afraid someone else would covet it.”

“That is not—”

“He locked you away so that you could not even wonder about the wider world outside. Tell me, am I wrong?”

I have uncovered the greatest secret of the imperial family of Arghan—whoever has the Princess controls Arghan. If she returns, the empire will be able to reclaim its former glory, but at the expense of her health.

I see it all now.

“How do you know that your brother does not intend to simply use you as a source of mana?” Lezett asked with a withering look in his eyes.

“Stop…” Elise trembled desperately.

“And how do you know he will not see our child as a threat? What makes you so certain that he is not more ruthless than I?”

“Do not speak of my brother in such a manner! And stop calling them ‘our child’ only when it suits you. I—”

Lezett interjected once more, his voice as cold as a steel blade in winter. “I asked you a question. Answer me, Elise.”

“No, I refuse!” the Princess declared defiantly.

Lezett grabbed her face and brought his lips to hers. It was a rough, rushed kiss. As his tongue entered her mouth once more, Elise bit down on it as hard as she could. Instantly, both of their mouths were filled with the metallic taste of blood. Lezett, however, was indifferent. He simply forced his tongue further into her mouth, forcing her to swallow his blood.

Lezett knew that he had to replenish the mana that Elise was losing to the fetus, and this was one way of doing so.

In truth, I wish I could replace all of her blood with my own. At least then, there would be no chance of her meeting a sudden end.

After Lezett removed his lips from hers, Elise found herself unable to take her eyes off his blood-soaked mouth. The Archduke slowly and purposefully licked his own lips while maintaining eye contact with his wife. She could not help but tremble.

Despite the countless minor injuries Lezett had inflicted upon her, Elise was concerned about the damage she had done to him. She reached out toward the table by the bedside and handed him some ointment.

“Use this,” she said. “I do not think there is anything more for us to say to each other. My answer remains the same, and it is not what you long to hear. I… want to be alone.”

Lezett held her in place as she attempted to stand up. However, when he looked upon her radiant face, he forgot what he wanted to say. The simple act of her handing him the ointment had set his heart racing.

She still cares for me in a manner that nobody else ever has. She treats me with humanity. Yet, she does not treat herself with such care.

“Elise,” he began softly.

“Unless you want to get bitten again, just—”

“Did you once try to end your own life?” Lezett gently interjected. “When was it?”

“A… long time ago,” Elise whispered.

“When exactly?”

“I-I was around fifteen at the time.”

Fifteen?! Much younger than I had assumed.

“Why do you look at me so? I was mature for my age. Just as you were, I assume.”

“Why did you do it?” Lezett pressed.

“That is not something for you to concern yourself with.”

“Then, how did you do it?”

“It is not a topic I wish to discuss. Nor is it an event I wish to recall.”

To attempt to take your own life at such an early age… Clearly, the line between life and death has always been thin for her.

There are no scars on her body that hint at self-harm other than the injury above her shoulder that she inflicted upon herself in my presence. But there are many methods. Perhaps she attempted to poison herself.

Lezett pulled her tight into his embrace and said, “If you do not tell me, I will allow my imagination to run free. I will assume that life in Arghan was worse than death itself, that there was nothing to comfort you, and that your precious brother stood by as you made such a wretched choice.”

After a long, heavy pause, Elise finally spoke. “That… incident was not because of Andrei.”

“Then why, Elise? Why?”

“I lost the desire to go on fighting. Waking up every day felt like an uphill battle. I simply could not bear it anymore.” The Princess choked back tears, her voice filled with pain that somehow still felt raw. “I thought it was my time to go, but the gods would not take me. I decided to take matters into my own hands.”

It was the first time Elise had ever confessed such feelings to anyone. Not even Andrei had heard her speak so frankly about the extent of her inner torment. She glanced at her husband to check his reaction.

Nobody has ever looked at me with such an expression. I cannot decipher whether it is pity or anger he feels toward me.

For reasons unbeknownst to her, Elise felt compelled to continue talking.

“I knew from a very young age that Andrei and I were fated to be by one another’s side. My parents would talk in hushed voices about what would happen if I died, whether Andrei could handle matters without me, whether our imperial family could remain intact…

They even told Andrei, in front of me, that if he ever found me dead, he should use magic to preserve my body for as long as possible,” she continued with a slightly bitter edge to her voice.

“What?!”

“Y-Yes… They told him not to bury me and to seal the entire room. I did not quite understand it back then, but I think I do now. They wanted to ensure they could use the mana that flowed within me, even if I was dead. And so… it did not seem of particular consequence whether I was dead or alive.

I lost the will to live. That was until I saw Andrei on his knees, sobbing. The tears he shed for me… So, please, do not speak so carelessly about matters on which you are not informed. You have no idea of the burden he was forced to bear once our parents were no longer with us. Or how he tried desperately to protect me.

He is not the villain you are intent on making him appear to be. I regret abandoning him, even now.”

Lezett was silent. He found listening to her story somewhat overwhelming.

“I decided from a young age that I would at least be valuable in death. That was why I was born, after all,” she added in a voice brimming with determination.

So, she grew up believing her life had no value, Lezett thought with rage. No one is born as some kind of sacrifice. Especially not a Princess revered by an entire continent… And certainly not my woman.

A bitter anger threatened to consume the Archduke entirely. Had any of Elise’s family members been before him now, he might have killed them without even a second thought.

“So, you do not need to worry about me simply wasting away. I will not allow my life to be in vain. As long as Andrei still draws breath, I will do everything I can to survive.”

Lezett closed his eyes and took a deep breath; it was all he could do to attempt to calm the turbulent storm whirling within him.

“Despite everything, you wish to return to that place,” he murmured. “Why should I care about the tears of the Emperor of an enemy nation?!”

“I did not expect you to understand. I just wanted to explain—”

“What I do care about, however, is that you intend to go to him and allow him to continue using your body, your lifeforce… Ah, curse it all!” Lezett spat as his frustration boiled over.

How will she possibly survive with two beings attempting to drain her mana? And she dares to order me not to interfere? But why?! She is mine!

“Tell me, why should I simply sit back and allow you to waste away?” he demanded. “I cannot bear to even share you with another, but you are telling me to wash my hands of you. Do you hear yourself?”

He grabbed her face and forced her to look him in the eyes. “Do you truly believe that I am the unreasonable one? Do you truly find it strange that I am enraged? Ask anyone on the entire continent whether they would sit idly by and watch as their beloved searched for ways to die. You drive me to madness…”

Elise stared at her husband blankly as though she could never have anticipated such words leaving his lips.

“Beloved”? Why is he suddenly referring to me thus? 

The raw outpouring of Lezett’s emotion caused Elise to shiver, partly in fear but partly due to another, more primal response.

“Has nobody ever told you not to think in such a manner, Elise?”

The Princess was silent.

“I see that they have not.”

Had I known Arghan was such a merciless place for her, I would have taken her with me when I first laid eyes on her. Even if the Empire had not fallen, she would have withered away in the cursed tomb they dared to call “her chambers.”

“I should have laid siege to the imperial palace myself instead of relying on fruitless alliances,” Lezett suddenly spat. Elise was lost for words as she noted the overwhelming fury in the Archduke’s eyes. “I suppose it is not too late—”

“No, Lezett!” Elise urgently interjected. “Please do not overreact! There is simply no need for such talk.”

“No need”? Does she understand her own words?

Resisting the urge to shake her by the shoulders, Lezett instead brought his lips to hers once more. At this point, the Princess’s lips were swollen and throbbed with pain. 

Why does he continue to kiss me with such reckless passion at the most inappropriate moments? Could this be… “love”? He called me his beloved…

The love and affection I fought so hard to bury… he seeks to resurrect them with a relentless onslaught of kisses. I had come to terms with the fact that our relationship would end along with our contract, but it seems he does not feel the same way.

Indeed, to Archduke Kirstan, abandoning one of his possessions was not a viable option.

He must learn that he cannot always have matters unfold according to his desires. It is simply too late for this!

However, Elise was unable to push him away. He was, after all, the first person who had listened to her childhood story and reacted with anger. He did not merely pity her; he was positively enraged.

Despite the overwhelming strength with which he held her by the shoulder and neck, his lips and tongue were incredibly soft, and she melted into his mouth. The metallic taste of blood was now barely noticeable, replaced with something sweeter.

It is always like this, is it not? He is rough at first, ravaging me as he pleases, but eventually, his caresses become gentle.

Lezett’s hand wandered from the nape of her neck down the length of her back and finally came to a rest between her legs. Elise shivered in response. She could feel his arousal pressing against her as his soft, wet tongue explored her willing mouth.

As they writhed against each other, the Princess’s legs opened wide, welcoming him on instinct. Memories of their nights of passion eviscerated any rationality that remained. She moaned at the mere thought of him filling her. At the sound, Lezett let out a primal, guttural sound that was more akin to a growl than a moan.

How I long for him to thrust into me as deeply as possible…

No, I must not entertain such thoughts!

But… Oh, how I want it. I want to feel him pulsating inside me.

Reminded of the unborn child still growing within her, her rational mind told her to stop, but her body burned uncontrollably with longing.

No, this could put the baby in danger.

“L-Lezett… We should not…”

The Archduke responded to her words by thrusting his tongue deep into her mouth once more and lifting her by the waist.

I cannot resist this pleasure… It is overwhelming, all-encompassing…

Despite the fact that he had not even touched her there, her undergarments were wet with her own slickness.

Lezett removed his lips from hers, allowing a semblance of rationality to return to her.

“What on earth have you made of me?” she asked, her voice trembling.

Her husband stared at her intensely before saying with a slight grin, “Would you lay all of the blame at my feet?” He planted another kiss, gentle this time, on her lips. “Would you truly blame me for your inability to banish me from your heart?”

“I never said my heart belonged to you…”

“Your body tells me everything I need to know. Hear the sounds you make as I touch you, you—”

“Do not be ridiculous!” Elise fiercely interjected, her cheeks aflame.

“It is nothing to be ashamed of, Elise. Is that truly so hard to admit?”

What would be the use in declaring my feelings now? the Princess thought to herself.

“I… can simply use you as an outlet for my… desires, much like the way you use me.”

Lezett smirked. “If that was truly the case, I would have claimed you when you undressed before me by the lake on the journey to Vaniella.”

Elise was rendered speechless as the Archduke’s lust-filled gaze lingered on her heaving chest. “I could have taken you then, had I wished,” he whispered, his voice husky. “And there were many opportunities after that day. I was not merely some beast from the start, Elise, I—”

“Enough!” the Princess yelled as she covered Lezett’s mouth with both of her hands. Her husband’s eyes spoke a thousand words. They told of a desperate plea for her to choose him. He was laying his heart bare, and Elise could not stand to witness it.

He effortlessly removed her hands from his mouth and began to speak again. “Elise, I—”

“Stop it!” 

I do not want to hear his pleading. He will ask me to agree to something I cannot possibly agree to.

“Why? Why will you not even allow me to speak? Is it because no matter what I say or do, you have already decided that you will not choose me?”

“Yes. Eventually, we will part ways… and after that, we will never meet again,” she replied firmly.

“Because you have somewhere to return to?”

“Yes…”

“I see,” Lezett said. 

That look in his eyes… It is as though he has had an epiphany. Why do I have such a dreadful feeling about this? 




“I should have laid siege to the imperial palace myself instead of relying on fruitless alliances.”




Suddenly, Elise was reminded of his words from only moments ago.

He is not one to make idle threats…

“Then, if you have no place to return to, you will stay by my side,” Lezett muttered to himself. Elise felt a chill run down the length of her spine.

He sounds just like… Semesita.

“Do you realize it yourself, Lezett? You sound just like it…”

“Like what?”

“Semesita.”

“Semesita?” Lezett repeated, incredulous. “I should kill it so that you never utter that vile name again,” he spat.

Shocked by the sudden realization, Elise recalled parts of her conversation with the Mad Dragon. 




“So I told him, I would bear his child if that was truly what he yearned for. But if he gave even a piece of his heart to it, I would kill it without hesitation.”

“I am not one to renege on my promises; I killed her and their unborn child. The obstacles in our relationship had to be removed, did they not?” 

“He deceived me, used me, and then betrayed me.”




Lezett’s hostile attitude toward our unborn child, his possessive nature, the fact that he is tortured by any perceived betrayal, and his innate cruelty… They are all traits he shares with Semesita.




“Ultimately, I could not bring myself to end his life, Elise.” 

“In return for my endless and unwavering love, he gave me nothing more than a spell designed to seal me away. And yet, upon witnessing his tearful face, I found myself wanting to willingly leap into the hellish trap he had set for me.”




Elise had a gut feeling that the fates of the Mad Dragon and the Archduke would not significantly differ from one another.

“We must steer clear of each other, Lezett. For many reasons. It is not too late.”

I cannot possibly abandon Andrei. Therefore, despite my feelings, I am left with no choice but to abandon Lezett, just as Gallian turned his back on Semesita all that time ago. Ultimately, we are also fated to meet a tragic end.

After all, it was the Mad Dragon’s all-consuming obsession for Gallian that drove it to insanity.

I must refrain from accepting or acknowledging my feelings for this man before me. I must distance myself from him before I drive him to true madness. Who knows what he is capable of?

Besides, I have no desire to hurt him. I do not wish to add to his unending pain…

“Do not give your heart to me, Lezett. I want you to stay human, just as you are now,” Elise pleaded, her eyes wet with unshed tears.

* * *

Lezett stared out of the window as dawn broke. Snow continued to fall, but not as heavily as on previous days. The weather had grown considerably warmer, and in a day or two, it was likely all of the snow would begin to melt.

The journey will be rough, Lezett thought as he planned the days ahead.

The heavy scent of St. John’s wort lingered in the room as Elise slumbered. The Archduke stood for some time in silence, staring out at the horizon. Once he spotted the sun rising, he purposefully strode toward Elise and removed the blanket covering her body.

He gathered mana at his fingertips, provoking a response from the tiny creature growing in her womb. “Stay still,” he firmly commanded. The Archduke was not skilled in the fine art of wielding mana, and it would flow gently when he was calm but surge violently during bouts of madness or emotional turbulence. 

If he lost control, things could easily go awry. Hence, he had avoided using this method out of concern for Elise’s safety, but now he felt he had no choice.

Mana, a paler shade than usual for Lezett, seeped from his palm into Elise’s lower abdomen, where it was rapidly absorbed by the dragonborn fetus.

Lezett knew that the reason his mother had survived for nearly ten months while carrying him was because Semesita had visited her often. The Archduke had entered the world far superior to other dragonborn precisely because he had continuously absorbed the mana of the Mad Dragon itself.

“I sound just like that beast, you say?” he muttered with a bitter laugh.

You ought to be careful with your words. Unless you wish for me to truly act recklessly, he thought as he continued to channel mana into Elise’s womb. When he felt that the child had absorbed enough, he withdrew his hand.

That should suffice for some time. The fetus will not feel as though it is in imminent danger and will stop devouring Elise’s mana at such a rapid rate.

“I have given you all the nourishment you need, so cease troubling your mother.” He noticed the child’s heartbeat quicken in response.

Is it my imagination, or is it… rejoicing? How very unsettling…

“Behave yourself. Act like a human child,” he said gently while caressing his wife’s stomach one last time.

We will return to Rothier. Together. If there is any other place she longs to return to, I will happily erase it from the map of Grandell.
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Part 17

Departure

As the unrelenting blizzard finally reached its denouement, Duke Irian and Lady Genovia sat for afternoon tea in the Duke’s study.

“It seems this dreadful weather is finally coming to an end, Father,” Genovia said with a smile.

“Indeed. The sailors say the ships will be able to leave by dawn tomorrow.”

“How fortunate. How many ships are set to depart?”

“Seven, I am told. Four will head North, while the remainder will set sail for Hamaram and then on to Tentaluna.”

Hamaram was a small island where ships would stop to replenish supplies during the long journey from Nobella to Tentaluna, a southern maritime nation ruled by the Cappa royal family and Nobella’s only trading partner located in the South.

One could enter the territory of Arghan via Tentaluna, avoiding the barbarian kingdom of Urgel.

I wonder whether she will make it to the harbor, Genovia thought to herself.

Genovia had ensured her spies kept a close watch on Lezett and Elise. She had been informed that they fought often but were rarely apart. Occasionally, the Princess would dismiss him, and he could be seen leaning against the wall in the corridor staring intensely at the closed door.

“And how does he look? Does he seem tormented?” Genovia had asked.

“I am not quite sure, my lady. He does not appear to even blink; he simply stares at the door as though calculating the perfect moment to open it.”

How will matters unfold tonight, I wonder?

Genovia planned to leave the back door of the private chambers unlocked until dawn. Elise had requested that a carriage or horse be prepared for her departure. Everything else would be left up to her.

How does she intend to evade him? Regardless, it is going to be most interesting, Lady Genovia thought with a cunning smirk.

“It would seem we have guests I was not informed about, Genovia,” Duke Irian suddenly remarked.

“P-Pardon…?” The smile immediately disappeared from Genovia’s face.

Oh heavens, this does not bode well…

“I heard they have been housed in the guest quarters for a number of days.”

“Well… it has been snowing heavily, Father.”

“He is not a man to be stopped by a mere snowstorm.”

“I cannot speak to that. I do not wish to even glance in his direction.”

“Genovia…” Duke Irian said, his voice rising slightly in frustration. “I cannot fathom why you are so intent on protecting the Princess.”

“That is not the case, Father. I simply did not wish to burden you with something I am more than capable of handling myself.”

“Why would you worry about me? You should be focusing on your recovery.”

“I will rest sufficiently once our… guests leave. When the Archduke departs for Rothier, matters will swiftly return to normal.”

“What do you mean? They will not be going back to Rothier,” Duke Irian stated.

“And why is that?”

“The Princess is bound for the capital, of course.”

The capital?

Noticing his daughter’s confusion, the Duke elaborated. “Archduke Kirstan already let her slip from his grasp once. His Majesty has decided not to leave the Princess solely in his care. She will give birth in Orphell.”

“Has the Archduke agreed to this?”

“Of course not.”

“Then how do you plan to… enact His Majesty’s plan? The Archduke is enraptured with the Princess and will most likely take her side.”

Duke Irian simply shrugged and said, “We are merely to follow His Majesty’s command. The plan is not ours to enact. His Majesty sent a summons along with a number of imperial guards. The heavy snowfall delayed their arrival, but I received word that they crossed our borders early this morning.”

It will only be a couple of hours before they arrive at our estate, Genovia realized.

Duke Irian glanced at the clock on the wall. “I am told that the Archduke left the guest quarters a short while ago. Everything will be dealt with before he returns. Just ensure you do not run into him. Now, head directly to your chambers.”

“Are you sure you are not acting too hastily, Father?”

“On the contrary, that lowly creature has far outstayed his welcome.”

“But there is simply no chance he will hand over the Princess—”

“That is an issue for the Archduke and His Majesty to resolve,” Duke Irian interjected. “We must not involve ourselves in their family quarrel. Once the imperial guards seize the Princess and begin escorting her to the capital, I have no doubt he will follow.”

Yes, but before he does so, he will likely turn the entire estate to rubble, Genovia thought to herself. Perhaps this time, I will truly meet my end by his hand.

As soon as she left her father’s study, Genovia began sprinting down the corridor. I must get the Princess out of here before the imperial guards arrive!

She burst into Elise’s room to find her tying up her hair.

“Genovia? I was hoping I would see you. I wanted to ask about Ibetha, my maid. Is she recovering well? I would like to bid her goodbye before I leave…”

“Enough of that. We do not have time. Where is he? The Archduke?”

“I am not certain. It seems he left while I was sleeping. He will return before dinner, I believe.”

“We cannot wait any longer,” Genovia said with urgency.

“What do you mean?”

“You have to leave now!” Genovia said as she grabbed Elise’s wrist. “I will accompany you to the harbor, but after that, you are on your own.”

“But you said the boat leaves tomorrow morning. What is the meaning of this?”

“I will explain on the way. We do not have time to dawdle. It does not matter to you, does it? Whether you leave today or tomorrow?”

Elise stumbled as Genovia dragged her outside and pushed her into a waiting carriage. “To the harbor! Dock five!” she ordered the driver as she closed the carriage door behind her.

* * *

By that afternoon, the snowfall had ceased entirely.

Lezett left the Irian estate by the back gate, taking a hidden path that led toward the harbor. As per his habit, he lit a cigar. Then, he paused to reflect on the past few days spent with Elise.

My presence by her side has returned her to a state of relative calm. She sleeps well and eats better than before. The fetus will also stop devouring her mana for the time being.

I simply cannot resist her soft lips. Every time she glances at me, my mouth is drawn to hers as if by an unseen, irresistible force.

I long for nothing more than returning to Rothier together with her. Everything I do inside these walls is reported back to Genovia. I want to be truly alone with my wife.

Of course, should I wish it, I could make the estate and Nobella mine in no time at all. Eliminating Duke Irian would not prove to be particularly difficult.

Maybe that is the answer—simply getting rid of these meddling humans.

Suddenly, the Archduke was reminded of Elise’s words.




“Do you realize it yourself, Lezett? You sound just like it…”

“Like what?”

“Semesita.”




His violent scheming was cut abruptly short.

We are nothing alike…

Well, in truth, I know we bear some similarities. It would be futile to deny that.




“Do not give your heart to me, Lezett. I want you to stay human, just as you are now.” 




Why did you utter such words, Elise? Are you worried I will be driven to madness like Semesita was all those years ago? You always have worried too much…

Lezett’s plan had been to return to Rothier as swiftly as possible. However, he had felt the need to alter that plan slightly.

Now, the scent of salt in the air signaled that he was close to the harbor. Scanning the area atop Tempest, he noticed fishing rods and nets encrusted with ice. Ruben, loyal as ever, followed him patiently.

“Did you find it?” the Archduke asked.

“Yes, Your Grace. Fortunately, the information we gleaned from Lady Genovia’s people proved most useful indeed.”

“Where is it?”

“At the northern end of the harbor, Your Grace. ‘Ricardo’s Mast’ is located in front of the breakwater known as the ‘Sailors’ Graveyard.’ Should we head there at once?” Ruben asked.

Lezett and Ruben dismounted their steeds and began walking. The ground was frozen as a result of the harsh blizzard, yet wherever the Archduke stepped, the ice instantly melted without a trace.

“Ricardo’s Mast is a gravestone, Your Grace. If what I have been told is true, a young sailor named Ricardo Arthen went missing at sea more than twenty years ago. His body and belongings were never recovered,” Ruben explained. “Heartbroken by the loss of her only son, his mother cut the mast from the wrecked ship and placed it atop the breakwater. A week later, she threw herself into the sea. It is a most tragic tale indeed. Since then, the place where the mast stands has been known locally as Ricardo’s Mast.”

Ever since Vernon Conrad and several others had been discovered disguising themselves as farmers, Lezett had been keeping a close eye on the remaining Arghan forces. However, days after Elise escaped, they discovered that they were being tracked and split into two groups, then fled in different directions. The Rothier forces eventually lost track of their targets.

After arriving in Nobella, Ruben and the other knights were able to hunt them down again. The crucial clue came surprisingly from Lady Genovia’s suspicious behavior.

As they walked, Ruben explained in detail how they had garnered vital information. “Even during the blizzard, Lady Genovia never stopped sending her people to Nobella’s information guild. So, we raided the guild. The leader divulged everything when we applied the slightest pressure.”

“Well done. Now, we are here at this gravestone. What are our next steps?”

Ruben pointed in the direction of a nearby building. “That inn over there, the one directly in line with the mast, do you see it, Your Grace? Arghan’s people are operating from the fifth floor. Lady Genovia’s people have been in constant communication with them for the past week or so.

So far, we have apprehended fifteen of them. However, it would appear there are dozens more. Many of them are disguised as sailors. They are spread across two ships stationed at dock five. We believe they plan to take over the ships and head straight to Arghan, bypassing Hamaram and the Tentaluna Peninsula.”

The inn was already surrounded by Rothier knights. After marching to the entrance, Lezett began quietly ascending the staircase.

“We have selected around twenty men to be deployed on the ships, Your Grace. We can replace approximately half of the Arghanians with them. What would you like us to do with the rest?” Ruben whispered.

“Deal with them on the ship. Quietly.”

“Understood, Your Grace.”

As the Archduke entered one of the rooms on the fifth floor, Vernon Conrad closed his eyes in exasperation. “Ah, curse it all!” he spat.

“It has been quite some time, Duke Conrad,” Lezett said with a smirk.

“Perhaps I was foolish to think I could escape your pursuit while on Vaniellan territory.”

The room had been ransacked by Lezett’s men. From the window, Ricardo’s Mast was visible.

So, this was her escape plan all along…

“Once I set my sights on something, I never let go,” Lezett said flatly.

“So, you forced Her Highness to declare her false allegiance to you in exchange for our lives and then followed me like a hawk. I wonder, is Her Highness aware of your deceitful behavior?”

“I am a knight of Vaniella, after all. And you are on enemy territory. Is my behavior truly so incomprehensible? Besides, I am not sure you are in a position to give sermons on righteousness, Duke Conrad. You snuck into a foreign land and dared to spy on a married couple in their private quarters. That is beyond despicable, I would say. I am equally loathe to share this space with someone like you,” Lezett snarled.

Vernon grimaced at the mention of the incident by the Tenne River. “How dare you! Her Highness is not your plaything, Archduke!”

“I never said she was. Is that truly how it comes across?” the Archduke retorted with a knowing grin.

“You knew her people would hear what you… did to her that night. Have you no shame?”

“I believe that is not all you listened to with those sly ears of yours, Duke.”

In truth, I knew those eavesdropping would hear. I wanted them to. I had hoped once they realized I was not the only one indulging in my desires, they would leave of their own accord.

“You wretched dog!” Vernon Conrad spat. He could not help but recall the words he had overheard that night by the Tenne River. 




“L-Lezett, tonight, let me… touch you…” 

“What?”

“I-I want to try. I want to see your face…”




The Princess’s moans and whispers haunted Vernon to this day.

Can I truly say that he violated Her Highness? It is undeniable that she was overcome with passion and lust that night…

No, I must not allow such thoughts to enter my mind. She is the Princess of Arghan. And she longs to return to us. That is what is important.

“I will not allow you to drag me before her this time,” Vernon declared resolutely.

“Of course not. My wife will not know of your fate,” Lezett replied with a mocking smile. “She must rest before she gives birth to my child.”

“You beast!”

So, His Majesty’s concerns about Her Highness were valid, after all. She is truly pregnant with this creature’s offspring. That means the Archduke will not let her go, nor will the imperial family of Vaniella. She is far too valuable now. Then… a battle must be fought here in Nobella.

Duke Conrad had somewhat prepared for such an eventuality. He had moved half of the remaining Arghan forces to Nobella for this very reason. Although his opponent was the fearsome Archduke, his resolve would not waver.

Vernon’s hand moved to the hilt of his sword as he stared defiantly at Lezett.

“Know this, Archduke. Even if you slaughter all of us who are currently here in Nobella, our people will never give up on Her Highness. We will not rest until she is free.”

“Yes, I have come to understand that truth. That is why I no longer intend to waste my time,” Lezett replied coolly.

“What?”

“I have realized I must solve the problem at its core. No more wasting time on the periphery.”

With a nod from their commander, the Rothier knights lifted the kneeling captives to their feet.

Vernon was temporarily confused, but he soon realized Lezett’s plan as a number of Rothier knights entered the room wearing attire that was identical to that of Vernon and his subordinates.

Despite the difference in appearance between Northerners and Southerners, these individuals had been selected because it was not immediately apparent where they were from at first glance.

“It is time to board. Proceed to dock five. Deal with the Arghanians there, but take a few hostages,” Lezett commanded with calm authority.

“Understood, Your Grace,” one of the knights replied immediately before they departed the inn.

Vernon Conrad was aghast as he realized the extent of the Archduke’s plan.

He disguises his own men as ours and plans to send them to Arghan, so his target is… His Majesty!

“You wretched cur!” Duke Conrad spat. “How dare you even contemplate targeting His Majesty?! Do you truly believe a man of such esteem will fall for your desperate scheme? You underestimate his omnipotent strength!”

“On the contrary, I am well aware of his supposed ‘strength’; even the great sorcerer of Grandell is but a regular man without his twin sister by his side.”

“What nonsense you speak!”

Yet, Vernon was one of the few men in all of Grandell who knew that Lezett’s words rang true.

How on earth is he privy to such information?

“I do not seek your confirmation, Duke. I simply want you to know why the Emperor of Arghan must die before you take your last breath. You are a friend of Elise’s, after all. I am certain you will understand my reasoning.” After a brief pause, the Archduke said, “Ruben, hand me my sword.”

Blade in hand, Lezett stared at Vernon impassively. “You have lived by the sword, Duke Conrad, and now you will die by it,” he declared with chilling calm.

The Archduke sliced his sword through the air in a motion that was so precise it was almost delicate. The blade barely touched Vernon’s face, leaving a small cut that could just as easily have been left by a shaving razor.

“Ah, that is right. There is one thing I must discuss with you before I end this wretched life of yours,” he sneered. There was a reason the Archduke had decided to kill Vernon himself.

“It recently came to my attention that Elise tried to take her own life once. Would you happen to know anything about that, Duke Conrad? Do enlighten me.”

* * *

As the carriage carrying Genovia and Elise rattled along, the former stared impatiently out of the window with her arms crossed.

When they left the Irian estate via the back entrance, there had been a commotion of sorts at the main gates.

“His Majesty’s knights must have arrived. It would appear we only just avoided them,” Genovia said with a sigh.

“‘His Majesty’s knights’?!”

So, Lezett is not the only one pursuing me, Elise realized. She understood the reason for Lady Genovia’s urgency now.

“Did Lezett request that the Emperor send imperial knights after me?” Elise asked.

Genovia scoffed in response. “Do you truly have such little understanding of your own husband? The Archduke would never willingly hand you over to His Majesty. It is my father’s doing, I am afraid. He informed His Majesty that you and the Archduke were at our estate. That’s why I cannot risk being seen with you. I would be labeled a traitor. Alight from the carriage the moment we arrive at the harbor, and then you are on your own.”

As she tossed a few garments at the Princess, Genovia continued, “You can either board the ship immediately or go to the inn that is directly in front of Ricardo’s Mast. You will find your people there. The ship is not due to set sail until tomorrow morning, but I am sure you can survive overnight.”

“I have no choice. I must…” Elise murmured as she wrapped herself in the cloak Genovia had thrown at her, concealing her tightly bound hair beneath the hood. “I will do whatever is required.”

Much to Elise’s surprise, her condition had gradually improved recently. Her nausea had eased, as had the pain in her chest.

It must be due to the medicine that Harrison prescribed, Elise thought to herself. I can feel my mana flowing rapidly through my body once more.

To test her theory, she quickly drew a rudimentary magic circle. Mana immediately flowed forth from her fingertips.

The Princess gently rubbed her stomach. It was mostly still flat, but she could feel a slight bump.

Harrison said that Lezett’s presence had allowed both the baby and me to stabilize somewhat. I cannot say he is entirely wrong. Despite his apparent resentment of our child, he is the only person capable of confirming that they are safe in my womb.

Now, I am alone once more.

Your father is not a bad man, little one. He is sometimes unfathomably cold, that is all.

How I wish Lezett had said something kind to the baby at least once. Then, I could have told them their father loved and cherished them. However, what is done is done.

“Do you truly harbor such love for the… child?” Genovia suddenly asked. “That first night in our estate, you seemed to be in a state of denial.”

“Yes, that is true. I do not know when I began to care for them so fiercely.” It was as though Elise’s affection for her baby grew the more Lezett resented it. Even though the dragonborn was devouring her life force, she did not blame it.

I am happy to give up my life for something worthwhile. That is precisely why I would have gladly given all of my mana to Andrei, even if it resulted in my death. With my brother at the helm, no doubt Arghan would be able to rise to lofty heights once more.

But now, I have a reason to go on living.

Elise smiled softly before adding, “Perhaps I cherish this child so much because they are what keeps me alive.”

“What on earth are you saying?”

“This child gives me strength.”

If my future is to be spent with you, sweet child of mine, I want to survive so that I may spend the rest of my days by your side.

Thinking about the life growing inside of her, Elise suddenly felt capable of anything.

Having spent a few moments observing Elise, Lady Genovia suddenly spoke. “I shall instruct the captain of the ship to proceed with the preparations for departure at once.”

“P-Pardon?” the Princess replied, clearly shocked by Genovia’s change of heart.

“You will not have to wait until morning, then.”

“I truly appreciate it, but why…? You detest me, do you not?”

Elise had been on edge ever since she entered the carriage with Genovia; she had kept her mana at the tip of her fingertips for the entirety of the journey in case Genovia was secretly planning to hand her over to the imperial knights. The Princess of Arghan was understandably wary of Duke Irian’s daughter; she had always behaved in a most capricious and often wicked manner.

Shrewd as ever, Genovia immediately noticed Elise’s hesitation. “If you would prefer I did not meddle, then I shall not.”

“No, it is not that…”

“Then accept my act of kindness before it turns to malice.”

Mere moments later, the carriage reached the harbor. Elise stared in wonderment as she took in the sight of sailors clearing snow and de-icing the ships as the vast sea stretched behind them.

“My mother passed away before I had even learned to walk,” Genovia abruptly said, interrupting the Princess’s enjoyment of the scenery. “It was an accident at sea. She drowned while saving me. I swore I would never allow myself to be so foolish. What use is there in sacrificing yourself for a child? They simply grow up alone without ever understanding why their mother left them behind.”

“Forgive me, but why are you telling me this all of a sudden?” Elise asked as the carriage ground to a halt.

“Yes, I suppose it must be rather confusing. I had hoped you might meet your demise as you attempted to escape with that frail body of yours. It would seem my sentiments have changed. Something about the look on your face as you spoke about the child growing inside your womb… Yes, I know, it is all very ridiculous. Even I fall victim to futile emotions sometimes.”

Elise was rendered utterly speechless.

“I will not long for you to die meaninglessly like my mother. Regardless, by sending you away, I am freeing myself from the wretched, unrequited love that has caused me such torment. It benefits us both,” Genovia said as she handed Elise a small piece of paper. It was a ticket that would enable Elise to board the ship stamped with the seal of Duke Irian himself.

“I am certain your mother was a wonderful woman,” Elise murmured.

“Well, I cannot say I agree. She left my side far too early, after all.”

“She will be watching you from the heavens, regretting that she was forced to leave you behind.”

“Ha! How very amusing. I do not know who is consoling whom…” Genovia said with a bitter laugh. “Regardless, I do not require your pity, Princess. Now, be on your way. And if you are caught, do not dare utter my name.”

“Fine. As long as you do not try anything untoward,” Elise agreed. Although she had seen an entirely new and more human side of Lady Genovia, she did not feel inclined to thank her.

Stepping out of the carriage, the Princess covered her face with her hood as much as possible. The carriage door swiftly closed behind her, and Lady Genovia immediately sped off. Elise took a deep breath, inhaling the cold and salt-scented air of the harbor.

Dock five, she thought to herself as she noted the huge sign. Sailors were busy pulling ropes and making repairs and various other preparations.

Once I board that ship, my escape from Vaniella will be all but complete. I will travel for a week before disembarking at the island of Hamaram.

It would be ideal to find Vernon. Ricardo’s Mast is a little further that way, but perhaps I ought to board the ship first.

As she sat on the steps in front of dock five, nervously pondering her next move, a small voice interrupted her thoughts.

“Hello…” It was a boy around ten years old with sandy hair and bright, curious eyes. “Are you begging for spare change?”

“N-No… I am not,” Elise replied, slightly taken aback.

“Then you must be waiting for a ship.”

“Yes…”

“There won’t be any ships leaving today, miss! They said it’ll be tomorrow morning before the snow melts properly!”

“I see… Well, thank you for informing me.”

Perhaps it would be safer to ask this innocent child for information, Elise thought to herself.

“Do you happen to know of any inns where I could spend the night? Preferably somewhere quiet, not too crowded.”

“Hmm… see that inn over there? The one with the red roof. The owner has been complaining about not having any guests.”

“Is that so?”

He seems wise beyond his years.

After a few more questions, the Princess discovered that the boy ran simple errands in exchange for coin or goods. She waited for him to get bored of making a snowman, then reached out her hand and said, “Would you mind doing me a favor?”

“A favor?”

“Yes, I will pay you.”

Having been rushed out of the estate by Genovia, Elise had almost nothing with her. She reached under her hood and untied the ribbon from her hair. It was made of red silk and embroidered with gold thread. She tied it around the boy’s wrist.

“Wow! It’s so pretty! What is it you want me to do?”

“You know Ricardo’s Mast, do you not? All you have to do is go there and do as I tell you. It will be very simple,” Elise said. She then leaned in and whispered into the boy’s ear.

“Easy!” he said with a bright smile before excitedly running toward the breakwater.

Elise watched his disappearing figure and then stood up and began walking toward the inn the boy had recommended.

How much will a night’s stay be? Perhaps I can sell a button or two…

However, Elise did not get far. She had only taken a few steps before the chilling sound of a blade being drawn pierced her ears. It came from right behind her, close enough that she could almost feel it on her skin.

She froze in horror.

* * *

As the bitter scent of St. John’s wort filled the room, Vernon stared incredulously at the Archduke. “Are you truly asking how Her Highness attempted to take her own life? At this moment?”

Lezett’s face remained entirely impassive. He simply waited for an answer to his question while a cigar burned between his fingers.

“Did Her Highness not tell you herself?”

“I would not be asking you if she had, would I?” The Archduke’s patience was wearing thin.

Despite his best efforts to hide it, I can recognize he is jealous and wary of my relationship with Her Highness, Vernon thought to himself. Physically, he is clearly untouchable, but perhaps I can attempt to shake his inner strength.

“That substance you are smoking. What is it? It has a very unusual scent, I must say.”

“If you wish to keep all of your fingers intact, you ought to refrain from asking questions and simply answer mine, Duke Conrad.”

“It is St. John’s wort if I am not mistaken. Everyone who served Her Highness back in Arghan is well aware of the name of the herb and its effects. Just why do you suppose that might be, Archduke?” Vernon asked, his eyes narrowing slightly.

Lezett frowned in response. He no doubt understands the nature of my warning, yet he dares to steer the conversation in another manner.

Looking back on our time together in Rothier, Elise did seem to ingest St. John’s wort in a manner that suggested she was somewhat familiar with it. Did she use it back in Arghan?

The Archduke’s question was swiftly answered.

“Her Highness used it often. She stopped when she was fifteen years of age,” Vernon stated.

“Fifteen…?”

“One day, she ingested far too much and was unconscious for a month. After that, everyone was forbidden to bring St. John’s wort into the imperial palace.” Vernon noticed the distress in Lezett’s eyes and smirked. “His Majesty did everything he could to revive her, but we almost lost her. It took four months for her to recover. Somehow, Her Highness had learned that the herb was dangerous if overused.” The Arghanian Duke’s eyes dimmed as he recalled the grim memories.

“I have to say, I am surprised you were not aware of these details,” he continued, his voice taking on a mocking tone. “Perhaps the two of you were not close enough to share such intimate details? That is most unfortunate. Her Highness must have been reminded of her close encounter with death every moment she spent with you.”

Provoked by Vernon’s withering words, Lezett strode toward him and grabbed his jaw with a force that threatened to crush it. “Shut your mouth before I shut it for you,” he barked.

“What is the reason for this sudden rage? I simply answered your question,” Duke Conrad said while brazenly staring directly at Lezett. “Elisabetta does not belong with someone like you. She will be miserable for her entire life.”

“I said shut your cursed—”

“You will cause her to wear away day by day, dragging her down into the depths of your despair and misery. If you have even a shred of conscience left, let her go. Act like a human being for once in your life, Archduke.”

Seeing that his merciless words had hit their target, Vernon grinned with satisfaction.

“Quite the silver tongue you have,” Lezett muttered bitterly. It was the first time in his life that the Archduke felt someone had gotten the better of him. His grip on Duke Conrad’s jaw tightened.

Should I drag him before Elise like this? Should I kill him right in front of her eyes?

Suddenly, he flung Vernon away as if shaking off an insect. He marched to the window and threw it open, desperate to be rid of the smell of St. John’s wort, which was suddenly nauseating. He stood by the window, breathing heavily.

I feel like a wretched fool…

Lezett was suddenly reminded of a conversation he had had with the Mad Dragon.




“The power that prevents dragonborn from killing descendants of Gallian—was that your doing?”

“It was a promise I made when my disciple and I were more… familiar. I was afraid I might kill him despite myself.”




The thought of unwittingly killing your beloved. How dreadful…

Lezett threw his cigar out of the window in frustration.

“I am not inclined to share my possessions. Besides, I must keep her safe by my side,” he muttered.

“Safe”? By your side? He is beyond reason, Vernon thought to himself.

The Archduke, meanwhile, silently vowed never to smoke St. John’s wort in his wife’s presence again. The rest of his plan remained unchanged.

He glared out of the window and noticed a figure lurking near Ricardo’s Mast. His eyes immediately flashed with a renewed intensity.

* * *

Elise was paralyzed as she felt the blade slice through the back of her hood. It was deep enough to sever her hair but not enough to pierce her skin.

“Do not try anything foolish,” a man’s voice warned.

Is it a knight from Rothier? Surely not. One of Lezett’s men would not dare to point a sword at me in such a threatening manner, Elise thought as her hood fell away to reveal her silver tresses.

The knight sneered as the Princess’s identity was revealed beyond question. “So, Duke Irian was right.”

Did Genovia betray me?

“I have been sent to apprehend you on the orders of His Majesty, the Emperor of Vaniella,” the soldier declared.

Ah, imperial knights. I have only one choice.

Elise slowly raised her hands above her head in a signal of surrender.

“Good, now slowly turn aro—”

“Andrei,” Elise said with conviction.

“What?”

The knight noticed a little too late that one of Elise’s hands had slipped beneath her cloak. She pressed her fingertips firmly against the spot beneath her left shoulder blade. The magic circle engraved there began to heat up, and her robe fluttered around her.

“W-What on earth…” the knight muttered.

A blinding flash of light burst toward the knight as he screamed in agony. It was all over in a matter of seconds.

Elise felt his blood splatter on the back of her head, the unmistakable stench immediately assaulting her nostrils. She had poured an immense amount of mana into her fingertips, ensuring that the knight’s fate was sealed.

The Princess instinctively began running away from the body.

Suddenly, a loud voice roared from somewhere behind her. “Catch her! The Princess of Arghan is escaping!”

* * *

Lezett had descended from the inn and removed a small note that the young boy had placed beneath Ricardo’s Mast.




To home.




That was all that was written on the small piece of parchment.

“Speak up! At once!” Ruben barked at the child. “Who sent you here? If you do not tell the truth, you will be in big trouble!”

“I-I… was… I was just running an errand…” the boy said in between sobs.

“Enough, Ruben,” Lezett commanded. Ruben nudged the boy toward the Archduke.

“S-Sir… I…”

Lezett crouched down so that he was at eye level with the child. “Your name?”

“T-Tommy…”

“Who asked you to run this errand, Tommy?”

“A lady… I don’t know her name, S-Sir,” Tommy whimpered.

“A lady?”

“Y-Yes… A pretty lady. Sh-She asked me to place a note here. She gave me a gift. I-I just did what I was asked, that’s all…”

“Did you see her face?”

“N-No…” Tommy stammered as he wiped his nose on his sleeve.

“Then how do you know she was pretty?”

“H-Her voice was… very gentle and kind… And she gave me this pretty ribbon.”

Lezett recognized the red ribbon at once. He sighed heavily as his head began to ache.

Then what is the meaning of this message? “To home”? No doubt it was intended for Duke Conrad.

“Where did you meet this pretty lady?” Lezett asked, a sense of urgency creeping into his voice.

“A-At dock five… Sh-She said she was planning to spend the evening in a nearby inn.”

If the ship is not scheduled to set sail until tomorrow morning, why did she leave the Irian estate so early? None of this makes sense…

Tommy’s terrified sobs pulled the Archduke from his thoughts. He looked down and noticed that dark mana was snaking out from his feet.

She told me I sounded like Semesita. Looking at myself right now, I cannot claim to disagree.

The boy trembled as he attempted to control his sobs and then glanced at Lezett nervously. “S-Sir… who are you? Are you one of Duke Irian’s knights?”

“No. That pretty lady you met… I am her husband,” Lezett replied with an enigmatic smile as he removed the ribbon from the boy’s wrist. Tommy, who had only just stopped crying, began to tear up again as his precious gift was taken away. The Archduke, however, swiftly replaced it with a cufflink from his sleeve.

“Wow! It’s so shiny!”

Despite the unfavorable circumstances, Lezett could not help but chuckle. “Be a good boy and keep quiet about my wife now, okay?”

“Keep quiet?”

“Do not tell anyone about meeting her.”

“M-My lips are sealed, sir! I promise!” And with a quick bow, the boy darted off, relieved to have escaped an encounter with such a dangerous-looking man unscathed.

“Isaac, escort the boy to dock five. Search the nearby inns for Elise. Do not scare her,” Lezett instructed.

“Understood, Your Grace.”

“Ruben, withdraw all remaining personnel from the Irian estate. Once Elise is found, we are to return to Rothier at once.”

“As you command, Your Grace. But… do you not intend to go to Her Highness immediately?” Ruben asked.

“I have other matters to attend to first,” Lezett replied stoically as he began walking purposefully toward the inn he had not long ago left.

By the time Lezett emerged from the inn, Isaac was running toward him, clearly panicked. 

“Your Grace! Your Grace!”

Lezett wiped the blood off his hands with a frown. At the exact same time, other knights from Rothier were galloping toward him from the opposite direction.

Something has gone dreadfully awry…

* * *

Elise hid in the shadows of a dimly lit alleyway, catching her breath.

Even when I fled Arghan, I did not run with such haste.

“We have sealed off the entire harbor, including dock five, Sir Rayman,” a soldier reported to the deputy commander of the imperial knights of Vaniella.

The Princess could feel cold, thick blood slowly dripping down the back of her neck.

I must find a suitable place to hide… I do not even have a hood to cover my face. How can I possibly last the night?

“Curse it all…” she muttered under her breath. “Are you watching, Semesita?” she whispered as she slowly rubbed her abdomen. “I know you have not once taken your eyes off me, Mad Dragon of Thunder, Recluse of Grantern, Great Spine of the World, the Gods’ Most Exquisite Creation, Father of Magic… and Great Teacher of Gallian.” As she had done before, she rattled off all the names she could recall of the ancient dragon.

“I am not asking for help. I intend to make a deal with you. So, show yourself at once!” she brazenly demanded.

She was greeted with nothing but silence.

“The very descendant of the human you loved is desperately calling out to you, and you do not come?”

Suddenly, a powerful gust of wind whipped through the alleyway.

“Once again, you willingly display such arrogance.” A cold, disdainful voice echoed around Elise. She stared at a pair of blue and yellow eyes floating before her. “You would be wise to stop reminding me of him, Elisabetta. Unless you long to have your soul devoured,” the Mad Dragon warned.

“That is not too different from what I was going to suggest,” Elise said with a forced smile.

“What?” A hollow laugh echoed throughout the alleyway. “Do you intend to replace Gallian?” Semesita’s voice was dripping with sarcasm.

“I need something. A mana circuit so that I may wield magic of my own accord,” Elise declared.

“I believe that is a matter to be discussed with your twin,” Semesita coldly replied. “Surely, you do not covet the power of a dragon? Ha! Gallian spent over ten years under my tutelage. The ‘circuit’ you refer to is nothing more than a term coined by… Ignacio, was it? It was an attempt to give a name to something beyond the comprehension of mere humans.”

Indeed, Ignacio Conrad had been one of the Mad Dragon’s disciples who helped Gallian theorize magic. He had devised a method to efficiently cast spells by using names to activate formulas.

“I am well aware. All I ask is that you craft a magic circle for me. Preferably an attack spell capable of dealing large-scale damage. I shall infuse the mana myself,” Elise said.

“Oh, is that so? With that… body of yours?” Semesita scanned the length of Elise and then narrowed its eyes. “Ah, I see,” it chuckled as it recognized the presence of the mana of another coursing through the Princess’s blood. “It would be possible, after all. And what would you give me in return?”

“The right to watch over me.”

“What?”

“I will allow you to stay close to me. I assure you, it will be most entertaining.”

“How so?”

“Are you not intrigued? Do you not wish to see for yourself what I might accomplish? Perhaps I truly am Gallian reborn.”

Elise’s mouth curved into a knowing smirk; she knew that Semesita would not be able to resist such temptation.

“Fine. I suppose I can craft a rudimentary formula for you in exchange for such a show. Beautiful, frail Elisabetta… It is time to display what you are capable of.”

A screeching sound, like gigantic nails being scraped on stone, echoed throughout the alleyway. Elise watched as a magic circle was etched on the moss-covered stone wall. Once finished, the formula floated directly onto the palm of Elise’s hand. The Princess was reminded of the magic circles Andrei had sent her via the dove.

Elise clenched her fist and then looked up. Semesita’s eyes had vanished without a trace.

No doubt it is close by, watching me intently.

All right. Now, I have a powerful spell at my disposal. For some reason, my baby does not seem to be absorbing my mana at the moment, so I should be able to wield magic.

I shall use this powerful spell to remove the knights who seek to stand in my way. Then, I will find Vernon and board the ship.

Just as Elise had resolved to head toward the harbor, the sound of clanking armor filled the alleyway. A large group of knights were rushing toward her.

“We have found the target!” one of them bellowed.

The Princess found herself cornered. Using magic here will not be effective. Perhaps I should simply allow myself to be caught for now…

Elise was on the verge of handing herself over to the knights when a hidden door in the wall sprung open, and a hand reached out from inside, pulling Elise in. It was a woman’s hand, soft and without a single callus. The door immediately closed behind her, cutting off all light. Before she even had a chance to glance at who her rescuer was, the hand pulled her frantically along the dark passageway.

It appears to be an extremely narrow passageway between buildings…

Eventually, they emerged from the cramped path into an open alleyway.

“This way!” the woman yelled. Elise recognized the voice immediately.

Genovia…?

Lady Genovia pulled Elise into a nearby stable. A number of knights had followed them through the passageway. They stopped in front of the stable, hesitating whether to go left or right. Eventually, they split up and dispersed, leaving only the sound of the ragged breathing of the two women hiding in the cramped stable.

“I knew this would happen. You were never going to last long on your own,” Genovia said in between deep breaths.

“I thought you would have returned to your estate already!”

“I was planning to,” Genovia said with a click of her tongue. “The road back was blocked by the imperial knights. And then you killed one of them and created quite the mess.”

“You are the daughter of Duke Irian. I am sure you could have returned home without arousing suspicion.”

“Perhaps you ought to simply be grateful instead of criticizing my behavior, behavior that has seemingly saved your life, might I add,” Genovia said as she glared at Elise. “You are truly pathetic. You could not even last a few hours! I dread to think what will become of Nobella when the Archduke learns of this chaos…”

“I did not ask for your help, Genovia. I told you that dropping me at the harbor was enough…” Elise trailed off.

I can feel a presence approaching from behind the door that Genovia leans against. Oh, heavens…

Genovia, oblivious to the imminent danger they were in, sighed in frustration and whispered, “Yes, well, it would seem I have succumbed to a bout of madness. Still, you clearly cannot manage on your own.”

Elise’s heart pounded in her chest as she sensed that the presence had stopped directly behind the door. “If only I had not seen that look on your face in the carri—”

Genovia’s words were cut short as a sword was thrust through the old, wooden door. She did not even have time to scream.

Lady Genovia looked down, bewildered. The sword had pierced her heart. As the blade was just as quickly removed from her body, the daughter of Duke Irian crumpled to the ground.

What on earth just transpired? Elise thought to herself, frozen in place in shock. It was then that the stable door swung open, revealing that it was an imperial knight who had thrust his sword through the door.

The slight gap in the old wooden door had allowed the knight to ascertain that the person standing in front of it was not Elise but an accomplice. However, given her plain clothes, the knight had no idea that it was, in fact, the daughter of Duke Irian whom he had murdered without a thought.

Is she… dead? the Princess of Arghan wondered as she stood in place, paralyzed.

The imperial knights stormed through the narrow door. One of them gripped Elise by the arm as another barked, “Drag her out!”

“G-Genovia!” Elise yelled.

The knight tossed the Princess to the ground. As she rolled ungracefully in the dirt, Elise instinctively grabbed her abdomen.

Sir Rayman stepped forward, his shadow looming over the cowering Princess. “Disrobe her,” he commanded.

Instantly, her thick robe was yanked away, leaving Elise exposed.

Her thin frame was exposed to the cold air, covered only in light clothing. Despite the weather having noticeably warmed in recent days, the chill of the wind felt like a blade on her skin.

Yet, worse than the cold were the dozens of eyes staring down at her.

“I thought she was with child?” Rayman asked. “Her stomach is remarkably flat.”

A knight hurried over and explained, “The physician at the Irian estate informed us that she has only been with child for around two months. This is normal, it would seem.”

“Two months? Then, she lied to Her Majesty. That was very audacious of you, Princess,” Rayman sneered. “I see how you were able to seduce the Archduke with that pretty face of yours. Dragonborn or not, he is but a man, after all.”

“Take your hands off me!” Elise yelled.

“You ought to spend your time worrying about how you will defend not only yourself but also that husband of yours. You will not be the only one punished for bringing shame upon the imperial family of Vaniella. The Archduke will likely lose both his title and land. Then, what will become of him? He will be nothing but His Majesty’s hound once more. It is long overdue if you ask me; a lowly dragonborn was never deserving of such status.”

Ignoring Rayman’s words, Elise thought to herself: With this much commotion, surely the news has reached Lezett’s ears.

But despite the many imperial knights who had gathered around the captured Princess, there was no sign of any of Rothier’s soldiers.

Nobody will believe that an imperial knight of Vaniella murdered Lady Genovia. No doubt the blame will be placed at my feet and likely Lezett’s too. I cannot do this to him. It is time to dismantle the web of lies that I have spun for far too long.

I must take responsibility for my actions.

There are no people from Rothier present; I suppose this is the perfect opportunity…

“Go and tell your Emperor that he is not the only one I deceived,” Elise said with a determined voice.

“What?” Sir Rayman asked.

“Tell him the Archduke was also oblivious to the truth. In fact, he did nothing but carry out his duty as the Emperor’s sworn knight,” the Princess added as she placed her left hand on the ground beneath her. “Relay this to your precious sovereign: the Princess of Arghan turned out to be more of a madwoman than anyone could ever have expected,” she sneered.

At that moment, a magic circle appeared on the ground. Elise quietly invoked Semesita’s name and then closed her eyes, focusing on channeling her mana into the formula.

I can do this!

The spell drained her mana at such a rapid rate that she almost collapsed, but she held firm. It is working!

Rayman’s eyes widened in shock as he realized what was happening. By the time he began to retreat, it was far too late.

The ominous sound of the earth cracking beneath the knights’ feet rippled down the alleyway. A dark aura began to surge upward from beneath the ground, seeping through the fissures. The imperial knights looked at each other in bewilderment.

The ground began to shake as the fissures spread further than the eye could see. The magic circle expanded over the cracked earth, extending as far as the harbor itself. It was a spell of gargantuan proportions.

“You witch! What have you done?!” Rayman bellowed in panic.

“Can you not see?” Elise said with a satisfied smirk. “I am simply protecting what I must protect.”

The ground cracked and split as though a powerful earthquake had hit the harbor and beyond, but the ground where Elise sat remained untouched.

“Take me if you can,” Elise said defiantly, staring Sir Rayman directly in the eyes. “Let us see who leaves this harbor first, shall we?” Her golden eyes held a fury and determination that was both terrifying and beautiful.

“Dear gods…” Rayman whimpered as the ground continued to shake beneath him.

“Th-The harbor… It is… collapsing!” a knight yelled.

As the sun began to dip below the horizon, Nobella’s harbor crumbled into dust.

* * *

As soon as the spell was activated, Lezett knew Elise was the architect. The overwhelming force of her mana clashed with his own, pushing him back violently.

As his mana, which had been spread throughout Nobella, was forced back into his body, a searing pain flared in his right arm. It took everything in his power not to fall from atop Tempest.

This was not a simple spell. She summoned a natural disaster of impressive scale. What on earth has transpired to cause her to resort to such magic?

He watched as the structures that made up the harbor collapsed into the sea. A huge cloud of dust and debris billowed into the air. It was as though the sea and the earth were howling in unison.

How is this possible? This is magic beyond anything I have ever witnessed.

Forced to take a detour, Lezett nudged Tempest to steer the steed in another direction.

There were imperial knights and Nobellan soldiers in the vicinity. “What of Sir Rayman?” one panicked knight asked.

“Th-That is not the most pressing issue… L-Lady Genovia is in that alleyway, but—”

“Lady Genovia? Why is she not at the estate? Escort her back immediately! It is dangerous here,” the commander of the Nobellan knights ordered.

“S-Sir… I am afraid… That will not be possible…” the soldier stammered.

“What on earth do you mean?”

The knight then whispered into the commander’s ear. The words that he heard caused all of the color to drain from his face. “What madness is this? Who would dare harm Lady Genovia?”

“It was… the Princess,” the knight mumbled.

Lezett listened intently to the frantic conversation.

“The Princess of Arghan? You mean to say she stabbed Lady Genovia and then fled?”

“That is as I heard it, Sir…”

“Curse it all! I will go to Lady Genovia. You search the harbor. If you glimpse even a strand of silver hair, capture her at once!”

Elise would not have killed Genovia herself. Something is amiss… Lezett thought to himself.

At that moment, Ruben came riding toward him to report on the state of the harbor. “Your Grace! Docks three to seven have completely collapsed. There is almost nothing left.”

“What of the paths leading to the docks?”

“They are mostly blocked with debris. Thankfully, it would seem a tsunami has been avoided. But in order to reach the anchored ships, we will have to climb over the mountain of debris. It appears some of the imperial knights were unable to escape the wreckage, Your Grace, including Sir Rayman. Her Highness might be…” Ruben trailed off.

Lezett looked at the towering pile of debris, knowing that Elise must be somewhere behind it. He felt his blood run cold as he leaped off Tempest onto the ground.

* * *

I cannot help but be reminded of that fateful day… Elise thought to herself as she surveyed her surroundings.

Indeed, the wreckage was reminiscent of the day Arghan fell. The air was filled with a thick cloud of dust, and the screams of fleeing people could be heard all around.

The earthquake made the waves of the sea surge violently. Huge ships bobbed up and down, struggling to stay afloat.

“Good heavens…” Elise whispered as she realized the full extent of the damage.

The hollow laughter of Semesita rang in her head. “What a marvel, Elisabetta. You did not lie about the entertainment you would provide.”

“I did not intend for… this. Innocent people were not caught up in the chaos, were they?”

In theory, the range of the magic’s influence should have been limited to the scope of the circle. At least, that was my intention… It was my first time wielding such power. Did I infuse too much mana into the formula?

“Quite a shame you do not possess the necessary circuits, Elise. Teaching you would have been most worthwhile. Just like teaching Gallian.”

I need to find Vernon before the soldiers regroup and chase me down. I sent the boy to Ricardo’s Mast quite some time ago, but no ships have set sail yet. Vernon must still be around here somewhere.

I must head to dock five. Genovia said that is where the ship would set sail from.

I am at dock three now, so dock five, or what remains of it, must be near.

Surprisingly, the Princess was able to locate her robe among the debris. She wrapped herself in it, remembering that Harrison had ordered that she must stay warm for the sake of her child.

As she began walking, careful not to trip over the wreckage, cold sweat trickled down her back, and her breathing was ragged. Nonetheless, her desperation gave her strength she did not know she possessed.

She walked slowly, clambering over debris until she reached a gargantuan pile of rubble. A number was clearly etched into a piece of stone that had fallen: five.

I made it…! she thought with relief.

“Your Highness!” a voice called out. It belonged to a young man dressed in a simple sailor’s outfit. “Come here, Your Highness! Be careful, it is very dangerous! We must board the ship!”

Is he one of my people? I cannot quite tell… But he called me “Your Highness” and urged me to board the ship…

“Who am I?” she asked. The pair were separated by a large pile of debris and wreckage.

“You are the one we swore to protect with our lives,” he answered. His gaze was unwavering, but the Princess could not be certain.

Nonetheless, there was no time for deeper scrutiny; approaching voices could be heard from not far away.

“The witch of Arghan killed Lady Genovia!”

“Find her at once!”

And now they label me a witch…

Elise steeled her heart and began moving toward the young sailor so that he could help her board the ship. He reached out his hand to her as Elise inched closer until finally, he was able to grasp it firmly.

Got her! he thought to himself.

Holding on to the Princess’s frail hand with his left hand, he used his right to remove his sword. At the same time, Elise felt a looming presence behind her. Her heart felt as though it might leap from her chest.

The sound of two swords meeting in mid-air rang in her ears.

Elise tumbled to the side.

“Run to the ship, Your Highness!” a voice desperately cried out. Amidst the chaos, she was unable to discern who it belonged to.

Was it the sailor who beckoned me? It seems he really was trying to protect me…

Using the last of her strength, she forced herself to run to the end of the dilapidated pier where the ship was waiting. She did not look back once, stumbling over debris as she got closer and closer to the ship that she believed would be her salvation.

Suddenly, dark storm clouds appeared in the sky above, and lightning began to rain down on the harbor.

Semesita…? Elise wondered.

When she felt as though she had put enough distance between her and her would-be attacker, the Princess glanced over her shoulder. A horrified gasp immediately escaped her lips. The sailor who had reached his hand out toward her lay crumpled atop the pile of debris, his lifeless eyes staring blindly at nothing. At that exact moment, a sword was mercilessly pulled from his abdomen, and crimson blood splattered across the rocks.

I have survived at the expense of another yet again…

I cannot allow these lives to have been lost in vain.

The knight who had removed his sword from the limp body leaped down from the pile of debris and began running in Elise’s direction. Only seconds later, a large group of others had gathered behind him and were closing in fast.

The Princess of Arghan gritted her teeth and continued running.

I was told to run for the ship, so there must be friendly faces waiting for me there.

Sensing a watchful presence, she glanced up at the sky. A pair of blue and yellow eyes were staring back at her. The Mad Dragon let out a playful chuckle, and the waves surged even more violently.

The knights chasing Elise hesitated. “A-A dragon…?” one of them muttered in disbelief.

“Shall I help you once more, Princess? What will you give me this time?” Semesita asked with obvious enjoyment.

“Be gone with you!” Elise spat.

I can do this on my own! I will not die; I will cross the sea and return to my rightful place! The sacrifices of those who tried to protect me will not be in vain!

She was only a few steps from the ship when the end of the severely damaged dock crumbled and fell into the turbulent sea. It was all Elise could do to stop herself from falling in. Now, there were a few meters of open sea between her and the ship, a distance that she could not possibly jump.

W-What on earth am I to do? she thought, panic threatening to take hold of her. A huge wave shot up and soaked her blood-stained robe.

“Enough, Princess,” a voice calmly demanded behind her.

Elise turned around to find countless blades pointed in her direction, and the determined look in her eyes faded to bottomless despair.

* * *

Lezett and Ruben surveyed the chaos unfolding around them.

“All of the soldiers are heading in that direction, Your Grace! That must be where Her Highness is!”

“How many men did we send to board the ship?” Lezett demanded.

“Twenty, Your Grace.”

They will be well aware that they must protect Elise at all costs, but there are not enough of them, Lezett thought to himself.

“Fall back, all of you,” he commanded.

“P-Pardon, Your Grace?” Ruben asked before noticing the dark mana flowing from the Archduke’s body. Sensing the urgency of the situation, Ruben swiftly gestured for the Rothier knights to retreat.

Lezett’s right hand and forearm became black and scaly as he unleashed the full extent of his power. His skin gradually hardened like armor, and his muscles swelled to the point that they did not look human.

The very ground beneath him seemed to cave under the force of his swirling mana. 

I see no need to climb over the debris and wreckage; whatever obstacles stand in my way, I will turn them all to dust.

* * *

“His Majesty decrees that we escort you to the capital alive. You are to surrender your weapons at once,” a knight declared.

Elise remained completely still. At that moment, a whistling sound pierced the tense silence. It was an arrow. It hit the rope that tethered the ship to what remained of the dock, and now, only its anchor held the ship in place.

They truly do intend to take me alive. It must be because of my child. The Emperor covets a dragonborn baby of his own.

Instinctively, the Princess clutched her abdomen beneath her robe.

A volley of arrows rained down, this time embedding themselves into the ship. Elise glanced back toward the ship and noticed several shadows retreat to safety.

My people are aboard waiting for me. If only they were ever so slightly closer!

Were I not with child, I would jump into the sea without hesitation. I would have nothing to lose. But now… I cannot possibly take such a risk.

It would be better to allow myself to be captured and then find a way to escape later.

Suddenly, Elise noticed the swirling wind switch direction in a manner that was completely unnatural. The air felt oppressive, as though it were weighing her down. No matter how much she tried to resist, her body kept tilting toward the sea.

A knight grabbed her by the neck roughly and said, “Ha! ‘Grandell’s Blessing’? We shall see about that. Look at the sea! That can only be the result of a witch’s curse. Sever the tendons in her wrists and ankles. She will still be able to give birth without the use of her limbs.”

At his merciless command, the knight’s subordinate grabbed Elise’s slender wrist and raised his dagger in the air. As he brought the blade down, an invisible force pushed all of the knights toward the sea, and the dagger clattered to the ground.

Elise, meanwhile, flew off the edge of the dilapidated dock. Just before she landed in the sea, someone caught her and pulled her into a tight embrace.

Elise knew who had saved her even though her eyes were tightly closed. His ragged breathing, the feeling of total security his strong arms provided, and the faint scent of St. John’s wort all pointed to one person.

Instinctively, the Princess buried her face in the Archduke’s chest. As Lezett held her in his arms, there was a flurry of activity on the nearby ship. A number of sailors had emerged onto the deck and begun launching ropes toward what remained of the pier.

The sailors, however, could not see Elise; the Archduke had caught her beneath the pier, where he now stood atop some rocks.

“Launch the lifeboats!” a sailor yelled.

“No, they will merely be swept away by these waves!” Duke Conrad replied.

Vernon! Elise recognized the voice of her longtime friend, sparking a sliver of hope in her heart.

Oars emerged from beneath the hull of the ship, cutting through the waves and moving the boat closer to the dilapidated pier.

“Where is Her Highness?” a panicked voice cried out.

“She was at the end of the pier, but she vanished. Could she have fallen into the sea?”

“Good heavens… Where are you, Princess Elisabetta?” Vernon yelled in desperation.

I cannot call out to them while he holds me in his arms…

“Elise…” Lezett whispered. She felt his hot breath against her neck. “Please… Look at me, say my name…” he pleaded.

Why does he make such a request of me?

“At least say something, anything…”

Ah, perhaps he needs reassurance that I am safe. He wants to hear my voice.

Elise lifted her face to look at his. It was only then that she realized the arm encircling her had transformed, and that dark mana was swirling around his entire body.

“Lezett…” Elise murmured.

Ferocious waves continued to smash against the stones.

One misstep and we will fall to our deaths, the Princess realized.

Suddenly, a gargantuan bolt of lightning struck the boat. The yells of the sailors abruptly ceased, and charred bodies floated on top of the water. Those who had survived the lightning strike, whether they were Arghanian or Vaniellan, were rendered speechless.

“I suppose the tales were true…” a knight from Vaniella whispered, his face pale with fear. “About what happens when you find yourself facing the Archduke on the battlefield…”

As history told it, the Mad Dragon Semestia had brought chaos and ruin to Grandell with relentless lightning storms, reducing both humans and beasts to mere cinders. And now, more than seven hundred years later, Semesita’s offspring was wielding similar power to bring some of the continent’s most powerful knights to their knees.

Even though Elise could not see most of the chaos that was unfolding, she felt a great sense of unease. The man, or rather the being, holding her in his arms seemed like a completely different person to the one she had spent months with in Rothier Castle.

“Lezett? Are you hurt?” she asked.

Her words seemed to bring the Archduke back to his senses, and he looked down at Elise and examined her closely, noticing that she was covered in blood.

“I am the one who should be asking that question,” he said calmly.

“That is not my blood. I am not injured,” Elise swiftly replied.

“Then whose is it?” he barked. Suddenly, yet another ferocious bolt of lightning struck the pier above them.

“Fire!” a voice in the distance screamed.

“Lezett!” Elise shouted, trying to assuage the Archduke’s unrelenting wrath.

His form oscillated between man and beast, and his mana swirled chaotically around him. 

I see the true extent of his power for the first time. It is unfathomable…

“Lezett, please! You must compose yourself. We must climb back up on the pier. It is not safe here,” Elise pleaded.

The Archduke heeded her words. He reached up and, making use of his inhuman strength, pulled the pair of them back up so that they stood atop the broken pier.

“Are you cold?” Lezett whispered.

“That is not important right now,” Elise replied as she scanned her surroundings. 

In front of the Archduke and Archduchess were a myriad of forces from various factions. The Princess found it hard to distinguish friend from foe.

Since nobody is fighting, I assume there are no Arghanian forces present. These are a mixture of Vaniellan folk, all loyal to various people. There are imperial knights, Nobellan peacekeepers, Duke Irian’s soldiers, and Lezett’s own knights.

While the Princess surveyed the area, the Archduke appeared to be entirely uninterested.

“Hand her over, Your Grace,” a knight boldly demanded. “His Majesty himself has decreed that she is to be escorted to the capital. She has brought shame upon the imperial family.”

Using only his left hand, Lezett discarded Elise’s tattered, blood-soaked robe and replaced it with his own cloak.

“Who killed Lady Genovia?” Lezett asked coolly, his eyes fixed on the knight who had dared to step forward.

“It was an imperial knight. He mistook her for someone else… It was an unfortunate accident.”

“Were they any witnesses?” Lezett pressed.

Elise, her frustration boiling over, shook her head vehemently and said, “No. Why are you asking such questions at a time like this? Can you not see how many knights are facing us? They seem to number more than one hundred.”

“I care not whether there are one hundred or one thousand.”

“Lezett!” Elise yelled, exasperated.

“I only have eyes for my wife and my… child,” the Archduke whispered softly as he pulled Elise close and brought his lips to hers. Despite the many watchful eyes, Lezett held his wife’s lips captive, refusing to relinquish them as his tongue slowly savored her quivering mouth.

“This amounts to treason…” Elise, her voice hoarse, whispered when their lips finally parted. “Such behavior will not fare you well, Lezett.”

He is a knight of Vaniella, whereas I am an enemy of this empire. Aligning himself with me in such a fashion could result in him losing everything.

“Leave me,” she whispered in anguish.

“What?”

“Go back to Rothier and leave me to fend for myself. Do not lose everything because of me. Our contract has come to an end…”

The Archduke simply stared at his wife in silence.

“Tell the Emperor that you knew nothing of my schemes. Tell him I am a witch who conspired with the Mad Dragon itself. Deny the existence of our child. You must heed my words, Lezett. This is your home, not mine.”

Lezett was at a loss for words. Yet, the sight of Elise, overwhelmed with emotion, was so endearing that he simply pressed his forehead to hers.

“You seem to long to leave without a trace, Elise, as though nothing ever transpired between the two of us,” the Archduke said as he pointedly placed his hand on her abdomen. “In that case, you ought to have left before we made a child together.”

Lezett’s eyes turned cold and emotionless as he continued, “If you yearned to leave me behind so desperately, you should have allowed me to take its life. Then, everything could have unfolded as you so wish.”

“Do not speak such words!” Elise spat. “You said you did not want a child!”

“Regardless, what grows inside you is my offspring. It is our child. That means you are bound to me for life, Elise. If you truly want to leave, you must break that bond. Or, at the very least, you must leave the product of the contract we made in my hands.”

The Princess closed her eyes in the face of his ruthless words as though she was attempting to block them out.

“Do you mean to tell me I have no choice?”

“You are the one who continues to reference that foolish, meaningless contract.”

Where did it all go awry? Lezett asked himself. Should I have lain with her sooner? Should I have treated her with more kindness?

No, I should never have taken her to the capital to begin with; I should have taken her to Rothier at once and kept her existence secret. Then, I could have had her all to myself whenever I pleased.

Nonetheless, Elise is right; Vaniella is my “home.” As long as I am bound to the Emperor, such difficulties are inevitable.

But I was born to break and destroy, not to conform and serve. Submission was a conscious choice I made, not something imposed upon me. “Treason”? I care not.

Nobody in all of Grandell can stop me, and I refuse to share even a part of her. Not with the Emperor, not with her brother…

Suddenly, he grabbed her face in his hand and forced her to look at him. “This is your last chance, Elise.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your last chance to take my hand. If you abandon me, citing absurd reasons such as the contract or treason… Even I do not know what I might be capable of.”

I hope you choose me before it is too late. Choose me once more, Elise, as you did when you clung to my sleeve and kissed the back of my hand all those months ago as though I was your only chance at salvation.

Do so before I am overcome with a desire to destroy your entire world.

“N-Now I understand, Lezett. You seek to break me…” Elise stammered.

“Do as you please. Should you do so, know that the person you claim to love will spend eternity in hell, doing nothing but resenting you,” she added as she stared directly at him. “I will wither away, nothing more than another trophy that decorates your castle. If that is truly what you desire, then proceed as you wish.” Her golden eyes glared at him defiantly. “But could you truly do that to me?”

Lezett scoffed. Oh, foolish Elise. Nothing is beyond me. Shall I simply kill you? That way, I will not have to share you with anyone. That seems to be the simplest solution.

His hand moved toward her neck, seeking out her faint pulse.

I could tear her throat open with my hand. If she cried out in pain, it would be most alluring. Or perhaps… I can use St. John’s wort to put her into a slumber from which she will never wake.

The Archduke’s madness had almost entirely taken over his rationality. His right hand twitched as a bolt of lightning hit the ground, narrowly missing Elise’s neck. That seemed to snap Lezett back to his senses.

“Ah, curse it all!” he spat. His face contorted in anguish as he realized that Elise had been only centimeters away from dying at his hand.

This is truly madness… I must control myself, he told himself while taking a step away from the Princess.

It was at that moment that Semesita could be heard roaring with laughter as it watched from the clouds above. “I warned you, did I not? When you love someone with such intensity, you will be driven to insanity. You will even long to take your beloved’s life in your obsession with possessing them,” the voice of the Mad Dragon taunted.

“Be gone with you! Please… I implore you to go away…” Lezett responded, clearly tortured by what he had done.

What on earth has become of me?

Looking back on his recent behavior, the Archduke realized he had slowly been transforming into a beast and losing his humanity ever since he had met Elise.

I will take her life one day. I am certain of it…

“Elise… Are you okay…?” he whispered.

How could I treat someone so fragile in such a manner? How could I let myself fall into the depths of madness to the point that I would almost end her life?

“I understand now… Regardless of what I do, your heart will never truly belong to me…” he murmured.

He had spent his life lowering himself before others; first, he had submitted to Gaelus, then to Emperor Novius. However, Lezett Kirstan had never once surrendered. For the first time in his life, he was raising the white flag.

I have lost. And you have won.

The taste of defeat was bitter in the Archduke’s mouth. He closed his eyes as he was overcome by a tidal wave of hopelessness. “Then what would you have me do, Elise?” he asked, his voice cracking a little.

“I do not need anything—”

“Would you have me place the world at your feet?” he interjected.

Would she even choose me if I did?

His plan to annihilate both her brother and her homeland, leaving Elise with nowhere to return to, had been rendered futile.

It was a flawed plan from the beginning. Only I failed to see it. She said so herself—it is I who poses the greatest threat to her.

“What do you mean by those words?” Elise asked suspiciously.

Lezett, however, was looking behind Elise at the ship that loomed large. His decision was swift.

I must send her away. Even if I come to regret it, I ought to send her far away where I cannot hurt her.

Acting with haste before he inevitably lost his rationality once more, he wrapped his arms around her waist and effortlessly lifted her in the air.

“Your Highness!” a voice yelled from the ship. It was only then that Elise realized the boat was almost within touching distance. She glanced behind her to find Vernon frantically reaching out to her from the deck; the left side of his face was covered in blood.

“Your Highness, this way!” he called out desperately.

By now, the ship was almost touching the dilapidated pier. Lezett gently lifted Elise and placed her on a railing that protruded from the stern. Elise was in a state of shock.

“Even though you may leave me now…” Lezett began. “Remember, the child that grows inside you is mine.” His eyes betrayed a whirlwind of conflicting emotions—desire, guilt, regret, sorrow, and… love. “Never forget, Elise. Never forget the mark I have left on you…”

The Princess was rendered speechless; she almost could not believe the scene that was unfolding before her eyes.

“I am telling you not to give your heart or your body to another man until I return to claim what is mine,” Lezett gritted out.

“W-What are you saying? Step back, Lezett, you might get hurt!” Elise finally said, wary of the turbulent waves.

“Swear to me that I will be your only husband for eternity.”

“O-Of course I have no intention of taking another husband…” Elise murmured.

As soon as the Princess uttered the words Lezett longed to hear, his lips were on hers. It was unlike any of the countless kisses they had shared before; it was soft and sensual and filled with raw emotion rather than primal lust. Too soon, Lezett reluctantly pulled away. His ordinarily rough hands gently caressed her cheeks as though it would be the last time he ever touched her.

“I love you, Elise,” he softly whispered in her ear.

“W-What?” the Princess stammered.

“I feel as though I never truly confessed the depth of my affection for you,” he added as his hand dropped to her abdomen. His mana flowed into Elise’s womb, where it was greedily absorbed by the dragonborn within. “Take care of your mother. Do not cause her any trouble,” he commanded.

Is he truly going to let me go?

Elise attempted to grab his hand, but the Archduke was already turning away. The distance between them grew rapidly, leaving the Princess feeling strangely empty.

The sailors changed the direction of the sails, and the ship began slowly moving away from the pier. Someone grabbed Elise by the shoulder and pulled her into an embrace. It was Duke Conrad.

“Oh, good heavens. Thank the gods above, Your Highness,” he whispered frantically.

“Vernon…”

“Finally, we can return to our homeland. His Majesty has been waiting for you for so long, Your Highness. I am truly overcome with relief.”

Elise, however, pushed Vernon away and ran back to the railing. Looking out at the destroyed harbor, she was shocked by how far the ship had traveled in such a short time.

She spotted Lezett and noticed that the dark mana that had been swirling around him had dissipated. She found herself unable to take her eyes off her husband as he fearlessly marched toward the dozens of swords pointed at him.

A number of knights dropped their weapons when the Archduke gestured toward them. They were all Rothier soldiers.

Suddenly, Duke Irian pushed his way through the crowd and charged at Lezett, shouting furiously about the death of his daughter. Elise watched as Duke Irian grabbed her husband by the collar. The Archduke showed no signs of resistance, and soon, he was surrounded by the imperial knights.

“No…” Elise whispered as she realized Lezett’s intentions. “This is not what I wanted, you fool!”

Finally, she had successfully made her escape from Vaniella. But much to her dismay, it had come at the cost of making her husband and the father of her unborn child a traitor.

* * *

“You sent the Princess away yourself, Your Grace. How can we interpret this as anything other than treason?” an imperial knight asked.

Lezett stared aimlessly ahead and distractedly said, “Yes, I did send her away…”

What on earth have I done? What if I am never to see her again? he lamented. If I long for her this much already, by tomorrow, my body will be burning. I must retrieve her.

Thus, before the ship carrying her away had even disappeared out of sight, the Archduke was already planning how to win back his prized possession.




“This is your home, not mine.”




Indeed, this is my home. She is correct. I know how people on this land view me—as the Emperor’s hound and a loyal servant of Vaniella. Perhaps it is time to redefine myself.

“Your Grace! You do not seem to be aware of the gravity of the charges laid at your feet!” the knight said, raising his voice in frustration.

“However many charges there are, I believe at least one more will soon be added,” Lezett replied with a bitter smirk.

“You vile, wretched creature! You murdered my daughter! Do you think I will merely allow you to get away with it?!” Duke Irian furiously yelled. “Where is that witch from Arghan? The one who killed my lovely Genovia!”

At these words, Lezett’s attitude drastically changed; his gaze sharpened, and he swiftly grabbed Duke Irian by the neck. “‘That witch’?” he spat. Duke Irian began to sputter as the fearsome Archduke applied pressure to his throat. “Watch your mouth, Duke Irian, unless you wish me to send you to your daughter right now.”

“Your Grace! Must we confine you to a wagon for transporting prisoners? Let go of Duke Irian at once!” the imperial knight commanded. Nonetheless, nobody dared to move against Lezett; lightning crackled around his body, threatening to turn everyone present into nothing more than charred remains.

Lezett tossed the pale-faced Duke Irian aside as though he were nothing more than an irritating insect.

I understand now. Elise could never live in a place that treats her in such a manner. 

With those thoughts in mind, his next destination was clear.

“I will go to the capital. I will speak to His Majesty myself,” he declared.

Suddenly, as though summoned by an unseen force, Tempest trotted through the hesitant soldiers. Lezett swiftly mounted his steed and took the reins. The knights of Rothier mounted their horses and prepared to follow their leader.

“How many were on the ship?” Lezett asked Ruben.

“Fifteen of our men successfully boarded the ship, Your Grace. I saw one fall into the water so that leaves fourteen. They will faithfully carry out your orders. Fear not.”

Even though she has set sail, she has not escaped me, the Archduke thought with a sense of relief. I will always be by her side in one form or another.

The imperial knight begrudgingly stepped aside and said, “Please report to His Majesty at once, Your Grace.”

“I intend to do just that. Whether he is understanding is another matter entirely,” Lezett replied.

Not a matter of significance, however. Even if that avaricious man attempts to stand in my way, his efforts will prove futile.

Archduke Kirstan spurred his horse forward and set out for the capital of Vaniella to reclaim the golden crown he had placed on his brother’s head all those years ago.



Part 18

Hound and Master

The imperial palace of Vaniella was filled with an unusual atmosphere of foreboding. It had begun when a messenger bearing the flag of Nobella had sped through the palace gates. Upon hearing the words of the messenger, Emperor Novius did not outwardly display anger but sat with deathly calm atop his throne. 

Not long after, Archduke Kirstan and around thirty Rothier knights entered the palace grounds. Lezett dismounted his horse and signaled for his knights to stay in the courtyard, entering the palace alone.

“Your Majesty,” Lezett said as he greeted his half-brother in the throne room.

Novius sighed in exasperation. “Perhaps I ought to be relieved that you have not drawn your sword,” he said.

He does not display even a hint of subservience, the Emperor lamented. And he has made no effort to tidy up his appearance. Clearly, he has come here as quickly as possible with very specific intentions. He looks like an untamed beast emerging from the wilderness. He means to challenge me, the very sovereign to whom he is sworn… His behavior easily amounts to treason. I could have him sent to the gallows at once.

Novius, however, was acutely aware of the delicate power balance at play. Although he technically held ultimate authority in Vaniella, it was Lezett who wielded insurmountable physical strength. Thus, the Emperor trod carefully and began by offering his Archduke praise.

“I heard your cycle of madness was particularly powerful this time, Lezett. You did well to minimize unnecessary sacrifices. For that, I commend you,” he began.

“However, news did reach my ears of a most unfortunate incident. I am told Lady Genovia met her end as a result of a fatal accident. How did that come to pass?”

“I killed her,” Lezett bluntly stated. “I had shown great restraint with her because she was the only daughter of Duke Irian, but I am certain Your Majesty knew that one day she would die by my hand.”

“And why is that?”

“She attempted to take what is mine. Insolence, I can tolerate, but thievery I cannot.”

“Did you truly kill her, brother?”

“Does it matter?”

“Of course it does,” Emperor Novius said with an exaggerated sigh. “If it was truly you who killed her, I will be forced to punish you. I know you are stubborn, but you are no fool. You understand what I am saying, do you not? I am offering you a pardon.”

There was a brief moment of silence before Novius added, “I will not hold you accountable for Genovia’s death. All you must do is state what truly transpired.”

“And what would that be?”

“That the Princess of Arghan killed Lady Genovia. And, of course, you knew nothing about it. Duke Irian will understand. You are legally married, but your relationship is strained. That is why you reported her escape to me at once.”

Lezett held his silence.

“Everything was the doing of that cruel woman. She deceived you, deceived us all, and then fled after ending Genovia’s life,” Novius said as he rose from his throne and slowly descended the steps covered in plush carpet. He stopped three steps short of the bottom and lightly caressed Lezett’s cheek as if soothing a child.

“All I ask is that you acknowledge that truth. Leave everything else to me. I will calm Duke Irian, defend you before the noble folk of Vaniella, and declare war on the South.”

“Declare war?”

“Of course. The murder of Lady Genovia is more than enough grounds for war, is it not?”

“Are the Urgeli planning to attack the South again?”

“Precisely.”

Ever since Lezett had beheaded Janok Seahart, the Prince of Urgel, the alliance between Vaniella and the Urgeli had been on thin ice. Emperor Novius had personally written to the first Prince and tried to mend the broken trust. Just last month, he had received a promising letter from the King of Urgel.




I request that Vaniella provide military support for the purpose of the conquest of Grandell’s southwestern region. That would be sufficient to prove Vaniella’s commitment and unwavering loyalty to both Urgel and the Northern Alliance.




The southwestern region of Grandell was home to the kingdom of Raegal, a staunch ally of Arghan’s that the Urgeli had yet to conquer.

Emperor Novius saw this as a golden opportunity. In one fell swoop, he could restore Vaniella’s damaged alliance with Urgel and capture Elise. Provided, of course, that Lezett agreed to quietly return to Rothier.

“Duke Irian and the other noble folk are out for your blood, brother.”

“And is there someone capable of standing in my way, brother?” Lezett sneered.

“Y-You insolent wretch…” Novius spat through gritted teeth. The humiliation was almost too great to bear. “Then, deal with Duke Irian and the others yourself. I am certain they are descending on Orphell as we speak, thirsty with bloodlust.”

“I see no reason to concern myself with such trivial matters. I will head south.”

“What?!”

“Provide me with troops. We will need thrice the number we deployed last time,” Lezett stated flatly.

“Thrice the number of troops?” Emperor Novius echoed, incredulous.

“The more, the better. Perhaps you can call on the Northern Alliance. We could muster five times as many.”

Noticing that Novius was utterly aghast, Lezett added, “You once dreamed of ruling over all of Grandell. Have you grown timid, Your Majesty?” His lips curved into a satisfied smile before he added, “It is rather perfect timing. I needed a legitimate reason to head south.”

Novius was astounded; he had not expected that Lezett would propose such a plan.

“What is your real motive in taking such a large force to your wife’s homeland? Do you plan to help rebuild Arghan yourself?”

“That is not something I ought to concern myself with. I do know, however, that my wife will not be satisfied with only the Vaniellan crown.”

“Th-The… Vaniellan crown?” Novius stammered.

“Oh, dear brother,” Lezett said with a vicious grin before grabbing the Emperor by the collar and yanking him down the remainder of the steps.

Staggering and bewildered, Novius looked up at his half-brother with a scowl and said, “W-What on earth is the meaning of this?”

Lezett let out a dry chuckle. Some things truly never change. At least this brother of mine is predictable.

The Archduke recalled the first time he had ever referred to Novius as “brother.” It had been when he had first learned human speech. Novius, already drunk on power, had been unable to conceal his disdain as he looked the young dragonborn up and down. “You must not refer to me in such a manner, Lezett,” he had said in a tone dripping with condescension.

“Why not?” Lezett had asked.

“Does a hound call its master ‘brother’? A master who is his Emperor, no less.”

The young dragonborn had been rendered speechless.

“You merely need to bark when I say bark. If you want to flatter me, call me ‘Master.’ And you must improve your command of our language. It is… lacking.”

And yet now, in the throne room of the imperial palace many years later, it was the “master’s” eyes that were filled with fear and doubt. “S-Surely, you are not going to betray me, are you, L-Lezett?” the Emperor stammered.

Indeed, the man before Emperor Novius was unrecognizable from the young boy he had once treated with such disdain. Lezett emitted an aura of invincible strength, while Novius seemed weak and feeble in comparison.

Nonetheless, the Emperor resorted to familiar tactics in a bid to subdue his hound. “Who bestowed your name upon you?” he thundered. The Archduke was silent, his expression unreadable. “I know what your heart wants, Lezett; you are a creature who needs someone to obey and worship. Is that not how you have lived your entire life?”

“I cannot claim to disagree,” Lezett replied. His voice was calm and steady.

“Precisely. Hounds are loyal. They do not betray their masters. Even if they are abandoned, they do not turn their backs on their owners.”

His words ring true. Were it not for Elise, the first person to treat me as more than a mere beast, I would never have contemplated betrayal. But now I have her. There is no reason to remain under my brother’s thumb.

“Then, think of it like this: the hound you raised has died,” Lezett said with a sense of finality.

“W-What?” The Emperor’s eyes widened in disbelief.

However, the Archduke was no longer paying him any attention. Instead, his eyes scanned the crown atop Novius’s head, the opulent throne, and the lavish adornments that decorated the throne room. Lezett had entered the imperial palace with the intention of overthrowing the Emperor and taking the crown for himself.

But his plans had changed.

Vaniella and Novius present a clear threat to Elise, that is true, but the main danger is posed by those cursed barbarians.

Thus, Lezett’s ultimate target was Urgel. In which case, he reasoned, Vaniella was simply too valuable to discard. The seasoned knights of Vaniella would prove most useful.

If I take the throne for myself now, I will not be able to wage war. I will be required to stay in Orphell and deal with the inevitable resistance of the noble folk. Besides, I am not interested in the throne itself; managing Rothier is enough of a headache. And so, I need a puppet to sit atop the throne while I stride toward my true goals.

That puppet was to be Novius.

“I apologize,” Lezett said with a slight bow.

I must at least express a degree of regret for what I am about to do to him…

“Do not feel too aggrieved, brother. After all, I have lived a long life for a “hound.” But that hound dies today,” he added as he reached out and removed the crown from the Emperor’s head.

“L-Lezett Kirstan… have you forgotten who gave you a human name?!” Novius shouted.

“Well, perhaps that was your biggest mistake; giving a hound a human name might result in it forgetting its place. You should have treated me like a beast from the start.”

Mana that resembled rope swirled from Lezett’s right hand and wrapped around Novius’s mouth before binding his hands and feet. He could not move an inch.

“I will not demand that you step down from the throne immediately. Simply stay quiet until I return,” Lezett commanded as he removed the signet ring from Novius’s right hand. The Emperor’s eyes bulged from his head with rage, but his protests were silenced.

The Archduke then tilted his brother’s chin with his index finger so that he was looking up at him. Mana filled Novius’s mouth and slid down his throat.

“Half a year,” Lezett stated flatly. “Pray that I return in that time. Otherwise, what you just swallowed will take root inside you.”

What on earth is he talking about? Novius frantically thought to himself.

Noticing Novius’s confusion, Lezett clarified, “If I do not extract my mana from your body within six months, you will die. So, it would be within your interests to not do anything foolish.”

The Emperor’s bulging eyes widened even further.

“Farewell,” Lezett said casually as he left the throne room. At first, the imperial knights blocked his path, but they stepped aside once they noticed the signet ring on his finger.

It took him less than five minutes to draft a decree in the name of the Northern Alliance.




The Northern Alliance is to send troops to counter Urgel’s attempted conquest of the southwest of Grandell. The troops will be led by Archduke Kirstan. The goal is the ultimate annihilation of the Urgeli.




Lezett sealed the document with the signet and summoned a messenger. He had convened a meeting to be held near the Tenne River at the southern end of Rothier. He ordered that the nations who made up the Northern Alliance were to gather there with their armies within a month.

And with that, the Archduke left the imperial palace. In the courtyard, Ruben cautiously asked, “Will the allied nations send their troops willingly, Your Grace?”

“Why would they not?”

“Your decree heralds the beginning of a huge war. Considering the stakes, will some of the nations not be reluctant to join the battle? Perhaps we ought to provide an incentive of some nature…”

“I am the incentive,” Lezett stated flatly.

“P-Pardon, Your Grace?”

“The famed dragonborn commander leads the troops himself. Is there a need for a further incentive?”

Isaac subtly pinched Ruben’s arm in an attempt to warn him to cease with the questions. “Ah, yes, Your Grace, you are quite right.”

Indeed, Lezett had never once lost a battle; rallying troops under his banner would likely not prove difficult. Moreover, the victors of the war would share the spoils of the vanquished—the fertile southern lands occupied by Urgel, the vast treasures they possessed, and countless prisoners of war who could be used as laborers.

“Forgive me, Your Grace, but what do you intend to do once you crush the Urgeli? Will you perhaps… assist the Emperor of Arghan?” Ruben asked, his curiosity getting the better of him. This time, Isaac punched Ruben in the arm.

“Why would I do such a thing?”

“P-Pardon, Your Grace?”

“Why would I assist the Emperor of Arghan?”

“Ah, well… I suppose because Arghan is Her Highness’s homeland and… well, the Emperor is her brother…” Ruben stammered.

Lezett simply mounted his steed, clearly in no mood to respond to such speculation.

“P-Please do not misunderstand my intentions, Your Grace. It is not as though I long to ally with Arghan or anything of that nature…” Ruben babbled.

Isaac shot his fellow knight a withering glance.

In truth, Lezett was only concerned with offering Elise the entire world; the head of the King of Urgel was merely one thing he intended to lay at her feet.

I must secure as much as possible for my wife. Before long, she will be parting ways with her precious homeland and people forever.

When that day comes, I hope she does not shed too many tears, at least.

I wonder what she is doing now… She must be crossing the vast sea that stretches between Nobella and the Tentaluna Peninsula.

It will not be easy to receive messages from the Rothier knights who are traveling with her. It might be as long as two months before I hear news of my beloved.

Do you think of me, Elise? Will you ache for me as I ache for you?

What am I thinking? Of course, she will not. She will be focused solely on the journey to her homeland.

His hand instinctively traveled to the hilt of his sword, where he had tied Elise’s silver locks, which he had found discarded in the cabin on the mountain. Ruben and Isaac exchanged a tense glance.

As they journeyed to the Rothier, Lezett would often stare at the hair and stroke it with an intense look of longing in his eyes.

* * *

Elise had been sailing aboard The Nellie for around fifteen days. The seas were peaceful, but the atmosphere on board the vessel was fraught. The Arghanian knights had realized soon after they were on the open sea that there, were Rothieran knights in their midst. The two sides would likely have massacred each other right then and there, were it not for Duke Conrad.

He ordered the Arghanian knights to stand down, emphasizing that, for the time being, their goal of protecting the Princess was aligned. He knew that open fighting of that scale would endanger not only the Princess but the safety of the entire ship at sea.

In a little more than a week, the motley crew safely arrived in Hamaram, where they loaded the ship with fresh supplies and hired a physician and servant to accompany them on their journey. Though the knights were no longer in danger of killing each other, the differences between the Rothier knights and those from Arghan revealed themselves in unexpected ways. For instance, the Northerners, most of them having never seen the sea prior to this journey, were particularly susceptible to seasickness.

The Arghanian people were in command of the ship, causing a degree of resentment among the Rothier knights. “Your ease while at sea seems to invoke a certain degree of arrogance within you,” one of them spat.

“Meanwhile, you look like a rotten fish. Are you certain you can survive the journey?” a Southerner replied.

“Shut your mouth! What would pampered boys who grew up in the warm climate of the South know? Have you ever faced a snowy mountain or a blizzard? You would freeze in an instant!”

“The cold is seemingly all you have up North! I mean, it is understandable; you lack delicious food or beautiful sights to see,” a Southerner shot back, rolling his eyes.

“Meanwhile, your ‘empire’ was trampled to dust by mere savages untrained in the art of swordsmanship. Have you no shame?”

“How dare you?”

The arguments would start in such a fashion and then inevitably descend into bloody brawls.

However, there was one moment each day when they would all fall silent—the moment Elise stepped out of her cabin.

On this day, the Princess noticed two of the voyagers engaged in a scuffle and yelled, “What is going on here? What is the meaning of this fighting?”

The knights of Arghan surrounded their Princess protectively.

“Your Highness! What are you doing out of your cabin? You look so very pale. It is your first time at sea, is it not? You should have called for His Grace!” one of them said in a voice overflowing with worry.

“Are you faring any better today, Your Highness? The food is poor, I know, but you must eat. Seasickness is truly a nasty affliction, indeed,” another added.

“Those Northern fools do not know how to build ships! It wobbles with every tiny gust of wind! This is hardly a vessel fit for Her Highness!”

“Worry not, I am feeling much better,” Elise muttered with a forced smile.

Most of the knights aboard the ship were familiar faces to Elise; many had served directly under Duke Conrad for many years and had accompanied him on his visits to the imperial palace. Having known the Princess since she was a young girl, they were fiercely protective of her.

When she was younger, she did not appreciate such treatment. She often felt bitter and frustrated at being treated as though she were utterly helpless. However, now she found herself feeling nothing but gratitude.

“I am rather more concerned with some of the knights on board the ship,” Elise said. “Those men over there do not look well,” she added as she nodded in the direction of the Rothier knights. The Princess was not, however, aware that they were Lezett’s men.

“Do not worry about them, Your Highness! They are weak!” one of the Arghanian knights replied.

“Such language is not appropriate. They braved the same grave dangers all of you did,” Elise said sternly.

“Y-You are right, Your Highness. We have behaved impudently,” an Arghanian knight murmured, bowing his head.

“Fear not, Your Highness. We will soon acclimatize to the turbulent waters,” a Rothier knight said with an awkward smile.

Once the Princess was out of sight, the Rothier knights gathered in a huddle. “His Grace did not mention we would be on the same ship as Her Highness. Are we just to follow the same orders?”

“Well, the situation has changed. Perhaps we should wait for new orders to arrive.”

“Yes, Her Highness is with child, after all. We must not do anything that would cause her distress.”

“Indeed. If anything were to befall Her Highness or the child, our heads would end up on spikes. Let us not be hasty and wait for further instructions.”

“Yes, let us wait until we reach land, at the very least.”

At the same time, a spirited discussion was taking place in the captain’s cabin. “If not now, when can we possibly get rid of them, Your Grace?” Silvian, an Arghanian knight, asked Vernon. “It would be easier to simply throw them overboard.”

“Then, will you go and personally ask Her Highness for permission to do so?” Duke Conrad asked.

“Maybe we could proceed without Her Highness’s knowledge—”

Vernon immediately interjected. “You mean to act without the Princess’s permission?”

“Then what would Your Grace suggest? They are the Archduke’s men. Do you mean to take them to His Majesty?” Silvian argued, his frustration evident.

“Of course not. We will deal with them on land. But there is no need for such haste. Her Highness’s recovery is the priority now. Lest you forget, soon we may be serving her as Empress. We cannot do anything without her permission. You would do well to keep that in mind.”

The atmosphere in the room grew tense. Silvian let out a frustrated sigh and then said, “His Majesty still draws breath, yet Your Grace speaks as though the worst-case scenario will inevitably come to pass.”

“We do not know how long His Majesty can go on, Silvian.”

“How can you possibly utter such words?!” Silvian’s face was red with anger.

“His Majesty himself has spoken ‘such words.’ You know as well as I do that the situation is very… difficult,” Vernon said with a softer tone. “We must be grateful that His Majesty and Her Highness are still with us. That alone gives us hope. So, let us focus on Her Highness’s recovery for the time being.”

Above all else, Vernon did not want to mention Lezett in Elise’s presence. Recalling the cruelty of the message that the Archduke had delivered when he spared his life still caused him to shudder.

Vernon could still recall Elise’s forlorn face as she watched from the deck of the ship while her husband slowly faded out of sight. Only then did Duke Conrad realize the depth of the Princess’s affection for the Archduke.

Now, he went out on the deck to find her rooted to the spot where she had longingly gazed at the retreating Lezett. “Your Highness…” he said softly.

Elise turned her head and smiled gently upon seeing his face, but soon, her expression slipped into one of grave concern. “I have been meaning to ask, Vernon. What happened to the left side of your face?”

Duke Conrad’s once-handsome face was covered in bandages and gauze. The wounds had largely healed by now, but he wanted to cover the scars and bruising.

It was the handiwork of your beloved husband, Vernon thought to himself bitterly.

In truth, Duke Conrad considered it a miracle he was still drawing breath. After he had taunted Lezett by revealing the secret about St. John’s wort, the Archduke had been overcome with rage. Spotting Tommy from the window, he had left the inn and returned around an hour later. He then wasted no time in pummelling Vernon’s face.

Of course, there is a reason he spared my life.

“We are nearing the southern seas now, Your Highness. The weather will continue to warm up. If you wish to set foot on land, simply say the word. It will not be difficult to anchor the ship near a deserted island for a short time,” Duke Conrad said, evading the Princess’s question.

“No, there is no need to waste time,” Elise responded.

“Your child… Forgive me for saying so, Your Highness, but they will not be welcomed in Arghan.”

“I know,” the Princess replied flatly. “I intend to keep it a secret. Of course, those aboard this ship already know. That is unavoidable. But I will hide it from the Arghanian people at large.”

Elise intended to ask Andrei if she could remain hidden until she gave birth, even though she knew it was an unreasonable request. The Arghanian army needed Andrei, and Andrei needed her.

“I will tell Andrei myself. He will perhaps fly into a rage, but I must attempt to assuage him.”

“Yes, Your Highness. Forgive me. I should have offered you my congratulations first,” Vernon murmured.

“Please do not apologize, Vernon. It makes me feel even worse, somehow.”

“Understood.”

Duke Conrad recalled the words that Archduke Kirstan had spoken while beating half of his face to a bloody pulp. He had demanded that a message be relayed directly to Andrei.




“You have been nothing more than a parasite to your sister for the entirety of her life. You should repay the undue favor she has bestowed upon you with your life. If you lack the courage or conscience to end it yourself, I will gladly come and do it for you.”




Vernon sighed deeply and looked up at the sky.

In truth, there is no need for such a message. His Majesty knows better than anyone that he ought to disappear for his sister’s sake.

Duke Conrad recalled a conversation he had had with Andrei just before he set out in search of Elise.




“You know I do not have much time left, Vernon. In truth, it is a wonder I am still alive.”

“Please do not speak such words, Your Majesty. Thankfully, you are not afflicted with a life-threatening injury.”

“Do not feign ignorance, Vernon; you are aware of the meaning behind my words. I will endure for as long as I can, of course. But I do not know how long that will be. So, Vernon, you must bring Elisabetta to me as soon as possible. I have something for her.”

* * *

After bidding Vernon good night, Elise returned to her cabin. Although she pulled the blanket over her head and closed her eyes tightly, she could not rid herself of the image of Lezett’s face as she recalled his parting words. 




“I understand now… Regardless of what I do, your heart will never truly belong to me…”

“I love you, Elise. I feel as though I never truly confessed the depth of my affection for you.”




“How could you possibly say such things to me right before we part?!” Elise sputtered in frustration.

And he told me not to give my heart to other men until he returned. What on earth did he mean by that? I feel relieved to know that it was not a final farewell, but I have no idea what he plans to do next, and that fills me with fear.

“He said he loves me…” she whispered to herself.

Such sweet words, despite the situation in which they were uttered…

That was the first time his genuine affection for me overpowered his insatiable desire to possess me. He prioritized love… He let me go for my sake despite the fact that his instincts must have been imploring him to do otherwise. It is a choice that distinguishes him from Semesita. Maybe he will not turn Grandell into ash after all.

My fears and anxieties seem to have been largely unwarranted.

I wonder, when did you know that what you felt for me was love? What made you realize it? And is the “love” you speak of separate from the physical desire you harbor for me? What exactly is it about me that you love?

Elise longed to ask him such useless questions. 

If he has already been branded a traitor, perhaps he could flee to the South, and this time I could hide him. However, he is not the type to flee. 

Eventually, Elise succumbed to slumber. The moonlight gently poured through the window in her cabin, and for once, the night was most peaceful. However, deep down, everyone aboard the ship knew that this temporary peace would not last long.

* * *

After twenty days of sailing, land finally came into view. “Tentaluna Peninsula on the horizon!” a sailor announced.

Elise, who had been watching the knights play cards on the main deck, quickly looked up. Yet, she could only see the vast expanse of sea that stretched before them.

A few hours later, however, she could make out a small mass of land. And by dawn the following morning, the harbor of Tentaluna revealed its grandeur.

The Princess’s heart pounded in her chest with a strange feeling of excitement. 

Finally, the southern lands of Grandell are within reach!

Shortly after, the ship anchored, and Vernon helped Elise disembark. “Watch your step, Your Highness,” he said.

She had changed her clothes before stepping onto land. She dressed plainly to avoid attracting attention and made sure to don a hood to cover her face.

“This is most untoward, Your Highness. His Majesty will be positively outraged if he witnesses you in such attire,” Duke Conrad lamented.

“I do not understand why. These clothes are comfortable and practical.”

“They are made with coarse material and are usually worn by sailors… Your Highness should only be adorned in the most splendid finery,” Vernon added regrettably.

Elise simply held her silence as she took in the huge harbor before her. It was far larger than Nobella’s. She immediately spotted a number of warships anchored at the eastern end, and she took a deep breath of the warm air.

How long has it been since I felt this ground beneath my feet and this warm air in my lungs?

The bustling port was filled with many people dressed without coats or gloves. The warm weather was a welcome departure from the harsh climate of the North. Elise could not help but allow a small smile to play across her lips.

Duke Conrad guided her to an inn that the knights had ensured was safe. “The Urgeli are still searching for you, Your Highness. They are particularly active around the border areas. Hence, it was most difficult for us to approach the Tenne River.”

“It would seem that they know I am the key to Arghan’s magic. No doubt they received that information from the traitor, Jason.”

A map of Grandell had been placed on a table before the group. From here, they would attempt to reach Riosa Castle in Raegal by land.

“Let us avoid the neutral nations. We will pass through the northern forest region of Evielle,” Elise declared.

Vernon’s brow furrowed in response. “If we take that route, it will take two or three times as long, Your Highness…”

“It is better to err on the side of caution. If the Urgeli find us, that will be the end of it all. We must take the safest path,” the Princess insisted. “Besides, it should not take too long. By my estimations, we will arrive in Raegal after one week.”

While aboard the ship, Elise had suffered from severe nausea. She had also been rendered more fatigued by frequent attempts to make contact with Andrei; she knew that she needed to reach him as soon as possible before the child growing within her devoured what remained of her mana.

Eventually, she was able to reach her brother. Though she had not been able to see him clearly, they had managed to communicate.




“Send a dove with the largest teleportation spell you can possibly craft, one that can cover a long distance and accommodate many people.”

“All right, dear sister. I will send a dove to the Millennium Valley at the northern border of the Kingdom of Evielle. It should be possible to reach Riosa from there, but I must warn you, it will require a substantial amount of mana.”

“I can do it. Send it.”




Elise’s eyes were filled with unwavering determination as she stared at the map.

* * *

Elise had descended from her room to the first floor of the inn to eat. They were set to depart for Evielle the following day. She ordered vanilla pudding and cherry compote to be brought to her first, to be followed by a wide array of food. Elise took her plate and headed toward a secluded corner of the room. A satisfied smile lit up her face as she stared at the pile of delicious food.

The food aboard the ship had been seriously lacking in flavor, and Elise had found herself longing for cherry compote almost as much as she longed for Lezett. The ravenous Princess devoured the entire plate in a matter of minutes. 

It tastes good, but… something is missing. It did not quite satisfy my craving.

I can still recall the cherry compote at the market in Rothier. Lezett did not let me eat it that day. Perhaps that is why this was not quite satisfying enough… It is that specific compote I am yearning for!

Following that day at the market, the Archduke had ensured that she had been regularly supplied with sweet treats after meals.

The compote made by Hummel, the head chef of Rothier Castle, was very delicious, too. Oh, and the warm pear preserves and lemon cheese tarts! Scrumptious!

Back then, Lezett had promised he would lay with her if she gained some weight, and she had diligently devoured all of Hummell’s creations. Now, the mere thought of them caused her mouth to water.

The human body is truly a marvel; it was only weeks ago that the mere thought of food made me nauseous. Now, it is all I am capable of thinking about.

The physician they had picked up in Hamaram had examined Elise aboard the ship and declared that the child in her womb was stable. He had advised her to eat well, avoiding only a few specific foods.

Suddenly, the rest of the fare she had ordered was brought to her. She picked up her spoon and was about to plunge it into the onion soup when she overheard a nearby voice.

“Have you heard the news? They say the war demon of Vaniella is heading South.”

Elise was so surprised she almost dropped her spoon into her bowl.

“So the Northern Alliance has decided to join the Urgeli forces?”

“Indeed. If Urgel is able to conquer Raegal, half of Grandell will be in the hands of those cursed barbarians.”

Elise felt as though her heart might leap from her chest.

I did not think war would break out so swiftly… If Raegal is their target, the Urgeli must already know that Andrei is hiding there.

And yet… more importantly… who did they say was heading to the South?

“You mean to say that Archduke Kirstan is leading the Northern Alliance troops?” the man at a nearby table sought to clarify.

“Yes, as I heard it, there was a meeting of the Northern Alliance in Rothier a few days prior. It is likely they will begin marching soon… or perhaps they are already on their way…”

“That must be why the western trade routes were suddenly blocked.”

“Yes. All eyes are on this impending war. It is said that the amount of troops the Northern Alliance has gathered this time is unlike anything before.”

“Well, I’m a proud Southerner, and I’ve lived in the South all my life. I rebuke those Northern brutes! But if it really is the war demon who marches on us… What can we do?” a burly man remarked.

“But wait, didn’t the Archduke wed the Princess of Arghan?” a young woman interjected. “Does that mean he intends to attack his wife’s homeland?!”

“Word reached my ears that the Princess fled his clutches,” an old man at a nearby table whispered.

“I heard the same tale. Some say she has already been captured by the barbarians. But others claim she was spotted in Nobella and that she killed a noble lady and then fled!”

“I must say, that is rather impressive! I would expect nothing less from a member of the Arghan imperial family!”

The subject of such praise, however, was rendered utterly speechless, shocked to her core at the accuracy of some of the rumors.

Lezett is descending on Raegal with a huge army in tow? Was it an order from the Emperor? But… he surely could have refused.

It would not be the first time he disregarded the Emperor’s commands, after all. Am I to face my own husband on the battlefield?

A shiver ran down the Princess’s spine. Her appetite had withered away entirely. And yet, the conversation in the inn had not concluded.

“There is even more to the story. They say the Mad Dragon appeared in Nobella!” a man whispered, his voice trembling slightly.

“Do not jest about such things!” the old man replied.

“I would never. It is true, so they say. The harbor of Nobella was completely destroyed, and people claimed to have seen the Mad Dragon flying among the clouds. They even say the Princess left with the dragon. That is why Archduke Kirstan was so furious.”

“B-But the Mad Dragon was sealed by Gallian over seven hundred years ago! This is impossible!”

“Th-They say the child the Princess carries is not the Archduke’s but… the dragon’s!”

How absurd, Elise thought to herself. So this is how the people of Grandell talk about me…

“I suppose that means the outcome of the war is not a foregone conclusion. It is the war demon against the Mad Dragon itself! Who knows what might happen?”

“Well, let us not forget that this is all hearsay,” the old man cautioned.

It seems as though the entire continent is holding its breath, waiting to see which side to join.

As Elise let out a long sigh, a young man sat at the table across from her spoke to her. “Very interesting rumors, would you not say, Elisabetta?”

Instantly, the Princess knew that Semesita had possessed the young man’s body. “Shall I prove to them that the Mad Dragon really does harbor affection for the Princess?” Semesita asked through the handsome man’s mouth.

Elise had grown accustomed to Semesita appearing at any given moment. When she was aboard the ship, various sailors would sometimes approach her and strike up conversations. They would always speak out of character and have an odd yellow glint in their eyes. That was how Elise knew it was the Mad Dragon. Nonetheless, Elise had given it permission to watch her and so did not object to its presence.

“What exactly do you mean by ‘prove’?” she asked reluctantly.

“I could reveal my feelings to the world right now. My body may be sealed in the Grantern Mountains, but I do not require it for a demonstration of my affection,” Semesita said with a smirk.

For a brief moment, Elise was tempted by the Mad Dragon’s offer.

If word spreads across Grandell that Semesita has allied with Arghan, it might sway other nations or at least dissuade them from joining forces with the Urgeli. But Semesita would not do something for me without a price.

“And what would you seek in return?” she asked.

“Hmm. A very pertinent question. Raising a human child might prove to be interesting.”

“What?!”

“Perhaps I will teach it everything I know,” Semesita said, its gaze lingering on Elise’s abdomen. “If I offer it my mana, would it not come to think of me as its parent? It does not seem to have taken a liking to Lezett.”

“I would never agree to such a thing!” Elise whispered furiously.

“My blood courses through that child’s veins.”

“A very faint trace of your blood, at best,” the Princess countered.

“I have been thinking lately. I wonder how events would have transpired had I given Gallian the child he so desperately craved.”

“Ponder to your heart’s content, but please do not involve me.”

Is this why Lezett repeatedly emphasized that I must not forget that he is the father of my child?

Meanwhile, the conversation regarding the impending war continued unabated.

“In truth, a dragon without a body is less terrifying than the Archduke. As a Southerner, it pains me to say this, but if I am conscripted, I would rather join the Northern forces.”

“I have to confess, I am inclined to agree. They say he casts his sword aside on the battlefield because it only impedes the strength of his madness…”

Imagining Lezett standing on a battlefield stained with the blood of her people sent a shiver down Elise’s spine.

It is true… He is powerful enough to shift any battle in his favor. If he is our enemy, we are doomed. But his confession of love was so sincere. I do not believe that he leads an army to the South in order to abduct me…

I must reach Raegal before the Urgeli.

Andrei needs me. Arghan needs me.

I will have to provide Andrei with mana while I am with child. Can I truly achieve such a feat?

I must gather my strength. If I want to survive, I need to eat, Elise reminded herself before she began eating the various dishes before her.

Even Semesita was shocked by the mana I was able to wield. I just need to believe in myself. I can do this!

Elise finished her meal with determination and then rose to leave the room.

“How very stubborn,” Semesita muttered, but the Princess did not even glance in its direction.

She is most foolish. If only she were willing to work with me, I would gladly grant any request she were to make. It has been an incredibly long time since I encountered someone quite so intriguing, after all. My curiosity outweighs even my primal desire to possess and conquer.

And the child that grows in her womb… It is very special, indeed. I have sired many children, but none of them were so… calm. It is a dragonborn, but somehow, its appetite is not particularly ravenous. It seems entirely unafraid. How very fascinating. Perhaps it adores its mother and thus does not wish to harm her.

Dragonborn fetuses typically lack intelligence and behave purely by instinct, but this one is clearly different.

Semesita had subtly sent mana into Elise’s womb without her noticing. Although the fetus noticed that the mana was different from its father’s, it could not resist the allure of the abundant nourishment and began to absorb it. However, as soon as Elise reacted to the Mad Dragon’s words with hostility, the baby dragonborn spat out Semesita’s mana.

Regardless, if Elise successfully returns to her twin brother’s side, one of them is sure to die within a matter of months. On second thoughts, one of the three will die, Semesita thought with a smirk.

* * *

Since leaving Tentaluna, Elise had been all but silent, and Vernon was concerned. 

“Are you all right, Your Highness? We are not far now. We simply need to locate the dove.”

Elise nodded, her face hidden by her hood. The journey had drained her more than she had anticipated. Her back and waist were constantly in pain despite the fact that she was sharing a horse with Vernon.

They had reached the northern border of the Kingdom of Evielle after riding for approximately a week, just as planned.

Suddenly, knights who had gone ahead to scout returned with excitement written on their faces. “We found it, Your Highness! His Majesty’s dove is waiting for us just over there!”

Elise raised her hand in the air, and the dove immediately took flight, landing on her fingers. She removed a rolled-up piece of parchment from its claws. As the parchment unfurled, the magic circle inscribed thereon immediately floated just above the Princess’s hand.

“When the spell is activated, it might prove difficult to maintain your balance. Everyone dismount your steeds,” Elise commanded.

This might be the last spell I ever cast…

I cannot hesitate. There will be no second chances.

The magic circle left her hand and spread across the ground. As she poured mana into it, the pattern began to glow softly. Her abdomen throbbed. Feeling guilty, she silently apologized to her unborn child and focused on the task at hand.

Just hold on a little longer, little one…

The magic circle expanded until it covered the ground beneath the entire party. Sweat dripped from Elise’s forehead and neck.

“Finally, I will see you again… Andrei,” she whispered, her voice trembling with emotion.

Blinding flashes of light burst forth as mana surged from her body. The life growing inside her struggled to reclaim the nutrients that were slipping away, causing Elise to feel incredibly nauseous. Her stomach churned like tumultuous waves.

As Elise succumbed to unconsciousness, the scenery around her began to change. The forest vanished and was replaced by the crisp, cool air of a canyon with a winding river below.

The knights gasped in unison at the amazing feat of magic.

Someone rushed through the crowd and brought Elise into a desperate embrace.

“Elisabetta!” a familiar voice cried out. It was Andrei. His trembling voice betrayed the depth of his emotions at being reunited with his sister.

At the sound of her brother’s sobs, Elise’s mind cleared. Yet, words failed her, and she, too, simply sobbed uncontrollably. Eventually, she was able to whisper his name.

“Andrei…”

Her shoulder was wet from his endless stream of tears.

She has truly returned to me… Thank the heavens above…


Part 19

Reunited At Last

“What a huge relief it is to see you alive and well,” Duke Bellatore said to Duke Conrad as they stood in front of Andrei’s chambers.

“Is His Majesty asleep?” Vernon asked.

“I am told they both succumbed to slumber.”

Duke Conrad walked toward the door and peered through it; the twins were facing each other as they slept. A knowing smile lit up Vernon’s face. “They have not changed at all. They always slept like that, even when they were children.”

“It has been a long time since I witnessed His Majesty shed so many tears,” Fabian Bellatore whispered.

“What of His Majesty’s health? Has it improved at all?”

Duke Bellatore simply solemnly shook his head before updating Duke Conrad on the reports from Andrei’s personal physician.

“Perhaps now that Her Highness is back by his side, we may see some improvements,” Vernon posited optimistically. 

“I would hope so. But I fear His Majesty has already made up his mind.”

“About what…?”

“You know of what I speak, my friend,” Duke Bellatore replied.

Vernon’s brow furrowed with concern. Has His Majesty truly given up on survival?

* * *

When the twins were young, before Andrei had ascended the throne, they would spend nights whispering and giggling under their shared blanket before falling asleep. Andrei would always wake up first and was usually gone by the time Elise rose.

Yet, for the first time ever, on this day, she woke first and watched her brother sleep.

He has been through so much, she thought, tears welling in her eyes. He was always so effortlessly handsome and refined. It pains me terribly to look at his pale face now.

She reached out to gently touch the bandage that covered his right eye. It felt hollow.

“It is nothing,” Andrei suddenly murmured before opening his eye and chuckling softly at his sister’s shocked expression. “Losing one eye in exchange for escape was quite a good deal, dear sister. I had not realized how terrifying the dungeons beneath the imperial palace were, Elise, but once I was the one imprisoned there, I came to know the fiery pits of hell itself.”

Andrei paused before continuing. “Breaking the shackles that those barbarians bound me with was easy, but escaping the prison that our ancestors built proved much harder.”

“How did you get out, dear brother?”

“It took three days and nights merely to break the mana nullification spells. It was the most complex use of formulas I have ever witnessed. Eventually, I was able to escape. And with my left eye intact, no less,” Andrei said with a wry smile.

“Do not jest about such matters, Andrei,” Elise replied sternly.

“I was merely attempting to lighten the mood, sister. Please forgive me. If I said it did not hurt, I would be lying, of course. The pain was so great I thought I might die…”

“Do not ever send me away again!” Elise said as her tears threatened to pour forth. “I am not grateful for that decision you made. If you ever do that again, I will not forgive you, even in death.”

“I suppose I will not find peace even in the arms of the gods, then,” Andrei said forlornly, averting his gaze.

Elise took a moment to scrutinize her brother’s form. “W-Wait, why are you so dreadfully thin? Are you hurt? Have you contracted some affliction?”

“No… I am a deposed Emperor living in hiding. Would it not be more strange if I had gained weight?” Andrei said. It was clear he was trying to deflect his concerned sister’s questions. “I should be asking you such questions! Did they starve you in Rothier? You look just as thin.”

“I suffered from terrible seasickness on the journey here.” Now that it was Andrei’s turn to scrutinize Elise’s body, the Princess felt uncomfortable. She crossed her arms in an effort to hide any signs that she was with child.

On second thoughts, perhaps now is the time to tell him the truth…

“Andrei. It was not just the seasickness that caused me pain,” she murmured.

“Yes, I am sure the journey was difficult for a number of reasons.”

“Well, yes… but—”

“You will never know how grateful I am to you for enduring it, Elise. And how sorry I am for imploring you to return to my side,” Andrei interjected.

“Please do not apologize, brother…”

Suddenly, Andrei rose and limped over to a table to fetch a bowl of water and a towel.

He did not just lose his eye in those dungeons, Elise realized.

Andrei soaked the towel in water and gently wiped Elise’s face. “Do not look at me with such pity in your eyes. I have never felt so happy in all my years,” Andrei said earnestly. “Nothing is more important to me than your safety. My only focus these past months has been saving you. Nothing else mattered. Not even my own life. However, now that you have returned, I do plan to repay those wretched barbarians and Northern dogs for every humiliation they inflicted upon our great empire.”

Elise remained silent, her heart heavy.

“But I am overcome with joy and gratitude in this moment. Thank you for surviving and never giving up, dear sister.”

Elise’s heart pounded in her chest. She sensed that if she missed the opportunity to deliver the news now, she would never garner the courage to confess.

How will you react to what I am about to say?

The Princess reached out and grabbed her brother’s hand. “Andrei…” she began.

I am with child, Andrei… Despite your desperate pleas, I laid with that man, and I am carrying his baby, the baby of a man who we might soon meet on the battlefield.

Noticing his sister’s grave expression, Andrei asked, “What is it, Elise?”

I cannot do it…

The Princess simply lowered her head and said, “I missed you…”

“I missed you too, of course. Greatly…”

“I felt so utterly alone in this world without you, brother. I could not understand why you had to die while I carried on drawing breath. I felt utterly powerless.”

“And yet it was you who brought Nobella to its knees. Oh, do not be so modest. Everyone in all of Grandell has heard the tale,” Andrei said as he playfully tousled Elise’s hair.

“I was fortunate, that is all.”

“Soon, you will be capable of even greater feats, dear sister,” Andrei said before gently removing Elise’s hand from her robe. Before she could react, the brooch came undone, and the robe slipped from her shoulders to the floor. “First, you need to bathe and change your clothes. You look more like a brother than a sister. Never again will you wear such rags.”

“I do not understand why everyone places so much emphasis on clothing…” Elise muttered as she discreetly tugged at her shirt to hide her abdomen.

“You are a member of the Arghan imperial family. Everything you wear, eat, and drink is important. Your chambers have been prepared for you. If you need anything, just inform the steward.”

“All right.”

“I have much to discuss with Vernon tonight. I will be occupied for most of the evening. Have something to eat and get some rest, sister.”

Elise stepped into the corridor to find Vernon and Fabian engaged in conversation. Duke Bellatore burst into tears at the sight of the Princess of Arghan. Duke Conrad, meanwhile, shot her a questioning glance. Elise subtly shook her head and hurried into her chambers.

“We have drawn a bath for you, Your Highness. This way, please,” a maid guided her.

“I will bathe alone,” Elise insisted.

The maids quietly left the room as the Princess dragged her heavy, exhausted body to the bathtub.

“You fool! How long do you think you can hide the truth?” she spat at herself.

I will tell him tomorrow…

However, she was denied the opportunity. Before dawn, not long after Elise’s arrival in Riosa, an urgent message reached the castle—the Urgeli had begun their invasion.

* * *

Riosa Castle had been the summer residence of the Raegalian royal family for generations. It stood tall atop a vast gorge, surrounded by cliffs, with a turquoise river winding below. The castle walls formed a giant star shape when viewed from above, earning the castle the nickname “The Fallen Star.”

Before the sun had even risen, a battle had erupted in the vicinity of the gorge.

“How many casualties?” Andrei asked. The Emperor of Arghan, Duke Conrad, Duke Bellatore, Elise, and other key figures had gathered in a makeshift war room beneath the castle.

“Seven dead, eleven critically injured. The rest escaped with only minor wounds, Your Majesty,” Vernon reported.

In order to reach Riosa Castle, one had to navigate the river through the gorge and then ascend a steep slope. The fact that the gorge had already been breached was terrible news, indeed.

“An attack without so much as a declaration of war? A new low, even for barbarians!” Andrei spat.

In Grandell, formal declarations of war had been custom for centuries. Even when Urgel had invaded Arghan, it had complied with the unwritten principle.

“It does not appear to be a full-scale invasion, Your Majesty. We have counted only around one hundred soldiers so far. It seems they seek to understand Riosa’s terrain first,” Duke Bellatore explained. “We must begin preparing for a siege of the castle.”

“We have archers stationed at every bastion along the castle walls, Your Majesty. And the cannons are in place, of course. A siege will not prove easy,” Duke Conrad said.

Andrei stared at the map on the table before him. “We will be at a disadvantage in a prolonged battle. Nothing, no matter how inhumane, is beyond these barbarians. If they spread a plague within the castle walls, we will not stand a chance. We must secure supplies that can last us six months. Send a dove to the Raegalian royal family before the Urgeli cut our supply lines.”

“And what of countermeasures, Your Majesty? Should we form a vanguard?” Vernon asked.

“No, we do not know what traps they have set for us.”

As various opinions clashed, a small but clear voice cut through the din. “We must strengthen the barrier around the castle first,” Elise said. “And we should retaliate swiftly. They aim to test our mettle with such a small incursion, but we must not display weakness. We must show the rest of Grandell that Arghan’s forces remain strong. We will not be intimated. We possess a power that they cannot counter, after all.”

The Princess spoke with unwavering authority. 

Noticing the puzzled expressions of some in the room, she added, “Magic. Why do you all look so surprised?”

“The barbarians do not possess mana. The most they can do is try and disrupt the flow of our mana using thorny vines, but that will not prove effective. As always, our greatest weapon is magic,” she continued.

“But Your Highness…” Duke Bellatore began, clearly concerned.

It had been quite some time since their leader, Andrei, had been able to properly wield powerful magic.

Elise stepped forward and resolutely declared, “It will be I who wields the magic.”

Elise’s eyes were as sharp as a blade as she scrutinized the map on the table.

“We must utilize the two weapons at our disposal—the terrain and the magic of Arghan. If we do so, we can stop the Urgeli from even reaching the castle. I may not be as skilled as you, Andrei, but I can still create quite the spectacle. Let us inform the world that the mighty sorcerers of Arghan are not done yet.”

“Do you speak of the kind of spectacle you manifested in Nobella?” Andrei asked.

“Precisely. But this time, rather than an earthquake, a landslide or rockfall would be more fitting. We must act swiftly before the Northern Alliance forces arrive.”

It will take some time for Lezett and the troops he leads to arrive in Raegal. I do not know what he intends to do when he arrives, whether his plans will help or hinder me, but I am certain of one thing—if he finds out what I aim to do, he will not stand idly by and watch.

He loves me; he would never allow me to put myself in harm’s way for the sake of Arghan. Even his own child became an object of his resentment because they were feeding on my mana.

“But Elise, there is a flaw in your plan,” Andrei said, his expression grave. “Even if I can craft an effective spell, a long-range attack is far beyond our means at the moment. You will have to face the barbarians up close. Are you truly capable of such a feat?”

It was not a genuine question. Andrei had already decided not to let his sister anywhere near the enemy forces.

“Let us focus on reinforcing the barrier for the time being. We can think of another strategy—”

“Seven of our men have already died,” Elise interrupted calmly. “We do not have the luxury of time, Andrei. Seven will become seventy, then seven hundred, and before long, thousands. We have nowhere to retreat. If we do not wish to face the bitter taste of defeat again, we must do whatever it takes. Now.”

Elise’s composed but poignant words caused a heavy silence to descend on the room. Nobody refuted the logic of her argument.

“So, you mean to counterattack with a surprise strike, Your Highness? How likely is it that your magic will prove effective?” Duke Bellatore finally asked.

“I will not know until I try, Fabian. But I do not believe they will be capable of countering such powerful magic,” Elise replied as she picked up a quill and a piece of parchment. She began by drawing a circle and then filled the space inside with dozens of lines and ancient runes. Eventually, the rudimentary shapes formed a perfect pattern as they absorbed her mana. It was the very formula that Semesita had bestowed upon her, the spell that had caused the earth to shatter in Nobella.

“This is a spell designed by the Mad Dragon itself. I may have missed some details, so please refine it for me, Andrei.”

Andrei gasped as he examined the magic circle. Despite his extensive knowledge of magic, he had never seen a formula such as this.

“You memorized this?” he asked incredulously.

“Yes. As you know, I lack mana circuits, so that was my only choice,” Elise answered nonchalantly.

Vernon stared at her in wonderment. How on earth did she memorize something so complex despite her ill health? he wondered.

“With this spell, I believe it is possible,” Andrei finally muttered. “If you are truly prepared, dear sister, this is the best choice for Arghan. The power of this magic is simply undeniable.”

A confident smile spread across the Princess’s face.

* * *

“We cannot possibly arrive in Raegal faster than a month, Your Grace,” Marquis Titus, commander of the army of Velnus, stated emphatically. Aside from Vaniella, the Kingdom of Velnus was the most powerful nation in the Northern Alliance.

“It would be a miracle, in fact, if we reached Raegal by the end of the month, but now you ask us to almost double our speed? We do not all possess the stamina that Your Grace was blessed with. You must set realistic standards!” Marquis Titus continued, clearly perturbed.

It had been almost two weeks since the Northern Alliance forces had convened at the Tenne River. Eight nations had amassed a formidable army composed of tens of thousands of troops. They had been marching relentlessly for days on end and were now utterly exhausted.

Ruben spoke in place of the Archduke. “Is such whining necessary? We have barely started, and we still have twice the distance to cover.”

“The troops are fatigued!” one of the commanders retorted.

The elite knights of Rothier, long accustomed to Lezett’s relentless pace, still had energy to spare. As Ruben clicked his tongue in frustration, Isaac took a more neutral stance. “It is indeed a strenuous schedule, Your Grace. And from here on out, the terrain will only become more difficult.”

“Exactly! Our soldiers will collapse from exhaustion before we even reach the barbarians!” another commander yelled.

Finally, Lezett spoke. “Your concerns are indeed valid,” he said as he surveyed the map on the table before him. “Choose one of these cities, Marquis Titus.”

“What do you mean?”

“Taro, Kinoa, Urus, Saffa, and Noss. These are the five cities that the King of Urgel has permitted the Northern Alliance to pass through. Choose one.”

Marquis Titus’s face betrayed his confusion, but he answered swiftly. “I choose Kinoa.” Kinoa was a city rich in untapped minerals, second only to the capital of Urgel in wealth. 

“Then it will be yours,” Lezett said flatly. “Next?”

The commander of Tertan stepped forward and said, “W-We will take Urus.” The commanders of various armies claimed the remainder of the cities.

“We will conquer these five cities over the next twenty days. One every four days,” the Archduke calmly stated. “You are to station your armies in your chosen cities for two months. They will then be handed over to you without further resistance. You will be free to mine the minerals, excavate relics, and transport loot back to your homeland as you please.”

“Do you mean to say you will simply hand over the cities to us, Your Grace?” Marquis Titus asked.

“Yes. Just hold your forces back while I deal with matters myself. However, news of the Northern Alliance turning on Urgel must not spread to the other cities. Nothing will stand in my way.”

As Urgel was a kingdom formed by several nomadic tribes that typically roamed the vast wilderness, its cities lacked efficient communication. Thus, the Archduke reasoned it would be possible to lay siege to them one by one without news spreading. Even so, he knew that word would eventually reach the ears of the Urgeli leaders, and thus, he planned to have each city blockaded by the Northern Alliance forces. That would be their task for two months.

“And what will transpire after those two months?” Marquis Titus asked.

“We will send messengers informing you that the Urgel army has been eviscerated. Then, you must simply follow orders.”

“And what orders might those be? I would like to be made aware of the details of your plan,” the Marquis insisted.

“It is not complicated,” the Archduke said as he purposefully stabbed the map with a pin.

The capital of Urgel? Marquis Titus thought to himself. Upon closer inspection, he realized that the five cities Lezett had outlined formed a ring around Urgel’s capital.

“Once the five cities are occupied, the remainder of our forces will march directly to Raegal,” the Archduke declared. “And then… we will descend upon Farhan together.”

He truly intends to erase Urgel from Grandell altogether, Marquis Titus realized.

“I must reach Raegal and my wife in less than three weeks,” Lezett murmured with a steely conviction in his eyes. “Does anyone have anything else to say?”

He had successfully silenced a myriad of complaints with just a few simple words.

“A few weeks of arduous travel will earn you ample rest and untold spoils. I assume that will prove to be sufficient compensation?”

And with that, the meeting was brought to a close. Lezett left the tent without looking back. He summoned Tempest with a flick of his hand.

“Your Grace! Will you go to Kinoa first? Should we form a special unit of troops?” Isaac asked, running after him.

“There will be no need for that. Assemble the expedition team. That will suffice.”

“P-Pardon? Do you mean to say…” Isaac’s unspoken question was left hanging in the air. The expedition team referred to the group who accompanied the Archduke during monster extermination campaigns.

“Ah, it must be that time again…” Ruben said while nodding slowly.

Indeed, it was around the time for Lezett’s madness to rear its head.

This time, his victims will be the Urgeli…

Archduke Kirstan saw the timing as a useful opportunity. He could make use of his bloodlust to eviscerate the barbarians before conquering Raegal in a calmer state of mind.

She will be in Raegal by now, no doubt. Is she all right? Is she suffering? Is that wretched dragon still clinging to her like a leech?

“You must keep a safe distance. I will not be in a state of mind where I can be responsible for your welfare,” Lezett curtly warned.

“Understood, Your Grace,” Ruben said, obediently falling back.

* * *

As castle defenses were being frantically bolstered in Riosa, time passed by quickly.

Duke Bellatore and Duke Conrad prepared for an Urgeli invasion by positioning troops throughout the gorge and ensuring that the castle walls were sufficiently defended.

Once sufficient supplies arrived at the castle, Fabian stealthily led a group of knights to the peak of the valley. Elise was among them, clutching the magic circle she had used with such devastating force in Nobella. Andrei had perfected the formula before returning it to her.

“You will not require as much mana as you did in Nobella, Elise,” he had remarked.

And his words proved true. Elise activated the spell with relative ease, causing an avalanche of rocks to tumble down the gorge, crushing many of the Urgeli soldiers below.

The deafening sound of tumbling boulders eventually ceased and was replaced by a fierce clash of swords as the remaining Arghanian forces made their presence known to all of Grandell.

When dawn finally broke, the Riosa gorge was covered in corpses and blood.

* * *

Elise wrapped herself in a quilted coat for extra warmth.

Every time she stood before Andrei’s chambers, she unconsciously adjusted her attire; she still had not mustered the courage to reveal her secret to him.

Three weeks had now passed since she had arrived in Raegal. The Arghanian forces were in the midst of planning another ambush; the previous counterattack, ten days prior, had been resoundingly successful.

We must press our advantage while we still have the upper hand, Elise thought to herself. And it will be better to reveal that I am with child after the battle is won.

Fortunately, Vernon and the other knights who had traveled with her from Nobella were carefully keeping her secret.

As the Princess stood in the corridor, steeling her resolve, Vernon approached her with a worried expression. “Are you all right, Your Highness?”

“Do I look quite so unwell, Vernon?”

“It is not that, Your Highness. I am merely worried that you might be overexerting yourself.”

“Not at all,” Elise said with a forced smile.

In truth, the Princess was aware that her return had provided a much-needed morale boost to the remaining Arghanian forces. Thus, she tried to show her face as much as possible instead of hiding in her chambers.

“I am more than capable, Vernon. Fear not.”

Andrei had provided her with healing magic for her to use when she was particularly fatigued. Although it drained her mana, it proved incredibly effective. If she ever collapsed on the battlefield, she had a last resort prepared. Her eyes darkened as she recalled the deal she had made with Semesita only two days prior.

Who knows what might transpire in the near future, after all? I must be prepared for all eventualities.

Elise took a deep breath and then gently knocked on the door. “Andrei, it is me. May I enter?”

The twins had settled into an evening routine in which they would enjoy dinner together before engaging in lengthy discussions about magic. The Princess would ask a number of questions and sometimes even memorize spells Andrei showed her.

As Elise sat at the table, Andrei said, “The magic circle on your lower back… I believe it may require some adjustments.”

“Why?” Elise asked, puzzled.

“It was designed to weaken the connection between us, sister. Now, I want to alter it to strengthen our connection.”

“Will that be necessary?”

“Yes. Whether your power is transferred to me or mine to you, it is of the utmost importance.”

Then I will have no choice but to reveal my abdomen…

Noticing Elise’s hesitation, Andrei said, “You do not need to undress entirely, Elise. Removing your cape and gown will suffice. Why do you hesitate thus? Is it because you are cold? Should I stoke the fire?”

“It is not that, Andrei. I just do not quite feel comfortable disrobing…”

“Well, yes, we are no longer children. I understand. If it makes you quite so uneasy, we can find another way.”

“N-No, it is all right. Will it only take a short time?”

“Yes. A moment or two.”

Elise’s fingers trembled slightly as they fiddled with the buttons of the cape that had thus far protected her secret. After disrobing, she held the garment tightly to her chest, hoping to cover her abdomen as much as possible.

“Excuse me for a moment,” Andrei said softly as he traced the remnants of mana he had left on her all those years ago.

The damage is even worse than I anticipated, he thought as he traced his fingers along Elise’s lower back. The magic circle was blackened and torn in places. It is obvious whose handiwork this is. Who else would have the audacity to touch and taint this precious body?

“It might hurt a little, Elise. I will be as quick as possible.”

“All right…”

Elise’s knuckles turned white as she gripped the robe tightly. Her heart pounded in her chest. Each time Andrei’s fingertip lightly brushed against her skin, she felt a sharp pain inside.

Realizing her brother’s breathing was becoming labored, Elise asked, “Andrei, are you okay?”

“I-I am almost done,” he stammered.

Eventually, Andrei removed his hand from her back. Elise quickly put on her robe and turned around. She was shocked to find that all of the color had drained from her brother’s face.

“S-Sorry, Elise, it has been quite some time since I have done this. It appears to have exhausted me…”

“What on earth did you do, Andrei? Why are you sweating so profusely?”

“Reading magic circles will be easier now. Look here,” he said as he held up a piece of parchment. The formula, which previously had looked like a random assembly of lines and shapes to Elise, now looked entirely different. It extended beyond the sheet of parchment, forming new shapes in all directions. The lines of mana extended beyond the room, even snaking out of the window.

“So… this is what a circuit looks like,” Elise said in awe.

“Yes. I have shared my vision of the world with you, Elise. This is not something that you could learn from a book.”

When the Princess channeled a small amount of mana into the formula, it began to glow yellow in the center.

“Now, you can intuitively grasp how much mana you need to use, can you not?” Andrei asked.

“Yes, I can see it clearly now.”

This will be incredibly useful for the next battle. I will be able to select my targets precisely.

“Soon, you will no longer need me to draw the magic circles for you. You will be able to do it on your own,” Andrei said with a smile that betrayed a measure of sadness.

Elise, fascinated by the magic circle, did not catch his expression or the weight of his words.

“Then, Andrei, during the upcoming ambush—”

“Elise,” Andrei interjected. “It is perhaps a little late, but would you consider taking a husband?”

“W-What on earth do you mean?”

“Before our parents passed away, they chose a man to be your beloved partner, a man who will cherish you for life and whom we both know very well.”

“S-Surely, you are not referring to Vernon?”

“As shrewd as ever, sister.”

“Andrei, you cannot possibly be serious. Do you understand the situation we currently find ourselves in?” Elise was utterly incredulous.

“Of course I do. And that is precisely why I believe we must proceed with this as soon as possible. The formal ceremony and announcement can wait. We can start with a betrothal.”

“W-What…?”

“I have been considering this for quite some time. Vernon loves you like a sister, so a marriage is perhaps not ideal. But now I think it is a good idea,” Andrei said, his voice calm and assured.

“And why is that?”

“Because even when I am gone, he will protect you. And he will care for the child in your womb as if it were his own,” Andrei concluded.

Elise was rendered momentarily speechless.

He knows?!

“You need a protector, Elise. It is not a marriage of love and passion I suggest, but merely a stable and secure life. Think of your child,” Andrei said with a forced smile.

“I-I do not understand, brother…”

Andrei always rejected marriage proposals. What is the reason for his sudden change of heart? It is also not the first time he has spoken so cryptically. Something is truly amiss… but what?

“Speak plainly, Andrei, I implore you. Why do you seek to make such drastic preparations?”

Andrei was silent.

“Are you planning to leave my side? What is this secret plan you are weaving?”

“You speak of a ‘secret plan,’ and yet you are the one who hid the fact that you are with child from me for so long. Just how long did you think you could keep it concealed from me, Elisabetta?”

“I-I can explain…” Elise stammered.

“I ought to have found you a suitable partner a long time ago. Then, perhaps you would not have given your precious body away to that… monster,” Andrei spat, his voice rising.

“Then would you rather I had simply allowed my head to be chopped off in Vaniella? Would that have been preferable?! That ‘monster’ was my only salvation!” Elise yelled back.

“Then, you should have used him! Used him and discarded him like the lowly creature he is! How could you give yourself to him?!” Andrei stared at her with fire in his eyes. “Tell me, sister. Was it truly a last-ditch effort at survival, or was it love?”

“Does it matter at this juncture? Now is not the time to be ruled by emotions.”

“Is this why you have been so swift to propose counterattacks? Do you fear your resolve will crumble if you meet your husband on the battlefield?”

“No…”

“Was Rothier quite so appealing? Did he win your heart so thoroughly?”

“No!” Elise yelled as she pushed her brother away. “You misunderstand! I never once considered the North my home! I simply did what I had to to survive. And… he was the only person who treated me with a semblance of kindness. I-I… clung to him so that I could go on living and… I foolishly allowed my emotions to be swayed. I know, I was gravely stupid…” Elise murmured.

“However, if you are worried that my affection for him will bring Arghan to ruin, you need not think in such a manner. I am more than capable of separating my private affairs,” she declared as her eyes flashed with unyielding determination.

“I am only acting so swiftly in order to protect you and Arghan. That is all.”

“Elise…” Andrei mumbled. His voice had noticeably softened.

“I believe this conversation is over, Andrei. I will leave for the battlefield with Duke Bellatore next week. You ought to be aware of that.”

“No, you cannot.”

“I am not asking for your permission.”

“I am the Emperor, lest you forget. I forbid it.”

“You only invoke your title when it suits you, brother. Moments ago, you spoke as though you were ready to leave at any given moment and abdicate the throne. Now, you seek to wield its power.”

“Do not speak to me thus—”

“Then cease attempting to bend me to your will,” Elise said as she stared at Andrei intensely. “I am no child. I know you harbor guilt toward me, but you do not need to take responsibility for my life.”

“I am your brother! You return to the South bearing the child of a wretched, murderous monster! How do you expect me to react?”

“You know nothing!” Elise spat. She allowed her temper to get the better of her. “It was I who seduced him!”

“Even now, you take his side!” Andrei yelled. His voice betrayed the depth of his anguish. “I saw how that creature looked at you when he visited the imperial palace of Arghan! How could I ever forget it?! And then he had the audacity to ask the palace staff about you! I thought I had protected you when I sent you to your chambers. Little did I know what would transpire a few years later…”

A tense silence filled the room.

“H-How did he look at me…?” Elise murmured.

“What?!”

“And what did he ask about me?”

“Elisabetta Aseica!” Andrei yelled in shock as he noticed his twin blushing.

“Enough of this conversation.”

“What on earth was that look on your face? Surely not… Not now…”

“Nothing good can come of this, Andrei. And I will not reconsider my position regarding the surprise attack. I have already informed Fabian that I will accompany him.”

“In your condition? You overestimate your strength, Elise.”

“I am not claiming it will be easy. But it must be done,” the Princess resolutely declared before putting on her robe. “I will not turn my back on Arghan once more. My choices have all been for our homeland. How many times must I tell you that?”

She paused for a moment before adding, “I shall pretend you never mentioned the betrothal.” Her tone carried a sense of finality, and she calmly glided out of the room.

Yet, when she made it to her own chambers, she collapsed. It took all the energy she had left to perform a quick healing spell.

Finally, I feel as though I can breathe…

The sharp sting of Andrei’s words lingered.

Why was he not more supportive? I am doing everything I can for Arghan and for us, and yet he gives me nothing but anger.

Still, now that my secret is out, I do feel a certain sense of relief, and I harbor no regrets regarding the path I have taken.

To think that Lezett asked about me all those years ago, Elise thought to herself as her cheeks reddened once more. So, he was always interested in me. Then, why was he so cold at first?

Despite the fact that the Princess was soon to return to the bloodstained battlefield, she could not suppress a giddy smile as she buried her face in her hands.

* * *

Even long after Elise had stormed out of his chambers, Andrei stood frozen in place. 

What on earth is so special about that beast? he lamented.

Eventually, he limped toward the door and looked down the corridor. “Semesita,” he called out. A small girl, no older than ten, turned around. “I know you made a deal with my sister, but I have a proposition of my own that may interest you.”

“Is that so?” the Mad Dragon answered through the mouth of the young girl, giggling mischievously. “Elisabetta has promised me something very special indeed. Can you truly outdo that?”

“Whatever she offered, I assure you my terms will be more tempting.”

“Go ahead. My interest is sufficiently piqued.”

“The relic left behind by Gallian… I know what it is and its location.”

The smirk instantly disappeared from the girl’s face.

“Now, I assume I have your ear?” Andrei said with a satisfied smile.

* * *

Four of the five cities of Urgel that Lezett had designated as targets had fallen in no time at all. The latest to be conquered, Saffa, had surrendered without much of a fight. There was not a great deal that could be done when faced with the ferocious might of a dragonborn during a bout of madness, after all.

The commander of the armed forces of the Kingdom of Kieran, who had agreed to blockade Saffa, cautiously glanced at the Archduke and said, “S-So, we are to simply blockade this city for two months?”

Lezett merely nodded.

A wave of soldiers swiftly spread through the city, preventing any messengers from escaping to nearby towns. After successful sieges on Taro, Kinoa, Urus, and now Saffa, the Northern Alliance forces that had come this far were around half their original number.

Even the Rothier knights had little need to draw their swords during any of the conflicts. Lezett had simply massacred anyone who stood before him. In the midst of his madness, his power was unfathomable. Ruben and Isaac, despite having seen him in such a state several times, were taken aback by his unrelenting ferocity.

Lezett sat silently, covered in blood, staring into the distance.

“Serving under such a man must be extremely… tough. I see the reputation of the knights of Rothier is well-deserved,” the commander of the Kieran army said to Ruben.

Ruben knew that Lezett’s heightened senses meant he would likely be able to hear every word. “Y-Yes, thank you for the compliment. Until we meet again… Oh, and if you value your life, try not to mention Her Highness,” he said while pressing a finger to his lips.

Archduke Kirstan idly ran his fingers through the locks of Elise’s hair that were attached to the hilt of his sword. He could not stop himself; he imagined that she was before him, and he was caressing her. It was a most addictive sensation that brought to mind their fervent nightly encounters.

In truth, there are many parts of her body that I adore more than her hair—her cheeks, her lips, her soft bosom, her hips…

He recalled how she would moan and writhe beneath him as he teased her with his tongue.

If I held her in my arms now, in this frenzied state, I would possibly reach the heights of pleasure without even entering her.

How long will it be before I can lay claim to her body once more? It will take months for her to recover after childbirth… Can I even wait that long?

He loathed that he was a prisoner to such primal urges, but he could not control himself.

Is it right to seek her out while I am in the midst of madness? The thought of the pleasure her body provides me reduces me to nothing more than a beast.

Eventually, the stench of blood removed him from his lustful thoughts. Just one more city left. Then, I will march to Raegal. Next week. That is when we will be reunited. I can only hope that this wretched affliction will have subsided by then.

Lezett stood up, intending to wash his blood-soaked hands, but he was only able to take a few steps before Ruben frantically called out to him.

“Y-Your Grace!”

“What is it?”

“A messenger arrived… There was a skirmish in Raegal. They say a sorcerer, I mean, Her Highness, she…”

“Speak plainly, you fool!” Lezett barked.

Isaac interjected. “We were informed that Her Highness fought against the Urgeli, Your Grace. It seems she will likely be present during the next battle. Both sides are preparing their forces. What should we do?”

Time seemed to stand still as Lezett took several moments to react to the shocking news. “You mean to say they are forcing her to wield magic on the battlefield?”

“I-I assume so, Your Grace,” Ruben replied uncertainly.

This, I did not expect. If word has already reached Urgel, she must have used powerful magic… something similar to the force she wielded in Nobella, Lezett deduced. And the Arghanians allowed her to be put in harm’s way? It would seem that that brother of hers did not understand my message. Or perhaps Duke Conrad did not relay it properly.

“So, the coward of Arghan once more hides behind his sister, is that it?” Lezett seethed.

“There is one more thing you ought to be made aware of, Your Grace. The movements of Duke Irian and Nobella are… concerning.”

“Elaborate.”

“Duke Irian declared he would not hold a funeral for his daughter until the Urgeli had conquered Raegal. It is said he launched a number of warships.”

So he seeks revenge for the death of Genovia…

Indeed, Duke Irian’s warships had already anchored on the southern coast of Grandell and joined forces with the Urgeli.

I overlooked Nobella… I anticipated that Genovia’s death would have far-reaching consequences, but I did not predict that Duke Irian would take such drastic action.

“The reinforcements from Nobella have taken the southern coast and are currently racing across the plains toward the western part of Raegal. Based on the latest news, they will reach Riosa long before we do, Your Grace,” Isaac said.

With a flick of his wrist, Lezett summoned Tempest, who immediately trotted toward him. “You will handle the last city, Noss, without me. Ruben will command the forces.”

“U-Understood, Your Grace. And after taking Noss, what would you have us do?” Ruben asked nervously.

“Head directly to Riosa. Do not join the Urgeli forces. Wait for further instructions there.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” Ruben and Isaac responded in unison. In truth, they were relieved to be free from the burden of having to keep up with Lezett’s punishing pace.

With that, Tempest surged forth.

I do not know whether she will welcome me or not, but I must go to her. I simply must…

I will ensure she never steps foot near a battlefield. And check on the health of our child.

For the time being, the madness seemed to leave him as he rode as fast as possible to his wife.

* * *

At the base of the gorge in Riosa, red flags emblazoned with the head of a bull fluttered in the wind. The Urgeli troops were led by Hanan Seahart, the Third Prince of Urgel.

A long time had passed since the unexpected landslide and accompanying ambush had cost him a third of his soldiers.

The Urgeli were occupied in a heated debate about what to do with the pile of bloodied corpses. “Just dump them in the river! It serves as their drinking water, so they will soon catch diseases! What will they do then, stuck behind those walls?” one soldier posited.

“And what would you have us drink? Fool!” another soldier yelled.

“We can find other water supplies, but they cannot!”

At that juncture, Rihan Seahart, the First Prince of Urgel, entered the tent. “I cannot listen to this nonsense any longer,” he said, making no effort to hide his irritation. He had not long since arrived in Raegal and had been listening to the fervent discussion outside the tent.

The soldiers abandoned their fiery argument and saluted Rihan by thrusting their fists in the air, as was customary in Urgel. Hanan briefly embraced his brother and said, “You arrived earlier than expected, brother!”

“Yes, well, when news reached my ears that some fool had lost nearly half of his men, I reasoned I should move swiftly,” Rihan retorted sarcastically as he sat at the head of the table. “So, little brother, you fell victim to a great magic trick, so I hear?”

“It could not have been anticipated…”

“I knew matters would transpire in such a manner. The Princess should never have been allowed to return to the South.”

“We need to capture and kill her, but they have placed a barrier around the castle,” Hanan said. “We cannot keep wasting time. No doubt they are waiting for a chance to strike us again!”

“You have always been blind to the obvious, brother,” Rihan calmly said.

“What do you mean? Do you have a plan in mind?”

Rihan leaned back in his chair with a smug grin on his face, rubbing his hands together. “Think about it. The Princess wields magic. What do you need to counter such a force? The thorny vines merely serve as armor. We need a weapon of equal or greater strength.”

“I know, brother. A stronger force. But he has not arrived yet. I refer to Archduke Kirstan, of course.”

“He is not the weapon of which I speak, Hanan.”

Rihan was shrewd and knew better than to assume that Lezett was marching South in order to join forces with the Urgeli.

We must not lower our guard. He is likely coming to claim his wife. The Nobellan forces repeatedly warned us not to trust him, the First Prince thought to himself.

“Fortunately for us, there is an entire species that has mana aplenty. They are scattered across Grandell like seeds,” Rihan said with a cunning smirk.

“Surely you do not mean…” Hanan said, his mouth falling open in shock.

“I certainly do. Those filthy seeds were sown by the Mad Dragon itself. Let us use those empty vessels of brute strength and base instincts for our own gain.”

* * *

“The weather seems ominous, somehow…” Elise said as she stared at the cloudy sky with eyes full of trepidation. It was midday, but it was as dark as dusk.

Of all days, why is the weather like this before we go to war?

Since Andrei had altered the magic circle on her back, Elise’s magic vision had miraculously opened up; she could see intricate patterns of mana that had previously been invisible.

Now, carefully following Andrei’s instructions, she crafted a formula and infused it with mana. Instantly, a shimmering, translucent barrier appeared before her eyes. Her relief, however, was short-lived. A sharp pain shot through her stomach. She placed her hand on her abdomen in an effort to calm her anxious child.

“Are you all right, Your Highness?” Duke Bellatore asked.

“Yes, Fabian. Do not worry. The spell worked perfectly.”

Behind them, the knights of Arghan lined up, ready for battle. She knew that rumors of her being with child were spreading rapidly among her people. Now that Andrei was aware of her secret, she had ceased attempting to hide her growing belly.

Nonetheless, she understood the sense of loss and betrayal that they might feel. To Arghanians, the Princess was a symbol of hope, purity, and blessing. Thus, her desire to prove herself to them only increased. That was why she insisted she take to the battlefield. 

“I have set up five more barriers between the gorge and our encampment. As long as I supply them with mana every twelve hours, they will not yield.”

The Arghanian forces had purposely set up camp below a cliff that blocked the path to Riosa Castle. They knew that, no matter what, the castle could not be breached. “From now on, it is up to you,” she said as she turned to face the troops. The Princess’s duty would be to hold the last line of defense. “You do not need to overextend yourselves. Remember, your priority is not to cut down as many Urgeli as possible but simply to lure them to the designated spots.”

Duke Bellatore had chosen a number of locations, and the Princess had planted various attack spells there. Their goal was to slowly reduce the enemy’s forces over a few days before launching into an all-out assault aimed at eviscerating the remainder.

“Do not forget: retreating does not mean we are losing. If matters are not going according to plan, seek safety behind the barriers.” Elise paused to catch her breath. “And keep in mind that a sorcerer of Arghan stands at your backs. No matter what unfolds, I will ensure the castle remains unbreached.”

A short while later, Duke Bellatore led the troops forward for the first skirmish. Elise stood behind the barrier, watching from a safe distance.

If this operation succeeds, I truly need to rest for a while… It has been quite some time since a physician took a look at me. I wonder how my little one is doing…

I am back in the South, my home, so why do I feel so alone?

If I am honest with myself, I miss Lezett more than ever…

Noticing the Princess’s forlorn expression, one of the knights who had stayed behind to man the defenses said, “Fear not, Your Highness. You are not alone.”

“That is right! Just make it through this battle, and then you can hide away in the castle until you give birth. If anything happens to Your Highness, it will be our heads—” another added before abruptly stopping. He had almost inadvertently revealed that they were Rothier knights, the ones that had accompanied Elise by ship.

Lately, Elise had become rather fond of these soldiers—Barin, Claver, and Robinso. They would often make her laugh, even in the most dire of situations. 

“Thank you…” the Princess murmured.

“Hmm? For what, Your Highness?” Claver asked.

“It is just comforting to know there are people like you by my side…”

It was Vernon, after much deliberation, who had assigned the skilled knights to protect Elise.

I cannot afford to be weak. Once this is done, I can finally rest.

Yet, Elise had no idea what awaited her. She would soon find out that not every problem could be solved by willpower alone.

* * *

The troops led by Duke Bellatore reached the bank of the river that flowed through the valley. As they stealthily inched along, careful not to make a single sound, the fog was so thick they could only see a tiny distance in front of them.

Fabian noticed a dark shape beyond the mist, and he raised his hand to signal the knights to stop.

Someone approaches. It could be an Urgeli scout.

Suddenly, the dark shapes began to multiply. Their number was concerning, but more than that, the shapes beyond the mist did not quite seem to be human.

A cold chill ran down the length of Duke Bellatore’s spine.

What on earth is going on? Something is afoot…

Just what are those creatures?

Finally, the figures broke through the mist and came into view. It took Fabian, caught entirely off guard, a moment to grasp what kind of enemy he was facing. Sheer horror spread across his face.

Dragonborn…!

An uncountable number of dragonborn surged through the fog and descended upon the Arghanian knights.

Dragonborn, feared as they were, were generally killed by villagers upon birth. In some cases, the mother and the fetus would be mercilessly murdered before the dragonborn grew in the womb. The few dragonborn children that miraculously survived were generally tamed like wild beats and sent to fight in gladiator pits.

Driven by only their base instincts, most dragonborn were relentlessly drawn to the scent of human blood; once the aroma reached their nostrils, they would charge toward their target without hesitation.

Thus, the simple but effective tactic that Rihan Seahart had devised was to unleash a group of dragonborn upon the battlefield and simply retreat, leaving them to devour the enemy. And that is precisely how events unfolded. The Arghanians watching from atop the gorge recoiled in horror as their knights screamed in terror and agony while they were torn limb from limb. Meanwhile, Rihan and the Urgeli watched with glee from a safe distance.

Elise collapsed against the knight closest to her. Three of the five barriers had already broken under the assault of the dragonborn. Some of the attack spells had been activated as planned, but others had not had the intended effect.

As each barrier broke, the mana stored therein returned to Elise with considerable force, almost knocking her off her feet.

“Allow me to escort you back to the tent, Your Highness. It is not safe here!” Claver said.

Something was able to shatter the barriers with brute force… What on earth could it be? Did Lezett arrive already?

Suddenly, a knight who had been watching the carnage unfold came breathlessly running over. “Th-The Urgelis… They have deployed dragonborn! Countless dragonborn!” he yelled.

Claver and the other Rothier knights immediately escorted the Princess into the tent.

Taking down a single dragonborn was possible, but when there were dozens of them, fighting them was an almost insurmountable task for ordinary soldiers.

After resting for a few moments, Elise threw off her cumbersome fur coat and stepped outside of the tent. The stench of blood instantly caused her to gag. Survivors of the horror had begun trickling back to the camp, some of them with gruesome injuries.

“Your Highness, you must flee at once. Use a teleportation spell—”

“Has Fabian not returned?” Elise asked.

“I-I am afraid not. Those left behind… It will be difficult to save them, Your Highness. Even with magic. The dragonborn…” the knight trailed off.

“We are defeated. We must retreat and plan our next move from the safety of the castle!” another knight implored.

Elise raised her hand to silence the din. “How many have returned, and how many require immediate medical attention?” she calmly asked.

“Out of the sixty, twenty-one have returned. More than a dozen are critically injured.”

I am not capable of healing all of those who are injured. My priority must be ensuring that the survivors make it back to the castle safely.

“Take those who can walk and escort them to behind the barrier closest to the castle,” she commanded.

“But Your Highness—” one knight began to protest but was interrupted.

“That is an order. Go now! You are impeding my magic,” Elise roared as a gargantuan circle of mana began to form, spilling out from her fingertips. It was the first spell she had ever learned and cast.

A brilliant line of light surrounded the injured soldiers.

Fortunately, with some of the barriers broken, I have enough mana to perform a teleportation spell.

“Inform Andrei of the situation at once. There may be more survivors, so I will wait here. If this barrier is at risk of falling, I will teleport myself at once. Reassure Andrei of that fact,” she commanded with authority.

I assured them that this barrier would not fall and that they had a sorcerer of Arghan behind them. A member of the imperial family of Arghan must stand by their word. 

I will not waver!

Meanwhile, the teleportation spell was complete, and the critically injured soldiers vanished with a flash of light.

* * *

A short while later, Elise stood behind the barrier as the dragonborn continually hurled themselves against it. The ground shook each time they did.

It was the first time the Princess had seen the true form of a dragonborn. Some had mangled wings, while others crawled on the ground with long tails trailing behind them. Elise was able to make out human limbs awkwardly attached to lizard-like bodies.

This is a horror beyond my darkest imaginings…

The Princess watched, aghast, as the beasts frantically sniffed at the scattered corpses, gnawing and clawing at them. Despite her revulsion, she found she could not tear her eyes away from them.

My child… My little one… They are fundamentally the same as these… beasts.

Those vile barbarians. How could they stoop this low? Did they do this just to taunt me?

Suddenly, the baby in her womb moved. Has it sensed its kin nearby?

Elise stroked her belly and murmured softly, “It is all right, little one. You will survive. And no matter what form you take, I will love you dearly…”

In the end, Elise’s decision to stay and maintain the barrier proved fruitful. After many hours passed, more soldiers returned, fighting desperately to survive.

“D-Duke Bellatore was trying to create an opening for us to escape… He insisted the dragonborn must not reach the barrier, so… many remain below,” one knight reported between, his breathing ragged.

Elise, attempting to portray a sense of calm and composure for the sake of the terrified returning knights, simply clasped the soldier’s hand in her own and gently smiled. The young man gazed at her as though he were looking at a deity. Somehow, the terror seemed to leave his eyes.

* * *

By the time dawn arrived the following day, the situation had only worsened; the remainder of the dragonborn had reached the barrier that surrounded the Arghan camp.

The relentless thud of dragonborn pounding against the barrier reverberated throughout the entire area.

Individually, the mana possessed by a dragonborn was generally insignificant. However, collectively, their force was considerable. The spell Elise had intricately woven was beginning to crack under the onslaught of pressure.

If this continues, the barrier will soon crumble… And if it does, the mana will hit me with an incredible force. It would be safer to retract the barrier myself before it shatters.

Yet, if I leave, it is over. No one else will make it back alive.

She saw Duke Bellatore’s face in her mind’s eye. His fate was still unknown.

With a heavy heart, the Princess began retracting the barrier. In order to prevent the remaining survivors from becoming dragonborn fodder, they would need to retreat swiftly once the barrier was gone.

I must gather the mana from the barrier and immediately perform a teleportation spell.

However, Elise quickly noticed that something was amiss. Her eyes filled with confusion as she scanned the area.

* * *

When Lezett finally arrived at the gorge leading to Riosa Castle, he was shocked by the hellscape before him.

It’s clear that a bloody battle has already unfolded. But which side was the victor?

The scent of blood was thick in the air. His heart pounded in his chest.

Glancing to the side, he noticed a flag of Arghan lying trampled and dirty on the ground, and he suddenly felt as though he could not breathe.

Elise… My dear Elise… Are you alive?

“Locate Duke Bellatore first! The Princess will be nearby!” one of the barbarians roared.

Lezett let out an enormous sigh of relief. She is still alive… I must find her.

The Archduke began frantically looking around and attempting to pick up traces of his wife’s familiar scent. However, it proved difficult to do so amidst the chaos and blood.

Suddenly, he sensed a figure charging at him from the side. Without even turning his head, he reached out his hand, grabbed his would-be attacker by the head, and launched them into the air. As he looked down at the corpse, Lezett was shocked to find wide-open eyes tinged with a very familiar madness.

“What on earth…?” he muttered.

Turning the figure over, he found a body covered in black scales.

A dragonborn… They unleashed dragonborn on the battlefield… And there are far too many for the Arghanians to possibly contend with…

From atop the slope above, he heard the thud of something solid being repeatedly pounded. An overwhelming amount of mana was flowing from that direction. As the Archduke came to a swift realization, Tempest was already charging toward the sound.

Lezett sprinted after his trusty steed as the Urgeli watched on, unsure whether the formidable Archduke was a friend or foe.

* * *

Fragments of the shattered barrier scattered into the air like golden petals. Elise quickly scanned her surroundings.

I must weave a teleportation spell immediately…!

But wait… What is the meaning of this?

The Princess began to panic as she realized the magical vision Andrei had bestowed upon her days prior had somehow disappeared. She no longer had access to the magic circuits necessary to wield magic.

This cannot be! she thought to herself desperately. What on earth am I to do now?

“Y-Your Highness…?” a knight called out. It was the first time a knight of Rothier had shown even a hint of a lack of composure. Now that the barrier had been removed, the dragonborn were steadily advancing on their prey.

Devoid of magic circuits, Elise had only one option—she pulled out a stack of emergency formulas that Andrei had drafted for her. Even without a magic circuit, she would be capable of activating the magic circles if she simply infused them with mana.

Please work! Please!

And yet, even this contingency plan failed her. Her mana had seemingly been depleted. 

Where is my mana when I need it most?

As if answering her question, the baby growing inside her gave a firm kick.

“Ah, I see…” Elise murmured. “You instantly absorbed the mana from the barrier, didn’t you, little one?”

I could never have anticipated such a situation. I did everything I possibly could for Arghan, but in the end, I failed…

This must be my punishment. I ought to have prioritized my child instead of putting my body in harm’s way.

“I am sorry. But you will be okay… You will not die,” she whispered.

With no mana left at my disposal, I have only one choice.

The Princess of Arghan had made a deal with Semesita. It was a last resort to be called upon when her life was in danger.

“Go! Run!” she yelled as she pushed away a knight who had come to support her.

“Y-Your Highness?”

“I cannot wield magic right now. You must escape at once! Run to the castle, and do not look back!”

“I-I cannot do that,” he insisted.

“They are closing in on us already,” another of the Rothier knights yelled.

“If we were to leave Your Highness alone, we would face a fate worse than death even if we did survive,” one of them confessed.

“Yes, I would rather die here defending you. Far less terrifying than the wrath of His Grace.”

Piecing together the clues, Elise finally realized that the knights were Lezett’s own.

“We will hold off the dragonborn. Run, Your Highness!” one of the knights urged.

As the knights charged forward, directly into danger, the dreadful sounds of blades piercing through bone and cartilage filled the air, along with the sounds of agonizing screams.

The Princess turned and ran in the direction of the tent. After running for only a moment or two, she found herself feeling dizzy and weak, and she collapsed to the floor outside of the tent, her body entirely drained of mana.

Suddenly, a dragonborn, half of its body covered in black scales, loomed over her. Its yellow eyes were filled with a harrowing madness.

Overcome with fear, Elise felt her mind go blank. As she closed her eyes, the sound of a sword whooshing through the air assaulted her eardrums. Drops of black blood splattered onto the ground before her.

The Princess lifted her head to see what had transpired, only to find a large hand, familiar in size and warmth, covering her eyes.

“Close your eyes. Do not look,” a voice she could not be more familiar with said.

Lezett…? Am I hallucinating?

The Archduke lifted her trembling face in his hands and kissed away the tears that poured from her eyes.

“Wait here and count to thirty. I will return at once,” he said with a calm that belied the horror and chaos that was unfolding on the battlefield.

“One, two, three…” Elise murmured, her voice trembling.

The predators had turned into prey in a mere matter of seconds. Their desperate cries of agony as they were relentlessly slain filled the air.

As the Princess reached thirty, the shrieks ceased, and an eerie silence descended upon the battlefield. She opened her eyes to find her husband standing before her. He slowly turned to face her, his face stained with black blood, a face that was even colder and more detached than usual.

“Elise…” he murmured as he kicked away a corpse that was in his path.

Realizing he needed to compose himself before he reached her, he stopped five paces away and attempted to wipe the blood from his face.

“Elise… Are you… afraid of me?”

The Princess could barely breathe as she sat trembling on the floor.

I want so much to run over to her and bring her into my embrace, but my feet betray me. I am sure she sees me as no different from these countless dragonborn scattered around us. I may look different on the outside, but am I not one of them?

As Lezett was momentarily overcome with self-loathing, Elise finally spoke. “W-What are you doing? Why do you not embrace me?”

Those were the words the Archduke needed to hear. He instantly rushed toward her and wrapped his arms around her neck, burying his face in her throat. Semesita’s shackles were nowhere to be seen, evidence of the fact that despite everything that had happened, she didn’t feel a trace of fear.

As her tears fell from her face onto his own, Lezett simply held her in his arms as tightly as he could without breaking her into pieces.

No words were spoken, as none were not necessary.
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Part 20

Husband and Wife

Lezett had carried Elise to the tent so that she could get some much-needed respite. She would remain there for a number of days.

The Archduke seethed upon witnessing the state of the tent.

They call her the Blessing of Grandell, and yet they treat her in such a poor manner? This is hardly befitting of a Princess… And certainly not one who is with child, he thought as he draped her in a large cloak.

“Elise…” he whispered. His wife was shaking violently and on the verge of succumbing to unconsciousness. “Can you see me?”

I know what I must do, Lezett realized. He slid his hand inside the cloak and placed it on her abdomen. Her stomach has grown considerably…

The child reacted to his touch at once. “Stop feeding on her mana,” the Archduke ordered. “I will give you mine, so stop at once.”

The fetus did as commanded. Elise’s ragged breathing gradually returned to normal, and she ceased trembling.

As the baby ravenously fed on its father’s mana, Lezett examined Elise’s body. He was relieved to find that most of the bruising that had been visible in Nobella had faded.

Filled with immense relief, he began kissing her cheeks and earlobes. He longed to tell her that everything would be all right, but words failed him.

This feeling is… indescribable. I almost lost her.

It was then that the Archduke realized his own hands were trembling. The fear and subsequent relief were simply overwhelming.

Had I arrived even a moment later, she would have perished.

As Elise fought not to lose consciousness, she was barely able to whisper, “Arm… Bleeding…”

But I’ve already checked her entire body. She is not bleeding…

“What do you mean, Elise?”

He looked at her slender frame once more and found himself enraged. They must have known she was with child. How did they allow her to become this thin? How can they possibly treat their Princess in such a manner?!

“Y-Your… arm…” Elise murmured.

It was only then that the Archduke realized his left shoulder was wounded and covered in blood.

“Do not concern yourself with such trivial matters, Elise. Focus on your own recuperation, please. I implore you…”

Elise gently grabbed her husband’s hand and placed it on her abdomen. “Is the baby healthy…?” she asked hesitantly.

“Yes. Perfectly healthy and well-nourished,” Lezett answered reassuringly.

I long to tell her that she must focus on her own health, not the child’s, but…

“I am their father, after all. They are the very image of health. Do not worry,” the Archduke insisted.

“B-But… The way they kicked in my womb earlier… I am worried that I have harmed them.”

“Not at all. Everything is just fine.” Unable to resist her allure, he brought his lips to her nose and mouth repeatedly. “You are doing so well, Elise. You must not rebuke yourself.”

“Then… Perhaps I can do this…” Elise murmured as she moved her right hand to his shoulder and began tracing lines with her mana.

Once Lezett realized that she intended to perform a healing spell on him, he called out in shock, “Elise! You must not be in your right mind! Now is not the time to be worrying about such a trivial injury…” He grabbed her hand and moved it away from his injured shoulder.

Tears welled up in the Princess’s golden eyes. “I want to heal you…” she murmured. “But I still cannot see the circuits…”

Frustrated and disappointed, she was unable to stem the tidal wave of tears. “I am sorry, Lezett…” she whispered, her head bowed solemnly.

His wife’s sorrowful apology ignited something deep within Lezett; his anger and frustration entirely dissipated, replaced by a yearning and longing that he would never have been able to put into words.

How can one person be so utterly… enchanting, enticing, and pitiful at the same time?

He cupped the back of her neck and firmly pressed his lips to hers.

* * *

Although part of him wanted to return Elise to Riosa Castle immediately to ensure her safety, the other part of Lezett was reluctant to send her back to the very people who had placed her life in such grave danger.

Besides, the Princess, too, was in no hurry to leave.

“Some of our men have yet to return. I cannot go back yet,” she insisted.

“But I think you need to be seen by a physician,” the Archduke countered.

Elise shook her head. “No, just… a few hours more. Please…”

“But—” Lezett began before he was interrupted.

“Must I truly go? I missed you so desperately…” Elise said as she clung to him tighter.

She needs me… She wants me…

Lezett swiftly acquiesced.

If we could stay like this, just the two of us, I would happily stay here for eternity, he thought to himself.

Fortunately, the tent was stocked with enough supplies to last them several days. The Archduke took a wet cloth and began cleaning the dirt from his wife’s cheeks and the back of her hands. He then carefully undressed her and gently placed her in a makeshift bathtub. As she submerged her exhausted body beneath the warm water, she felt the tension leave her shoulders.

“Join me, Lezett,” she said. “Let us bathe together.”

Despite being unable to tear his eyes away from her naked form, Lezett reluctantly said, “I do not believe that is a good idea.”

I must calm down first, he thought.

Indeed, their passionate kiss had resulted in a stiffening that strained to break free from the constraints of his breeches even now. “I do not think I can control myself,” he confessed with a sigh.

Her scent is even stronger than I remembered. Is it because she is with child, or am I simply mad with lust?

Instead, the Archduke focused on washing her body, averting his gaze as much as possible.

Eventually, Elise noticed the significant, hefty bulge in his groin. She, too, ached for him, and she began to reach out for his manhood. Lezett stopped her hand before she could touch him.

She is truly not in her right mind…

“Elise, please, I beg of you… Avert your eyes,” he pleaded. “I will leave to scout the area and handle any remaining issues. Close your eyes and cover your ears if you are afraid, but do not worry. I will return before long.”

“Must I count to thirty again?” she asked.

“A bit higher than that, perhaps…”

Elise’s subsequent laughter was like music to his ears. “Do hurry back. It seems I… truly missed you.”

* * *

Lezett returned to the tent thirty minutes later.

He had descended to the river and washed the dirt and blood from his body. After doing so, he spread his mana around, covering the area in a dark fog, ensuring that the Urgeli and dragonborn would find it difficult to approach them.

When he returned to the tent, he watched her from outside for a brief moment. The cool water of the river had calmed his raging manhood, but when Elise noticed his shadow outside and softly called his name, he realized his efforts to control his fervent desire had been in vain.

The Princess walked toward him and buried her face in his chest. Despite himself, he could not pull away. It had been so long since she had held him thus.

Regardless of her undeniable bravery, it was clear that the last few weeks had taken an incredible toll on her.

How terrified she must have been…

Lezett stroked her rounded belly. She carries my child. At times, the thought alone fills me with a strange sense of pride, but at other times, I am racked with guilt. How difficult all of this must be for her! I wish I could carry the burden in her stead.

As Elise spent her time slowly recuperating by getting sufficient rest and nourishment, Lezett gently poured his mana into her body. After a full day, the Princess finally regained enough strength to move around with a certain degree of ease.

“Are you all right, Lezett? Your shoulder, I mean,” she asked.

“As I have told you, I am completely fine. Please stop worrying about it.”

Determined to stop her from fussing any further, he brought his lips to hers and swept her warm mouth with his tongue. Elise moaned in pleasure as his familiar taste flooded her mouth. Her entire body seemed ready to burst into flames.

As long as I am in his arms, I feel so utterly safe. Nobody can harm me.

Lezett abruptly pulled his head away and ended the kiss. Elise, baffled, stared at him blankly.

“Wait…” he said before he picked her up and placed her on his lap, her back pressed against his chest. “I am sorry…” he muttered.

“For what?”

“For being this way…” her husband answered, his voice hoarse with desire. He plunged his mouth down to the nape of her neck and began sucking and nipping. “Ah, curse it all!” he spat. “I have tried to subdue it, but I cannot…”

Elise felt it herself. His manhood seemed even larger than usual, pressed against the small of her back.

“You have tried…?” Elise asked as Lezett’s hands wandered to her breasts as if they had a will of their own. “Tried how? Do not tell me you have lain with another!”

Lezett was taken aback. However, sensing an opportunity, he smirked and asked, “And what if I have? What would you do?”

“W-What?” Elise stammered.

“If I lay with another woman, what would you do?”

I cannot even bear to imagine it… Elise thought to herself. He is mine. Only my eyes are allowed to see his face in the throes of passion, the sweat dripping from his chiseled muscles, the look in his eyes when he reaches the heights of pleasure…

“Y-You…!” She wanted to curse at him, but she trailed off. “You control me at your whim, and yet you…!”

Lezett could not help but laugh. “I was jesting, Elise. I am not that despicable,” he said softly.

He cupped her face and bent it toward his own, kissing and licking at her cheek. “Have I not earned your trust? I was merely curious to see whether the thought of me with another woman drove you to madness as the thought of you with another man does me.”

“I do not appreciate such jests. Besides, you are no mere man, lest we forget,” Elise retorted.

“That does not mean I have eyes for other women. But I am sorry, I will not jest about such matters again.”

Even as he apologized, his hand deftly unbuttoned her blouse.

“Th-Then, how did you try to… subdue it? By yourself?” Elise asked.

“Yes, by myself,” Lezett answered with a chuckle. Indeed, he had relieved himself countless times in her absence, including once the day prior.

The Princess felt a sense of relief wash over her.

Suddenly, her curiosity got the better of her. “How?” she brazenly asked.

That made him chuckle once more. “I am certain you can imagine how, Elise. You have helped me… take care of the problem countless times yourself, after all.”

“I mean to say… Did you think of me, or…?” she trailed off, her cheeks aflame.

“Or what?” Lezett asked with a sly grin.

“Forget it. It is not important,” Elise mumbled.

The Archduke grasped one soft breast in his hand and whispered wickedly in her ear, “Do you want to know what has been on my mind lately, my dear wife?”

Elise suddenly realized that her swollen breasts were now completely exposed, and her husband was busy massaging them, toying with her sensitive nipples and making her moan and writhe in his lap.

“If you knew what I wanted to do to you, you would likely run away,” he almost panted. His breath was hot on her ear, sending a thrill down her spine.

She could not stifle her desperate moans as she involuntarily arched her back with each flick of his fingers.

Suddenly, he spread her legs wide, pinning them in place with his thick thighs. Elise cried out in surprise, feeling vulnerable yet incredibly aroused. She bit her lip as Lezett softly slid his fingers along her inner thighs, inching torturously closer to a place that was burning for his touch.

Elise squirmed atop his lap, unable to stop herself despite the embarrassment she felt. She clenched her eyes tightly shut as she heard him murmur, “Elise…” in a voice thick with desire and primal lust.

Elise’s thighs, still held in place by her husband’s strong legs, trembled under his soft touch.

The Archduke, meanwhile, was struggling to fight the urge to plunge into her and ravish her until they were both satiated. The taste of her skin on his tongue was overwhelming.

She is so small, so frail… How did I claim her with such fervent passion over and over all those nights in Rothier? And how can I possibly take this now?

He recalled the advice he had received from Freya before departing Rothier.




“You must exercise extreme caution when it comes to physical intimacy, Your Grace. Of course, as long as Her Highness is not bleeding and her body is not under severe strain, physical relations when with child are possible, but restraint is advised.”




I can satisfy her, but I ought to refrain from entering her, Lezett resolved as he began caressing her slick opening in earnest.

Having been devoid of his touch for so long, in no time, Elise unraveled as pleasure pulsed through her entire body. She trembled and quivered as she moaned loudly in ecstasy. Lezett’s manhood throbbed almost painfully as she writhed on his lap.

“I… I love you, Lezett,” Elise suddenly confessed in the afterglow of her climax.

“I love you too,” her husband responded as he turned her around so that they were facing one another. “There is nothing in this entire world that I desire more than you.”

I would gladly give up every other possession of mine if I could hold onto this woman. But I know she does not harbor the same sentiments. There are countless things more precious to her than I—her family and her homeland, for instance.

Lezett recalled Elise’s response when he had asked her to give up everything and return with him to Rothier as they stood atop the destroyed pier in Nobella.




“...Know that the person you claim to love will spend eternity in hell, doing nothing but resenting you. I will wither away, nothing more than another trophy that decorates your castle. If that is truly what you desire, then proceed as you wish.”




They were words that were never far from Lezett’s mind. Yet, he still could not accept that Arghan was where she belonged.

“No matter how hard I have tried to understand your desire to return home, Elise, I simply cannot. It is not good for you.”

He had expected Elise to grow cold at his words, but instead, she gently brushed his hair from his brow.

“All I ask is that, if you insist on fighting for your homeland, at least do so with me by your side. Where I can protect you…”

Elise maintained a tense silence.

“If you must choose a path of unhappiness, at least travel it with my hand in yours.”

The Princess felt her face flush red once more. She lifted her eyes to meet his and finally spoke. “Can we not find a path that leads to happiness for both of us? Together…”

“What?” Lezett asked, somewhat confused by her question.

“Tell me you did not come here as my enemy but as my husband.”

“I will do as you wish,” he earnestly answered.

“And do you know what it is I desire?”

“If it is a husband you want, I will be your husband. If you need a weapon, I will be your weapon. You merely have to decide.”

“What if what I truly long for is for you to be a good father to our child?”

“Then so be it,” Lezett declared after a moment’s hesitation.

I do not know what being a good father entails, but I will do my utmost to become one.

“Love our child as you love me,” Elise added.

“I shall.”

The Princess could not prevent a joyous smile from lighting up her face. “Not a single day went by when you were not on my mind, Lezett.”

He is the one person in this world that I can bare my soul to. I do not feel the need to pretend to be strong in his presence. I do not feel the need to prove my worth to him.

“I truly love you, Lezett.”

“I truly love you too, Elise.”

The Princess leaned in to kiss her husband once more.

Does this mean she does not intend to leave me again?

Elise slowly caressed his chest before reaching down suddenly and wrapping her small hand around his throbbing bulge.

“Elise!” Lezett cried out in shock.

“I am not yet satisfied,” she declared boldly. “You have brought me to such a state, Lezett, and you must take responsibility for it.”

Unable to contain himself any longer, he picked her up and gently placed her down on the bed. “Ah, Elise… The effect you have on me… Just remember, you started this,” he said through gritted teeth.

He spread her legs wide once more and gently stroked her wetness with one hand as he undid his waistband with the other. Elise moaned and squirmed in anticipation. He brought his mouth to hers, thrusting his tongue in deep, determined to explore every inch of her and claim her as his once more.

“I will not enter you as before, Elise. But please tell me if you are in any discomfort.”

The Princess simply nodded. In truth, she longed to feel his length deep inside her but realized that was likely not in the best interests of the baby.

She buried her head in his broad chest, inhaling his masculine scent and waiting for him to provide the infinite pleasure that only he could give her.

* * *

A few days passed in relative bliss inside the tent. Lezett realized he had made the right decision not to send Elise back to Riosa Castle.

Ruben will have taken Taro by now and will be advancing South. It will not be long before the troops arrive in Riosa. Still, we have more precious days in which we can enjoy one another’s company.

Elise, however, was occupied by darker thoughts. “Fabian has still yet to return,” she said.

“You mean Duke Bellatore?”

“Yes.”

He must be dead. I did not encounter any survivors on my way, Lezett thought to himself. 

“He is like a father to me…” the Princess murmured.

“I see. Shall I go and look for him?” Lezett asked. “Or I could send Barin or Claver.”

“No, I do not want anyone to be placed in harm’s way. Especially not you,” Elise insisted. “Fabian told us not to send reinforcements if he failed to return. He did not want any more lives to be wasted.”

Elise fell into a brief silence before saying, “I wonder why he has not sent a dove. We cannot stay here forever…”

“A dove?” Lezett asked, confused.

“Yes, Andrei uses doves imbued with his magic to send messages.”

“I see.”

Indeed, Andrei had repeatedly attempted to make contact with Elise via a dove, but the bird was unable to enter the area due to the presence of Lezett’s overwhelming mana.

No doubt that is how they orchestrated Elise’s escape from Rothier. I will ensure no bird comes near her for the time being.

“I am sure he will reach out in due time, Elise. For now, I wish you would stop your incessant worrying and focus on me,” the Archduke said as he pulled her further into his embrace. He gently stroked her abdomen and inhaled her floral scent.

If only we could spend eternity just like this…

Raising a dragonborn child will likely not prove too difficult. I grew up just fine on my own, after all.

That afternoon, Lezett stumbled upon the almost empty jar of cherry compote that Elise had taken with her from the inn in Tentaluna. “What is this?” he asked.

“Cherry compote…” Elise answered.

I do recall her often craving sweet treats back in Rothier…

“It is truly delectable. I found myself craving it so desperately. That and all of the other wonderful desserts that Hummel made back in Rothier. I… even dreamed of cherry compote,” the Princess confessed.

Lezett recalled a piece of advice that Mrs. Pattinson had offered him.




“Ensure Her Highness eats well! One can develop the most intense cravings when one is with child. If she is unable to eat what she yearns for, it could have an adverse effect on her happiness.”




Perhaps I should have had Hummell accompany me, the Archduke thought regrettably.

“What else do you crave? I will fetch it for you if I can.”

“It is mostly cherry compote. Oh, and roasted chicken thighs. But mainly the compote…” Elise babbled excitedly.

Suddenly, the baby kicked inside her belly.

How can I possibly get my hands on such food now? Lezett wondered. It seems our child is rather particular…

“Cherry…” he murmured. “That is what we will call them!”

“What?”

“Cherry. An adorable nickname, would you not agree?”

The most radiant smile lit up Elise’s face as she realized her husband was referring to their child. “How splendid… But what about their real name?” she asked.

“Anything you wish—”

“No, you should bestow a name upon them,” Elise insisted.

“Me…?”

“Yes. Take your time. We still have plenty, after all. But I would like you to name our… Cherry. Promise me that you will?”

“A-All right…”

Elise took his hand in hers and placed it on her abdomen. She waited a moment or two before there was a faint kick.

Lezett’s eyes flicked to hers in wonder.

“How does it feel?” Elise asked.

“Healthy…”

“No, not our baby. How do you feel?”

Something tells me that Cherry has taken a dislike to me… No, it must be my own anxieties giving rise to such thoughts, Lezett told himself.

Turning to the matter at hand, he began pondering how he could find cherry compote for his beloved wife.

* * *

On the seventh morning after his arrival, Lezett awoke to the sound of a faint commotion outside the tent. He carefully slipped his arm out from underneath Elise and pulled the blanket up to her chin before hastily dressing and stepping outside.

Barin and Claver, two of Rothier’s finest knights, were waiting for him.

“Good morning, Your Grace!” Barin said.

“What is it?” the Archduke asked.

“There are people approaching from Riosa Castle. It would appear Duke Conrad leads a group of knights in this direction.”

“I warned him that if we were to meet again, it would mean the end of him.”

Despite his ominous words, Lezett showed no signs of anger, much to the surprise of Barin and Claver.

His Grace appears to be in very good spirits, indeed, Claver thought to himself.

Meanwhile, Lezett pondered his next move. I do not wish to send her back to the castle just yet. How should I approach this? It will not be long before Ruben arrives, and then it will be time to start preparing for the impending battle with the Urgeli.

I simply want to spend as much time with Elise as possible before then. First, I ought to get rid of these unwelcome guests. Then, I should find a safe place for her to stay.

“What is happening?” a drowsy Elise suddenly asked as she peeked from inside the tent. “Did I hear someone say ‘Duke Conrad’?”

“Elise, please go inside. You are not suitably dressed,” Lezett insisted.

Well, I suppose my plan has already been thwarted…

Turning to Barin, the Archduke said, “We are to convene at the foot of the gorge in five days. Send a messenger to Ruben to ensure he arrives on time. Divide our forces into ten groups so that the Urgeli cannot easily detect our positions. We will ensure that each and every path leading up to the castle is impassable. Nobella’s army has already joined the Urgeli war effort, so they will be skeptical of our allegiance; we must strike before they are capable of plotting against us. Ruben and Isaac will understand.”

“Understood, Your Grace!”

Lezett was about to turn away before he paused and added, “Oh, and one more thing…”

“Yes, Your Grace?” Barin asked.

“Do you know of a place nearby where cherries grow?”

“P-Pardon, Your Grace? I am afraid it is not the season, Your Grace. It will be May before the trees bear fruit.”

“So, they cannot be sourced?”

“It would be extremely difficult at this time of year, Your Grace.”

“I see,” the Archduke answered with a hint of frustration before slipping inside the tent.

“Why would His Grace suddenly be so eager to find cherries? He is not fond of fruit…” Barin asked.

“Think about it, Barin,” Claver replied with a playful nudge. “He is obviously searching for them for Her Highness!”

Back inside the tent, Elise had many questions for her husband. “Ruben and the rest of the troops are arriving in five days?”

“Yes, unless something unforeseen transpires.”

“And what is our plan for the battle?”

“We will trap the Urgeli in the gorge, engaging them before they can even attempt to ascend to the castle.”

Regardless of whether they reach the castle walls or not, I am not here to aid Arghan; I am here to destroy the Urgeli.

He had become adept at learning what to say and, more importantly, what not to say in front of Elise.

“Once I behead… I mean, deal with the two Princes of Urgel, the rest will be easy. And then we will take their capital—”

“The capital of Urgel?” Elise interjected.

“Yes.”

“Farhan? Where the King of Urgel resides? It is in the middle of a wasteland, is it not?”

“Yes, it will prove rather troublesome to traverse, I suppose. The capital is currently encircled by Northern Alliance troops, but it will take some time to march from here. At least a month, by my calculations.”

He noticed a trace of concern in the Princess’s eyes.

“What is it? Would you like me to expedite the mission?” he asked.

“How would you go about that?”

“If I only target the King, I could go alone. It would take no more than a week.”

“W-What?” Elise stammered.

“I will not need any support to retrieve the King’s head. Of course, to bring the capital to its knees will take more time, but Ruben could take care of that,” the Archduke stated matter-of-factly.

“If any escape, I will track them down and eliminate them, even if it takes years. Urgel will be wiped from the map, and you will no longer be threatened.”

And the journey from Rothier to Arghan would be cut in half, he thought to himself.

“But… Lezett, there is something I am most curious about.”

“Yes?”

“How were you able to secure the imperial forces of Vaniella?”

“The Emperor… was struck by a sudden affliction. I convened a meeting of the Northern Alliance in his stead.”

“Did you perhaps cause this… ‘sudden affliction’?”

“I do not see why that matters. The result is the same,” Lezett said flatly.

“You cannot speak of such matters so casually, Lezett! Did you kill the Emperor? And the imperial knights merely stood by and watched?!”

“What could they possibly do?”

“That is true, I suppose, but still… such actions could ruin your reputation—”

“It is not as though my reputation was stellar, to begin with, Elise. People view me as nothing more than a lowly dragonborn,” the Archduke interjected. “I do not care about the opinions of others. As long as you think of me as human, I am more than content.”

Noticing the trepidation in his wife’s eyes, Lezett recalled her tearful plea in Nobella for him not to lose everything for her sake.

She is always so concerned with such trivial matters…

“It was time Novius was taught a lesson, Elise. Do not worry.”

He dared to treat Elise as though she were nothing more than a broodmare.

Elise sighed slightly. No wonder all of Grandell refers to this man as a demon… I thought the majority of the rumors that swirl around him were exaggerations. And yet, he casually talks about wiping an entire kingdom off the face of the earth and betraying the Emperor of his own nation.

Alas, he is capable of such things. He expanded the territory of Vaniella exponentially in a short number of years, and he is clearly able to wipe out armies on his own.

But to infiltrate the royal palace of Urgel and behead the King? Is that not a step too far, even for him? Yet, he remains so utterly unperturbed…

“There are so many things I long to give you, Elise.”

The Princess softly caressed his cheek and planted a gentle kiss on his lips. “Thank you, Lezett… but there is no need for that. I already only have eyes for you.”

“Truly?”

“Yes. So do not expedite the mission. Despite what your rash behavior might suggest, you are not, in fact, immortal. And is it not fair that our people should have the chance to reclaim our homeland for ourselves? We deserve to have our vengeance.”

“Then how would you have me proceed?”

“I shall send a message to Riosa Castle. When the forces of the Northern Alliance have the Urgeli surrounded, the castle can bombard them from behind. Surrounding them on all sides will ensure our victory.”

Attacking the enemy on the ground and from the castle? Very shrewd, indeed, Lezett thought with a degree of admiration for his wife.

“All right,” he said with a nod of his head.

“So hurry up and release the dove, Lezett.”

“What dove?”

“Do not feign ignorance before me. I know you secretly captured it. Send it back to the castle with a message,” Elise demanded.

The Archduke nodded guiltily like a child who had been caught red-handed.

“There are times when you seem nothing like your old self. But then sometimes it appears as though you have not changed an iota,” the Princess remarked.

“What do you mean?”

“I suppose I mean to say that… I know you are trying and… I appreciate it.”

I cannot even bear the thought of being separated from him again, she thought as she wrapped her arms around his neck in a passionate embrace.

* * *

Elise was woken from slumber by the child kicking in her womb.

Lezett, as though he had been waiting for his wife to wake, immediately planted his mouth on hers, seeking out her tongue as he hastily tore off her undergarments. He could not contain himself any longer.

The Princess moaned and writhed in response as his tongue greedily entwined with her own. His thirst for her could not be quenched. Before long, his face was buried between her breasts as he ravenously licked and sucked her soft skin.

However, Elise had noticed one difference since they had been reunited. He no longer bit and sucked her flesh hard enough to leave marks. Instead, he was more gentle. In truth, the Princess preferred his soft caresses.

Suddenly, she noticed a flickering light outside the tent.

“S-Someone is outside…” she whimpered in between moans.

Lezett had known for quite some time. He had sensed the careful footsteps from around one hundred paces away.

There are less than ten of them, he thought to himself.

“I-It might be Vernon…”

“Duke Conrad.”

“W-What?”

“Do not refer to him with such familiarity. Refer to him by his title.”

Reluctantly, he pulled his mouth away from her tender skin and helped her get dressed. She noticed a warm wetness between her legs, and her cheeks flushed with embarrassment as she draped a cloak around herself.

Lezett wrapped his arms around her from behind and said, “You are not thinking of letting them in here, are you? Considering what we were just doing…” His voice was low and full of unsatiated desire.

The Princess turned around, intending to rebuke him, but gasped as she was faced with the sight of his half-naked body. “P-Put on your clothes!”

“Answer me, Elise. Would you truly let another man into this space? Our space?”

“S-Stay here. I will handle it,” Elise said.

“Do you believe I will allow you to go out there by yourself?”

“If you promise not to fight with Duke Conrad, I will let you come with me. I know it was you who turned him into a bloody mess in Nobella…”

Lezett doubted his ability to restrain himself, but he was determined not to lose his composure in front of his wife and unborn child.

“Can I tell Ver… I mean, Duke Conrad, that the Northern Alliance troops are nearby? The castle must be informed if we are to coordinate the attack.”

A smile crept onto the Archduke’s face. The way she asks for permission is so very endearing.

“The information is yours to do with as you wish,” he said flatly.

“Thank you…”

As Elise left the tent, Lezett stood quietly at the entrance, intently listening to everything that transpired.

“Vernon!” Elise yelled. Try though she might, she could not contain her glee at being reunited with her old companion.

“Dear heavens above, finally we found you, Your Highness!” Vernon exclaimed. He swiftly looked the Princess up and down and then added, “And you appear to be in good health! It seems His Majesty was right.”

Vernon, on the other hand, looks dreadful, as though he has not slept or eaten for two weeks. Still, I cannot invite him inside the tent…

“Did the injured soldiers return to the castle safely?” she asked.

“Now is not the time to worry about them. Those who returned will be severely punished for abandoning Your Highness.”

“No, Vernon, please do not treat them in such a manner; I commanded them to leave, and there have been no attacks since then. They did not abandon me.”

“It cannot be easy staying here, Your Highness. There is a lot of… dark energy in the area…”

“I am perfectly fine. Fabian ensured that I have more than enough supplies. Please… do not look so sorrowful, Vernon.”

After a brief pause, Elise asked, “Is Andrei all right?”

“Your Highness… You still cannot see the magic circuits, can you?”

“How on earth do you know about that?”

“His Majesty suggested you might be feeling rather frustrated but that matters would soon return to normal. He said it would take another three days, five at most.”

“Then I ought to return to the castle as soon as the magic circuits return. My magic might be required in the impending battle.”

“No, Your Highness, you will not need to use your magic anymore.”

“Why is that?”

“His Majesty has regained some of his abilities. He said he was prepared to fight in the final battle. Your Highness has done enough. It is His Majesty’s turn now.”

“Truly? Then, the reason I can no longer see the circuits is that Andrei has recovered! That is a huge relief. He will be more use on the battlefield than I was!”

“Indeed. His Majesty said there is no need for you to worry anymore. If the situation allows for it, he advised that you escape to a nearby village and hide there.”

“What? I am not to return to the castle?”

“His Majesty would like you to prioritize your health and the health of your child.”

His advice is sound, but I sense a strange unease in Vernon’s eyes. Something is afoot…

“But there is still much time left before I give birth.”

“Well… it is a dragonborn, after all. We cannot be certain of when it will arrive.”

No… something is awry. I am certain of it. Andrei’s recovery is a joyous occasion. It does not make sense that I need to stay away from the castle. With the return of his powerful magic, the castle will be an impregnable fortress.

Just what is the meaning of this?

“Oh, I also heard that His Majesty suggested that we be betrothed to one another…” Vernon said awkwardly.

“Y-Yes, he did…”

“Do not worry, Your Highness; I told His Majesty that I did not welcome such a proposal. Not because I do not care for you, of course, but because I believe it would not lead to your happiness. Thankfully, His Majesty was most magnanimous and understood my reasoning.”

“Thank you, Vernon…” Elise murmured.

“His Majesty longs for nothing more than your happiness. I hope you know that, Your Highness.”

“Of course. We are twins, after all.”

His words during our quarrel hurt me deeply, but I understand why he felt that way. His actions always come from a place of love and a desire to protect.

“We always act out of love for one another, Vernon. Do not worry. When I return to the castle, I will apologize to him.”

Vernon stared at Elise with a look of deep sorrow and pain in his eyes. He was silent for quite some time before finally murmuring, “You look well. That is a relief, indeed. You have always pushed yourself too hard, Your Highness. You are just like His Majesty in that regard.”

“And when I overexert myself, it has always been Andrei who has given me the will to recover.”

Vernon paused to ruminate on something for a moment or two before seemingly reaching a decision. “Your Highness is right. Once the circuits return, you should come back to the castle. His Majesty needs you by his side…”

* * *

After concluding their discussion, Vernon and the knights left to gather the remains of the fallen soldiers.

As Duke Conrad pressed on through the dark mist that covered the area, he was suddenly confronted by a figure a few steps ahead.

“Everyone stand back,” Vernon commanded.

He then said in a tight voice, “Archduke Kirstan.”

In truth, Duke Conrad had known all along that Lezett would find Elise. It had been his decision to have the Rothier knights stay by the Princess’s side, as he knew that she would be safest if the Archduke was able to reach her easily.

“Do you have something to say to me, Archduke? You have been following me for quite some time.”

“The bodies are in that direction. There are no survivors. Even if there were, they would be barely recognizable,” Lezett flatly stated. “I did not tell Elise about this. She harbors a lot of affection for Duke Bellatore, after all.”

Vernon grimaced. So Fabian has truly met his end… His heir died the day the imperial palace fell, so I suppose this means the end of the heralded Bellatore duchy. And before long, perhaps I will face death, too. This is precisely why Her Highness needs a new protector.

Andrei and Duke Conrad had agonized over who would safeguard Elise when they were gone. They knew that Lezett was the obvious answer but were fraught with worry about whether they could truly trust him.

Now, Archduke Kirstan stared at him with eyes as cold as winter snow. “I intend to take Elise with me. I wonder how you feel about that.”

Vernon said nothing. Lezett scoffed and added, “I am well aware of how the people of Arghan have treated her. I once thought the most dangerous place for her was by my side, but I realized I was wrong. Her homeland is far more treacherous.”

Duke Conrad remained tight-lipped.

“Do you have nothing to say?”

A recent conversation he had shared with Andrei echoed in Vernon’s mind.




“I do not know whether we can trust him. I have never witnessed how he treats my sister firsthand, and I cannot help but imagine him as some sort of monster.”

“I do not know him well, either.”

“But you know him better than I, Vernon. Do you believe we can trust him?”

“Andrei…”

“Does he truly love Elise?”




Vernon knew there was only one answer to that question. “Her Highness has expressed a desire to return to the castle, but I will not attempt to stop you from taking her with you,” he finally said. He spoke not only for himself but also for Andrei.




“If you are truly certain of his love for her, then she will be safer by his side.”




“However, I implore you to at least allow the twins to bid each other a final farewell,” Duke Conrad insisted.

“A ‘final farewell’?”

“Yes, Her Highness would no doubt live in regret if she was denied such an opportunity.” Vernon lifted his head and stared defiantly at the fearsome man before him. “Archduke. The message you asked me to convey to His Majesty was meaningless.”

“How so?”

“His Majesty always planned to transfer his magic circuits to Her Highness. And his resolve remains unchanged. It is only a matter of days before Her Highness ascends to the heights of a full sorcerer, able to wield magic at will.”

Indeed, Elise’s temporary loss of her circuits was a necessary step toward the next phase. However, Vernon and Andrei wanted Elise to give birth to her child safely and then return to Arghan where she would be able to use her power properly. Thus, they had planned their final stand. They would trap their enemy and annihilate them, allowing Arghan to return to its glory days.

After the gorge was covered in black ash, the plan was for Elise to eventually return home and open the doors of the underground tomb. Andrei and Duke Conrad were shrewd enough to know they required Lezett’s cooperation. 

“This time, it is His Majesty who has a message for you. He also instructed me to retrieve something.”

“From me?” the Archduke asked, his curiosity piqued.

“Yes. We need your blood.”

* * *

The day after Vernon left the area, Lezett suggested a light stroll. They made their way to the edge of a cliff.

The scenery is truly breathtaking, Elise thought to herself.

As the terrain was slightly treacherous, the Archduke held Elise in his arms.

“It is such a… steep drop,” the Princess murmured.

“Are you scared?” Lezett responded with a chuckle.

“N-No…!” Elise stammered as she clung to her husband tightly.

How very adorable. She is so clearly terrified but refuses to admit it.

Lezett gently placed her down on a large, flat rock that was nearby and then sat next to her. 

“The view is magnificent. And the sound of the waterfall is most pleasing,” Elise said.

“Are you not cold?”

“Not really.”

Suddenly, Elise grimaced and reached for her abdomen. “Are you in pain?” the Archduke immediately asked.

“No, it is not that. Just… the baby will not stay still.”

“Come here,” he said as he pulled her into his warm embrace.

Perhaps this outing was too much. It appears the baby is startled.

In truth, Lezett had timed the walk so that Elise would not notice the bodies of the fallen Arghanian soldiers being collected.

“Should we head back to the tent?” he asked.

“No, let us stay a little longer. It seems as though… Cherry is looking for you.”

Ah, Cherry longs for my mana, Lezett realized as he began subtly supplying his mana to the rapidly growing child.

“Sometimes I want to just escape with you and leave this war behind…” Elise whispered.

As always, when Lezett was unsure how to respond, he simply sought her mouth with his own.

I have come to learn a lot about Cherry over the past week or so. They are undeniably an exceptionally active child. 

Even now, Lezett felt relentless kicking as he placed his hand on his wife’s stomach. He reluctantly removed his lips from Elise’s and anxiously gazed at the bump.

“Please, no…” he whispered. “Please take after your mother, not me…”

He desperately wished that his child would not inherit his monstrous traits.

There is not a single aspect of myself that I wish to pass on to our child.

Elise, however, did not share the same sentiments. “No! I want our child to look just like you!”

“But why?”

“You are strong. I do not want Cherry to grow up to be a frail child like I was. If our baby is as strong as you, we will have nothing to worry about. Just look at your shoulder. The injury was terrible, but it has all but healed in a matter of days.”

I hope Cherry has a mix of both our temperaments. I am far too timid, while Lezett is a bit too cold and ruthless.

“Lezett… Do you hope that Cherry is a boy or girl?”

“I am not sure. But something tells me they might be a boy. All I hope is that the baby is born healthy and does not harm its mother in the process…”

“I see. I cannot help feeling that you avoided my question.”

“If I had to choose, I think I would prefer a girl,” Lezett finally admitted.

The Archduke, however, remained very anxious about the future. They are a dragonborn, so only fate knows when they will arrive. No one knows what harm they might cause Elise before they do… And what if childbirth begins when I am not by her side? The thought alone sent a shiver down his spine.

“I must stay by your side. What if something transpires while I am away?”

In truth, Elise was equally anxious about the thought of having to give birth to their child in her husband’s absence. However, she put on a brave face and said, “Let us not worry prematurely, Lezett. We will deal with any issues when they arise.”

“Some issues are not quite so easily dealt with, Elise…”

“Then I suppose you will have to rush back quickly. How high should I count this time?” she playfully retorted. Secretly, she desperately hoped that the Archduke would be by her side when the time came.

Lezett chuckled and then pressed his lips to hers. “You can count to thirty again. But this time in days…”

“Truly? One month?”

“Perhaps even shorter.”

Lezett glanced at his wrist. The wound from where he had given Vernon blood was steadily healing.

I am sure we will not be separated for long.

“My wife needs me, so how could I possibly not rush back to her side?” he whispered. 

“I cannot claim to share your unwavering confidence, but I will be counting down the days.”

No more sweet words were exchanged. The two lovers simply enjoyed each other’s company as they shared a tender kiss.


Part 21

Closing In

“If I die in an accident, take the baby from my womb.”




Those were the words Elise had spoken to Semesita some time ago.

It would have been nice had it come to that, the Mad Dragon thought to itself now.

Although observing Elise had generally proven to be most entertaining, the last two weeks or so had been incredibly dull. It thought back on the conversation it had shared with the Princess not long after she had first arrived at Riosa Castle.




“If I suddenly die, I allow you to take care of my child. Just promise me that you will not tell them their father’s name at first or teach them any nefarious ways. I highly doubt any human would be capable of caring for a dragonborn, so… take care of them until they are old enough to find their own path, and then send them to their father.”

“And in return, I assume you want my magic?”

“Yes. I would like you to cast an indestructible barrier around the entire castle. My mana will not suffice…”




Now, Semesita, still disguised as a child, walked toward the bed where Andrei lay perfectly still.

The Emperor of Arghan’s bony wrists and arms were covered in bruises that had not faded for a week. He had continually fallen when attempting to walk the short distance from the divan to the bed.

And now these wounds will never heal, Semesita thought to itself.




“Until the war is over, do not bury my body. I have cast a spell to prevent decay. All that I ask is that you seal this room.”




That is the final request that Andrei had made of Semesita as part of the deal that they had struck.

The Mad Dragon placed a finger under Andrei’s nose. He was not breathing.

“I wondered which of the three of you would die first. Now, I have my answer.”

The body of the child that the dragon had possessed suddenly crumpled to the ground, leaving only a pair of floating yellow eyes. The eyes remained only for an instant before they vanished into thin air.

Only seconds later, Andrei’s eyelids began to gently flutter.

With the young Emperor’s hands it now possessed, Semesita pushed aside the blankets and sat up in bed. With one deep breath, blood began to circulate through Andrei’s lifeless body once more.

It tore off the bandage that had covered Andrei’s empty eye socket since the downfall of Arghan. There was now a gleaming yellow eye beneath it.

The Mad Dragon stood up and walked over to the large mirror. Andrei’s body no longer limped or ached. “Indeed, the resemblance is uncanny,” Semesita muttered as it admired its reflection. “Your relics are nice, Gallian, but what I truly coveted was this body.”

How could I ever kill you?

“My beloved disciple,” the Mad Dragon whispered.

No matter how many times you are reborn, you will be mine. Even in death.

* * *

“Ah, it’s done!” Elise exclaimed with a mix of joy and relief as she looked upon the spell floating in the air. The day prior, she had finally begun to be able to see magic circuits once more. However, now her magical vision had been enhanced. She could recognize various rules and principles among the countless intersecting lines and shapes. Moreover, she was able to read the mysterious and ancient language of magic formulas—the language of dragons, to be precise.

“This spell will allow me to teleport to Riosa Castle!” she said proudly while turning to look at Lezett. Her husband, however, seemed distracted.

A faint gray aura enveloped the Archduke’s entire body. That was another thing that had suddenly become visible to Elise the previous night—it was Lezett’s mana. 

His mana is noticeably unstable. It is no surprise he succumbs to madness from time to time.

She gently brought his hand to her face, pulling him from his reverie.

“Elise?” he murmured.

“The teleportation spell is complete.”

“Ah, I see.”

“What were you thinking about?” she asked.

“I was wondering when you might eventually return to my side.”

“Wait, what is this wound?” Elise asked. She was looking at a wound on the back of his hand that she had never noticed before. The injury looked to be only a few days old. “Did you get scratched? By what?”

“It is nothing to worry about,” Lezett replied flatly.

After his wife returned to Riosa Castle, the Archduke planned to descend the gorge and join the Northern Alliance troops. “I hope you understand how difficult it is for me to let you go,” he whispered as he placed soft kisses across the entirety of her face. “Did you feel any pain in your abdomen when you crafted the spell?”

“I did not. It seems our Cherry is not disturbed now that I have more power at my disposal.” Indeed, Elise required far less mana to wield magic. “After Cherry is born, I believe I will be able to achieve quite a lot. Like the Andrei of old, perhaps.”

If the impending battle was a success, she planned to march straight to the capital of Arghan and reclaim the imperial palace. Once there, she would reactivate the barrier that protected the entirety of the empire. She was filled with hope.

They had released a dove to a nearby village so that Elise could teleport to safety if something went awry. However, Lezett still looked most uneasy. “Do not use any magic other than the teleportation spell. Under any circumstances,” he commanded.

“But now that I can see the magic circuits, it seems wielding magic is not a problem at all…” Elise protested.

“We do not know how events will unfold. We must exercise caution.”

“I will try my utmost…”

“‘Try’ will not suffice, Elise. Think of Cherry,” the Archduke warned. He had learned that the easiest way to get the response he wanted from his wife was to invoke their child’s name.

“All right. I will not use magic unless the worst-case scenario transpires. I promise,” she vowed.

“Even if you uncover something suspicious at the castle, do not take on the responsibility of handling it yourself. Allow your knights to take care of matters for you. They are to be your sword and your shield.”

Elise leaned into his sturdy embrace and silently nodded.

“And if you feel unwell, send a dove immediately. As soon as I receive word, I will come to you.”

“All right…” the Princess murmured.

Should I tell her…?

Well, what could I possibly hide from her? She is my entire world.

“You will see me again soon,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“When you return to the castle, you might hear some unwelcome news. It concerns Semesita,” he added ominously.

“Now that you mention it, it has been very quiet of late. Where could it be?”

“You ought to prepare yourself for the possibility that it has attached itself to Andrei.”

“What?!”

“Do not cry too much, Elise. And even if you feel overwhelmed by anger, try and control your emotions. Remember, you did nothing wrong. Do not blame yourself, and do not be afraid.”

Elise was rendered utterly speechless.

“If you ever feel like giving up, just tell me. I will ensure your every wish comes to fruition.”

“Did you hear some news from Vernon?”

“When you return to the castle, everything will be explained, including how you can summon me any time you wish. I myself am not aware of the exact method, but it is a type of magic that Andrei devised for you.”

“Keep a close eye out for a white dove, Lezett. If I have a message for you, I will send one,” Elise said, her eyes set with unwavering resolve.

“Understood.”

“And you… Do not do anything reckless. If your plans change, you must inform me,” the Princess said firmly.

“Of course.”

“And… kiss me before I leave.”

Lezett instantly pressed his lips to hers. It was a short but passionate kiss.

As the magic circle engulfed her, she whispered, “Until we are reunited…”

Lezett stood in place for a while after she had disappeared. 

Eventually, he turned and began marching down the cliff, his knights not far behind. As he strode along, he recalled the conversation he had shared with Vernon days prior.




“What do you intend to use my blood for?” 

“We will create a passageway connecting you and Her Highness. His Majesty has already prepared the spell. Your blood is a necessary component.”

“A ‘passageway’?”

“Yes, it will allow Her Highness to summon you at a moment’s notice. His Majesty made a pact with the Mad Dragon, but as you are well aware, matters do not always unfold as planned. His Majesty is of the opinion that you may need to enter the castle and escort Her Highness to safety. It would be unwise to attempt to predict the behavior of a being as volatile as Semesita, after all.”




Considering the implications, Lezett’s brow furrowed as he thought, So, the Mad Dragon has shifted its desire from Elise to her twin brother. Still, bound by its own constraints, it will not be able to harm her. We must act swiftly if we are to truly banish that beast once and for all so that it may never covet Elise again.

* * *

Elise took a deep breath and opened her eyes.

The fresh scent of the early morning forest was gone, replaced by the damp, humid air of the castle. She found herself on the drawbridge. The barrier she had erected using Semesita’s mana shimmered before her.

She stepped past the barrier, and the castle gates opened before her. The knights waiting inside greeted her with deep bows. “Your Highness,” they said in unison.

Vernon, too, was waiting for her.

“Where is Andrei? I wish to see him at once,” Elise demanded.

“His Majesty is in his chambers. But first, Your Highness, please take this,” Vernon said as he handed her a fine silver necklace with a small red gemstone in the center. “Keep this on your person at all times.”

This must be the means by which I can summon Lezett, Elise realized while she carefully tied the necklace around her neck. I can feel the faint vibrations of the magic circle embedded inside the gemstone. Indeed, it is a teleportation spell of sorts. If I activate the spell, it seems I can either escape to Lezett’s side or summon him to mine.

Elise was filled with a sense of relief as she marched toward her brother’s chambers. When she arrived, she abandoned the formality of knocking and simply threw open the doors. She was greeted with the sight of Andrei looking out of large, open windows, his back facing her.

At least he is capable of standing on his own two feet, the Princess thought with a glimmer of hope. She had braced herself for the worst.

“Andrei, it is me,” she called softly. The Emperor of Arghan slowly turned to face her. “I have returned. You must have been fraught with worry. How are you—”

Elise froze in place. “Andrei…?” she whispered.

“Dear sister. Oh my, how you have suffered.”

Elise thought she saw a strange shade of yellow covering his face, but as she moved closer, it disappeared. Did my eyes deceive me? Something feels awry…

“There was no need for you to return here, but I knew you would. You always make such foolish choices,” the Mad Dragon said through Andrei’s voice.

As her brother pulled her into an embrace, Elise felt a sharp pain in her abdomen.

“Are you all right? Are you in pain?” Andrei asked.

“L-Let go of me, Andrei. Let go….!” the Princess pleaded. As she stepped away from what she believed was her brother, her baby’s fierce kicks subsided.

“You will not need to use any magic from now on, dear sister. I will take care of everything. I should have done this sooner. Sending you into such danger was a grave mistake.”

Elise raised her hand to stop his words. She closed her eyes and was silent for a moment or two before she finally said, “Tell me.”

“What do you mean, dear sister?”

The Princess grabbed Andrei’s collar and pulled him toward her so that they were at eye level. “I know who you are. What name should I call you this time?” she spat.

The expression on her brother’s face changed in an instant.

“I cannot even fathom this!” Elise yelled in a mixture of despair and rage. “This is truly madness, even for you!”

I ought to have known that it would stop at nothing in pursuit of its own greed!

“You should be careful, Elisabetta. This body belongs to your brother, lest you forget. Perhaps you ought to handle it gently,” Semesita taunted.

“What?”

“His body is as fragile as glass. Proceed with caution.”

“Get out of his body at once! If you want something, demand it of me. Why Andrei?! Why?!”

“‘Get out,’ you say? Are you sure you will not regret those words?” the Mad Dragon asked with a wicked laugh that sent a shudder down Elise’s spine.

“Surely, you did not kill him, did you?”

No, it cannot possibly be…

The Princess’s golden eyes began to well up with tears.

“Answer me, Semesita. Did you kill my brother?!”

“Me? Do you truly think I killed him?” The Mad Dragon burst into unrestrained laughter. “I am still bound by this foolish curse, but you think I killed someone who so perfectly resembles Gallian?”

“Then what happened?!” Elise screamed.

“It was not my doing, Elisabetta; it was yours.”

“What?!”

“Your magic circuits, they have returned, have they not?”

The circuits…! He… transferred them to me…

That day we quarreled he adjusted the spell on my back. He… He… claimed he was fixing the connection between us, but…

The words her brother had spoken to her that day reverberated in the Princess’s mind.




“Soon, you will no longer need me to draw the magic circles for you. You will be able to do it on your own.”




The dizzying revelation almost made Elise lose her balance.

Semesita suddenly placed Andrei’s hand on the Princess’s shoulder, imitating her brother’s affectionate demeanor. “Shall I restore things to how they were, dear sister?”

The voice, however, was not Andrei’s. It sent a chill down her spine.

“Do not dare call me ‘sister,’ you wretched—”

“If you go back to how it used to be, Andrei can yet still live,” the Mad Dragon interjected.

“H-He can live?” Elise stammered as she touched Andrei’s shoulders and cheeks with trembling hands. “What do you mean by ‘how it used to be’?”

“Remember when merely breathing was painful? When you could not walk without help? Your childhood, in short. You must return to such a state.”

The Princess was silent.

“Return the magical circuits to Andrei and supply him with mana. Then, our dear boy will live. You have a chance, Elisabetta,” Semesita whispered in a tone that bordered on mocking. “Your brother sacrificed himself to save you. While you were enjoying yourself with a man, your twin lay cold and alone in his bed.” The Mad Dragon’s cruel taunts stabbed at Elise’s heart like the sharpest of blades.

Stop it, stop it! Elise screamed internally while covering her ears. Instinctively, she grabbed the necklace.




“Do not cry too much, Elise. And even if you feel overwhelmed by anger, try and control your emotions. Remember, you did nothing wrong. Do not blame yourself, and do not be afraid.”




Recalling Lezett’s parting words, the Princess came to her senses.

I refuse to succumb in such a manner. There is no reason for me to believe the words of a crazed dragon. There must be a way to bring Andrei back to me…

I have outwitted the Mad Dragon before.

“You… never act without a price, Semesita,” Elise stated, her eyes filled with fury.

I am certain that Andrei made a pact of some nature with this wretched creature.

“Do not try to manipulate me. If you made a deal, you ought to meet your obligations.”

“Then, am I free to take this body?”

“Was that part of the agreement you made with my brother?”

“No. I simply desire it, that is all,” Semesita admitted with a twisted grin. “He resembles him.”

“Gallian?”

“Yes. He might be the reincarnation of my beloved. How could I not cherish such a body? He is mine. And I will become one with him,” the Mad Dragon whispered chillingly.

“Do as you please. But fulfill the agreement you made with Andrei. It was the final request of your ‘beloved,’ after all.”

“Yes, of course, Elisabetta,” Semesita replied nonchalantly and glanced at the Princess’s abdomen. “I see the child has grown. I assume it enjoyed its time with its father?”

“Be quiet! Do not speak of my child with that cursed mouth of yours!”

“It seems it longs to enter the world quite soon,” the Mad Dragon said. Its gaze seemed to pierce her belly.

Elise simply turned away, realizing that finding herself in a protracted war of words with Semesita would bring no good.

“Take care, dear Elise. We are all mad, after all—me, your husband, and your child.”

There is no reason to heed such vile words…

The Princess of Arghan left the room and slammed the door behind her. In the corridor, she cradled her aching belly and sank to the floor in agony. Vernon approached her quietly and attempted to help her to her feet.

“How much of this was Andrei’s plan?” Elise spat as she coldly pushed Duke Conrad away. “Did he ask Semesita for the power to win this war? Is he truly gone?!”

“Your Highness…”

“Enough with the niceties! Tell me the truth, Vernon! What on earth were you doing as Andrei made such wretched plans?!”

“There was nothing I could do,” Vernon quietly admitted. “He said that there was no world in which all three of you—His Majesty, Your Highness, and your child—could all survive. So he chose to transfer his powers to you. His Majesty prioritized your—”

“Do not say it was for my sake!” Elise yelled, unable to control her tumultuous emotions.

“He always harbored guilt toward Your Highness—”

“That is nothing more than a pitiful excuse! I did not want this, and he knew that, so this was nothing more than a selfish act!”

Vernon was silent.

“You knew! At the very least, you could have forewarned me!”

I had no desire to survive alone without my brother…

“Please, Your Highness. There is something you must hear. It is a message from His Majesty.”

“If it is an order to leave this place, I promise I will—”

“It is not that,” Vernon said as he took a deep breath, choosing his next words carefully. 

* * *

Before Vernon had left the castle to check on Elise, Andrei had been in an unusually irritable mood.

“It is pure agony, Vernon,” he said while pressing a cold cloth to his missing eye.

“The physician has prepared a brew of symphytum leaves and roots. Once it cools, you—”

“It is useless! I seem to have built up a tolerance,” Andrei replied bitterly.

During the fortnight that the Emperor of Arghan was held captive by the Urgeli, they had tried every conceivable method to extract information from him. They employed various torture techniques and even poison that had done irreversible internal damage. The poison that had been injected into his bloodstream after his right eye had been gouged out was particularly potent. By the time he was free and able to use healing magic on it, it was too late.

Without Elise by his side to supply him with mana, his condition had gradually worsened. 

“It seems the time has come, Vernon. The borrowed time I have been living on is running out,” Andrei said in a voice that betrayed his resignation.

“Please, Your Majesty, I beg you, do not speak—”

“I made a pact with the Mad Dragon,” Andrei interjected.

“W-What…?”

“When I perish, Semesita will take over my body and fulfill its end of the deal. I promised to hand over Gallian’s tombstone and the relics stored beneath the imperial palace in Arghan.”

The catacombs of Arghan, shrouded by a most powerful magical barrier, had still yet to be breached by the Urgeli. Inside were untold secrets.

“Your Majesty, if you are already offering things of such value to the Mad Dragon, why will you allow it to possess your body?”

“I did not have much of a choice, Vernon. Semesita has a special interest in Elisabetta and me.”

“And why is that?”

“It seems to be of the belief that, together, we are the reincarnation of Gallian.”

Andrei sneered derisively.

“Its interest remains fixed on Gallian and Gallian alone. I bear his resemblance, and Elise has his power. So, Semesita will not allow my body to simply be buried. Whoever dies first among the three of us, their body will be possessed by the Mad Dragon. That is precisely why I must be the first to go, Vernon.”

Duke Conrad could not suppress his rising frustration. “But this is Semesita we are talking about, Your Majesty! There is no guarantee it will act according to your agreement…”

“You are correct. That is why I need Elise’s help. Someone must be present to ensure that the Mad Dragon upholds its part of the deal.”

“And how can Her Highness do that?”

“Well, not only Elise, but we will also need the assistance of Archduke Kirstan,” Andrei said before erupting into a painful coughing fit. “Vernon, I borrowed a single spell from Semesita—a magnificent flame. A fire that will not extinguish until it has entirely consumed its target. An inferno from the depths of hell itself.”

A thin trail of blood trickled down from Andrei’s right nostril.

“Did you forget, Vernon? It will soon be our birthday. We had our own birthday ritual, you may recall.”

Ah, indeed. The twins’ birthday is on the horizon, Duke Conrad realized.

“It would seem I will not be here to witness the birth of my niece or nephew, so it is only right that I arrange for a celebration in advance,” the Emperor of Arghan said cryptically.

“Now go, Vernon. If my sister insists on returning to the castle, make sure to convey this message: ‘Light the candle.’ She will understand what I mean at once.”

* * *

“That is how our conversation unfolded,” Vernon said. “By the time I had returned to the castle, his condition had worsened to the point of no return. Three days ago, he forbade anyone from entering his chambers. When the door finally opened again, H-His Majesty… He was no longer with us.”

I won’t believe it until I see his lifeless body with my own eyes. I have desperately fought to return to his side for so long, and now…

I cannot simply let him go. I must find a way to bring him back.

He spoke to Vernon of our birthday ritual… Indeed, near midnight, Andrei would always come to my chambers dressed elegantly and carrying a cake with large candles.

“Light the candles, sister,” he would say.

Suddenly, Elise realized what Andrei meant.

He wants me to use Semesita to set this entire place ablaze. That is what he meant by “Light the candle.”

Instead of celebrating our birthdays, we are to celebrate the obliteration of our enemy.

I will drive our enemies through the fortified walls and into the castle grounds and then light the most magnificent and scorching fire that Grandell has ever seen.

Nothing will remain but ashes.

* * *

It was not long before a dove arrived with a handwritten letter from Elise. Lezett read its content eagerly.




After the war, I long to go somewhere where we can be alone.

And you should rest assured that I will not use magic; it would appear there is no need for me to do so.




I must say, Andrei’s actions rather frustrate and upset me; he claims to have done everything for my sake, yet he knows this is not what I wanted.




Regardless, thanks to my selfish twin, I have gained a very special power. The opportunity to exact revenge on the barbarians has fallen into my lap. And so, Lezett, I ask you to alter your plans slightly…




Lezett found the new strategy to be very cunning indeed.

Is Andrei truly dead? She does not say…




The Archduke lifted his head and surveyed the scene around him.

The first group of the Northern Alliance forces led by Ruben was stationed on the flatland. Riosa Castle loomed in the distance. The Urgeli, meanwhile, were positioned at the entrance to the gorge. They had already taken up a defensive posture upon receiving news of the unexpected early arrival of the Northern Alliance soldiers.

They are attempting to prevent themselves from being encircled by us, Lezett deduced. 

Nodding once, he signaled for the soldiers to pull the ropes of the enormous flagpole nearby. With a loud flutter, a navy blue flag adorned with white peaks and a green flag depicting ears of grain flew proudly into the air—the symbols of the Northern Alliance and Rothier, respectively.

Archduke Kirstan had divided his army into a number of small units and positioned them at various places throughout the gorge, making it difficult for the enemy to gauge their exact strength. Once they had driven the Urgeli deeper into the gorge, the plan was to regroup and then block any means of escape. That would mark the beginning of the battle in earnest.

“It has been a while since we have employed such tactics,” Lezett said matter-of-factly.

“How far should we drive them back, Your Grace?” Ruben asked.

The Archduke tucked his wife’s letter into his chest pocket and stared intensely at the castle walls.

“To her feet,” he said with an unwavering resolve in his eyes.

* * *

Once every two or three days, a dove descended upon Riosa Castle with messages from Lezett. Today, the dove came bearing three messages. As always, the content was concise with no embellishments.




Ten o‘clock direction, covered.

Downstream of the river, encircled.

Four o‘clock direction, closed off the wooden bridge connecting the hill.




“Wow, he truly works fast,” Elise marveled as she scribbled on the large map before her to update it with the new information.

By now, the entire gorge was sealed, making escape entirely impossible for the Urgeli. Numerous battles had broken out already, but the enemy forces had only been pushed deeper into the valley.

Vernon let out a sigh of discontent. “This is exactly the same strategy that was used to defeat Arghan’s allies,” he noted grimly.

“Is that so?”

“Yes. Turn the enemy into rats trapped in a barrel. That is the Archduke’s preferred tactic, it would seem. It is truly terrifying; once he claims an area as his hunting ground, there is simply no escape. They say that by the time you see his banner waving in the air, the battle is lost. You have already been surrounded.”

“Has he ever failed?” Elise asked.

“Not once.”

“He is meticulous and leaves no stone unturned,” Duke Conrad replied with a hint of begrudging respect. “There is nothing one can do. Especially if you are unfortunate enough to face him in his time of madness—”

“Enough. I understand,” Elise interjected. The Princess had witnessed for herself the extent of his unfathomable power in Nobella.

I understand why Vernon is uneasy… Still, Lezett is doing everything he can to ameliorate my anxiety. That is why he sends these constant reports.

The Princess penned a swift response.




Thank you. I love you. I long for you.




That night, by Elise’s command, what remained of the Arghanian imperial army began to leave the castle grounds.

“Your Highness, are you sure we should not leave more troops deployed within the castle walls?” a knight asked.

“I am certain. We will station only the bare minimum number of soldiers required to guard the ramparts. Then, when the Urgeli arrive, even they will leave.”

“But what if the enemy realizes it is all a trap?”

“That is precisely why we will offer them bait that is too tempting to resist,” Elise answered with unwavering confidence.

They covet the power of magic more than anything else. And that is precisely what I will use to lure them.

At dawn, the Princess headed to the northernmost gate of the castle. The barrier she had constructed around the entire fortress, with the help of Semesita, was still intact. Elise extended her hand and broke the barrier, leaving a small, tempting gap.

Come closer, barbarians. The power you desire awaits you.

* * *

“I warned you that we must not let our guard down!” Prince Hanan snapped in frustration.

Although the Urgeli plan to use dragonborn on the battlefield had been a resounding success, matters had taken a dire turn for them.

“It has only been a few days since the Northern Alliance forces arrived. How is it that they have so swiftly surrounded us?!” Hanan yelled.

“It would seem they blocked each and every path as they advanced, Your Highness,” a knight replied.

“How could that be?!”

“Do not allow yourself to become so agitated, Hanan. We suspected the Archduke would not side with us. Responding in such a manner only plays into his hands,” Rihan, the First Prince of Urgel, urged.

“But we are trapped, brother! We are being driven higher and higher up the gorge as though we are mere cattle herded at his whim!”

“Change your perspective. Who sits pretty up there in that castle? The witch of Arghan. Let us use her to our advantage,” Rihan said with a devious grin.

“And she bears his child!” the commander of the Nobellan knights added. “Everyone in Nobella witnessed how he fawns over the Princess! We can wield his affection for her against him!”

“Precisely. If we capture the Princess, the battle is won,” Rihan concluded.

“Still, that will not prove to be easy. Rumors say she is protected by none other than the Mad Dragon itself,” a knight cautioned.

“Is that so?” 

“Yes. What she did in Nobella… It was beyond the capabilities of a sorcerer—”

“Ha! I highly doubt that is true,” Rihan interjected. “If Semesita was truly helping her, she would not have been so easily overcome by the dragonborn. Clearly, her power is waning. We received word from a scout that the barrier has been broken. She is ripe for the taking.”

The First Prince of Urgel paused before continuing. “Archduke Kirstan will likely attempt to annihilate us before we can reach the castle walls. Hence, we must ascend and seize the Princess as soon as we can.”

“It is a race against time then, it would seem,” the Nobellan commander mused.

“Indeed. We must get to her first.”

Is it possible that the two of them have concocted a scheme together? Rihan suddenly wondered. Some of our soldiers did see a man climbing up the gorge alone…

“Are we certain that Archduke Kirstan is among the Northern Alliance forces at this present moment?” he asked.

“Yes, Your Highness. He has been spotted downriver,” a scout confirmed.

Well, at the very least, they are not currently together. What a foolish girl, indeed.

“She is nothing but the final remnant of a fallen empire! And now she will be her husband’s downfall, too!” Rihan yelled as he slammed his fist on the table.

* * *

Each day, more and more soldiers stealthily left the castle grounds. While Lezett’s forces distracted the Urgeli, the Arghanian imperial army would leave Riosa to camp just outside Raegal’s borders. They would soon be needed for the march on Arghan, after all.

“Raegal has committed to sending extra troops, Your Highness,” a commander reported.

Within only a week, the number of soldiers within the castle grounds had halved, and Elise planned to ensure the remainder were evacuated before the Urgeli arrived.

I do not need an army to stay with me. I will teleport away at the last moment.

However, Vernon and other knights were strongly opposed to this plan.

“We cannot possibly reduce the forces any further, Your Highness. Do you truly intend to stay here with only thirty soldiers to protect you?” Duke Conrad asked, aghast.

“Semesita’s magic will not distinguish between friend and foe, Vernon. If you do not wish to be burned to a crisp, you should heed my commands. I cannot possibly teleport more than thirty knights.”

“But what if something goes awry, Your Highness?” a knight asked.

“Andrei paved an escape route for such circumstances. If unforeseen danger arises, I will go straight to my husband’s side.”

Elise was full of unwavering confidence but also urgency. Lately, the child growing in her womb was restless, causing her great discomfort and pain.

I think Cherry longs to be reunited with their father… The physician advised me that such pain is relatively common at this stage but warned that there was a risk of premature birth.

Or is Cherry behaving this way because of Semesita’s presence?

The Princess of Arghan had visited Andrei’s chambers each day. She needed to ensure that the Mad Dragon was not plotting anything sinister.

That day, she found Semesita enjoying a quiet cup of tea. Upon sensing her presence, it turned and cheerfully greeted her. “Hello, dear sister!”

“Please do not greet me in such a manner,” Elise said coldly.

Indeed, Cherry thrashes around even harder when I am in the vicinity of this wretched, vile creature…

“Is the magic you promised my brother prepared?”

“‘Prepared’? I do not see what preparations would be required for me to turn this trivial piece of land to ashes. In truth, I cannot believe that you, the possible reincarnation of my beloved, need my help for something so… innocuous.”

“Trivial to you, perhaps,” Elise replied with evident disgust.

“You have quite the sharp tongue these days, Elisabetta. Come to think of it, so did Gallian,” Semesita said as it looked the Princess up and down.

Enjoy your word games while you can, dragon. The day your grand delusion comes to an end is nigh. You will soon be entering Gallian’s tomb.

Elise simply glared at Semesita with a quiet intensity, then turned and slammed the door behind her.

* * *

The barbarians, having been slowly driven up the gorge, finally camped outside the castle walls. That night, she received an urgent message from Lezett.




The Urgeli do not have the time to dig trenches, so a swift attack is likely. Be prepared for an advancement at dawn.




Thus, the remaining troops needed to be evacuated from Riosa at once. Vernon, however, raised yet more objections.

“Once the Urgeli breach the barrier and enter castle grounds, if they find the castle abandoned, they may sense that something is amiss and turn around, Your Highness.”

“You raise a valid point, Vernon…”

To lure all of them in, there must be a fight of some nature.

“I will serve as the bait,” Vernon volunteered.

“Bait?”

“Yes, I will station soldiers on the walls and we will pretend to resist the siege as we draw them further inside.”

“And then, how will you escape once the entire place is engulfed in flames?”

“We will have to cross that bridge when we meet it, Your Highness. Sacrifices cannot be avoided in war, after all.”

“And what knights would possibly agree to such a perilous mission?” Elise questioned.

“I thought you might say that,” Duke Conrad replied as he gestured to a number of nearby commanders. The soldiers looked at Elise with an unyielding determination in their eyes as they slowly nodded their heads in unison. “Just give the order, Your Highness. We are merely awaiting your word!” Vernon concluded.

Although the Princess gave everyone permission to leave, very few did. Over two thousand knights chose to stay.

“How could we possibly desert you, Your Highness? Where you go, we follow!” a commander roared as he thumped his chest.

The knights’ loyalty to the Princess had only grown after she had personally taken to the battlefield and refused to flee.

Struggling to find words, she finally addressed her devoted commanders.

“I hope you consider this decision carefully. Your lives are valuable. I do not wish to lose even one of my people needlessly… So, please, do not perish. I need each and every one of you in order to reclaim what is rightfully ours.”

When she had finished speaking, Vernon handed her a torch. She turned and slowly walked toward a number of coffins that lay atop a pile of wood. It was time to hold the funeral service for those who had met their end during the previous battle.

Elise gently touched Duke Bellatore’s cheek. Only after arriving back at Riosa Castle did she learn that Lezett had personally retrieved his body.

“I will reclaim your land, Fabian. Rest in peace,” she whispered softly before touching the torch to the wood. In an instant, the flames consumed the coffins in a blazing light, foreshadowing what would occur at dawn.

With that, the preparations for the final battle were complete.

* * *

The sound of cannonballs striking the heart of the Urgeli camp could be heard as soon as dawn arrived. The barbarians acted swiftly; driven to the top of the gorge, they had only one place left to retreat: the castle.

They launched volleys of ropes at the ramparts, some limply falling to the ground, but others reaching their targets. The Urgeli began to swiftly ascend the castle walls.

The Princess of Arghan watched the chaos unfold from the top of the central tower; she did not once turn her back as her own people fell to the merciless Urgeli blades.

Their sacrifice will be recorded in the annals of history. It will be known how desperately we fought to reclaim what is rightfully ours.

It was not long before the fearsome Urgeli had succeeded in scaling the fortress walls. They overwhelmed the remaining Arghanian troops in number. The barbarians, intimidatingly waving their crescent-shaped blades in the air, chased Elise’s knights back toward the main building of the castle.

Meanwhile, outside the castle grounds, a gargantuan battering ram eventually brought the northern gate to its knees.

“Find the Princess at once!” Rihan roared. “Capture the wench alive!”

The First Prince of Urgel’s strategy was relatively straightforward—capture the Princess as soon as possible, force her to restore the barrier that had been protecting the castle walls, and hold out until reinforcements arrived.

In only a matter of moments, the entire castle was overrun with Urgeli soldiers. They left no stone unturned. Yet, it was not long before they felt something was awry.

“The Princess… She is not here!” a commander yelled.

“And there are no soldiers inside the main tower, Your Highness!” another added.

What on earth is the meaning of this? Rihan wondered as a chill ran down his spine.

Hanan roughly pulled his sword from the stomach of an Arghanian knight and then said, “What is this, brother? Have the majority of the Arghanian forces fled somehow? And the Princess too?”

“Impossible! If the Princess was capable of teleporting people at will, she would never have allowed Duke Bellatore to perish like a dog. She must be hiding somewhere!”

Suddenly, the two Princes felt an indescribable presence behind them. They turned in unison to find Elise standing calmly amidst the bloodshed and chaos. Her flowing silver hair and deep blue cloak made her seem ethereal.

“There she is! Capture her at once!” Rihan barked.

As the Urgeli surged toward her, Elise glared at them, her rage threatening to spill out from her eyes.

“Back in Arghan, I was forced to flee. Now, I can return the pain you have caused me and my people,” she said calmly.

Feeling their mother’s joy, Cherry kicked inside her womb. Elise cradled her stomach and looked out into the distance. The banner of Urgel fluttered at the entrance to the castle grounds; it was the sign she had been waiting for.

All of the troops are inside the fortress…

“Now…” Elise whispered.

Immediately, red-hot stones the size of fists began to rain down from the sky. They hit the ground with deafening thuds.

Semesita, still in possession of Andrei’s body, stood alone atop the ramparts. It chuckled sinisterly and said, “I have fulfilled my end of the bargain.”

Only the tower where Elise stood remained untouched by the falling stones.

“Do not waver! Anchor yourselves with the chains!” Rihan commanded.

Having already experienced the havoc Elise’s magic could wreak, the Urgeli had come prepared with chains made from thorny vines. They swiftly removed them from their belts and hooked them onto nearby structures to avoid tumbling over.

“Did you truly believe we would fall for your tricks twice, Princess?” Rihan taunted. His confidence, however, did not last long.

Suddenly, embers of fire began to descend from the sky like snowflakes.

“F-Fire?” the First Prince of Urgel stammered. The glowing embers landed on the corpses that were scattered around the castle grounds, igniting them. The fire spread at an unfathomable rate.

“Th-This is no normal fire… What sorcery is this?!” Rihan exclaimed, his voice laden with panic.

The flames seemed alive; they moved and spread of their own volition, recognizing their prey and devouring them ruthlessly. Hanan screamed in terror. Many of the Urgeli, held in place by their own chains, burned to death before they could untether themselves. Regardless, there was nowhere to escape. The entire area was soon bathed in flames, all except the place where Elise stood.

The Princess of Arghan stood tall and watched with glee as the barbarians were consumed by the unrelenting fire. She took pleasure in every agonizing scream that left their lips.

As the entire castle turned to flames, Elise realized that the Northern Alliance troops in the gorge and even the Arghanian soldiers that had left Riosa would be able to witness it. The magnificent sight would serve as proof that her plan had succeeded.

The Princess of Arghan began to slowly walk through the flames, a dagger in her hand. 

Rihan was desperately trying to pull water from a well. “Curse it all!” he yelled in agony. One side of his face had been burned to a crisp.

“You must be Rihan, the First Prince of Urgel,” Elise calmly stated.

Vernon had told Elise that the Rihan and Hanan had personally overseen the torture of her brother after Arghan had fallen. They had ordered his eye gouged out, the tendons in his ankles severed, and poison injected into his body.

The Princess’s wrath knew no bounds.

“Y-You witch!” Rihan spat. “What is this accursed sorcery?! Was it all a ruse? Did you let that old friend of yours die for this?!”

“I did not. His death was a moment of awakening,” Elise said as she gently weaved her mana. The scolding hot flames flickered in Rihan’s direction and then enveloped his chest, causing him to scream in utter agony.

“D-Do not allow yourself… to be deluded, witch! K-Killing me and Hanan… does not mean you have won! Urgel is far… stronger… than you… could ever… know…”

“Is that so?” Elise asked with a mocking grin as she raised the dagger in the air.

The Princess had imagined this moment over and over again. She had even sent Lezett a message asking how to stab a person to ensure that they died. With his advice in mind, she plunged her blade into Rihan’s throat with all her might. When she removed it, the Prince of Urgel’s blood splattered all around her.

As the light faded from Rihan’s eyes, Elise turned her attention to the Third Prince of Urgel. However, Hanan was already nothing more than a charred husk.

There were no more enemies in sight. Everyone and everything had been burned to a crisp.

It is over at last…

Elise fell to her knees and laughed maniacally.

“It is done, Andrei. This is what you wanted, is it not?”

Her child fiercely kicked in her womb. The Princess curled up and took deep breaths in response. “It is okay, little one. Soon, we will be reunited with your fath—” Elise stopped mid-sentence.

Something is different. Cherry has never moved in such a manner before. Are they reacting to the smell of blood in the air?

I hope you never have to know this feeling, Cherry. The feeling of taking another’s life. But this is nothing more than justified vengeance. You must know that.

However, as though the baby was protesting its mother’s words, it continued to kick frantically.

“Ch-Cherry… That hurts…” Elise cried out.

A sudden realization dawned on her. You have inherited your father’s madness… Semesita warned me that it would happen…

“No…” the Princess muttered.

You were not fathered by that mad, wretched beast. You are different.

“You are not a product of hatred, Cherry. You were conceived through love. Turn a blind eye to the wicked and violent ways of the world,” she pleaded.

The more Elise spoke to the child, the more its movements seemed to still.

I knew it! You have been listening all along, have you not?

“Your Highness!” the desperate shouts of surviving Arghanian knights reached her ears from afar. When they spotted her, they erupted into cheers.

Somehow, there are survivors! Now, we simply need to escape. I can use one spell to teleport the surviving knights, and then I will return to Lezett’s side.

“Gather all of the survivors in one place! I will get you out of here!” Elise shouted. “Where is Vern—”

However, before the Princess had finished her question, a long shadow loomed over her, and a cold shiver ran down the length of her spine. The Mad Dragon, still disguised as her beloved brother, was looking down at her.

“I did what was asked of me, did I not?” Elise said as she quickly performed a teleportation spell. The voices of the surviving knights vanished in an instant.

“Now you can claim what you truly desire as we head to the imperial palace of Arghan,” she said.

“It is time for you to fulfill your twin’s end of the bargain in his stead, Elise,” Semesita said. With a mere flick of his wrist, the space around them seemed to simply dissolve. Elise had no time to react.

* * *

The moment he saw Riosa Castle engulfed in flames, Lezett knew the plan had been a success. However, he could not simply wait for Elise to return to him. He ordered his troops to ascend the gorge and kill any Urgeli they encountered.

“It is not safe to enter the castle grounds, Your Grace. The castle yet burns,” Ruben warned as they stood before the castle walls.

Has Elise not yet escaped? I cannot wait any longer.

Lezett spurred Tempest forward and charged through the castle walls.

Amidst the overwhelming heat and ash, Lezett called out for his wife. “Elise!” 

I can sense its mana… Semesita.

A chill ran down the Archduke’s spine. Although he could sense the presence of the Mad Dragon, he could not pick up even a trace of Elise.

“Elise! Elise?!” he yelled in desperation.

The castle, reduced to ruins, reeked of nothing but burning flesh; his wife’s fragrant scent of fresh flowers was nowhere to be found.

* * *

It took Elise only a few seconds to realize that Semesita had cast a teleportation spell.

But to where?

Suddenly, the Princess gasped in shock. A resplendent ivory palace stood before her—the imperial palace of Arghan.

The flag of Urgel fluttered in the air atop the main tower.

“The imperial palace?” Elise murmured.

Home…

“Stand up,” the Mad Dragon ordered while grabbing her arm and forcing Elise to her feet. “Lead me to Gallian’s tomb. At once.”

* * *

The Urgeli guarding the chapel of the imperial palace were swept aside with a mere flick of Semesita’s wrist. Some of their necks instantly snapped, while others were sent catapulting into the air. Such was the unfathomable power of the Mad Dragon.

“So, this is the empire you built after betraying me, Gallian!” Semesita roared with bitter laughter. “Exquisite! And all of it you learned from me!”

Gallian had constructed the imperial palace in one hundred days using only magic. It was regarded as the most beautiful structure in all of Grandell.

I cannot believe I am truly back… Elise thought to herself.

This crazed dragon will not let me go without receiving its payment. I should give it what it wants and then leave.

The passage to the catacombs beneath the chapel was located in front of the altar. The doors were covered in traces of the Urgeli’s relentless efforts to breach them.

“I need your hand,” Elise said. Semesita offered her Andrei’s hand, and the Princess bit into one of his fingers, drawing blood. She then did the same thing to herself. The entrance would not open without the blood of both of the twins. The Princess smeared the blood onto the door, and the barrier glowed a blinding white.

Elise led the way. After throwing the doors wide open, she began descending the steps that led to the catacombs. A wave of childhood memories washed over her as she was greeted with the cold, stale air of the underground tombs. The twins had spent many a day playing here.

“When an Emperor of Arghan dies, their body is placed in a coffin and then buried in our ancestral lands. It is once only their bones remain that they interred here,” Elise explained. “It is to ensure that their mana remains in this space.”

The catacombs were divided into seven sections. The first tombstones they passed belonged to the previous Emperor and Empress of Arghan, Elise’s parents. Behind them were the tombstones of her grandparents.

The final section, however, was fundamentally different. “There are bodies interred here, however, not just bones. They belong to Gallian, Ignacio Conrad, and Hugo Bellatore.” Three of the Mad Dragon’s disciples.

Semesita had grown noticeably quiet since entering the tombs. The gravity of the moment was overwhelming.

The walls in the final section were adorned with magical inscriptions left behind by Ignacio himself, and they detailed untold stories of the Mad Dragon and its disciples.

As Semesita entered the area that housed the tombs of his disciples, the walls themselves began to tremble, and Elise fell to the ground.

“So, this is where you were buried…” the Mad Dragon murmured.

Contrary to the Princess’s expectations, Semesita did not immediately rush to Gallian’s tomb. Instead, it slowly paced around, reading the inscriptions on the walls. The first meeting of Gallian and the Mad Dragon was depicted, followed by stories of the other four disciples, lessons gleaned from the mighty dragon, teachings on the intricate workings of magic, and finally, the conflicts of the disciples and their final parting.

“Ignacio… He was the most skilled after Gallian. His talent for theorizing magic was second to none. Truly remarkable…” Semesita remarked wistfully. “He was also the one I harbored the most affection for, aside from Gallian, of course. Ignacio and Hugo stood by my beloved until the very end. I cannot help but notice that Lucia and Septimus are not buried here. Rather a shame. I would have liked to see them. They were the only ones who did not betray me, after all…”

How long does it intend to wax lyrical about times long gone? I need to return to Lezett… I yearn for him so desperately…

Suddenly, the Princess of Arghan felt short of breath, and an unfamiliar pain stabbed at her stomach.

This is not… just Cherry moving… Is it time?

“G-Gallian’s relics are in his coffin. Hurry… open it and take them,” she urged. 

Yet, Semesita hesitated. Growing impatient, Elise stood up and climbed the steps to Gallian’s tombstone, throwing a glance at the inscription.





Gallian IIaria.



Left us in the second year of the Empire.



Revered as “The Great Hero of Grandell” but failed to protect what he loved.



Lies in wait.





As the Princess reached her arm out, the Mad Dragon suddenly appeared in front of her. A marvelous flash of light lit up the catacombs. When it faded, she looked up at the cold face that was her brother’s.

Semesita struck Elise’s hand away. “I will do it,” he declared abruptly. However, despite the Mad Dragon’s harsh words, its eyes betrayed the extent of its inner turmoil and anguish.

Ignoring the dragon’s unease, Elise pointed at the tombstone and said, “It is claimed that Gallian carved this tombstone with his own hands.”

The Mad Dragon grimaced. “‘Left us in the second year of the Empire’?”

Indeed, Gallian had died at a relatively young age, not long after sealing Semesita on the Grantern Mountains. It was not a disease or an unavoidable accident that took his life. It was a decision of his own making.

“I have seen this tombstone countless times since I was a child, but I never truly understood the final words. There are many commonly used expressions, so why did he specifically choose ‘Lies in wait’?” Elise pondered.

“Perhaps he was waiting for the soul of his lover to join him. I killed the first woman he loved, along with the life growing in her womb. But there was another. I am certain he whispered the same sweet confessions to her. Such words were meaningless to him, after all,” Semesita replied bitterly.

“You might not feel that way after you see what is inside his coffin,” the Princess retorted.

With that, the Mad Dragon roughly opened the coffin lid. It was eerily empty. Gallian’s remains were now nothing more than a few small fragments of bone amongst a sea of fine dust. Semesita simply stared blankly.

Elise, meanwhile, removed the box of relics and opened it. Inside were three thick notebooks. The leather covers, protected by magic, showed no signs of aging.

Handwriting that was undoubtedly Gallian’s adorned the tomes.





To my mentor, the subject of both my unyielding resentment and undying love. 





The dragon’s eyes widened as it read the word “mentor.”

“Gallian must have known the seal he placed on you was not perfect. It seems he anticipated that one day you would awaken and come in search of him,” Elise said as she handed Semesita the books.

“H-He knew…?”

“It certainly appears that way. He left these for you.”

“Nonsense! You make it sound as though he genuinely cared for me!” The Mad Dragon roared. Its intense stare seemed to pierce directly through the Princess. “His descendants hid his grave here and spread lies throughout Grandell? Claiming that the Arghan empire received a divine blessing for defeating the ‘Mad Dragon’? Is that what transpired?”

Semesita’s voice rose as its fury increased.

Its accusation was somewhat true; after Gallian’s death, Ignacio and Hugo omitted a large part of his story from the annals of history. They reasoned that Gallian had to be a hero who saved the continent from evil, not merely the protagonist of a tumultuous love affair. For seven hundred years, the full truth had remained hidden in the catacombs. 

“What did you expect, Elisabetta? That handing this to me now would result in my shedding tears of gratitude? That I would quietly disappear?”

“No. I am merely fulfilling the promise that Andrei…” Elise trailed off as Cherry began to move frantically in her womb. She doubled over in pain. Composing herself, she added, “I cannot claim to know the reasons why Gallian, Ignacio, and Hugo made the choices they did. However, perhaps you should read this part of the wall.” The Princess pointed out a section of the wall that Semesita had yet to see. It was where Ignacio had transcribed his final conversation with Gallian.




Peace only returned to Grandell once our mentor chose to enter a long slumber. It was then that His Majesty confided in me.

“Ignacio, I wish to atone for the sins I have committed.”

I tried to dissuade him, but his resolve was unwavering. “What on earth are you saying, Your Majesty? You are yet young, and Arghan has just begun to flourish! We need you!”

“That is why I have endeavored to ensure I leave an heir behind. I have done too many things that were contrary to my heart. I harbor no regrets but no lingering attachment either.”

“It would seem you have already made your decision. When was it? The moment you sealed our mentor?”

“Yes… So, Ignacio, regardless of how you choose to rewrite history, ensure that one truth is included: that everything was my choice. I know our mentor will come back to find me. This fact will both enrage and calm it.”

“Not everything was your fault, Your Majesty. Have you forgotten how it forced its will upon you?”

“I simply long to forget it all… the pain, the anguish. We could not quite understand each other in life. Perhaps I can rest peacefully by its side in death…”

“Please do not simply give up like this, Your Majesty!”

“Death is the only way I can be with Semesita, Ignacio. There is no other way…”




“Enough of this nonsense!” Semesita scoffed before bursting into manic laughter. 

Yet, Elise could feel the Mad Dragon’s raw emotion beneath the facade. “If you behave so stubbornly, you will be neither forgiven nor saved—”

“What use are the dead?! Silence is all they offer!”

As Semesita roared at her, Elise suddenly realized she was in danger. She instinctively retreated a few steps. The Mad Dragon dropped Gallian’s journals back into his coffin and began striding toward the cowering Princess. “I want the living,” it spat.

“W-What…?”

“I want you! Not these worthless ashes!”

Elise spun on her heels and began running toward the staircase.

This was a mistake…! I must escape!

Exiting the catacombs also required the blood of the twins.

If I can get out, I can leave this wretched creature trapped in here. Of course, it is more than powerful enough to destroy the tombs, but it would never desecrate the resting place of its beloved.

Suddenly, Semesita appeared directly in front of her. “About our agreement, Elisabetta…” it said. “Do you recall? You said if you died, I could take the child from your womb. I believe it is time for you to fulfill your promise,” it hissed.

Elise clutched her necklace as her heart raced in her chest.

Just what on earth does it intend to do?!

“Fear not, Princess, I will make it painless. It is not as though childbirth was ever going to be pleasant for you. Allow me to make it easy.”

As the Mad Dragon reached out toward Elise’s abdomen, Semesita’s Shackles wrapped around its hand. It was futile, however. The dragon was able to cut through the chains effortlessly.

“I will heal your body so that you are left without a single scar, Elise. The pain will be very brief.”

Ah, it does not intend to kill me, after all. Now I understand why Cherry has always been so terrified in Semesita’s presence…

“Yes, this is true love. Not some box of dust or some meaningless scribbles on parchment,” the Mad Dragon said, its voice gentle despite the act of extreme violence it planned to carry out.

Elise’s lips twisted into a bitter smile, and she barked out a harsh laugh. “You are truly insane,” she snarled.

“Does something amuse you, Elise?”

“Yes. Your love. Your obsession. It is all so laughable. You are nothing more than a coward,” the Princess said, her voice overflowing with scorn and derision. “You run away like a fool despite the fact that you finally have the answer you have been searching for. What is it, Semesita? Are you too afraid to face Gallian’s true feelings? Then, please, keep running away from him for eternity. You will never find contentment.”

Elise tore the pendant from her neck, and Lezett’s blood swirled inside the glass. She glared at the Mad Dragon and said, “Harm Andrei’s bod, and you will never be forgiven by Gallian. Even in death.”

The gemstone inside the pendant activated at the word “Andrei.” As Elise still had both her and Andrei’s blood on her hands, she knew she would be able to leave the catacombs. A magic circle materialized in the air, and the Princess of Arghan immediately threw herself into it. She was almost blinded by a dazzling white light.

When she opened her eyes, she found herself in the ruins of Riosa Castle.

Why… Why here? Could he be here?

As the acrid smoke hit her lungs, Elise erupted into a coughing fit.

Suddenly, a rugged hand reached out and pulled her into a tight embrace.

“L-Lezett…” she stammered. A tidal wave of relief washed over the Princess. As she looked up at her husband, she noticed his eyes were bloodshot from searching for her amidst the wreckage. He had scoured the burning castle for her so desperately that his cloak was blackened beyond recognition.

“S-Semesita… It wanted to… take Cherry…”

Elise took a moment to catch her breath and then continued, “If it is sufficiently enraged, it might even destroy the tomb altogether and attempt to follow me. I must—”

The Princess of Arghan was interrupted as her fading teleportation circle suddenly revived. An incensed Semesita was on the verge of leaping out of the circle when a fierce claw of mana slashed at its face. The sound of the dark mana colliding with the Mad Dragon’s face resulted in a sickening crack, and Semesita was sent tumbling backward.

Lezett rose and kicked the magic circle with a force beyond Elise’s imagination. “Go back to whence you came, you wretched beast…” the Archduke sneered. With a sound akin to shattering glass, the circle disappeared into the ether.

We must escape! Elise frantically thought to herself as she used the last of her strength to craft another teleportation spell. For the third time that day, a blinding white light enveloped her, and she squeezed her eyes tightly shut.

* * *

In place of searing flames, it was a cold breeze that brushed the Princess’s cheek. She slowly opened her eyes to find she was resting on Lezett’s chest.

“Good heavens above…” the Archduke murmured as he planted kisses of relief on Elise’s forehead and cheeks. “I thought I had lost you…”

At least we are seemingly safe from Semesita for now… the Princess thought to herself.

They had been teleported to a nearby village. What remained of Riosa Castle could be seen burning in the distance.

Suddenly, Elise was reminded of something. “It is… my birthday,” she murmured.

How I wish I was blowing out candles with Andrei today. Leaving his body in the catacombs with that wretched creature inside it tears at my soul, but I did everything I possibly could have…

As the tension slowly left Elise’s body, she smiled wistfully.

Lezett, meanwhile, merely held his wife in his arms as tightly as he possibly could. He was still in a state of shock.

I cannot believe she is back in my arms… How I despaired when I thought I had lost her…

Her hands are covered in blood…

“I-It hurts, Lezett…” Elise whispered.

“Where? Where does it hurt, Elise? Tell me…” he said in a voice that betrayed his tumultuous emotions.

“My stomach… It’s Cherry…”

The pain that had begun in the catacombs was slowly intensifying.


Part 22

The Road Back to You

Lezett carried Elise to a midwife’s house that was located on the outskirts of the small village. The kindly midwife inspected Elise, who was sweating profusely.

“Oh heavens, it would seem you are on the verge of going into premature childbirth,” she declared.

“When do you think the baby will arrive?” Lezett asked in a worried voice. 

“I cannot be certain. You said you found out you were with child seven months prior, is that correct? In that case, the baby will not yet be fully developed…” The midwife looked at Elise with great concern written on her face. The exhausted Princess was sweating profusely, and all of the color had drained from her skin.

She seemed on the verge of losing consciousness once more. Lezett held her from behind and whispered in her ear, “Please, Elise, stay with me…”

After the midwife examined between Elise’s legs, she declared, “Oh heavens, it appears this is going to be a difficult birth.”

“Why? What makes you think so?” the Archduke asked.

“The mother is too small and frail, and her pelvis is narrow. It seems she has not been receiving sufficient nourishment. Are you her husband? Forgive me for asking, but have you perhaps recently returned from war?” 

The midwife then discovered the scratches and bruises on Elise’s limbs. “How could you possibly allow your wife to get in such a state? Just last month, a young woman in such a condition died during childbirth. Only the baby survived…”

Lezett felt as though he could not breathe upon hearing the midwife’s grave warning. Instinctively, he tightened his grip on Elise.

“Regardless, your wife cannot possibly give birth now. It would be far too dangerous. My dear child, you must wait before you come and greet us!”

And with those words, the midwife left in a hurry to fetch a physician.

“I-It hurts, Lezett… It hurts…” Elise whimpered.

“You will be all right, Elise. Focus on breathing…”

I may try to soothe her with such words, but the truth is that I fear I will lose my mind. What if she dies? I cannot live without her.

What can I do to ensure such an eventuality does not come to pass? Or what could I do to bring her back to me?

“Lezett…” Elise whispered. “I-I will… use healing magic. Lend me your mana.” The Princess reached out and withdrew some of her husband’s wealth of mana with a swipe of her hand, then formulated a quick healing spell. The effect was almost instant. Her breathing regulated, and the pain subsided.

“The magic will not last long, Lezett. I… I am scared,” the Princess murmured as tears began to fall from her chin. “I am so dreadfully afraid… I am not ready for childbirth…”

“It is okay, Elise. I am right here. I will not leave your side.” Lezett forced himself to speak in a calm voice, not wanting to betray the depths of his own fear.

I can feel Cherry absorbing Lezett’s mana. Perhaps now they will calm down…

After a few moments, Elise succumbed to slumber. Lezett did not leave her side all night long, constantly checking that she was breathing.

I feel such terrible guilt for allowing her to become so frail…

Suddenly, the sound of hooves racing through the night reached Lezett’s ears. It was a messenger. The Archduke rose carefully, not wanting to wake Elise.

“Your Grace. The fire has not fully subsided yet. The Urgeli have all been slain, with the exception of a few taken prisoner, and Nobella’s soldiers have been imprisoned as per your command.”

“How long will it take the troops to march to Farhan?” Lezett asked.

“Between seven and ten days, Your Grace.”

Too long…

“Wait for further orders,” Lezett commanded.

“Sir Ruben asked me to relay one more piece of information to Your Grace. We gleaned some information regarding King Taram from the captured barbarians.”

* * *

After a few days had passed, Elise’s condition improved.

“The baby seems active and healthy! A miracle!” the midwife remarked with glee. Elise’s eyes sparkled with renewed hope. “It might be tough, my lady, but try and hold on for another month. However, you must be very careful! Please stay in bed!”

When Elise felt strong enough to speak, she asked, “W-What happened… to the rest of your troops, Lezett? Why are you still… here?”

“It is not something for you to worry about,” the Archduke replied curtly. 

“W-What? But what of your plan?”

Indeed, Lezett’s initial plan had been to march on Farhan, the capital of Urgel, before news of Urgel’s annihilation at his hands spread far and wide.

“There will be another opportunity. I will fetch the King’s head at a later date. Now, nothing is more important to me than you and our child.”

Elise closed her eyes in soft surrender. Following the midwife’s advice, she had not left the bed. Lezett, meanwhile, had not ceased holding her in his arms.

“Then what if I returned to Rothier? I would be safe there,” the Princess suggested.

“And how would you get there? Do not even contemplate another teleportation spell.”

“I believe I could manage it…”

“Cherry would disagree,” Lezett said with a shake of his head.

“But if I go to Rothier, then you can focus on—”

The Archduke interjected impatiently. “I would not be at ease. Unless you intend to drive your husband to utter despair, please refrain from suggesting such outlandish ideas.”

I only have myself to blame for her condition; I did not prepare everything thoroughly, the Archduke lamented as he sighed in frustration.

“If we think logically, would it not be better to deal with the matter of Urgel as swiftly as possible?” Elise probed.

“Logically…?”

“Well, yes, perhaps I am not currently best placed to make logical decisions,” the Princess acquiesced. “Nonetheless—”

“Please, Elise. I cannot even bear to take my eyes off you…”

The Archduke feared that if he looked away from his wife for even a moment, she would die.

“But if you miss this opportunity, you will have to leave me again later,” Elise murmured. “And it will take much longer then. Urgel will have had time to recover. I want us to raise Cherry together…”

“We will deal with such matters when the time arises,” Lezett said with a sense of finality.

“Allow me to just rest here for a month, then. I will try my best to hold on…”

“Elise. Please, I beg of you…” the Archduke implored. His wife’s next words, however, left him speechless.

“I want that man’s head,” she stated, her eyes cold. “The King of Urgel.”

As long as that wretched man yet draws breath, his people will continue to threaten Arghan! This is the perfect opportunity to eradicate them once and for all.

The combined forces of Arghan and Raegal were descending upon Arghan to retake the imperial palace, and the Northern Alliance troops, led by Lezett, were supposed to set out to conquer Farhan.

A single month will suffice, Elise thought to herself. If Lezett does not strike Farhan now, Urgel will send reinforcements to Arghan. The time is now. And Lezett must go. His presence is necessary for a swift victory. If he leads the Northern Alliance forces to Farhan, victory is all but assured. However, if he does not, I fear Arghan may be defeated once more. It will become a war of attrition.

He knows this as well as I do. He is merely feigning ignorance.

“A man’s head is no pretty sight, Elise,” Lezett said before silencing his wife with a kiss. His warm, wet tongue invaded her mouth, causing her to shudder with unexpected pleasure. “Please, cease making such requests of me,” he whispered.

Elise could only moan in response. His deliberate, gentle caresses and the feeling of his tongue exploring her mouth made it impossible to focus her thoughts.

When Lezett finally removed his mouth from hers, they lay in silence for a few moments before Elise murmured, “I have always wondered why the Urgeli covet our magic so desperately…” She recalled Rihan’s final words.




“Urgel is far… stronger… than you… could ever… know…”




Where does such confidence come from? What is their secret?

“The King of Urgel has never shown himself to the world. Only the faces of his four sons are known. I want to see who he is,” Elise stated.

Lezett was silent.

“If I could, I would collect his head myself. But, alas, I am in no position to do so. I want to send my knight to do so in my stead. What say you? You said you longed to give me whatever I desired.”

“You said you were scared…” Lezett whispered.

“That was when the pain was especially bad. It has subsided now.”

“And what if it starts again once I leave?”

“I… I will stay strong…”

“If something were to happen to you while I was away, I would never forgive myself…”

Lezett cupped her cheeks tenderly and leaned in to kiss her once more. The kiss swiftly grew passionate, husband and wife both tortured by conflicting emotions.

I feign bravery, but underneath, I am terrified. I do not want to send him away, but… I must. This is the only way.

When their lips parted once more, the Princess whispered, “I will always be by your side in spirit. So leave and return as swiftly as possible. I want you to be here when Cherry is born.”

Lezett’s eyes suddenly darkened with resolve.

I promised to grant her her every wish…

“Would you reconsider?”

“No,” Elise replied firmly, leaving no room for negotiation.

Archduke Kirstan simply sighed in response.

It seems I am left with no choice…

He recalled what the messenger had relayed to him—the dying words of an Urgeli soldier.




“Urgel is great and powerful! You will never defeat us! The Immortal King of Urgel will rise again and again!”




“I am waiting for the arrival of some people, and I will leave after that. You can grant me that much, can you not?” he asked.

“People?”

“You will be pleased to see them.”

“The Immortal King…” Somehow, those words will not leave my mind, Lezett thought to himself.

* * *

On the day Lezett was set to depart, an unexpected yet welcome face arrived.

Elise was eating spoonfuls of watery oatmeal when a sudden knock at the door startled her.

“Ibetha…!” the Princess exclaimed.

Lezett, catching the falling spoon with precision, prevented Elise from jumping up.

Ibetha immediately rushed to the Princess’s side and said, “Your Highness… I am truly so relieved to see you safe and well…” Her voice cracked with emotion, and tears threatened to spill from her eyes at any moment.

Ibetha, who had been possessed by Semesita not long after leaving Rothier, had no memory of the past few months. After hearing everything that had transpired in that short timespan, the maid was utterly astonished.

How on earth did Her Highness survive?

Elise, also teary-eyed, grabbed her loyal maid’s hand and asked, “Are you all right? How do you feel?”

“I do not believe this is the time to worry about my condition, Your Highness. Look at you! Have you not been eating? Your belly protrudes out to here, but your arms are as tiny as ever!”

Nonetheless, Ibetha let out a long sigh of relief. “Thank the heavens above that you are safe. We will soon get you fattened up! Mrs. Pattinson and the physician will arrive in due time, too. Everything will be all right, Your Highness.”

“Truly? Mrs. Pattinson and Freya are coming here?”

“Yes, so I hear.”

Elise was filled with renewed hope upon hearing that such competent hands would soon arrive to assist her.

“Oh, and I suppose you recall Hummell, the head chef? He is also on his way. I am sure he is bringing a great deal of food with him,” Ibetha added with her typically radiant smile.

The Princess could not help but beam at the thought of freshly baked scones and cherry compote. She turned to Lezett and said, “Thank you. I did not expect you to summon Hummell here.”

“There is no need to thank me,” the Archduke muttered. Unlike the two women, his face did not betray even a hint of a smile. On the verge of departing, his mood was sour, and he was filled with anxiety. “Now that you have Ibetha and will soon have Mrs. Pattinson, Freya, and Hummell, I am no longer needed, I see.”

“What? No, not at—”

“If you are of the opinion that I am not much help, then simply—”

“That is not the case at all! Please stop such nonsense!” Elise interjected before wrapping her arms around him and whispering, “I love you.” Those three words never failed to render her husband speechless. “You must return before thirty nights pass. That is an order,” she added.

“If you deem it that you will be late, just return at once. The Princess of Arghan may long for the King of Urgel’s head, but I cannot live without my husband.”

“Then, you could simply not send me away in the first instance. I have no desire to leave your side,” Lezett retorted as he cupped Elise’s face in his large hand.

This might be the last time I touch her… What if I return to her lifeless body?




The Immortal King of Urgel will rise again and again!”




Those words… I cannot shake them…

“Do not worry, Elise. It will not take thirty days. I will return within twenty,” Lezett confidently declared.

“Promise me you will not get hurt! If it is a reckless plan, then—”

Lezett interrupted his wife’s desperate panicking with a gentle kiss. “If you order me to return unscathed, I have no choice… Your Highness…” he whispered.

“I-It is not an order, it is a plea…”

“To me, those two things are one and the same.”

Elise sighed softly before pressing her lips to her husband’s once more. What started out as a tender kiss soon became passionate and rough. Lezett was intent on exploring every inch of his wife’s open mouth. Only after leaving her utterly breathless did he remove his mouth from hers and bring her into his sturdy embrace.

“Tell me you love me,” he whispered.

“I love you.”

“Say my name.”

“I love you, Lezett.”

The Archduke hesitated for a few intense moments before finally leaving the room. He knew it was time to march on Urgel. He did not look back.

* * *

Now that their commander had returned, the Northern Alliance forces were ready to depart.

“Your Grace, is Her Highness—” Ruben began before the Archduke anticipated his question and interjected.

“She is not all right, no,” he said curtly while scanning the map before him. “We will capture Farhan and return within twenty days. Before Cherry is born.”

“‘Cherry’?” Ruben asked.

Lezett simply shot Ruben a fierce glance before returning his attention to the map. He was busy devising a plan for the siege on Farhan, searching for weaknesses.

The King’s head… The King’s head… That is all I need. Without their precious King, Urgel will fall.

As Elise said, there must be a reason for the Urgeli’s peculiar obsession with magic. I feel it has something to do with their sovereign’s moniker, “The Immortal King.”

If they hold a clue to immortality, I must seize it from them. 

“First, we capture the King!” Lezett declared as he pounded the table with his fist. 

Although it was not yet time for his cycle of madness, the look in the Archduke’s eyes suggested otherwise.

* * *

Elise lay curled up, clutching her blanket tightly. A week had passed since her husband had departed for Urgel.

I miss him so desperately already…

When Lezett is by my side, I feel safe somehow, as though matters will transpire in my favor. But when he is gone, I feel a constant sense of dread. And… the pain… it is relentless. 

Thank the heavens above that Ibetha is by my side. I do not know what I would do without her.

“You have no idea how shocked I was when I woke up to find myself in Duke Irian’s estate, Your Highness!” the maid exclaimed.

“Genovia took us there. But how were you able to leave Nobella?”

“Thanks to His Grace, of course. He instructed the knights of Rothier to escort me from the Irian residence to another estate. I am most indebted to His Grace. I would likely be dead were it not for his intervention.”

In truth, having assisted Elise with her escape, Ibetha had assumed Archduke Kirstan would order her to be executed. Instead, the Rothier knight who rescued her from the Irian estate informed her that her fate would be decided once the Princess was found.

“How did you feel when you came to your senses?” Elise asked.

“Surprisingly, I felt perfectly fine. I was told that I had not eaten for three weeks, but I did not feel particularly weak. Merely a little muscle pain,” Ibetha answered with a smile.

Come to think of it, everyone who has been possessed by Semesita has woken up without any issues. Perhaps there is yet hope for Andrei, Elise thought to herself.

The Princess of Arghan had immediately dispatched a dove to Arghan once the Arghanian army had successfully reclaimed the imperial palace.

I can only hope that the Mad Dragon has taken the time to read Gallian’s journals… That could make an enormous difference.

Mrs. Pattinson and Freya arrived around ten days after Lezett’s departure. Following a grueling journey, the two women looked positively exhausted. Nonetheless, Mrs. Pattinson wasted no time admonishing Elise.

“You must eat, Your Highness! I have to say, I have observed you for quite some time now, and you have a tendency to overestimate your strength. How could you possibly run away in such a condition?!”

The Princess smiled. Ordinarily, she would feel irritated or even intimidated when facing Mrs. Pattinson’s intense glare, yet now she felt strangely comforted.

“Thank you for coming all this way to take care of me, Mrs. Pattinson. Fortunately, the baby appears to be in good health.”

“Yes, well, I am not sure the same can be said of me! Between your crossing the sea with a child in your womb and His Grace seeming to lose his sanity, I have almost been driven to madness myself.”

Mrs. Pattinson took a moment to catch her breath before continuing her tirade. “The two of you have not even exchanged wedding rings, have you? It is all due to my shortcomings! I ought to have taught His Grace better. How on earth will he raise a child? No doubt the baby will inherit his infamous stubborn nature, too!”

“Let us worry about that later, Mrs. Pattinson,” Freya interjected gently. “I have done a great deal of research on dragonborn fetuses, Your Highness. I met with every doctor I could find who has experience in such affairs. Fortunately, Cherry seems to be relatively calm. However, from the information I have gleaned, childbirth is a painful process for both mother and child.”

“Is that so?” Elise asked with a grimace.

“Yes. I must ask, Your Highness, if the imperial palace in Arghan has a library. I am wondering if there might be some information I could gather there. After all, Your Highness is a sorcerer and a descendant of Gallian. It might be that birthing a dragonborn will be different for someone blessed with such lineage.”

“Please! Would the two of you please allow Her Highness to get some rest?” Ibetha interjected as she ushered Mrs. Pattinson and Freya out of the room.

A short while later, Mrs. Pattinson returned with a few suitcases. “Your Highness’s dresses and nightgowns are in here. And in this one, you will find items to help you recover post-childbirth,” she explained.

Suddenly, Hummell entered the room with a large tray. “Your Highness! It reached my ears that you were craving cherry compote. I brought all the preserves we had in stock,” he announced with a smile.

Elise was moved to tears by the acts of selfless kindness. “Thank you all… from the bottom of my heart…”

Mrs. Pattinson reached out and took the Princess’s hand in her own. “I believe I failed to wish you congratulations, Your Highness. My apologies…” This time, the head maid’s gaze was filled with nothing but warmth.

I believe she is the first person to congratulate me for being with child…

“I know how difficult things were for you when you first arrived in Rothier. I truly regret my behavior. It may be late, but please do accept my sincerest apologies once more,” Mrs. Pattinson earnestly added.

“There is no need for such words, Mrs. Pattinson, truly…” Elise replied.

“You are stronger than any of us could have possibly imagined, Your Highness. Stay strong. All of Rothier is eagerly awaiting the birth of your child. Do not worry. We will ensure you and your baby have everything you could possibly need.”

“That is right! And soon, His Grace will return with good news from the battlefield. So simply focus on getting sufficient rest, Your Highness,” Freya added.

Overwhelmed by the heartfelt sentiments, Elise smiled and nodded. The despair and anxiety that had plagued her since the Archduke had left her side seemed to disappear in an instant.

* * *

The Arghanian forces, led by Duke Conrad, had reclaimed the imperial palace in an unexpectedly straightforward manner, encountering much less resistance than they had anticipated. Cheers erupted from the soldiers as they tore down the Urgeli banners from the city walls.

Nonetheless, Vernon could not help but be filled with a sense of foreboding.

I did not think the siege would prove so easy… Somehow, something feels amiss.

His instincts proved correct. He found the chapel severely damaged. Elise had sent a dove with a message warning him that Semesita was trapped inside the catacombs but that it may well find a way to escape.

It appears it has indeed found a way to escape, Vernon thought to himself as he surveyed the wreckage.

Even after waiting for days, no sound emerged from within the rubble. The knights of Arghan scoured the palace, but Andrei was nowhere to be found.

“Should we find a way into the catacombs, Your Grace?” a knight asked Duke Conrad.

“No. Leave it be for now.”

It had been assumed that the siege on the imperial palace would take around a month. However, the magic that Semesita had used to escape the catacombs had caused the death of almost all of the Urgeli stationed there.

Under Vernon’s command, the imperial knights of Arghan began restoring the palace and the capital at large. There was enough gold in the imperial treasury to revitalize the Arghanian economy. 

And thus, Arghan began the long journey of restoring itself to its former glory. The people, meanwhile, waited patiently for the imperial family to return to their rightful place.

* * *

Around the same time, urgent news arrived in Farhan, the capital of Urgel.

A messenger with a falcon feather on his shoulder rode at full speed toward the palace, racing through narrow, winding streets and crossing countless canals until a grand mosque made of sand and brick loomed ahead. He brought news of the war in Riosa.

“Annihilation, you say?” King Taram asked.

“I am afraid so, Your Majesty. Prince Rihan and Prince Hanan were unable to escape the castle. Almost no one survived…”

“And why is this news only reaching my ears now?”

Lezett’s plan of claiming the major cities that surrounded Farhan, thereby preventing news from reaching the King’s ears, had worked. The messenger had traveled a long way from a colony of Urgel.

“You mean to say five of our cities were captured right under my nose? When?! How?!” King Taram seethed.

“I cannot say for certain, Your Majesty…” the messenger said with his head bowed.

“Curse it all!” the King roared as he swiftly drew his sword. Slaves who had been trembling in the corner were brought forward. The King of Urgel began mercilessly beheading them one by one as a means of assuaging his fury.

“Five of our cities?! How is this possible?!” Taram’s eyes burned with rage. “Lezett Kirstan…” he spat in a voice full of venom.

He already killed one of my sons. Was that not enough? And now his wretched wife has caused the death of Rihan and Hanan. I should have dealt with them all when I had the chance!

“And they have retaken Arghan? Even the catacombs?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. It is said that the ground beneath the chapel suddenly shook, and then the building itself collapsed. It was not long after that that the Arghanian forces arrived…”

Magic! The very thing I covet has been wielded against me once more!

“Are the Princess’s whereabouts still unknown?” the King asked.

“Yes, but she is close to childbirth. She cannot have gone far.”

“Mobilize all of our remaining forces in the South and find her at once! She must be killed before she gives birth to that cursed creature!”

Once she gives birth, she will be less restricted and able to wield her accursed powers more freely. Then, the situation might become trickier.

Suddenly, the King succumbed to a violent coughing fit. His health had taken a turn for the worse as of late.

“Summon the commanders,” he ordered. “Prepare for a full-scale battle here in Farhan! Well? What are you waiting for? Move!”

It was not only the bitter taste of defeat and rage that he tasted in his mouth. The King soon began coughing up blood as he clutched his throat with his wrinkled hands.

I cannot die yet! I have waited decades for this! Immortality is within reach! We have enough forces to hold off the enemy. I simply need to find a way to deal with Lezett Kirstan, he thought as he dragged his aching body to the throne room.

However, when he entered the throne room, it was not his trusted vassals who awaited him. A tall, broad-shouldered man stood with his back to him. He wore an ochre cloak and a scarf typical of Urgeli soldiers, yet it was obvious to the King that he was not one of his own men.

Those leather boots… They are from the North…

“Wh-Who are you?” Taram asked. “How did you get in here? Identify yourself at once!”

The man slowly turned around and removed the scarf that had been covering his face. It was Lezett.

“I heard the King was convening a meeting of military commanders. What splendid timing,” the Archduke remarked with a sneer as he flung a lifeless body to the ground.

King Taram turned pale. On the floor was the corpse of the commander who was responsible for guarding the northern gate of Farhan.

“Forgive me, King Taram, but I am rather short on time,” Lezett calmly said.

How on earth did he find his way in here?!

“Knights! Someone! Anyone!” King Taram yelled for help in terror as he feebly drew his sword. However, he was greeted with nothing but silence.

Slowly, a strange black mist began to encompass his body.

Lezett was in a rather dreadful mood as he taunted King Taram. The severed heads of the leaders and knights of various nations were proudly displayed throughout the royal palace of Urgel. There were at least one hundred of them.

Barbarians indeed. Had I not taken Elise to Rothier, this is likely where she would have ended up, he thought to himself with rage.

Archduke Kirstan strode toward Taram. However, the King’s movements were surprisingly sprightly.

“You move rather well for an old man,” Lezett remarked with a raised eyebrow. Taking in the King’s face properly for the first time, the Archduke noticed that he looked much younger than he should have for a man his age.

He is not an ordinary human. There is some power at work here.

It was then that Lezett noticed the strange mana that was wrapped around Taram’s body. “What is that?”

“You can see it?” the King replied as he attempted to cover the mana with his arms. “You would not understand even if I deigned to explain it to you. It is a type of magic that even Arghan has not discovered! Unique to Urgel!”

A glint of curiosity flashed in Lezett’s eyes. “How effective is it?”

“What?”

“For how long can it keep you alive? And are there any side effects?”

A sinister smirk flashed across Taram’s face. Perhaps this is my chance to snare this wretched dragonborn, he thought to himself.

“Most fascinating, is it not? I found this power near the border of Arghan. That land holds countless secrets that have yet to be discovered.”

It had been over one hundred years ago when King Taram’s dog had eaten a nameless flower growing amongst stones without access to sunlight or water. The dog had not aged for more than ten years after ingesting the flower. Realizing its power, Taram killed and ate the dog, thereby transferring the flower’s power to himself. That was when the King’s obsession with the land of Arghan had begun.

If such power grows on barren land, imagine what might be housed in Arghan’s catacombs, he had thought to himself.

“The imperial family of Arghan has hidden Semesita’s secrets for over seven hundred years. While dragonborn are subjected to hatred and torment, they sit atop the world. Are you not tempted—”

“Spare me your nonsense!” Lezett spat as he kicked the King in the chest, causing him to slam into the wall and groan in agony. “I asked about side effects.” His patience wearing thin, the Archduke removed the sword from Taram’s hand and then broke his wrist.

“A-All right… I-It does not offer complete immortality… But there are no… side effects that I know of…” the King stammered.

“Does it work on other people?”

“P-Provided they have not ceased breathing, it will work on anyone, yes…”

“What precisely do you mean? Speak plainly,” Lezett ordered as he tightened his grip around Taram’s shattered wrist.

“A-Anyone… can be… revived… just by my… touch.”

How fascinating. This must be a power that precedes even Semesita. Perhaps it originated with one of the ancient priests of Grandell.

“So this is the source of your endless military might,” the Archduke noted with a smirk.

“I-Is there someone you wish to save?” Taram asked, desperation creeping into his voice.

“Yes,” Lezett replied flatly.

“Th-Then simply bring them to me, Archduke! Let us… help each other…”

“I see no need for that,” Archduke Kirstan said as he stepped on Taram’s abdomen, where the mana swirled. “Now, let me see this mystifying power for myself.”

“Bring a slave! Any slave! I-I… will show you!”

“Again, I see no need for that.” Lezett’s right arm began to transform into a dragon’s claw. “I shall verify it for myself,” he said coldly.

* * *

It did not take the Archduke long to confirm the efficacy of the power. He attempted to kill the King in seven different ways, but it was to no avail. By the end, the King was incapable of speaking.

“No matter what I do, you will not die. That much is certain.”

The power does not seem to heal wounds or prevent pain, but it is incredibly effective at staving off death.

Lezett was covered in blood. The stench was overwhelming. Perhaps a trip to a nearby river may be in order. Elise must never see this side of me.

Nonetheless, a satisfied smile played on his lips. He brought his sword down on his helpless victim once more, this time severing his head. At last, there were no signs of life. Lezett turned his attention to the King’s stomach. He smoothly carved it open and extracted a small, solid stone. He neatly placed it in his pocket before finding a jewelry box in the throne room to toss the King’s head into.

Still, I cannot possibly allow Elise to see such a gruesome sight. I need another token of proof.

Before the throne of Urgel lay a famous sandstone, a symbol of the King of Urgel. This ought to suffice.

My business here in this savage land is complete. It will not be long before I am reunited with my beloved.

He tucked the box containing the King’s severed head under his arm and threw open the large window. After a quick glance below, he leaped from the throne room without hesitation. As he landed, he was swiftly met by the remaining three commanders of the Urgel army.

“You will not leave our lands alive, Archduke,” one of them spat.

“Is that so?” Lezett retorted in a voice dripping with sarcasm.

Ah, I suppose I ought to take care of this first. Ruben and Isaac did request it of me, after all.

Before he had left his knights behind to fetch the head of King Taram, Ruben had asked a favor of him. “If possible, Your Grace, please take care of the Urgeli commanders. That way, we can quickly return to the South to see Her Highness and Cherry—”

“What Ruben means to say, Your Grace, is that we will be able to swiftly eviscerate the remaining Urgeli troops!” Isaac quickly interjected.

Lezett dropped his sword with an exaggerated sigh. “Do your worst,” he said with a taunting smile.

I truly must find a river on the way back. I am about to be covered in yet more blood…

* * *

Spring tended to arrive slightly earlier in Raegal than it did in Arghan. The light spring breeze lifted Elise’s mood slightly. It had been more than two weeks since she had heard any news of the outside world. No matter how much she asked Ibetha, Mrs. Pattinson, or Freya, they would not inform her of anything. It was as though they had made a secret pact.

“Good or bad news, we must keep it from Your Highness until you are through with childbirth. The physician said you are not to be excited,” Ibetha explained. Even the Princess’s attempts to secretly send a dove to Vernon were thwarted. Eventually, Elise simply gave up.

“Hummell said he is baking a lemon meringue pie today, Your Highness. It will be simply delightful with some fragrant herbal tea! Your Highness…? Are you all right?” Ibetha asked as she took in the sight of Elise slumped against the window pane.

“Yes…” the Princess murmured softly. “I am fine. The sunlight made me drowsy, that is all.”

“Allow me to draw the curtains, Your Highness.”

“That will not be necessary. I want to look outside…”

Ibetha, Freya, and Mrs. Pattinson were all growing increasingly anxious about Elise’s condition.

“Ibetha…” the Princess suddenly whispered.

“Yes, Your Highness?”

“I feel like it is almost time…”

I know my body better than anyone. Soon, Cherry will enter this world. I can feel it.

“Do not worry too much, Ibetha. I might have been terrified if I were truly alone, but I feel a strange sense of calm. Lezett will return tomorrow. He will be a great father. Just as he takes care of me, he will take care of Cherry. I think…” Elise suddenly trailed off.

“What do you mean by that, Your Highness?” Ibetha asked.

The Princess drifted in and out of consciousness. “Andrei…” she whispered. She was filled with an inexplicable certainty that she would soon be reunited with her twin. 

Finally, her eyes closed. She did not wake up until the next evening.

Only one day left… she thought to herself with a rare surety. Cherry has been awfully quiet as of late.

Rising from her bed, she approached the window in a daze. Suddenly, her eyes widened. A dark figure was approaching rapidly.

“It… is… Tempest…” she murmured.

She watched as the steed drew closer until finally, Lezett dismounted and strode purposefully toward the inn.

Elise, unable to control her emotions, flung open the window and yelled, “Lezett!” Her voice trembled with overflowing emotion. Her husband looked up at the window and released a sigh of relief as his heart pounded in his chest.

Thank goodness she is safe and sound.

The Princess wanted to smile with reckless joy, but tears spilled over first.

“Your Grace!” Ibetha greeted Lezett when he entered.

“You have returned safely, Your Grace. What a relief. Her Highness and Cherry are both well, so—”

However, Lezett was not listening. He was marching upstairs, heading straight toward his beloved wife. Without knocking, he threw open the door and rushed to her. He grabbed her face in his sturdy hands and planted a kiss on her lips. Her face was stained with tears.

As Elise had predicted, childbirth began only hours later.

* * *

When the pains of childbirth began in earnest, the agony was so intense that Elise’s vision blurred. As many people had predicted, the birth was far from straightforward.

“Water! Bring clean water and towels!” someone shouted urgently.

“Your Highness, you must stay conscious! Try and keep your eyes open!” Freya urged.

Lezett felt entirely helpless as he watched from the side and listened to a discussion about whether they would have to cut his wife open to assist with the birth. Elise, meanwhile, groaned with unspeakable pain and drifted in and out of consciousness.

Sensing that the Archduke was deeply unsettled, traumatized by memories of his own violent birth, Mrs. Pattinson attempted to usher him out of the room. However, Lezett would not budge. After a long night, the sound of the baby crying was finally heard at dawn.

Ibetha hurriedly wrapped the bloody newborn in a towel. “Oh, good heavens… Her hand!” she exclaimed in shock as she noticed the black and shiny scale on the back of the child’s hand. That was not the only surprise. The baby also had a single wing attached to her back.

“E-Elise…” Lezett whispered. His wife was unconscious, and the color had drained from her face.

She looks like a corpse…

“She lost too much blood…” Freya murmured. “Her body… It is too cold…”

The Archduke held his limp wife in his arms.

She is breathing, but barely…

He felt the world around him wobble as his vision blurred. Tears threatened to pour from his eyes.

What on earth am I to do?

* * *

Three days passed without the Princess regaining consciousness. During that fraught time, Lezett refused to let go of his wife’s hand.

“You must keep her warm as best you can, Your Grace.” Freya urged. “And… it is unlikely that she will be able to endure having another child. So, next time—”

“There will be no next time,” Lezett interjected firmly. They were the first words he had said in three days. “Never again.”

Preoccupied with his wife’s health, Lezett had not even asked about his child.

“I understand you are dreadfully worried, Your Grace, but you must hold the baby. Her Highness went through such an ordeal in order to bring your daughter into this world,” Mrs. Pattinson said.

I cannot look at the child. It almost caused the death of my beloved… Lezett thought to himself.

However, his heightened senses meant that he could hear the baby’s breathing. The sound gradually brought his rationality back to him.

Mrs. Pattinson is right. I must check on Cherry, at the very least. That is what Elise would want me to do.

Reluctantly, he tore his gaze away from the Princess. As he gazed upon Cherry, he thought his heart might leap from his chest.

She is so tiny…

Her hair was the same jet-black shade as his. Despite his insistence that he hoped his child bore no resemblance to him, he was surprisingly pleased to see that his daughter had inherited his hair color.

Elise had wished for a “healthy boy,” but she received a daughter. She certainly looks like her mother, Lezett thought as he glanced back and forth between the two of them. Her eyes… and her nose… they are undeniably Elise’s. Even her lips.

Suddenly, his daughter opened her eyes, and golden irises stared up at him. Lezett was stunned.

There is no doubt about it. She is a tiny version of Elise…

The overwhelming emotion caused the Archduke to feel dizzy. He had never encountered such feelings in his life.

I must check the rest of her body. Is she healthy?

He picked his daughter up for the first time and gently cradled her in his arms before unwrapping the swaddling cloth. Once he glimpsed her tiny, adorable hands, he was rendered speechless yet again.

So tiny… So very adorable… And not at all grotesque… My beautiful daughter, you do not resemble my younger self at all.

Indeed, aside from one tiny wing and scales on the back of her hand, nothing about Cherry suggested she was a dragonborn. Lezett emitted a deep sigh of relief as he reached out and gently stroked his daughter’s cheek.

“Cherry…” he whispered. Much to the Archduke’s surprise, the baby seemed to respond to him calling her name.

Still, “Cherry” is but a nickname. What would be a fitting name for this adorable baby? I regret not having thought about this sooner.

“It… must not have been easy for you, either…” Lezett whispered somewhat awkwardly. “Tell your mother to wake up soon,” he added before reaching into his pocket and retrieving the small stone he had taken from the King of Urgel. He placed it in Elise’s hand, hoping its potent magic would resuscitate her.

“Come back to me, my beloved,” he murmured. “Before I truly descend into madness.”

Based on the flow of her mana, the Archduke knew that Elise was wandering in her subconscious, likely attempting to make contact with Andrei.

* * *

Elise was wrapped in darkness. Somehow, however, it was comforting.

Suddenly, she realized there was something small and warm in her hand. Slowly, her senses returned to her; she felt an unfamiliar vitality surge throughout her body.

I feel so light, as though I could ascend to the heavens if I so wished. 

Before she knew it, the darkness that surrounded her was replaced by a bright light. She felt something tug on her back. 

What is that…? 

The pitch-black darkness that had enveloped her only moments ago had shrunk to the size of a thin thread, one end of which was attached to her back. The Princess instantly sprang to her feet.

This string is attached to the magic circle on my back… It must lead to Andrei…

Turning her back on the light, she followed the black thread, wading through her subconscious realm. The thin piece line threatened to disappear if she strayed from it for a second.

“N-No!” Elise cried out desperately. I must reach him!

I have to recall the magic circle that Andrei drew on my back. That was the bridge that linked the two of us. I memorized it when I was in Rothier.

Recalling her fervent efforts, the Princess was finally able to complete the spell after several failed attempts. The magic circle began to glow as it was infused with mana. The thin, dark thread suddenly expanded into a darkness that once more swallowed her whole.

It worked! Elise thought with glee as she began to run as fast as she could. I know if I keep running, I will find Andrei.

Strangely, she did not feel short of breath. Her abdominal pain was gone, too. The further she ran, the more refreshed she felt. However, the darkness did not end, and there was no sign of the brother she cherished so dearly.

It would seem his subconscious has drifted to a place beyond my reach… Then, what lies at the end of this darkness?

With a sinking feeling in her heart, she realized the truth.

Death…

I am being pulled toward death itself. I must turn back toward the light, and there, Lezett will be waiting for me.

Suddenly, she noticed a tiny speck of light flickering in the distance.

That is Andrei’s soul. I know it. I am more certain of it than I have ever been of anything.

“Andrei!” she yelled into the void as she sprinted ahead as fast as her legs would allow. The light gradually inched closer and closer. Eventually, she was able to reach out and touch the light. Her hand latched onto a wrist, almost cold, but not quite. She gripped it with all her strength and pulled it toward her.

“A-Andrei…” she stammered.

“Sister?” Andrei replied, his eyes wide with shock.

It is truly my dear brother, not merely that wretched dragon masquerading as him.

“H-How… How did you reach me, Elise? I thought it impossible.”

“Y-You…!” Instinctively, the Princess forcefully slapped her brother in the face. As Andrei winced, she said, “Stop that. I know it does not hurt.” Still seething, she kicked her brother’s shin as hard as she could. “How could you?! How dare you leave me yet again! Y-You are the very epitome of selfish!”

“I-I thought Vernon explained—”

“You stubborn fool! This is not the first time you have done this! Sacrificed yourself and left me alone!”

“And what of you? Did you consult me when you attempted to take your own life?” Andrei shot back.

“W-What…?”

“I do not know what provokes such rage within you! What you did back then was worse. You never told me you were in such pain and that you were suffering so dreadfully. Then, one day, you almost left my side!” Andrei’s voice was full of raw emotion.

“I-I am… sorry, Andrei. Still, you went too far this time. I was right there in Riosa! I could have been by your side!”

“And so you followed me here? Do you even know where this is, Elise?”

“Wherever you go, I will follow,” Elise yelled defiantly.

“You mean to tell me that your husband allowed you to come here? What about your child?”

“Do not attempt to lay the blame at my feet! This is your doing! I am taking you back with me. Twins belong together,” Elise said as she tightened her grip on her brother’s wrist.

“It is no use, sister. Semesita has already…” Andrei trailed off. He felt a strange power flowing into his body, a power beyond even that of the Mad Dragon.

“Elise, what is that around your neck? And what is that in your hand?” he asked.

What does he speak of? Elise wondered before glancing down. Much to her surprise, she found that the famous sandstone, a symbol of the King of Urgel, was around her neck. At the same time, she was holding an enigmatic black stone in her hand.

Andrei cautiously reached out, touched the sandstone, and said, “This is a symbol of the King of Urgel…”

“Yes, you are right…” A radiant smile suddenly flashed across the Princess’s face.

Lezett must have succeeded, she realized with glee. That is how this symbol of that tyrant came to hang around my neck. Then, did he also give me this stone? It feels as though it is alive, somehow…

“I do not know what that stone is, Elise, but it seems as though it will send you back in the right direction—toward the light, toward life. You must keep it. Now, go,” Andrei urged as he gently pushed her shoulder. “I cannot go with you. Semesita has already claimed my body.”

Andrei could feel the Mad Dragon’s torment whenever he regained a slither of consciousness; it had still not read a single page of Gallian’s journals.

“Where are you now? In the physical realm, I mean?” Elise asked.

“The Grantern Mountains… Sister, my soul is already severed from my body. Semesita’s power keeps me bound here, but I am effectively dead. You should not linger in this foul place. Elise…? Are you listening?”

The Princess stared at the faintly shimmering light. All I have to do is not lose my way.

“Take this, Andrei,” she insisted while forcing the black mineral into her brother’s hand. He was instantly surrounded by a warm glow. “I can reach the light on my own. You, however, cannot.”

“W-What do you mean, dear sister?”

“Take your body back from Semesita if you can. It is more cowardly than it appears. There are ways of assuaging its rage.”

“But how will you make it through the darkness alone?”

“I will find a way. Regardless of what it takes,” Elise replied resolutely. “I have a husband to return to, after all. No matter how long it may take us, let us both get back to where we belong, Andrei.”

* * *

Elise’s journey back was long and arduous. Every time she blinked, she almost lost sight of the tiny speck of light. Nonetheless, she did not give up.

In the end, Andrei had reluctantly agreed to her plan. “Run with all your might, Elise. I promise I will return to your side and meet your child,” he had declared.

After running for what felt like an eternity, the Princess was finally enveloped by a brilliant white light. She struggled to open her eyes and found herself staring at a wooden ceiling. Bright sunlight poured in through an open window.

I-I… I truly made it!

However, as soon as she returned to consciousness, the pain was almost unbearable. She groaned in agony before quickly crafting a small healing spell. One was not enough. She cast several more spells before she was able to lift her head and take in her surroundings.

Ah, I am still in the same inn. Close to the Raegal border, she realized. This is the very room in which I gave birth.

Cherry…!

The details of the childbirth were hazy. She could only remember unimaginable pain and lots of blood. And that the man whose hand she had desperately clung to had been trembling.

“Lezett…” she whispered.

I must have been unconscious for a few days, considering how stiff I am…

Gradually, she was able to rise to her feet and gingerly walk toward the door. Before she reached it, however, it swung open. A breathless Lezett entered. He froze when he saw his wife.

Why are his eyes so red? And he appears to have lost weight.

“L-Lezett…” Elise murmured as her eyes filled with tears.

I was terrified I would never see him again…

The Archduke was rendered speechless. He simply rushed toward his wife and brought her into his embrace, burying his face in her neck and inhaling her scent.

“Lezett… Was I asleep for a long time?”

The stricken man could not bring himself to speak.

“It is strange… My body feels very light, as though I simply awoke from a long slumber. H-How is Cherry?”

Still, Lezett could not find any words. His head remained buried in her neck.

“Is Cherry a boy or a girl? Oh, and did you give them a proper name?”

Her attempts to provoke her husband to speak were futile; he merely trembled as he held her. “I am all right, Lezett. I met Andrei in my subconscious. Did I ever tell you that we could do that? Lezett? Are you listening?”

“D-Do not… leave me…” Lezett finally stammered. “P-Please do not leave me…”

“I am not going anywhere,” Elise replied firmly.

Never again, she thought to herself.

* * *

“Truly incredible,” Elise murmured as she watched her daughter suckle at her breast.

I cannot believe I gave birth to this adorable being.

Having been sustained by Lezett’s mana for a few days, the baby cried when she was first placed in her mother’s arms. However, Ibetha was quick to offer the Princess advice.

“Newborns need their mother’s milk to grow strong. It will also help to relieve the swelling in Your Highness’s bosom.”

Freya, meanwhile, had barely stopped sobbing with relief since Elise regained consciousness. “You were gone for far too long, Your Highness…”

“Oh, what is this?” Elise asked as she caressed the tiny scale on the back of Cherry’s hand. “It seems she has inherited something from her father.”

Lezett, holding Elise from behind, was silent.

“Lezett?” The Archduke simply pressed his lips to the back of her neck. Words continued to largely elude him.

“His Grace appears to be exhausted,” Mrs. Pattinson observed gently.

“Are you tired, Lezett? Please get some rest,” Elise suggested.

“I am not… tired. Not at all.”

“But your eyes… They are so red.”

“Well, I believe that is because he shed a fountain of tears waiting for you to—” Mrs. Pattinson began before the Archduke interrupted her.

“Enough! Out! All of you!” he ordered.

“B-But I have not explained all of the medicinal herbs yet. And for the next one hundred days, absolutely no—” Freya attempted to explain.

“I am well aware of that,” Lezett interjected.

And with that, Mrs. Pattinson, Freya, and Ibetha hurried out of the room to leave Lezett and Elise alone with their baby. “Did you truly cry?” the Princess immediately asked.

“What would you have had me do? Laugh?”

“I came back as fast I could, truly…”

“Are you certain you were not simply enjoying time with your brother? It would seem you gave him the black stone that I placed in your hand. It was not intended for such use,” Lezett said with a furrowed brow.

“He needed it more than I did. But where did it come from?” Elise asked.

“I took it from the King of Urgel. I am not entirely sure of its origin, but it seems to be ancient and extremely powerful. I believe it outdates even Semesita.”

I longed to make Elise immortal, but she seems content with how matters transpired, so I suppose I ought to be satisfied with that. Still, I am destined to live a life of constant dread and anxiety, worried that I will lose her yet again.

The Princess, meanwhile, was filled with hope. If the power of the stone is truly so overwhelming, perhaps Andrei will return sooner than expected.

“Elise, you must tell me if you are in pain. I can help…”

“I will. But please believe me, I am all right now. More importantly, do you not think that Cherry is too small? Will she be okay?”

“Freya said there are no issues. Her mana is stable, too,” Lezett reassured his wife.

“She is so utterly adorable…” Elise murmured. “Do you not agree?”

The way his wife looked up at him with trepidation stabbed at the Archduke’s heart.

She fears that I do not love Cherry. I should have chosen my words more carefully in the past…

Unable to bear his wife’s anxious expression, Lezett pressed his lips to hers. His warm tongue hungrily invaded her mouth.

“How was she while I was unconscious?” Elise asked after their lips parted.

“She was very well-behaved. And… the most adorable creature I have ever set eyes on. Aside from you, perhaps. I will keep my promise to you, Elise.”

“To be a good father?”

“Yes.”

Elise let out a long sigh of relief. “Ah, that reminds me, what is Cherry’s proper name? Have you decided?”

Faced with Lezett’s hesitation to answer, Elise could not help but feel somewhat disappointed. “Did you still not give her a name?”

“I-I… do have something in mind.”

“What is it?”

“Roanna…” It was a name derived from the ancient word for “star.” The Archduke had been inspired by his daughter’s eyes.

“Roanna… Roanna…” Elise murmured. “I like it. It is pretty, just like her.”

Roanna Kirstan. That will be my daughter’s name, Elise thought to herself with satisfaction.

Both husband and wife, depleted of energy, slowly succumbed to peaceful slumber.

* * *

Over a month and a half had passed since Elise regained consciousness. A dove had arrived from Arghan; it was the first news she had received from her homeland in a long time.

Now, they were in a carriage on the way to Arghan. Roanna had been restless as soon as the journey began and did not stop crying until she was in her father’s arms.

“Roanna does not seem to like me very much,” Elise said dejectedly.

“That is not true,” Lezett assured her.

“But she does not seem comfortable in my arms…”

Lezett has such a strong bond with Roanna, which is what I have always yearned for, but I cannot help but feel that she prefers him to me… Am I a bad mother?

Roanna would stay still in Elise’s arms while suckling, but as soon as she was full, she would look for her father. If Elise tried to hold on to her, she would inevitably burst into tears. The Archduke, contrary to expectations, had thus grown accustomed to taking care of Roanna; he looked even more natural holding her than the Princess did.

“Perhaps she resents me because of the hardships I put her through when she was in the womb.”

“I do not think so. She is a dragonborn, lest we forget.”

“Do you not agree that she seems anxious when she is in my arms?”

“She does not dislike you. Nor does she prefer me,” Lezett insisted.

“Then what is it?”

“Perhaps… she sees me as something akin to a carriage or a moving cradle.”

“What on earth do you mean?”

“I am not sure. But perhaps we share a bond because we are both dragonborn.”

Indeed, Roanna hungrily absorbed her father’s mana whenever she had the chance. The baby had also observed Lezett treating Elise as though she were the most fragile being in all of Grandell.

“Dragonborn are driven by instinct more than humans. They gauge the strength of those around them,” Lezett explained.

“Strength?”

“Yes. Once you recover fully, she will cling to you, I am sure. Even now, her eyes never leave you.”

“I see…”

Her husband’s words offered her a little solace.

Even a baby thinks I am frail…

Despite the bumpy journey, Lezett remained utterly still. Elise, meanwhile, kept bouncing around uncomfortably.

Unable to watch her struggle any longer, the Archduke handed Roanna to Elise and then lifted both of them onto his lap.

“Is that better?” he softly whispered in her ear.

Elise reluctantly smiled. Now, I do not feel excluded, at least…

Roanna had grown so rapidly. Her cheeks were now plump and rosy, and she had started to make adorable baby noises. Watching her daughter drift off to sleep, Elise soon followed suit. Lezett gently stroked the back of her head and said, “We still have a long journey ahead of us, Elise. Get some rest.”

* * *

The journey was slow and long. Elise suggested using a teleportation spell, but Lezett forbade it. “You will need your magic when you arrive. Now is not the time,” he said.

“Well, I have to break the barrier. No one else can do it.”

“Precisely. Save your mana for that.”

For every word of protest that Elise attempted to speak, Lezett planted ten kisses on her lips. “Please give your poor husband’s heart a break, will you? You have already cut my lifespan in half.”

He is quite the wordsmith these days, Elise thought begrudgingly.

“You are so very stubborn,” she said.

“Excuse me?”

“I said, you make a persuasive point. Let us take our time,” Elise conceded with a roll of her eyes.

Lezett did, however, permit Elise to craft an extremely small teleportation spell once they had arrived in Arghan. Accordingly, the carriage suddenly appeared in front of the huge crowd of people who had gathered to welcome the return of their Princess, prompting cheers and tears of relief.

“When we disembark from the carriage, I must walk on my own two feet. I must project an air of strength.”

“Yes, I agree,” Lezett said as he pulled his hood over his head to cover his face.

Ah, he does not mean to show himself before the people of Arghan. Indeed, his reputation is not exactly stellar.

As the carriage rolled closer to the crowd, the cheers were deafening. Roanna began to cry loudly.

“You go first. I will follow,” Lezett said.

“Roanna, come to mommy,” Elise said as she reached out and took her daughter in her arms. The Princess stared at her daughter for a short moment before handing her over to Ibetha, who was waiting outside the carriage door.

Elise softly kissed Roanna’s cheek, successfully silencing her cries, and then reached into the carriage and grasped her husband’s hand. Despite his strength, Lezett allowed himself to be pulled.

“E-Elise, wait just a moment…”

As he stepped outside, his hood fell back, revealing his famous jet-black hair. “I do not think this a good idea, Elise…”

“What is it? Are you ashamed to be my husband?” Elise asked.

“Of course not. It is just…”

“Remember that time in Rothier? You presented me to your people, did you not? You are my savior, my beloved, and most importantly, my loyal knight; I will not have you hiding in the shadows. Come with me,” Elise insisted.

The people of Arghan had never gotten a chance to see their Princess up close. Now that she was being revealed in public for the first time, they knelt in awe and reverence.

Elise and Lezett walked hand in hand through the crowd and into the imperial palace of Arghan. Vernon and the other knights exchanged nervous glances, but it was clear that the people of Arghan were utterly devoted to their Princess.

“Are you sure you will not regret this?” Lezett whispered.

“I have never once regretted choosing you.”

The Archduke’s heart pounded in his chest. Those are words I have longed to hear. 

They strode hand-in-hand to the entrance to the destroyed catacombs, where Elise was able to remove the weakened barrier with relative ease. 

Finally, I am home, she thought with an overwhelming mixture of emotions.

* * *

The imperial palace was nothing like the one of Elise’s memories.

As she surveyed the damage in the chapel, she knew she would have to reconstruct the barrier as soon as possible. Having taken stock of the damage in the catacombs, she crafted a new formula to restore the chapel to its former glory and resurrect the impenetrable barrier.

Onlookers gasped in awe as the shattered pieces of the building began moving into place once more. The catacombs and the chapel were soon restored to their original splendor as though they had never been damaged in the first place.

Elise cautiously opened the doors to the chapel. A dazzling light radiated from within. It was dragon mana, but not that of Semesita’s. This mana was pure, entirely devoid of resentment or anger toward humans, and untainted by madness or greed. The air was thick with the scent of fresh flowers.

This must be the primordial power of the gods, Elise realized. I am now a complete sorcerer, even without Andrei.

The Princess of Arghan slowly descended the stairs to the catacombs and stood before Gallian’s tomb.

There is yet one more barrier to rebuild, the one that protects the entirety of Arghan.

It was the same barrier that had weakened over the years and thus allowed the invasion of the Urgeli; its origin lay in Gallian’s tomb.

It will be my life’s greatest honor to restore the barrier and thus protect my people and their homeland, Elise thought to herself with a satisfied smile.

The Princess of Arghan swiftly located the spells that Gallian had crafted to erect a barrier that protected the entire empire. With a flick of her wrist, she poured her mana into the dormant formulas, and they instantly omitted a radiant light.

At the same time, far from the imperial palace, at the border of Arghan, the barrier was reactivated. “What is that?” one guard asked, bewildered.

“I-It is the barrier!” another shouted with glee. “Her Highness must have returned to the imperial palace! What a joyous day!”

Elise, meanwhile, breathed a deep sigh of relief and said, “It is done.”

As long as I draw breath, our land will be safe.

“You desire to open his tomb, do you not, dear sister?” Andrei suddenly asked.

Gallian’s tomb concealed Arghan’s only weapon—magic.

My ancestors have guarded these secrets and this power for centuries. And yet, ultimately, Arghan fell. I face a stark choice: seal the catacombs and trap the magic in here forever, or release it and share it with the entire world.

“You did not wish for a world such as this, did you, Gallian?” Elise said. Indeed, Gallian was a hero who had always sought to use magic for good, for the protection of his people.

Magic can be both a power for good and a power for evil; it is dependent on the intentions of those who wield it. In that regard, it is no different from swords and spears.

Elise looked up at Gallian’s tomb with unwavering determination in her eyes. “I am not Grandell’s Blessing, nor am I its protector. I am a member of the imperial family of Arghan.”

I have a duty to protect and serve my people.

“I want more sorcerers to appear on this blessed land.”

I long for Arghan to no longer be reliant on the imperial family. It is time for us to begin anew.

With that in mind, Elise decided to remove the barrier from the catacombs and leave the entrance open, a decision that was contrary to centuries of Arghanian policy.

The very essence of the magic of Arghan suddenly flooded forth, and thousands upon thousands of dazzling flashes of white light exploded outward. Unable to see, Elise staggered before she felt a sturdy force grab her hand. It was her husband. Together, they watched as Arghan’s magic was finally released.

* * *

Once the blinding light had faded, Elise and Lezett ascended to the chapel.

“I hope I have not made a grave mistake,” the Princess murmured.

“You did what you believed was right. Regardless, we will change the world to ensure your choice was the correct one,” Lezett answered.

Elise could not help but smile at his words as she wrapped her arms around his neck and planted a soft kiss on his cheek. “Indeed, we will create the world we long to see. Let us go, Lezett. I am weary. Let us rest until tomorrow comes.”

“As you command,” the Archduke said as he lifted her gently. “Although I would prefer if we rested until next year,” he added with a smirk.

“Perhaps I could. But you will be rather busy, I believe.”

“Me? On the contrary, I will not be busy at all.”

“There are matters you must take care of, are there not? The Emperor in Vaniella, for instance. Not to mention Rothier’s ledgers…”

Lezett grimaced at the mention of the ledgers. He knew that Alfredo and Sauber would be waiting for his instructions. “All right. I shall think about such matters tomorrow,” he reluctantly conceded.

Suddenly, Ibetha appeared with Roanna. Elise quickly took her adorable child in her arms. Her heart felt overwhelmingly full.

After the fall of Arghan, I never thought my future would look quite so bright. This is a future more splendid than I ever could have dreamed of as a little girl, the Princess thought to herself with a radiant smile as the sunlight lit up her resplendent face.


Epilogue




In July of that year, when the fresh greenery of summer enveloped the imperial palace of Arghan, Andrei paid a visit.

Elise, filling the Emperor’s vacant seat, was overseeing a meeting of the council of nobles. Thus, it was Lezett who first learned of Andrei’s arrival at the palace.

I wonder whether he has true control over his body. He was possessed by Semesita, after all, the Archduke thought to himself as he marched to the reception room.

“I knew you would come and see me for yourself,” Andrei said as Lezett entered the room. “How have you been, Archduke Kirstan? You seem rather well.”

Andrei’s gaze settled on the baby in Lezett’s arms.

“It has indeed been quite some time since we spoke.” the Archduke said politely.

“You look tired, Archduke,” Andrei suddenly remarked.

“I am not.”

“Parenting must be more difficult than you expected.”

He is not wrong. I am exhausted.

“Well, it is a burden you must bear. You caused my dear sister such suffering, after all.”

Suddenly, Roanna woke up and yawned adorably.

“Oh dear…” Lezett murmured. He had worked tirelessly to get her to sleep.

Andrei immediately walked over to his niece and said, “Hello, little Princess.” There was a moment of tense silence before Roanna burst into tears. “Ah, I am sorry,” Andrei said awkwardly.

“When the Mad Dragon was in possession of my body, it was not particularly friendly to Roanna in the womb. It would seem she remembers that…”

Lezett shot a fearsome glance in Andrei’s direction and then said, “Then, I believe you ought to never show your face in front of our child again. If there is nothing else, you should leave at once.”

Andrei desperately attempted to change the topic. “I heard the Emperor of Vaniella is on his deathbed. Should you not visit him?”

“I plan to depart tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? Will Elise accompany you?”

“Have you any objections?”

“No…”

Lezett scrutinized Andrei and then asked, “Where is Semesita now?”

“There is no need to worry, Archduke. It is sleeping. It expressed a desire to simply stop thinking and slumber.”

Indeed, when Andrei had returned to consciousness thanks to the ancient power, he had asked Semesita whether it had read Gallian’s journals. The Mad Dragon had been silent for quite some time before finally declaring a wish to rest and dream of the pleasant days of yesteryear.

However, Semesita had not been separated from Andrei’s body.

“Eventually, it will wake up. It will likely return to my body. I will try to provide it with solace. Perhaps I will even read Gallian’s journals to it. Thanks to the stone that Elise gave me, I can wait for eternity.”

“Is that so?” Lezett asked, still skeptical. “As I heard it, that power only restores a specific part of the body, not the entirety of it.”

“In my case, it seems to have been my heart.”

Lezett listened intently for Andrei’s heartbeat but was unable to pick it up. His brow furrowed.

“Regardless, I will live with Semesita’s mana inside me for quite some time. Perhaps my new mission is to ensure it does not wake up and go on a rampage again.”

“That is not all you must do. You did not designate a successor. In name, at least, you are still the Emperor of Arghan,” Lezett countered.

“You wish for me to return to the throne?”

“No. But Elise does.”

“I no longer have sufficient power… I am not qualified to hold such a lofty position.”

“That does not matter. Elise desires it. That alone is sufficient. She does not wish to be Empress of Arghan. However, she did state that she has a few matters to discuss with you upon your return.”

“What matters?”

“She wishes to train sorcerers to defend the empire.”

Elise knew that, now that Arghan’s magic had been released, more and more sorcerers would emerge.

As long as she does not wish to be the Empress, I am satisfied. I do not wish to stay in this stiflingly hot land for the rest of my days, Lezett thought to himself.

Indeed, the Archduke preferred the climate of the northern regions of Grandell. Fortunately for him, Elise had also recently expressed a desire to return to Rothier, and Lezett had immediately begun preparing for their departure. His wife, meanwhile, formulated a teleportation spell.

“I see. If that is what my dear sister wishes, then so be it,” Andrei conceded after a moment of deliberation. “I shall return once Semesita is stable. If you intend to depart soon, please refrain from telling Elise that I came here. It will only complicate matters.”

“You need not harbor such concerns,” Lezett said confidently. He intended to inform Elise of her brother’s visit to the palace only once they were back in Rothier.

Suddenly, Andrei stepped forward once more with eyes full of hope. “Archduke, the babe’s name is Roanna, is that correct? I will not get too close, but I was hoping to—”

“Goodbye,” Lezett interrupted brusquely before leaving and closing the door behind him.

I will not allow that man to disturb my daughter any further.

Andrei, once the indisputable ruler of the imperial palace, was left in the reception room alone. He had never experienced such rudeness in his entire life. He sighed deeply.

“What a dreadful shame. I appear to have fallen out of favor…”

* * *

That night, news reached Elise that Roanna had cried for quite some time earlier in the day.

“That is out of character. What transpired?”

“It would appear she was frightened by an unexpected visitor,” Lezett explained.

“A visitor? Who?”

“Nobody for you to be concerned with.”

“Roanna is not easily scared. Who could possibly have frightened her thus?”

“Do not worry about it. We will depart for Rothier tomorrow, and Roanna will not encounter that person anytime soon.”

They planned to leave at dawn, heading to Orphell first before moving on to the Archduke’s domain.

The Princess longed to spend some time in peaceful Rothier, tucked away from the rest of the world. She knew that Vernon could handle matters in Arghan until Andrei returned.

“You take after your father, so I suppose you might prefer the summer in Rothier, too,” Elise said to Roanna. “Your father is most eager to return, is he not?”

Lezett lay on his side, casually resting his head on his hand. “Why do you look at me thus?” he asked.

“It is just… You seem more relaxed lately,” Elise replied as her eyes lingered on her husband. He was garbed in the thin, lightweight fabric that was typically worn by those from the South. “I did not know you were quite this sensitive to the heat,” she teased.

“I am from the North, after all.”

I prefer his buttoned-up Rothier attire. Having to stare at his muscular arms and chest all day is too much.

“You must dress more appropriately when we return to Rothier.”

“What?” Lezett asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I do not want you sauntering around in such… revealing attire.”

I detest the way the maids ogle him.

And it has been quite some time since we were last… intimate. I yearn for the feeling of his body on mine, the Princess thought to herself, blushing.

“Elise?”

“What?”

“It is not difficult to deduce the kind of thoughts you are having,” Lezett teased in a low voice.

“Th-Then stop… that.”

“Stop what?”

“Looking so… tempting. Button up your shirt.”

Suddenly, Lezett sat up and brought his hungry lips to hers. His tongue plunged swiftly into her mouth, hot and urgent.

Roanna began squirming restlessly in Elise’s arms. Lezett reluctantly removed his lips from his wife’s. “Cherry… She was my wife before she was your mother.”

However, Roanna was not in the mood to offer the couple time alone. Instead, she clung to her mother with her tiny hands. Lezett let out a hollow laugh.

Caught in the middle, the Princess smiled awkwardly.

“Wait a moment, Lezett. Roanna is uncomfortable,” she murmured.

“Roanna is the priority, as always,” the Archduke muttered under his breath.

“She is just a baby. Are you jealous of your own daughter now?” Elise asked with a playful grin.

Lezett could not help but laugh. “It would appear I have no allies in this room, let alone this land. Fear not. I am accustomed to being second place now.”

“Second place? That is simply untrue. Please do not misunderstand.”

“Then give me tonight,” the Archduke pleaded with lustful eyes. Elise’s cheeks and earlobes turned a shade of red at her husband’s words.

Does he truly intend to enter me tonight? Lately, he steers me to the peak of desire and then leaves me stranded, desperately wanting more. I even got permission from Freya!

“Once Roanna falls asleep, I am all yours,” she said with a shy smile.

“Come to your father, Cherry,” Lezett said as he took his daughter into his arms. “It is time to sleep, little one. You need your rest.” With that, he carried Roanna to the room next door and held her until she succumbed to a peaceful slumber under the loving watch of Ibetha and Mrs. Pattinson.

Returning to his wife, Archduke Kirstan immediately pulled her into his sturdy embrace. 

“You appear to be getting better at putting her to sleep,” Elise remarked.

“Do you think so?”

Suddenly, he recalled an incident that had occurred the day prior. Following a moment of distraction, he turned around to find an empty cradle. Lezett had been utterly terrified at that moment.

I found her in no time at all, but I felt as though my heart was going to explode. It is not a tale I wish to tell Elise. How did Cherry escape the confines of her cradle before learning to walk? Imagine the trouble she will cause when she grows up a little.

“About the things I said before Roanna was born…” Lezett whispered, cautiously broaching a topic that had troubled him for some time. “Please forget them. I was wrong.”

“I am afraid it is not that straightforward, Lezett,” the Princess replied.

“What can I do to help you forget?”

“Well…” Elise began before pulling him nearer. “Just continue to love Roanna as you do now,” she whispered with a smile.

Lezett breathed a sigh of relief as her wife laughed softly and snuggled into him.

“You are my knight, are you not?” the Princess asked as she climbed on top of him.

“Forever and always…”

“But sometimes, I will allow you to play the role of King,” Elise teased in a sultry voice.

The Archduke’s eyes filled with a deep desire to claim her for himself once more. Elise knew that such a yearning was never far from the surface.

That look in his eyes used to cause me to tremble in fear, and yet now… it induces a desire to be utterly consumed by him.

“I love you, Lezett. But sometimes, I feel as though you wish to ensnare me,” she whispered.

“How did you know?” Lezett asked with a mischievous smile as he rolled over so that he was atop his wife. His tongue instantly invaded her soft lips.

Elise moaned in pleasure as her husband’s relentless tongue explored every inch of her mouth.

I can feel his manhood pressing against my thigh…

Yet, Lezett made no move to undo his breeches.

“Why… do you continue to… restrain yourself? I can handle it…” Elise said, her voice tinged with urgency.

“Not until the year ends,” Lezett whispered as he bit his wife’s earlobe. “And even then, I will not release my desire inside you. No second child,” he declared resolutely.

Elise was rendered momentarily speechless, her body still flushed with unfulfilled desire and longing.

I wonder what our time in Rothier will bring, she thought to herself as she looked forward to the dawn of a new day.


  
    It Was Just a Contractual Marriage


    



    



    Bonus Volume


    



    



    Dalseul

  


  CONTENTS


  


  


  Bonus Story 1

  Bonus Story 2

  Bonus Story 3


Bonus Story 1




Contrary to Elise’s concerns, Lezett proved adept at taking care of Roanna, so much so that Elise sometimes felt slightly excluded.

She seeks her father’s attention more than mine. Is it because he is strong and healthy?

The Archduke, however, knew that Roanna preferred Elise’s embrace. He chuckled inwardly each time his wife’s insecurities made themselves known.

Although the bond between father and daughter was undeniably strong, Lezett displayed a strictness that seemed slightly inappropriate for Roanna’s age. “You are three months old now. Is it not time for you to start sleeping alone?” he had once asked. A look of consternation had flashed across Ibetha’s face at these words.

“For how long will you depend upon my soothing you, Cherry?”

When Roanna responded with a wail, Lezett added, “You ought to be able to speak now. Tell me you understand.”

Ibetha was unable to stifle a chuckle.

“No, no, no! Why are you crying again? My sweet child, why do you cry?” the Archduke asked, his tone softening in the face of his adorable daughter’s tears. Lezett’s attempts at discipline never lasted long. Each time Roanna burst into tears, he felt as though he had made a young version of Elise cry.

Gradually, Archduke Kirstan realized his daughter was far closer to human than dragonborn. Although he had been able to walk as soon as he entered the world, Roanna was soft and squishy and emitted a scent that was unique to human babies. With this realization, his approach to caring for her softened.

Nonetheless, there were times when Roanna displayed elements of her dragonborn nature. Once she learned to flutter around with the cute little wing on her back, she was constantly trying to escape her cradle, leaving Lezett in a constant state of anxiety.

Noticing his unease, Ibetha said, “It is normal to have to keep your eyes on a baby at all times.”

“To this extent…?”

“Yes. I am sure Her Highness was just as curious when she was a child.”

“I suppose you are right.”

“I am afraid this is merely the beginning, Your Grace. Parenting is no easy task,” Mrs. Pattinson added.

Lezett soon realized that taking care of Roanna all day was exhausting for Elise. Thus, he took it upon himself to relieve her of most of the parental duties. He would put Roanna to sleep and change her diapers, then take her to his wife when it was time for her to feed.

“I cannot help but feel as though I am not doing enough,” Elise confessed.

“You carried her inside your womb for months on end. You have done more than enough, Elise. Once she starts walking, you can take on more of the parenting,” Lezett offered.

Elise merely pouted in response.

“Enough of that now. If you get sick, who will be there to… comfort me?” the Archduke asked.

“You never let me ‘comfort’ you. It would appear you are perfectly capable of enjoying your own… company. Even when you do lay with me, it ends abruptly,” Elise retorted, her pent-up frustration getting the best of her.

Suddenly, Roanna began squirming in Lezett’s arms. “She is hungry,” Elise observed.

“Again, you turn your attention to her,” the Archduke said with a frown.

“She is on the verge of tears, Lezett.”

“Sit up and undo your blouse,” Lezett instructed, realizing that it was indeed time. This was Elise’s favorite time of the day, a moment where she felt she and Roanna were one, just as when she had carried her in her womb.

The Archduke, too, looked forward to these moments. The sight of his beloved wife nursing his daughter filled him with a deep sense of satisfaction and pride. However, he struggled when the sight of Elise’s swollen breasts inevitably stirred impure desires within him.

I should not have such thoughts at a moment like this, and yet… her breasts… they look so tantalizing.

Elise, meanwhile, was too concerned with feeding her daughter to notice her husband’s lustful gaze.

“How could something be quite so adorable?” Elise asked.

“It is only natural. She looks just like her resplendent mother, after all.”

Lezett was unable to resist the desire to reach out and touch his wife’s exposed breast. He gently squeezed the one that was not occupied by his daughter, and Elise’s face flushed red as she said, “Not now, Lezett.”

Overwhelmed by a sudden impulse, the Archduke grabbed his wife’s cheeks and turned her face toward his. His lips descended upon hers in a passionate fury, his warm tongue sliding into her willing mouth. He pulled away and then gently parted Roanna’s mouth from Elise’s nipple and summoned Ibetha.

I can wait no longer…

Archduke Kirstan passed his daughter over to the maid before striding over to his wife and effortlessly scooping her up into his arms and carrying her to their chambers.

As Lezett laid her down on the bed and buried his face in between her breasts, Elise moaned in delighted pleasure. Slowly, he moved down to the space between her thighs and found that it was already slick with her essence. Lifting her skirt, he spread her legs as wide as he could and plunged his tongue into her wetness. Instantly, his wife arched her back and let out a satisfied moan.

His tongue was relentless, licking, teasing, and exploring every inch of her swollen flesh and delving deep inside her to taste her sweetness. Elise’s mind went blank as she writhed in pleasure, and she lost herself to the feeling of her husband’s merciless pleasuring.

“Relax… Spread your legs more,” Lezett growled, flicking his tongue across the bundle of nerves that sent a violent shiver through Elise.

“I… I cannot…” Elise whimpered in between moans. Even now, whenever Lezett buried his face this intimately between her legs, she felt incredibly shy and vulnerable even as her body begged him or more. 

When he enters me, I find it easy to relax, but exposing myself to him in this manner…

Over time, she had grown somewhat accustomed to his ravenous feasting of her body, but she still found it difficult to fully relax.

Noticing her unease, Lezett smirked and asked, “Would you like me to stop? Is there something else you would like to do instead, Elise?” He licked his lips of her essence.

“Relax, my love. Open up for me,” he soothed as his lips found their way to the point where her folds met, sucking gently and eliciting a desperate whimper from his wife.

“Or perhaps you would prefer another position…” Lezett said as he easily flipped her over.

“N-No…” Elise murmured.

“Why are you so embarrassed, Elise? This is only natural. Recall how we created Roanna.”

Elise’s cheeks flushed red with embarrassment. 

Smiling, Lezett traced his tongue across his wife’s slender back, tasting every inch of her skin.

Elise found that she could not withstand the teasing any longer. “Y-Your face… I want to see your face…” she whimpered between labored, frantic moans.

“Is that so?” Lezett answered with a smirk.

“P-Please… I want you to hold me in your arms. This position is uncomfortable…”

Eventually, the Archduke acquiesced to his wife’s pleading and flipped her over so that she was once more looking up at him. Before she could speak, he showered her lips, neck, and breasts with kisses, sucking hard on one swollen nipple, then the other.

“L-Lezett… I can barely breathe…”

Elise’s chest was soaked with her own breastmilk, which Lezett ravenously lapped up. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment even while her heart pounded with the wild excitement of the sight before her.

It is in moments like these that I realize how much he restrains himself… His strength is truly overwhelming.

Suddenly, he stopped and stared at his wife with eyes drunk on lust, milk dripping from his mouth as he panted, “You wanted to see my face, did you not? Take a good look.”

Instead of feeling satiated, Elise whimpered in frustration. “Lezett… I-I want to feel you inside me…” she whispered.

“What part of me, exactly?” Lezett asked in a low, husky voice.

“Th-That…” Elise stammered as she glanced down at the straining bulge in his trousers.

“Tell me again, Elise. What do you want me to do with this?”

“I want you to put it inside of me… All the way…”

“Beg me for it,” Lezett commanded with a wicked look in his eyes.

“P-Please… put it deep inside me, Lezett…”

Lezett smiled a slow, confident grin at his wife’s desperate plea. Without breaking eye contact, he licked the remainder of her breast milk from his fingers one by one.

Unable to look away, Elise panted and writhed beneath him.

Somehow, I long for the days when he was rougher, when he would bite me relentlessly and leave marks upon my entire body… I can hardly ask him to bite me. He refuses to even enter me. Even now, he has not undone his trousers. He devours me at his whim but refuses to go through with the act… How very cruel he can be…! He was rougher with me when I was much weaker. I can handle him now… All of him… I want it so desperately…

Instead of conceding to his wife’s wishes, the Archduke thrust his long fingers inside her damp heat, spreading her entrance and curling his fingers in turn. Elise cried out in ecstasy as she was almost sent over the edge. Then, he rubbed his thumb against the bundle of nerves at her entrance, and a shockwave of pleasure exploded within her, arching her back and spreading her legs wide as she screamed her husband’s name.

“Why do you do this to me, Elise? You are too beautiful. I can barely control myself…” Lezett panted.

Elise could only whimper in response. Still caught in the throes of her release, she couldn’t answer. She could barely think straight.

How I long to thrust my length inside of her… to fully claim her as my woman once more!

The sight of Elise’s undoing brought Lezett into a frenzy, and against his better judgment, his fingers thrust harder and faster as his wife’s cries, which had slowly ceased after her release, started anew.

Is she truly ready for me to enter her?

“You are so tight around my fingers, Elise…” he said through gritted teeth as he bit back his frustration and tried to ignore the uncomfortable pulsing between his legs.

I cannot… take much more of this teasing… I need him… inside of me… Elise managed to think through a haze of pleasure.

“W-Why will you not— Nngh!” the Princess gasped, unable to finish her sentence as a curl of Lezett’s fingers at a sensitive spot once again sent her teetering over the edge, and all she could do was cling on to consciousness as wave after wave of pleasure blossomed within.

This is… pure torture… I need… his hardness inside… deep inside…!

She writhed in time to his thrusts as words finally returned to her, and she said in a quivering voice, “Y-You just want to see me… begging… like this… don’t you?”

Her face was flushed red, and her eyes were filled with an almost crazed lust which, instead of subsiding after two climaxes, only seemed to grow stronger as she ached for something more satisfying than his fingers.

“Perhaps a little?” Lezett replied with a mischievous smirk as he finally undid his trousers, and his erection sprung free. The Archduke impatiently rubbed his rigid length against the quivering, slick mess that was his wife’s entrance. He knew that, for her own sake, he could not enter her, but even he found his self-control fraying at her whimpering pleas. 

“I-I can handle it, Lezett… Please…”

Instead of responding, he left himself pressed against her wetness and once more turned his attention to her sensitive nipples, gently rolling one between his fingertips while closing his lips around the other. His tongue flicked out as he sucked gently, drawing her sweet milk into his mouth.

How I wish I could claim her here and now… But I worry as to whether she can handle me, and a second child would be ill-advised, the Archduke thought, even though he could not stop the movements of his hips as he slicked his painfully swollen erection against his wife’s burning entrance. Unable to stifle himself, he clenched his jaw against a guttural moan of his own.

Hearing the sound, Elise trembled in his arms, wriggling and desperately trying to take his rigid length inside her. “A-As long as you do not… climax… inside of me…” she begged between gasps.

“That would be a dangerous path to take, Elise.”

I would not be able to control myself once I was inside her, and a dragonborn’s fertility is unmatched. Were I to release myself inside her, she would likely become with child a second time. I must exercise restraint.

“I do not think it necessary, Elise. You have already climaxed multiple times, have you not?”

“N-No… I need it!”

Giving in to his wife’s desires, he lifted his manhood from her entrance and instead plunged his fingers back inside her. Thrusting quickly and powerfully at the spot he knew would drive her crazy, Lezett drank in the sight of his wife as she screamed in pleasure and her eyes rolled back into her head. He felt her walls clench and twitch around his fingers as she climaxed again and again.

Before she had time to catch her breath, he pulled his slick fingers out of her entrance and thrust them inside her mouth. Instinctively, her lips closed around them, and she sucked greedily at her own fluids.

Curse it all! The way she sucks at my fingers will drive me beyond madness…

Despite her numerous climaxes, the pleasure was nowhere near sufficient for Elise. She found that she still craved the full length of his manhood thrust deep inside her.

To think this is the same man who used to claim me over and over again every night in Rothier, marking me and having his way with me whenever he pleased. Now, he refuses to do so despite my shameful begging… How I yearn for him to fill every inch of me.

“You have changed, Lezett,” she pouted when he finally removed his fingers from her lips.

“That is not true.”

“Look at the wanton woman you have made me… Yet, you refuse to take responsibility.”

“I could say the same words to you, Elise.”

“How so? I lie here begging and pleading for you, throwing my pride to the wind. Get off me! I will go to Roanna.”

“You promised you would gain weight. Do you not recall?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“That is your responsibility. A promise is a promise, after all,” Lezett said as he caressed his wife’s slender waist as though punctuating his point. “Why have you not gained weight?”

Perhaps all the food she eats goes to feeding Roanna, he thought in frustration.

The Archduke took the Princess’s small hand in his own and guided it to his throbbing manhood. Guiding her hand, he held her eyes with his own as he started to pump it along his length. He groaned and shuddered at the feeling of Elise’s delicate fingers grasping him tight, slick with the remainder of Elise’s essence and his own fluids of arousal. In no time, he found himself shouting Elise’s name as he reached a shuddering climax. A low moan escaped his clenched jaw as his seed gushed forth, covering his wife’s thighs and dripping over her swollen entrance.

Admiring the view, Lezett spread his milky essence on her skin, then leaned down to lick it. Though they had both reached their releases, it was clear that their desire for each other was far from satiated. Lezett licked and nipped at his wife’s soaked thighs, drawing another round of gasps and moans from her.

“Elise…” he murmured against her skin.

“W-What?” she breathed.

“I love you.”

The Princess’s face flushed an even darker shade of red at her husband’s sudden and unabashed declaration of love.

“In a few months, I will not hold back even if you beg. So, please, cease provoking me,” Lezett said, his tone taking on a more serious edge. Faced with his wife’s stubborn silence, he added, “Tell me you understand.”

“Th-Then… can I do it for you?” Elise asked, her face flushing with yet more embarrassment.

“Do what?”

“What you… do for me… with my mouth…”

“How could you even contemplate such a thing? You almost tore your lips last time!”

“I-It was my first time… and, well, your… manhood… is particularly… large.”

“How would you know that? You have never seen another man’s, have you?”

“That is beside the point. I think I would be more competent at it now,” Elise countered.

“Why are you so insistent? I have given you an answer.”

It would not possibly fit in her tiny mouth. I learned that harsh lesson when I foolishly obliged her wishes last time.

Despite his refusal, Elise continued to caress his pulsing length, making it incredibly hard to resist her advances. Lezett flipped her onto her stomach once more and attacked her soft buttocks with his lips.

“E-Enough! I am not a dog,” Elise protested.

She does not understand that this is just as hard for me as it is for her, Lezett lamented.

Indeed, the Archduke was also eagerly counting down the days until he could fully claim her once again.

Happily for the frustrated couple, that day came sooner than they expected.



Bonus Story 2




The origin of the madness of the dragonborn had always been unknown. All lore, knowledge, and relics related to mana and magic had been kept secret by the Arghanian imperial family. However, with the dawn of a new age of Arghan, an institution for research into magic was established.

With Roanna’s first birthday rapidly approaching, Elise received some documents from Arghan in early summer. The Princess had assigned various tasks to the research institute, one of them being a study into the correlation between Semesita and the dragonborn and a wider examination of dragonborn traits generally.

As Elise was about to open the documents, Lezett returned from putting Roanna to sleep. He immediately buried his face in the crook of his wife’s neck and inhaled her scent.

“Are you tired, Lezett?”

“Not particularly…” 

However, Elise knew that taking care of their daughter had taken its toll on her ordinarily tireless husband.

“You worry too much about her, Lezett. She will not run away if you take your eyes off her, you know.”

“I know that…”

“Then please relax a little. You are always so tense. What stirs such unease within you?”

“Well, mana runs in her blood, and…” Lezett trailed off with a sigh as Elise gently stroked the back of his hand.

Elise was well aware that her daughter was unusually advanced for her age, likely due to her being part dragonborn. Roanna had already uttered her first words. When she said “Mama,” the Princess’s heart had swelled with emotion. Unfortunately, Roanna’s precociousness meant that she had also already begun causing chaos due to the mana she was unconsciously able to wield. Days prior, she had almost broken a window.

She is the most adorable baby, but she is undoubtedly of an unstable temperament. She takes after her father in that regard.

“You must not teach Roanna magic,” Lezett warned. Faced with a noncommittal response from his wife, he continued, “I am serious, Elise.”

I personally think the sooner she learns to wield magic, the better, Elise thought to herself. It is not as though it will be possible for her to have a “normal” childhood.

“Are you sure you do not want to sleep, Lezett? You look very tired.”

“I have… other matters on my mind,” the Archduke replied with a smirk.

“Lezett!” the Princess scolded him playfully.

“Do you think I do not know that you long for it as much as I do? That you wait for this moment all day long…”

I cannot even attempt to deny it…

“And yet, you do not give me what I want.”

“Once Roanna turns one year old, I will surrender willingly,” Lezett retorted with a sly chuckle. The Archduke had promised himself that he would not enter Elise until one year after childbirth. That day was rapidly approaching, and he drank a special concoction of herbs that had contraceptive effects daily.

Eventually, Elise’s attention returned to the documents in her lap as her husband gently embraced her.

The documents detailed that the madness of dragonborn could be categorized into two main types: bloodlust and sexual lust. They also recorded the history of known dragonborn: very few had lived among humans, and none of their stories had happy endings.

It would seem that a dragonborn’s madness stems from Semesita’s complicated feelings for Gallian. Perhaps, just perhaps… if a dragonborn maintained a healthy relationship of genuine affection and understanding with a human, they may not have to suffer from those painful periods of madness, Elise pondered.

“Come to think of it, Lezett, it has been quite some time since your last period of madness.”

Perhaps he is gradually being freed from that curse. If so, there is hope for Roanna yet.

“When was the last time you were afflicted? In Riosa, was it not? Then, it has been almost a year…”

“Shortly after returning to Rothier, I had a very minor episode,” Lezett clarified.

Then it has been approximately six months. Still, that is longer than it used to be. The unfortunate news is that it would seem another episode is on the horizon…

I have not witnessed the full extent of his bouts of madness, but I have noticed that he becomes irritable as the episodes draw near. Mrs. Pattinson once told me that he becomes increasingly meticulous as the time approaches, paying excessive attention to matters that he would ordinarily overlook.

The Princess decided to test the head maid’s theory. One day, she ever so slightly adjusted the position of her husband’s quill on his desk. Not much later, she found that it had been returned to its original location. Elise then rearranged the books in the study, only to find them perfectly aligned the following day.

I must say, this side of him is almost… cute. It’s not a word I would typically associate with Lezett Kirstan, and yet…

His madness also seems to increase his arousal. When we were staying at the inn not far from Riosa, he would reluctantly leave my side several times a day to… relieve himself. He also succumbs to slumber so easily during these periods, which is very unlike him.

Mrs. Pattinson had informed Elise that when Lezett was younger and had been unable to control his madness, he had often woken up to find his chambers covered in blood.

“That is why he avoids sleep, Your Highness. However, he catches up on sleep when an episode is near,” Mrs. Pattinson had explained.

“I see…” Elise murmured.

“Considering how tired he seems these days, it would appear his madness is fast approaching.”

Now, Lezett was resting peacefully with his head on his wife’s lap.

It would seem he has drifted off to sleep. Could true love be a cure for the madness that courses through his blood? Yet, his madness has not dissipated entirely, despite our union.

Then… what if he were to spend an episode of madness with his beloved?

* * *

“How does he change during that… time?” Elise hesitantly asked Ruben.

“Well, he becomes a frenzied killing monster… Um, excuse me, Your Highness, I seem to have misspoke.”

“Does he suffer a great deal?”

Ruben chuckled and exchanged awkward glances with Isaac.

Some suffer a great deal, but not His Grace, Ruben thought to himself.

“What exactly are his symptoms?” Elise pressed.

“Well, firstly, when the madness manifests, it is impossible to miss, Your Highness. His Grace exudes a dark, menacing aura, and, most notably, his arm… transforms. I believe you may have witnessed that before.”

“Yes, I have. In Nobella,” the Princess recalled.

“A single swipe with that arm can send someone into the afterlife, Your Highness. That is why His Grace leaves castle grounds during such times. I heard there were several… incidents in years gone by when he used to stay.”

“Is he able to communicate?”

“W-Well…”

“Speak frankly, Ruben.”

“What could be described as ‘normal’ communication is not possible, Your Highness,” Isaac interjected. “We are not able to approach His Grace when his madness is at its most severe. I believe you may have witnessed his mana take on the form of dark whips before?”

“I have.”

“Imagine such a force, but covering the entirety of a huge area. If one were to be inadvertently caught in it, one would not escape unscathed.”

A chill ran down the length of the Princess’s spine.

“H-Has he ever been with a woman during an… episode?” Elise asked hesitantly.

“A woman…?” Ruben echoed, clearly taken aback.

“Or a man… It matters not.” Elise was reluctant to ask such questions, but she knew that one of the symptoms of Lezett’s madness was an uncontrollable sexual desire. The research from Arghan clearly outlined that dragonborn would violate humans regardless of age or gender.

“Oh, you need not worry about such matters, Your Highness. His Grace detests such behavior. To the best of my knowledge, he has never engaged in such… misdeeds,” Ruben declared with a smile.

“In fact, Mrs. Pattinson told me that when His Grace was just a boy, His Majesty would send women to his bedroom. However, His Grace would wake up and kill—” Ruben was interrupted as Isaac jabbed him in the ribs. “Ah, forgive me, Your Highness. I merely meant to say that His Grace is pure in that regard. Please, be at ease.”

“I see…”

“Oh, now that I think about it, His Grace’s periods of madness have changed in recent times. When he left Your Highness behind in Rothier, he was somehow capable of communication, even in the midst of his frenzy. I recall having a conversation with him.”

That was when Lezett was particularly passionate in his… affection for me.

“What about the period of madness that followed?” Elise asked.

“Well, that was during the siege of Urgel. His Grace was… particularly violent. I suppose that the relationship between Your Highness and His Grace at the time his madness descends affects the expression of the madness itself,” Ruben remarked.

I am inclined to agree with Ruben’s theory. It seems the psychological comfort provided by our relationship calms his madness somewhat.

“I must say, Your Highness, it is rather heartwarming. His Grace’s love for you knows no bounds. I thought he would be alone forever,” Ruben added with a shy smile.

“I find myself in agreement. And please, Your Highness, do not unduly worry yourself. His Grace has been dealing with these matters for a long time,” Isaac concurred.

The Princess smiled at their efforts to reassure her, but she felt unease at the insinuation that Lezett should be left to handle his madness on his own.

I am sure those times are utterly torturous for him…

Steadying her resolve, Elise removed a piece of parchment and a quill from her pocket and said, “Ruben, Isaac, could you please describe, in as much detail as possible, exactly what visible changes occur when he is under the influence of the madness?”

* * *

Lezett was perusing a stack of documents in his study when he suddenly felt a strong desire to see his wife. He headed to the drawing room only to find no one but Ibetha there. He then searched the entirety of the main tower but could not find Elise anywhere.

Eventually, the Archduke found the Princess at the training grounds, not far from the knights’ quarters.

“What are you doing here, Elise?” he asked.

“Ah, Lezett!” the Princess said with a bright smile. She was in the midst of making meticulous notes while listening to Ruben and Isaac. The knights were visibly perturbed by Lezett’s sudden presence as they were discussing a sensitive topic.

“I had some questions for Ruben and Isaac. That is all,” Elise explained.

“I see,” Lezett said flatly.

“What is it? Has Roanna woken up? I checked on her before I came outside, and she was sound asleep.”

“No, she is sleeping well.”

What caused her to come out here?

Ruben and Isaac, sensing the potential danger of the situation, instinctively huddled together and stared at the ground.

“Oh, then, did you come searching for me? Let us return to the castle together,” Elise said.

“No, you may stay here. I assume you came for a reason.”

“Indeed I did. I am almost finished. I was going to explain it to you later…”

“That is fine. Please, finish whatever it is you were doing,” Lezett said before turning to the group of knights that had gathered in the vicinity. “Assemble. All of you. Follow me,” he commanded coldly.

* * *

As the sun set beyond the vast Grantern Mountains, Elise and Lezett walked hand in hand back to the main tower of Rothier Castle. The Archduke had engaged in almost three hours of intense sparring on the training grounds.

I can smell his scent… The same masculine aroma that envelops me when we lay together.

“Lezett, do you always spar with such vigor? As though it were a real battle?”

“That depends. Today, I deemed it necessary.”

When the Archduke had picked up a real sword instead of a training one, several of the knights had turned pale.

“Y-Your Grace… Do you intend to k-kill me?” one trembling knight had asked.

“Of course not,” Lezett replied with a chuckle before switching to a wooden sword. 

“Why do you ask, Elise? Are you concerned for the welfare of my knights?”

I believe he would be provoked to anger if I answered “yes.”

Instead, the Princess shook her head and said, “You are quite a jealous man.”

“That is unavoidable. My wife is far too resplendent,” Lezett replied with a proud smile.

“You have a tendency to flatter me.”

“And you have a tendency to underestimate yourself.”

“You never miss the chance to have the last word, do you?”

“I am merely speaking the truth.”

“I know you do not like me going to the training grounds. Next time, I will summon Ruben or Isaac to the main tower.”

“Summon them in my presence.”

“All right, I shall. It is not a matter of particular urgency.”

Could the wrath I witnessed him display on the training grounds earlier be similar to his periods of madness? I will not know until I witness it firsthand. And I am prepared to do so. I am his wife. I want to share not only his moments of joy but also his moments of hardship and pain.

“Lezett, there is something I wish to discuss with you…” Elise began hesitantly.

The conversation that unfolded was nothing short of a disaster.

“Are you in your right mind?” Lezett asked with wide eyes.

“I am sorry, Lezett. I was worried, that is all. I want to help.”

“It is out of the question, Elise,” the Archduke declared flatly. “Did Ruben put such nonsensical ideas in your head? I must deal with—”

“This is not Ruben’s fault. I just love you so dearly…”

“That is not love, Elise. It is nothing more than foolishness.”

It was Roanna who broke the tension, comically punching her father with her tiny fist.

Do you agree with your mother, Roanna? Lezett wondered with a wry chuckle.

“Let us stop discussing this topic, Elise. There are no signs that my madness is approaching. And there are many other ways to display your affection for me.”

“But—” Elise began before she was interrupted.

“Stop speaking nonsense and just kiss me. That’s all I need, Elise,” Lezett said, pulling her close.

* * *

“Did you truly make such a suggestion to His Grace?” Mrs. Pattinson asked with an astonished smile.

“Sometimes I cannot tell whether you are fearless or reckless, Your Highness,” Ibetha added.

Since being harshly reprimanded by Lezett only days prior, Elise had been in a gloomy mood. I did not expect him to react quite so angrily. Even Semesita cannot harm me. He is overreacting…

“My healing magic could be of use,” the Princess mused aloud.

“Even so, His Grace would never allow it.”

“Yes, it seems so.” Roanna, nestled in her arms, seemed to shake her tiny head. “Do not worry, Roanna. Mommy will not put herself in harm’s way.”

“I must say, I am slightly worried, Your Highness. The warning signs that his madness was approaching used to be very apparent, but now they are not so. I am fearful that one day it might descend upon us without notice,” Mrs. Pattinson said.

“Yes, I suppose we ought to prepare in some manner…” Elise agreed.

“Elise.” It was Lezett’s voice.

“Lezett?” the Princess said as she looked up in surprise.

He entered the room and immediately pulled his wife into his embrace. “Ibetha, take Roanna,” he commanded.

“Yes, Your Grace.”

Once they were alone, Lezett rained kisses on his wife’s face.

“Do not cry, little one,” Ibetha soothed Roanna. “His Grace is not hurting Her Highness!”

He swore that he would refrain from laying with her, but I am not sure he can control himself much longer, Mrs. Pattinson thought to herself.

“I am rather worried. It might prove perilous…” the head maid muttered.

“Pardon, Mrs. Pattinson? What do you mean?” Ibetha asked.

“I must ask Freya about Her Highness’s… condition.”

Ibetha, finally understanding the meaning behind Mrs. Pattinson’s words, nodded solemnly.

* * *

Lezett’s sexual frustrations were starting to get the better of him. While taking care of Roanna, he had been lost in thought, fantasizing about his wife, when his daughter almost hit her head on the chandelier as she awkwardly flew around with her one wing.

I cannot take my mind off her…

Every time I look upon her, I long to rid her of her attire and bury my face in her soft chest. And, though I restrain myself, I want nothing more than to thrust deep inside her, to ravish her breasts as I lay claim to her over and over again. I can see her pleasure-filled face in my mind’s eye… Ah, the thought alone threatens to drive me crazy.

I cannot wait much longer.

The Archduke was suddenly pulled from his thoughts by the sound of his wailing daughter. After soothing Roanna, he returned to contemplating his favorite topic: Elise.

Lately, she seems absorbed by the documents that arrive from Arghan. They appear to mostly concern the research into magic that she ordered to be carried out…

“Hush, sweet child,” he said to Roanna as she let out another whimper.

Her wing has grown remarkably in a little over a week, Lezett thought as he felt an ominous sense of foreboding. He took his daughter’s tiny right hand in his and examined it, noticing that a new, tiny scale had sprouted next to the one she was born with.

Oh, no…

It was then that he realized that mana had been leaking from his forearm.

Has she been absorbing my mana all this time?!

Lezett turned and left Roanna’s room, cursing under his breath.

What effect might this have on her? I will never forgive myself if she is afflicted with the same madness that courses through my veins…

“Your Grace? Are you all right?” Mrs. Pattinson asked, finding Lezett slumped against the wall in the corridor.

“Take care of Roanna…” Lezett murmured.

“Understood. Please go and rest in the study.”

That is precisely what she would say to me when I was an unruly child. It must be clear to her perceptive eyes that I am… unwell.

“Fear not, Your Grace. Everything will be just fine,” Mrs. Pattinson offered.

The Archduke simply strode down the corridor without a further word.

No one knew the extent of Lezett’s self-loathing like Mrs. Pattinson. Having watched him grow up, she was well aware of just how tortured his soul was. She believed, however, that matters could improve now that Elise was by his side.

Entering the nursery, Mrs. Pattinson lifted Roanna into her arms. The baby immediately settled and closed her bright, golden eyes.

“Your father seemed slightly perturbed, little one. How about spending some time with Ibetha and me?” Mrs. Pattinson whispered softly.

* * *

Lezett, meanwhile, entered the study and retrieved the St. John’s wort he had hidden away from Elise.

It would seem my madness looms once more, he thought as the scent of the calming herb filled the room.

I loathe this aspect of my nature… To derive pleasure from murder and rape… Dragonborn are truly the lowest of the low. And to think that my precious daughter has been absorbing my sinister mana, filled with my madness! That must be why her dragonborn features have grown recently. I have been complacent and occupied with other… thoughts.

However, despite the fact that my next period of madness seems to be on the horizon, I do not harbor any murderous intent. All I feel is lust—an overwhelming desire to become one with my beloved… to claim her and ravage her.

“Perhaps this is even worse…” he muttered to himself.

My instincts tell me this cycle will be very different from the preceding ones… And it does not bode well for Elise. I ought to leave the castle while I am still able.

A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. Before the Archduke could respond, Elise gently opened the door and said, “Lezett? May I come in?”

“J-Just a moment…” he answered while stubbing out the medicinal cigar.

Nothing good will come from her seeing me now. She may end up hurt. And yet, her scent… it is so deliciously impossible to resist.

The Princess ignored him and entered the study.

“Elise, the St. John’s wort—”

“I care not,” she interrupted as she strode toward her husband and cupped his face in her hands before gently pulling his lips toward hers. Lezett froze in place, startled by his wife’s eagerness.

“Hmm, perhaps a kiss will not suffice,” Elise murmured onto his lips.

“What?” a confused Lezett asked. While the Archduke stood rooted in place, bewildered, the Princess began planting gentle kisses across his face. She kissed his cheeks, chin, eyelids, and nose, finally returning to his lips. This time, she nudged them open with hers and probed gently with her tongue, flicking shyly at his.

I will not be able to contain myself if she behaves in such a manner…

Suddenly, the nature of his wife’s intentions dawned on Lezett.

Ah, she seeks to test her theory that I may be able to overcome my madness by… laying with her. But once I start, she will not be able to escape! She will be subjected to the overwhelming extent of my desire for her. Who knows what damage I may do?

I would likely bury myself inside her until my seed dripped down her legs. That thought alone fills me with an indescribable urge to take her here and now, the Archduke thought as the bulge that had formed the moment he clapped eyes on Elise throbbed beneath the thin fabric of his trousers.

Trembling in his efforts to control himself, he closed one large hand around her breast and thumbed the erect nipple over the fabric of her dress. Elise, who had been sucking at his tongue, let out a whimper.

Curse it all! I cannot contain myself any longer!

Grabbing the back of her head with his other hand, he pressed Elise’s lips to his and deepened their kiss, returning the gentle strokes of her tongue with hungry, greedy ones of his own that left them both breathless. What had begun as a tender kiss had descended into something wilder, almost bestial.

“Elise…” Lezett breathed raggedly.

“Y-Yes…?”

“Do you stand by your words?”

“My words…?”

“Yes. You suggested we spend my… cycle together.”

The Princess audibly gulped as Lezett stared intensely into her eyes. “Y-Yes… That is precisely my reason for coming here now,” she finally murmured while wrapping her arms around her husband.

“There is a chance you will become with child again. Are you all right with that?”

The memory of the excruciating pain she endured during Roanna’s birth flashed across Elise’s mind. “The second one might be easier… do you not think?” she asked with a glimmer of hope in her eyes.

I will be able to rest considerably more here in Rothier, after all. Surely it would not be as difficult as Roanna’s birth… Besides, according to Freya, the chances of me conceiving again are slim. Not impossible, but unlikely.

And… giving birth to a son that resembled Lezett would not be so bad.

Having made her decision, she looked up at her husband with determination in her eyes. “For you, I can meet the challenge, Lezett. So, simply stay with me today, tomorrow, and for eternity.”

* * *

“Oh my, how delightful! It fits her just perfectly!” Ibetha exclaimed as she clasped her hands in delight. She was referring to Roanna’s cherry-patterned dress. Elise had crafted it with Ibetha’s help.

“Indeed it does. How splendid,” Elise concurred. However, despite the joyous scene, the Princess looked rather downcast. “Daddy is not here, Roanna,” she added as she noticed her daughter restlessly looking around for her father.

It had been three days since Lezett had left the castle. When Elise had declared she was prepared to conceive another child with him, Lezett laughed before pushing his wife away and coldly saying, “No, absolutely not. I will leave the castle for fifteen days. It will be safer for Roanna. And you, too.”

“W-Wait, Lezett!” Elise had pleaded, reaching out to grab his arm. However, true to his nature, Lezett’s decision was final. He had gathered the bare necessities and left the castle at once.

With hindsight, it is clear he was testing me. And I failed… Ah, that scoundrel! How could he just leave us in such a manner?!

Beneath her anger and resentment, there was another concern that gave Elise pause for thought.

What if he loses control and… releases his lust with another?

Distracting herself from her anxiety, the Princess gently stroked the scales on the back of her daughter’s hands.

I know what Lezett fears. He worries that Roanna will inherit his… traits.

“Do not worry, little one,” she whispered. “As long as you learn to control it, it will be okay. Your father does not seem to have realized yet. But avoiding the topic will achieve nothing…”

Roanna blinked at the mention of Lezett. “You miss Daddy, don’t you? Should Mommy go find him? What do you think, Roanna?”

Knowing the baby couldn’t reply, Elise added, “I should, shouldn’t I?”

Crafting a teleportation spell will prove simple. One of his confidants will be privy to his location.

Suddenly, there was a knock at the door, followed by Mrs. Pattison’s voice. “Your Highness, I have brought the young lady’s meal. May I enter?”

“Come in,” Elise replied.

After Roanna was fed, the Princess insisted that the head maid inform her of her husband’s whereabouts. 

“I would much prefer if you did not go, but I suppose you intend to leave me with no choice,” Mrs. Pattinson said with a frown.

“I am the Archduchess of Rothier, after all. I believe I have the right to know where my husband is.”

“I am also opposed, Your Highness!” Ibetha suddenly exclaimed.

“I know, Ibetha. But it is time something changed. Matters cannot proceed in this fashion every time Lezett’s madness rears its head.” Elise’s firm stance silenced Ibetha.

“There are three places His Grace usually goes during such times. The gorge near the headwaters of the Tenne River, the vast plains of Rothier, and the heart of the Grantern Mountains. They are places that monsters tend to frequent,” Mrs. Pattinson explained.

“Thank you, Mrs. Pattinson.”

“Freya has prepared some concoctions to help you deal with this… situation,” the head maid quietly added.

“Concoctions?” Elise asked, confused and curious, but Mrs. Pattinson just smiled knowingly.

The next day, Freya, Ibetha, Ruben, Isaac, and a few other guards accompanied Elise as she set out in search of her husband.

“Mommy will be back soon, Roanna!” the Princess said as she bid her daughter farewell. Before departing, she cast the strongest protective barrier she could muster around the entirety of the castle and placed defensive spells on Roanna’s chambers. “I shall return with Daddy,” she promised before planting a soft kiss on Roanna’s plump cheek.

The magic circle before her emitted a pale blue light, ready to transport the party to the upper reaches of the Tenne River. From there, she planned to search all three locations that Mrs. Pattinson had outlined. Clenching her first with determination, she stepped into the magic circle.
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Contrary to her fears, the search for Lezett was far from arduous. Sooner than she predicted, she spotted Tempest on the plains of Rothier. 

“Tempest!” she exclaimed. The warhorse, recognizing Elise’s voice, trotted toward her enthusiastically.

Lezett must be in the vicinity.

“Quite the intelligent creature,” Ruben remarked. “When His Grace is in an irritable mood, it keeps its distance. We can gauge whether His Grace’s spirits have lifted by observing Tempest.”

“Where is your master? Will you take me to him?” Elise asked as she grabbed the steed’s reins. With the help of Ruben and Isaac, the Princess mounted her husband’s horse and then carefully tugged at the reins, urging Tempest to gallop forth.

Tempest led Elise to the entrance to a forest near the upper reaches of the Tenne River, at which point the steed refused to go any further.

Traces of Lezett’s mana are everywhere. I will not lose my way.

As she entered the forest, her nostrils were assaulted by the stench of monsters that had been slain by brute force, and several corpses littered the path. Eventually, she arrived at a cave. In front of it was something she instantly recognized—Lezett’s cloak. A sigh of relief escaped her lips.

He will likely return to this spot. I should wait here.

As she lowered herself onto the ground, the heavy pouch strapped to her belt made a loud clang. In it were the concoctions she had received from Freya.

When the physician handed her the bottles, she had emphasized in a tone of warning, “I am hesitant to offer you these, Your Highness, but I feel it is the right thing to do.”

“What are they?” Elise had asked.

“Allow me to explain each of them in turn. These two red bottles are for preparing a woman’s body for intimacy with a man. The larger one is to be ingested, and the smaller one can be used as a… lubricant. The one that is to be ingested contains an aphrodisiac, so your temperature may rise after you take it, but that is no cause for concern. These will protect your body both externally and internally.”

“Oh…” Elise had replied, slightly caught off guard.

“This green ointment is for bites and other similar wounds, while the blue one is for bruises. The latter will also staunch bleeding. This yellow one here is for restoring your energy. Use it if you feel particularly exhausted. Finally, this purple one is for when you absolutely cannot endure anymore. It is a powerful sedative. Use it on His Grace if you deem it necessary.”

“I see…”

“However, if you use the purple one, please hold your breath for an entire minute. It will not have a particularly potent effect on His Grace, but it could prove harmful to you. It would be best to refrain from using it, but I included it just in case.”

“Is all of this truly necessary?”

“There was more I wished to give you initially,” Freya had murmured.

Freya knew there was a chance I could get hurt, Elise thought as she recalled the daunting size of Lezett’s manhood. Should I take the red one now?

Have I made the right decision coming here? Suddenly, I fear I may have stepped into a monster’s lair.

At that moment, dark mana began swirling at her feet, a sure sign that he was nearby.

Can his mana be purified? Perhaps if it mixes with mine it can be neutralized…

“Where are you…?” she muttered under her breath.

Eventually, tired of waiting, Elise walked into the cave and slumped against the wall. Despite her unease, she gradually succumbed to slumber, and when she awoke, she was encompassed by darkness.

Is it nightfall already? she thought as she got up and poked her head out of the cave, only to find a figure staring back at her. In the pitch-black darkness, she could make out nothing but a pair of fiery blue eyes.

“L-Lezett…” she whispered. “Finally, I found you.”

Her husband remained entirely impassive, his eyes locked onto hers.

“How could you leave us like…” the Princess trailed off as the clouds shifted and the moonlight finally revealed the Archduke’s face.

It is certainly his face, but… something is different. There is no warmth in his eyes. He has never looked at me in such a manner. He gazes upon me with cold indifference as though I am nothing more than prey he is about to devour. And his right arm… it is entirely covered in scales! He must truly be right in the midst of his madness, Elise realized with alarm.

Without warning, Lezett lunged at her and knocked her to the ground, causing her to cry out. He gripped her waist tightly as she lay on the cold, hard ground.

“L-Lezett, please… It hurts… Be gentle…” Elise pleaded. But her cries were to no avail. Her husband’s mouth descended upon her neck, and his teeth nibbled her skin with fervor. At first, she yelped in surprise, but her shock soon gave way to a wistful chuckle. “Y-Yes, you like this. I remember our nights in Rothier…”

Willingly offering her vulnerable neck to her husband, Elise struggled to recognize the man she knew and loved. Lezett, driven mad by lust, inhaled Elise’s tantalizing scent like a beast in heat.

At least he does not mean to kill me. Still, I am wary of the assault on my body that is to come…

As Lezett pulled at her cloak, she breathlessly called out, “Lezett, w-wait!”

Does he not recognize me… his own wife?

Feeling panic began to set in, Elise reached out to touch her husband’s face. However, Lezett showed no visible reaction. Instead, his frenzied gaze swept over Elise’s body. His eyes paused at her heaving bosom before coming to rest upon her spread legs.

Despite herself, the Princess could not resist glancing in the direction of his manhood. She realized that he was unclothed, and the moonlight made the outline of his throbbing arousal clearly visible. The tip glistened with fluid, and veins bulged along its length.

Good heavens… it looks even larger than usual… It has been so long since he entered me. Can I truly take him within me? I have craved it for so long, but now that the moment has arrived…

No, this will not do, Elise thought to herself as she reached into the pouch Freya had given her. Perhaps I can use the purple vial to subdue him and at least give myself time to cast a protection spell…

Yet, the vial she removed from the pouch was red.

No… Anything but an aphrodisiac…!

“Elise,” Lezett growled, grabbing her chin as she desperately fumbled for the purple concoction.

He tilted her head toward him and thrust his tongue into her mouth as if he could not wait a moment longer. Elise moaned and whimpered in response. The kiss was undeniably ferocious, but underneath his rough exterior, Elise could feel her husband’s fierce love enveloping her.

He called my name…

After what seemed like an eternity, their lips finally parted, and he murmured once more, “Elise…”

“Y-Yes, I am here, Lezett…”

“Elise…”

The Princess swiftly conjured a small orb of light. Finally, they could see one another clearly. Noticing the look in his eyes, she said, “Y-You recognize me!” A wave of relief washed over her.

The Archduke, his breathing ragged, rested his forehead against hers and said, “Your stubbornness knows no bounds…” His voice betrayed his reluctant admiration.

He seems to have returned to his senses somewhat…

“It is not mere stubbornness, Lezett. It is love. A great and overwhelming love.”

The Archduke buried his face in his wife’s chest.

“I said I would allow you to be my king from time to time, did I not? Consider today one of those times,” Elise said softly.

It was only during their passionate moments of intimacy that Lezett held the reins in their relationship. The Princess willingly surrendered to his whims and commands when she lay beneath him, anticipating the waves of pleasure to come.

“But… You must be gentle, Lezett. It has been quite some time. And… you seem to have grown in size…”

* * *

Elise yelped as Lezett slung her over his shoulder and carried her deeper into the forest to a makeshift shelter that his subordinates used to use as they waited for his frenzy to subside.

He placed her with surprising gentleness on the dingy bed, and before Elise could say anything else, she felt her clothes torn off her body. The sudden coolness and excitement from Lezett’s touch stiffened her nipples, and she realized she was naked and her husband was staring down at her with a look that made her feel like melting.

He is going too fast…

Yet, the damp heat between her legs and her swollen breasts were already throbbing in anticipation of what was to come.

I want it. I want him so badly…

Much to her surprise, Lezett did not immediately descend upon her breasts. Instead, he rummaged through her pouch, removed the red vial, and brought it to his wife’s lips. In one smooth gulp, Elise drank its contents. The liquid tasted like syrup.

Before the Princess could take a moment to consider what was transpiring, her mind grew hazy. She felt her body relax and her breathing still. Her vision became blurry, and through half-closed eyes, she could make out her husband spreading her thighs wide like a man possessed. 

What is he doing?

Suddenly, she felt something cold and slick being poured on her entrance.

Ah, the lubricant…

“Relax, Elise,” Lezett said in a low, guttural voice as he poured the remainder of the liquid all over her swollen folds. He then roughly tossed the empty vial aside. The sound of the glass bottle shattering barely registered.

As the concoction she had ingested took effect, Lezett’s large hand massaged her slick entrance. His rough fingers circled her swollen bud, spreading the ointment over her folds. Elise let out a whimper of pleasure as his fingers dipped gently into her entrance. 

“Stay still, Elise,” Lezett ordered his writhing wife. “You could get hurt.”

Lezett had been hunting monsters when he had noticed his wife’s presence. His next memory was of him biting her neck in the cramped cave.

Fortunately, her calling my name brought me to my senses. Who knows what could have transpired?

It had taken every ounce of self-restraint he had left to carry her from the cave to the makeshift shelter.

But now, what little that remained of my patience is gone. I cannot hold back any longer.

Having meticulously massaged the lubricant into the delicate folds of Elise’s skin, Lezett stared intensely into his wife’s eyes as he reached up and began to toy with her sensitive nipples.

Elise let out breathy gasps as she stared into Lezett’s eyes. He looks at me as though he is waiting for something…

Suddenly, she began to feel a tingling sensation between her thighs. Unable to control herself, she moved her hips in response to the unbearable feeling. Lezett gently flicked one erect nipple with one hand as he dipped the other back down to slide his fingers into her wet, slick entrance.

An explosion of pleasure spread from where his fingers touched her skin and sent a shudder rocking through her. Seeing this, Lezett’s eyes glowed in satisfaction, and his merciless fingers picked up the pace. He thrust them in and out of her as Elise’s moans became louder and more uncontrolled. In all the times they had come together, she had never felt pleasure like this.

Before she even realized what was happening, she felt her muscles contract and liquid gush out as she screamed Lezett’s name in a garbled moan. Her slick juices coated her husband’s long fingers and her own thighs.

What… on earth… just happened?

The sheets below her were entirely soaked. Yet, the unbearable feeling of desire that burned within her had not subsided one bit. Her body only seemed to crave him more.

Lezett, his eyes aflame with bestial lust, spread his wife’s legs as wide as he could and once again resumed his relentless assault of her drenched flesh.

She is wide open just for me…

Realizing that Lezett’s fingers were far from enough to satisfy her craving, Elise began to beg. “P-Please, Lezett. Enter me… Take me…” she pleaded in between desperate moans. Sucking in a shuddering breath, her husband immediately obliged, placing the thick tip of his manhood at her swollen entrance.

Whether it was thanks to the lubrication or the concoction she ingested, the Archduke, who was larger than usual in his frenzied state, entered his wife with unexpected ease. Her slick walls clung to his throbbing length as if to pull him deeper inside her. She bucked her hips, desperate for more and unable to control herself despite her lingering embarrassment.

The elixirs have done their work. She has taken me with no pain, which means… I do not need to restrain myself! Lezett realized with crazed delight.

As he gazed down at the flush on Elise’s cheeks, the wild lust in her eyes, and the lewd way she writhed to take him deeper, the last thread of Lezett’s self-control snapped.

He thrust deep into his wife once. Hard. Then again. Then once more, until he was steadily pounding her so hard that her entire body rocked. So consumed was he by lust that he did not even stop to kiss her. Shocked by her husband’s aggressiveness, Elise yelped in surprise and pleasure as her legs locked onto his waist to draw him even closer, and she clawed at his back with her fingers.

“The concoction is very effective,” Lezett whispered into Elise’s ear.

Elise could not bring herself to reply. All she could do was moan and listen as the wet sounds of their union filled the room with each and every thrust.

“There was no reason for me to restrain myself, after all,” the Archduke added with a chuckle as he pounded his wife faster as if to prove his point.

Under the influence of the red concoction, Elise could think about nothing but wanting more, wanting Lezett to go deeper inside her, to give her more of this sweet, explosive pleasure…

Lezett… Yes…! I want… deeper… more! Claim me… Yes, Lezett, claim me more!

“I will,” Lezett breathed.

Without knowing it, Elise had screamed her thoughts out loud. Through a lust-filled haze, she breathed, “Y-Yes… Oh, yes, Lezett… More!”

Lezett cursed under his breath, his arousal only growing as he watched his beautiful wife writhe and demand more of him. He thrust into her without holding anything back, over and over and over again. Each powerful thrust sparked a wave of pleasure so strong that the Princess felt she hovered at the edge of consciousness.

The unrelenting pace of their lovemaking caused Elise’s already swollen breasts to sway almost painfully to the rhythm of Lezett’s thrusts. Seeing this, he palmed one with a large hand and massaged it, a skill he had honed during a year of helping his wife nurse their daughter.

“Ah! G-Gently, Lezett…” Elise pleaded.

At his wife’s plea, Lezett slammed deep into her and stilled, ducking down to suck hard on her erect nipple. Immediately, a stream of warm milk spewed into his mouth. Ignoring Elise’s surprised whimper, he suckled eagerly and swallowed it all, wasting not even a drop. When he was done, he licked his lips in satisfaction before he pulled almost all the way out of his wife, then plunged into her with one quick, hard thrust, making Elise scream out in frenzied pleasure.

“You. Are. So. Beautiful. Elise. My. Wife.” Lezett punctuated each word with a thrust, and Elise’s mind went blank with indescribable pleasure. “How will we ever leave this shelter?” he rasped. “This is our own paradise. This is what you came here for, is it not? You wanted to be claimed without restraint like this.”

The Princess was long past the point at which she could form coherent sentences. “Y-Yes… Lezett… Want it… I… need…!”

The pleasure was so great that Elise’s body felt hot and cold all at once, and her head seemed to spin. All she could do was cling to him for dear life as where they were joined became the center of her entire world. Her wild cries echoed throughout the forest, but neither she nor her husband cared at all.

Finally, Lezett’s hot tongue invaded Elise’s lips to entwine with her own.

He ravages me like a beast… Just how much has he been holding back?

Her thighs and the tender place where they joined ached from her husband’s relentless pounding, but the pleasure vastly outweighed the pain. Somehow, she only found herself craving more.

The Archduke removed his wet tongue from her mouth and watched her intently as her eyes rolled back in pleasure with each thrust. He knew she was on the brink of reaching her climax once more. Holding her head in place with his hands, he fixed her gaze so that she could look only at him.

She is mine. Totally mine. To do with as I please.

“P-Please, Lezett… I want it…” she begged for him to send her over the edge. 

Happy to oblige, Lezett grabbed her hip with one hand and, with the other, rubbed circles around the swollen bud at the tip of her entrance. Elise screamed nonsensical things in pleasure, and the couple climaxed at the same time. Lezett grunted as a hot burst of seed spewed from his manhood. His thrusts slowed as pulse after pulse shuddered through him, spilling fresh streams of warm liquid deep into his wife. 

In the afterglow of the most intense orgasm of her life, Elise felt like she was no longer in control of her limbs as her body went limp, and she gasped for breath.

I should never take that concoction again, she thought to herself.

However, her husband was far from finished. Without removing his still-rigid manhood from inside her, he flipped her over onto her stomach and repositioned her so that her back was arched, her rear was at his mercy, and her legs were spread as wide as they could be in this vulnerable position. Slowly, with firm, deliberate movements, he began to move again.

“L-Lezett…! Again?” she gasped, but her husband ignored her.

Equal parts aroused and nervous, the Princess realized that this was only the beginning.

* * *

Time became a blur as Elise let herself be carried away by the currents of pleasure and lust. At some point, she had given up and stopped begging for respite. She knew that her words would be no use.

Have I ever moaned like this, abandoning all my dignity like a… like a beast in heat?

Lezett had tried to take her in this position before, but previously, Elise had always rejected him out of embarrassment. This time, there was no stopping him. This view of Elise, naked and vulnerable, only aroused him further as he watched the way he slid in and out of his panting wife.

Sooner than the previous time, Lezett felt the familiar pressure building, and he reached down to squeeze one of Elise’s swollen breasts in his hand, teasing the nipple roughly. With his other, he once again found the most sensitive part of Elise’s entrance and teased it until Elise, embarrassed, aroused, excited, and overwhelmed, screamed his name. Her voice was his undoing, and he slammed his release deep inside her.

Finally, Lezett slowed in post-climax lethargy as he lazily pushed his seed deeper inside his wife. This was the part that Elise enjoyed the most.

If he keeps up this pace, I may succumb to slumber here and now… The effects of Freya’s concoction appear to be wearing off.

Suddenly, the Princess felt a strange sensation between her buttocks. Lezett had spread her cheeks and was teasing her tight rear with one long finger.

“Lezett… No, not there!” Elise desperately pleaded.

Her husband ignored her, this time pressing his thumb against her tight opening.

“N-No, Lezett… Not there, please!” she begged again, trying to squirm away from him.

“All right,” Lezett finally acquiesced with a chuckle.

He is amused by this?

“Truly? You will stop?”

“Yes, of course,” he whispered into her ear.

Elise was filled with a sense of relief and once more allowed herself to slip into the hazy glow of their intimacy.

Yet, once more, the Princess’s relaxation was shortlived. Before long, Lezett interlaced his fingers with hers and thrust himself inside her once more.

Despite her lethargy, Elise could not help but moan in pleasure. Though she was still embarrassed at being taken in such a crude position, she could not deny the waves of pleasure that undulated throughout her body. She gave herself up to it as her husband thrust lazily into her while licking and sucking the soft skin of her nape.

Lezett, eager to send his wife over the edge in pleasure yet again, deftly pinched and teased her slick, swollen nub with his fingers, knowing it would drive his wife crazy. Sure enough, Elise, who was already tingly and sensitive from their repeated lovemaking, fell apart in a loud, wet climax, drenching the sheets beneath her.

I… cannot stay in this position any longer… I am far too vulnerable! Who knows what he may try next?

Seizing a brief moment in between her husband’s animalistic thrusts, Elise slipped away from him and maneuvered their bodies so that she straddled him. Lezett, who suddenly found himself looking up at his flushed wife, raised his eyebrow in a manner that suggested he was curious about what she might do next.

Glancing down, the Princess grasped her husband’s rigid length with her hand and lowered herself onto it. She gasped and moaned as his thick, throbbing length entered her at an angle she’d never experienced before.

He is far too large… and deep…! 

Quickly growing impatient, Lezett grabbed her waist with both hands and slammed the remainder of his manhood deep inside her. Elise’s resulting cry of unrestrained pleasure echoed throughout the forest.

With her husband’s large hands as guidance, Elise began to move up and down, allowing his hot thickness to impale her again and again as they both groaned in pleasure. 

This… feels less humiliating than being taken from behind, the Princess thought to herself. And I can focus on hitting the spots that feel good.

However, having been ravaged by her husband for hours already, Elise soon grew tired. “L-Lezett… I am tired…” she whimpered. Before she could even finish her pleading, Lezett was already moving.

He effortlessly lowered Elise onto her back and plunged into her with reckless abandon. Elise felt like all the air had been knocked out of her, and she could do nothing but gasp and writhe as she clung to the sheets beneath him.

“Ugh… Elise… Elise…!” Lezett growled in a low, guttural voice as he buried his seed inside her once more. Despite his roughness, Elise recognized the undeniable affection and love in the way he handled her body. She wrapped his legs around him and pulled him tightly into her embrace as she felt his warm essence slowly seep out onto her thighs.

After tonight… I am sure there is a good chance I may become with child again, Elise thought drowsily. Only moments later, she succumbed to a deep, exhausted sleep.

* * *

After a day and a half of frenzied intimacy, Lezett finally regained control over his impulses. Examining his right arm, he noted that the black scales had disappeared.

At long last…

He felt an overwhelming sense of relief.

Had Elise not come here, who knows how long it would have been before the madness ended?

The makeshift shelter was filled with the thick scent of their passionate entanglement. As usual, the Archduke gently stroked Elise’s back as he cradled her in his arms.

Oh, no. She has had nothing to eat this entire time, he suddenly realized in panic. I have no idea how much time has passed. It could have been days…

Lezett carefully withdrew his pacified manhood from his wife. Examining her slick entrance, he noted only minimal traces of his seed.

Elise, perhaps feeling the sudden emptiness, frowned in her sleep and snuggled further into him.

“Beautiful…” Lezett whispered.

Lifting his wife’s chin, he noticed some pink and purple bruises on her neck.

Ah, curse this wretched habit of mine, he thought as he anxiously checked Elise’s body for any injuries.

Much to his relief, however, he found very few visible marks. Prior to succumbing to slumber, Elise had applied one of the ointments that Freya had given her to her skin.

Perhaps I was not as rough as I thought…

Lezett sucked at his wife’s swollen breasts as she slept, then used his fingers to tease out his seed that remained near her entrance.

Her intimate place is swollen and red… and also covered in the evidence of our entwinement.

“How could I leave her in such a state of disarray?” he murmured to himself.

What if I have impregnated her again? I must see Freya as soon as we return. She had recommended that red concoction to me before, and… well, it certainly proved effective.

Lezett’s manhood stirred as he recalled how much softer and warmer Elise had felt when he was inside her. He struggled to keep his gaze from drifting to the place between her warm thighs once more.

Why did she follow me here? Look at what I have done to her…

Still, she wanted it just as much as I did.

“Elise…” he whispered.

“Hmmm?”

“Elisabetta.”

The Princess simply rolled over on her side and furrowed her brow, clearly exhausted.

“Is it all right if I leave for a short while?” Lezett asked softly.

Suddenly, Elise’s eyes shot open, and she grabbed her husband’s wrist. “Where do you intend to go? Take me with you,” she implored. “You mean to run away again, don’t you? No! If you do so, you are truly a terrible man!”

In truth, he merely intended to fetch some food or water. However, before he could clarify, Elise clung to his waist tightly and said, “Let us sleep more. I… want to sleep.”

“You must bathe and eat,” Lezett said flatly.

“No, I just need to sleep…”

Every time the Archduke caught a whiff of his wife’s scent, his crotch throbbed with a familiar ache as though it was desperate to be back where it belonged.

My mind has cleared up somewhat, but it would seem my body will not cooperate…

His engorged manhood poked at her slick entrance once more. To no one’s surprise, his base instinct won out. “All right, Elise. Go back to sleep. I will just put it inside… I will be gentle,” he whispered into her ear.

His voice has returned to normal, Elise thought to herself. Ah, but how can I sleep when he whispers such things in my ear?

She felt a thrill of anticipation of what was to come.

“No more… strange things?” she asked.

“Of course not.”

She felt his thick length pierce her yet again, and her back arched in response as she moaned with pleasure.

Relaxing, she enjoyed her husband’s gentle, sweet movements, feeling him press his lips to the back of her head and inhale her scent as if he couldn’t get enough of it.

Soon, however, Lezett’s thrusts became more frantic and his breath ragged as he drew his trembling wife close, searching once again for the heady release that her soft, warm body promised.

* * *

Eventually, the group that had accompanied Elise from Rothier set out in search of her.

“Y-Your Grace? It is I, Ibetha…” the maid called cautiously from outside the entrance to the makeshift tent. “F-Forgive me, Your Grace. I was worried about Her Highness. I have brought some food. Freya also sent some medicinal smoke. She said to inform you that it is oriental valerian, not St. John’s wort.”

Lezett did not respond.

“May I enter, Your Grace?”

At least she has the good sense not to simply enter the tent, Lezett thought to himself as he pulled the blankets over the Princess’s naked form, which was still covered in the evidence of their endless entanglement. He could not, however, bring himself to remove his manhood from inside her.

“You may enter,” the Archduke reluctantly grumbled.

Ibetha swiftly entered the makeshift shelter, the overwhelming scent causing her cheeks to flush red. She carefully placed a pipe filled with medicinal herbs on the bedside table. Lezett lit the pipe by infusing it with his mana and then said, “Clean up. I will watch over Elise.”

The maid knew that the Archduke disliked anyone looking at his wife for too long, so she lowered her eyes and did as instructed.

I truly hope he did not hurt Her Highness, Ibetha thought anxiously.

As she tidied the clothes and broken bottles strewn across the floor, Ibetha could hear the sound of kissing. Lezett would take a puff from the pipe before showering Elise’s face with soft kisses. The Princess let out tiny whimpers even in her sleep. Though she was clearly tired, her husband’s raging manhood throbbing inside her eventually roused her enough to open her eyes.

“Sleep more, Elise,” he whispered.

“If only I could. You will not leave me alone.”

“I have left you alone for hours. What more do you want?” Lezett responded with a smirk.

“T-Take it out, Lezett…”

“But it is so pleasant and warm.”

“Are you still not in your right mind?”

“Just five more minutes…”

“I need medicine,” Elise murmured.

“No. You need to bathe and eat,” Lezett countered. “Prepare water for her,” he instructed Ibetha.

“Yes, Your Grace.”

Elise jumped, realizing only then that they were not alone. The movement tensed her lower belly, and Lezett nearly choked on his smoke as she inadvertently squeezed his straining manhood.

“Who… is that?”

“Ibetha.”

Elise smiled with relief as she lifted her head and made brief eye contact with her loyal maid. Ibetha, however, felt a pang of pity.

Oh, how she must have suffered…

“Ibetha… How is Roanna?” the Princess asked.

“Worry not, Your Highness. Mrs. Pattinson is taking care of her. There is no news from Rothier, so everything must be just…” Ibetha suddenly trailed off, noticing a look of desperation in Elise’s eyes.

Ah, she longs for an excuse to escape his clutches.

“Still, I am certain Roanna longs for her mommy. She is just a baby, after all,” the maid deftly added.

“Indeed, she is but a baby,” Elise concurred while glancing at Lezett. “No doubt she greatly misses her father, too.”

“Me? I highly doubt that.”

“She calls for you more than anyone, Lezett. I am certain she is calling for you as we speak. Perhaps… we ought to return to the castle?”

The Archduke took a long drag from the pipe and then was silent for a moment. “Ibetha, prepare the water and wait outside,” he commanded.

“Yes, Your Grace.”

“And summon the knights.”

“Understood, Your Grace.”

Ibetha bowed and swiftly left the tent. As she walked away, she heard the sound of low moans and the Archduke’s hasty promise to be quick.

* * *

Mrs. Pattinson was incredibly relieved when the Archduke and Archduchess finally returned to Rothier.

“Oh, good heavens! You are both safe and sound!” she exclaimed with joy.

As soon as Lezett laid the exhausted Princess on their bed, Freya and Mrs. Pattinson began tending to her.

“It would appear Her Highness used everything I provided her with,” Freya whispered. “She seems to be in a good condition, all things considered.”

“Well, that is splendid news, indeed,” Mrs. Pattinson replied.

“Nonetheless, we must be vigilant and watch for any signs that she is with child.”

Striding into the room, Lezett asked, “How is Roanna?”

“She is well, Your Grace. She has cried often, however. It seems she searches for her father,” Mrs. Pattinson said.

“And what of her wing? And scales?”

“No significant changes, Your Grace.”

With that, Lezett headed to Roanna’s chambers.

Is it safe to enter? he asked himself while checking that mana was no longer leaking from his right arm.

“Please enter, Your Grace. You can hear her, can you not? She is crying out for you,” Mrs. Pattinson urged.

Filled with trepidation, he slowly entered the room. Roanna reacted to his presence immediately, flapping her wing around in an attempt to reach her father.

Perhaps Elise was right. It seems she really does long for me…

With a beaming smile on her face, Roanna leaped from the cradle and began taking clumsy steps toward the shocked Lezett. Sensing she was on the verge of falling, the Archduke rushed toward her and brought her into his embrace.

“Roanna… Did you truly just…” he murmured in astonishment. “You walked!”

Lezett placed his brave daughter back in her cradle and said, “Try it again, dear child.”

Eventually, Roanna did just as instructed.

Incredible…

The Archduke picked her up once more. Within minutes, she was fast asleep on his shoulder. Lezett was overjoyed. His daughter had chosen to walk like an ordinary child instead of attempting to fly.

* * *

“She walked, you say?” Elise asked when Lezett later shared the exciting news.

He seems so overwhelmingly pleased about this latest development, the Princess thought with amusement.

“Show your mother!” Lezett said enthusiastically, placing Roanna on the bed.

Much to Elise’s surprise, her daughter began tottering along on her own two legs. Suddenly, however, she began flapping her wing.

What is she doing? Elise wondered.

Lezett sighed and grabbed his mischievous daughter as she was on the verge of flying.

“She can fly?! That is incredible!” the Princess exclaimed with excitement. However, her expression soon soured as she realized that her husband was already privy to this information. “You knew? How could you not tell me?”

“It is not normal…”

“And what does that matter? It is special. And therefore wonderful,” Elise countered. Taking Roanna from her husband’s arms, she planted loving kisses on her cheeks and said, “Why did you not show Mommy, too? You clever girl!” Roanna giggled infectiously.

“Are there any other secrets you have been keeping from me? Anything about yourself, perhaps?” Elise angrily asked Lezett.

“Maybe…” the Archduke calmly answered.

“So, there may still yet things to discover. Well, I am sure time will reveal all,” Elise said with a playful grin.

“They are not necessarily matters to be discovered,” Lezett replied in a teasing tone.

“You have discovered many things about me that you did not need to!” Elise said, recalling the two sordid days they had recently spent together.

I gave myself to him entirely because I trust him implicitly. I wish he would lay down his defenses and place that same faith in me…

Lezett climbed into bed with his wife and placed his lips on hers, their tongues instantly entwining in a now familiar dance. Noticing that Elise’s lips were slightly chafed from their time in the makeshift shelter, the Archduke felt a pang of guilt. “It is too late to say this now, Elise, but—”

“If you are going to apologize, do not,” the Princess interjected.

“Then what would you like to hear?”

“Tell me you love me.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too,” Elise whispered tenderly. “You will stay with me again, won’t you? When your madness hits?”

“Hmm, I will have to consider that,” Lezett replied playfully.

“You are far too stubborn. What harm could it possibly do?”

“Are you still not satisfied, Elise? Is that it? Do you crave more of me?” he teased with a smirk.

“Excuse me?!”

“If I leave you, will you come and find me again?”

“Absolutely! I gave you everything, did I not? Even using those… concoctions Freya made. How could you possibly reject me now?”

“I merely jest. I cannot promise to take you with me each and every time, but maybe once a year. You must know that I do not make such decisions because I dislike your company, Elise. Quite the opposite.”

It seems, at least, my efforts were not in vain, Elise thought with satisfaction. We have so much joy ahead of us.

Lezett contentedly stroked Elise’s hand and Roanna’s wing before suddenly whispering, “Thank you.”

Elise gazed up at him with a smile full of pure love and affection.
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