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  Act I


  


  It had only been a few months since a rumor began being passed in the capital. It was said that there was a new son in the House of the Duke of Erhardt. He was said to be a grown man of twenty-eight years. The Duke of Erhardt claimed that the man was his flesh and blood, born of him and his maid, who worked in his castle twenty-eight years ago. Not many among those who lived in the capital believed this tale.


  To be fair, they weren’t wrong. Jean exhaled smoke. He was smoking a cigar. He had long stopped counting the curious eyes following him. He concluded that there was nothing he could do about it, not when he had entered the residence of a duke with a tale as pathetic as his. Indeed, even he wouldn’t be convinced of it. What a coincidence was it that a twenty-eight-year-old man who owned a diamond mine on top of a number of textile factories turned out to be the duke’s lost son? He was the one who plotted the scheme, but even he thought it was a poor craft.


  “I shall take my leave for home if you would be so kind.”


  He rose. The nobles were gathered at a table in the garden. They briefly rose too as a sign of politeness and farewell before resuming their seats. Jean put out his cigar, splitting it into two. He fixed his clothes. Inside the mansion, the brightness of the chandelier was flickering against the windows. He could hear the sound of the string instruments. He ran his hand over his mouth before heading inside. Two servants stood by the door. They opened the entrance for him. Jean thanked them with a brief smile.


  The moment he took his first step, he could feel the eyes on him. He looked around. He kept the smile on his face as he did so. This much gaze did not bother him anymore. It was nothing. Had he not experienced the same situation in numerous balls? In the beginning, the gazes were out of spite and animosity. Now, however, there was a mixture of admiration and desire. It was easier for Jean to handle. He proceeded to head to the right side. He just spotted the man he had been looking for.


  “Grand Duke Robert, your Highness.”


  Jean approached the man slowly. He folded his one arm, bending his torso into a bow. The man threw him a glance. However, he did not reciprocate the acknowledgment. Jean had expected this. He waited patiently. After quite a moment, someone next to the man called him once again.


  Your Royal Highness.


  That was when the crowd before them dispersed. And that was when the man in his middle years turned to look. It was as if he had not been aware of Jean’s presence prior to the call.


  “Jean Erhardt, at your service, your Highness. It is an honor to be in your royal presence.”


  Jean greeted the man politely. It was after he had pressed his lips at the back of the man’s calloused hands.


  “Ah, you must be the lost son whom the Duke of Erhardt claimed to have found. Your visit is welcome.”


  The Grand Duke’s reception was curt and quite contradicted his message, as he did not seem to welcome Jean’s presence. Only a studying gaze existed. Jean kept his smile and waited patiently. Having received the man, the Grand Duke had turned his back on Jean. But soon, someone would tell him the riches Jean held in his palm. Jean would drink champagne and stroll around until then.


  “Uncle.”


  It was when Jean had a sip of the champagne. He slightly tilted his body at the voice he heard. He saw that those who had been idling before the Grand Duke’s way were removing themselves. It wasn’t an enthusiastic yield, but neither was it an assertive rejection of the approach. It was a favorite method of the nobles when they were handling someone of high status but who did not quite deserve it.


  Jean glanced at the man who spoke from the corner of his eye. He was pushing through the slow crowd. It was a mere glimpse, and there were many who stood between them. Jean had caught sight only of the man’s extravagant garment and his read hair.


  Uncle. Jean digested the word quickly. The Grand Duke Robert was the younger brother of the current emperor. It was not hard to guess who would call him that. However—


  Jean could feel the silence befalling the room. He merely lowered his eyes. None welcomed the sudden guest. None greeted him either. It was a perhaps natural reaction. Those surrounding the Grand Duke Robert were his supporters, those who were called Robertians.


  “Maximillian.”


  It must be the Crown Prince. Jean silently guessed the status of the speaker. The footsteps rang particularly loud. Jean went through his memory. No one had warned him to be aware of the Crown Prince. While he was thinking, the footsteps came to an end immediately before him.


  “Lord Jean Erhardt.”


  Jean looked up. Robert Joachim was looking his way, speaking to him. He seemed displeased. He gestured with his eyes. Not at Jean, but at the newly arrived man.


  “You are graced with the presence of His Royal Highness, the Crown Prince Maximillian Joachim.”


  Jean found himself looking away—and a bit surprised at that. He was briefly dazed. As soon as he got back to his reason, he lowered his gaze, along with his upper body. It was a reflex response.


  “Your Royal Highness, may it please you, I am Jean Erhardt, the heir to the Duke of Erhardt, at your service.”


  There came no acknowledgment in return. Jean stayed still for a moment. He could only see the tip of the man’s shoes. The ballroom atmosphere, gaining back its earlier state, had turned icy.


  “Joachim, Maximillian.”


  It was a long pause later that a hand descended. Jean lifted his body a little. He kissed the back of the hand and let his gaze rise. When their eyes locked, the man pushed his face forward. The distance was too short to avert the gaze. Jean could see the vivid color of the gray eyes. At the same time, he felt pressure in his hand. Jean found himself frowning. He quickly relaxed his face. The Crown Prince seemed to have smiled a little. Jean tried to pull his hand back. As he did, the prince only held it firmer.


  “Your Highness.”


  The confrontation ended only when the Grand Duke Robert called on the man in a warning tone. Oh, my. Maximillian voiced out his sigh. It was a mischievous tone.


  “My apologies. It is an ill habit of my soul to forsake its earthly vessel upon beholding the beauty of this world.”


  “...It is of no problem, Your Highness.”


  The Crown Prince let go of Jean’s hand, speaking in a tone akin to singing. Jean smiled awkwardly. The disgruntlement had made its way to his face. He turned his gaze away in an attempt to hide his emotion. The Crown Prince gathered his hands behind his back.


  “I suspect that you, Lord Jean Erhardt, inherited your dashing features from the Duke of Erhardt, as well as your astuteness in matters of trade.”


  The question was thrown with an air of ease. However, Jean Erhardt was rumored to be the bourgeois who had bought his noble class from the House of Erhardt. It was not a homely subject for a conversation. Furthermore, the Duke of Erhardt and Jean had almost no similarities in terms of both their features and manner of trade. Jean was tall and blond. His eyes were blue. The Duke of Erhardt, on the other hand, was a short man even for his age. He had brown hair and deep green eyes. He had a bad sense of business. He let a ducal house plummet to the ground. On top of everything, he sold his genealogy to a bourgeois.


  Everybody hushed about it, but everybody talked about it. And here was the Crown Prince, bringing up the subject to the surface. It wasn’t hard for Jean to suspect the intention behind the action. It was for entertainment. A mockery, an insult for fun. He could hear audible gulps around them. Jean stayed still, smiling. Among the crowd, those who had financially benefited from the House of Erhardt recently would not be able to smile.


  “Yes, Your Highness. I take after my father, which I am most grateful for.”


  The nobles were ludicrous in that way.


  “I see. It saddens me that someone of such beauty is the blood and flesh of a noble.”


  And Jean was sure that the man before him was no different. Or so he thought in peace when the man continued without hesitance.


  “Had you been a catamite, I myself would have cherished you dearly.”


  The loud gulps were no longer audible. Even Jean was forced to look up at the man. And it was not solely because of the utter rudeness of the statement.


  He scanned the man. The man was so fair that he looked pale. But his skin glowed. His red hair was healthy. He had a face so beautiful that it looked like the Creator Himself had molded it. His eyes were full of life. It was hard to find any malice or spite in his face. It was just as challenging to see any respect or favor for Jean.


  Or, perhaps, he was just like any other royals, seeking entertainment from mocking a stranger. Jean felt a slight disgust and concluded his thoughts. Among high nobles and royals, there were those who grew up without any restraints. They knew not what to say and what not to. And this ignorance and arrogance were excused and veiled under the name of innocence.


  Jean believed it best to first handle the attention drawn on him. Everybody was watching him as if he were a fire crack about to explode at any moment. Abundance of attention was never favorable. He parted his lips a little to speak, but he knew not of which words he should present. He couldn’t bring himself to talk.


  “I am grateful—”


  His tone started as he intended.


  “—for your high words of praise, My Lord Prince.”


  By the time he was done, however, he couldn’t stop himself from forming a sneer. Jean lifted his gaze to look at the Crown Prince. The man was smiling, as if in reciprocation. Jean swore inwardly.


  *


  “Jean.”


  Jean Erhardt turned to look back. Darkness reigned in the alleys. He could see nothing but the exceptionally dark and long shade. Jean walked toward that shadow. His steps were so light and careful that no sound was made. The shadow moved. Jean followed it. After passing by a few more alleys akin to a maze, a small door appeared. The shadow opened the door.


  “Look who’s here! Why, if it isn’t it the heir to the Duke of Erhardt.”


  A crowd had gathered inside. Jean grinned, taking off his hat and coat. Cornell, the shadow that led the way to this place, stashed away Jean’s possessions to be stored in an appropriate place.


  “It is most reckless of you to call on a person without consulting him prior, Sir Wickham,” said Jean as he took a seat.


  Across from him, a man with reddish brown hair sat. Nathan Wickham. He was a knight. And the knight had a tankard of ale in his hand.


  “What is to worry about? I am confident our dear Lord Jean had made sure that there was no one watching,” said Nathan, raising his ale.


  He was not wrong. Had Jean felt another’s presence, he would not have followed the shadow. He grinned. Nathan handed Jean a pint of ale. But Jean shook his head.


  “I’ll have to say no.”


  Instead, he flicked his fingers, and someone brought him tobacco. Jean leaned back on the chair. The smoke from his cigarette slowly climbed up.


  “Have you met the Grand Duke?”


  Wickham asked. Jean nodded his head, and the face of the Grand Duke Robert Joachim crossed his mind. He was a crafty man in the middle of his life’s journey. A smart and greedy man. The Grand Duke was the commander who had made history in the previous civil war. And, like the commander he was, he boasted a great physique and used words and manners just as pompous. The way he treated Jean said that the man might be smart and quick in his calculations, but he did not look the careful and deliberate type. The Grand Duke did not hide his fascination with Jean. He was already turning his head to look at the young man before even the ball had ended. He did it as if he had never treated Jean invisibly.


  “I think I have a chance,” said Jean.


  Wickham put on a satisfactory look at Jean’s words. Jean removed the tip of the tobacco from his lips.


  “He’s not vigilant toward us. He seemed unaware of our existence, let alone our plans. He subtly implied that he was in need of finance.”


  “That pig. Everyone knows that since the emperor has fallen ill, the royal riches have been transferred to the Grand Duke’s castle. Did the wealth not satiate him?”


  “Men indulging themselves know no end. The success of our deed seems more promising than my apprehension.”


  “Good job. Any other trouble?”


  Jean stared at the smoke filling the space at Wickham’s inquiry. Other trouble. The question reminded Jean of the unpleasant memory at the ball earlier. He handed the cigarette pipe to Cornell, standing next to him. Cornell proceeded to smoke the pipe.


  “...Wickham, you seemed to have missed a figure.”


  Slowly, Jean spoke. Wickham raised his eyebrows, taken aback.


  “Missed a figure?”


  “The Crown Prince Maximillian Joachim. He came to the ball.”


  “Oh,” Wickham was tense at the thought of who it might be. He let out a moan, relaxing, “You scared me,” said Wickham.


  Wickham leaned back on his chair, ruffling his hair. Jean waited for what his friend would say next.


  “You need not mind that man. He’s not important enough to be a hindrance to our cause. He’s just a wayward son.”


  “The Crown Prince is?”


  “He beds men and women alike. That is his greatest joy in life. He does make appearances in balls and banquets, but oftentimes, he revels in nasty intoxicants or indulges in debauchery. You got to meet him. It’s a rare chance, to meet him in sobriety.”


  “Isn’t the Crown Prince the next in line to the throne? Wouldn’t he take after the emperor should he pass away?”


  “Oh, my, wouldn’t that make everything easier. Maximillian Joachim would be much simpler to get rid of than Robert Joachim.”


  Wickham responded, shrugging. His manner said that the Crown Prince was neither a man of significance nor trouble.


  Jean recalled the beautiful man who wouldn’t let go of his hand. The man did not flinch in speaking his thoughts of offense. The distinct ashen color of the Royal Joachim swirled in his eyes as he did so. A catamite. Jean gnawed on the word the man said to him. He smirked. Jean did not find the remark offensive. Not anymore. However, he did find it amusing, for the man who said it to Jean himself would have been the one sold as a catamite had he not been born as a royal.


  “No news of my patron yet?”


  Jean had no mind to spare for the man. Wickham whistled at Jean’s change of subject.


  “You mean the Little Pearl of Lord Jean, the heir to the Duke of Erhardt? Unfortunately, not yet.”


  Wickham’s tone was jesting, but the message was not. Jean responded solemnly.


  “Make haste. We need my patron with us before the deed begins.”


  “We are trying, my lord. We are combing through noble heirs and offspring who would have that much awareness. We are also searching among foreign lands and their men who were high nobles during your time there. However, we would appreciate it if you keep in mind that it is not an easy task to seek someone you know not of the person’s name, face, and even hair color, Lord Jean Erhardt.”


  Wickham was not wrong. However, there wasn’t much time. Jean grabbed Wickham’s jug of beer to quench his thirst. Wickham seemed to be watching him. The knight’s whistling grew softer, then stopped altogether.


  *


  It was a week later that Jean Erhardt met the Crown Prince Maximillian Joachim again. They were at the banquet the Grand Duke Robert Joachim hosted.


  Maximillian was at a corner of the castle of the Grand Duke, his attire messy and ruffled. Jean stared at the man’s red hair. There was a leaf stuck on it. Jean couldn’t say anything. He was at a loss for words. There was a man on top of the prince. His trousers hung on his thigh. He seemed unaware of Jean’s presence.


  “Oh, my.”


  Maximillian muttered, watching the back of the man who ran away while hastening to put his clothes on. The prince’s vest was on the ground, and his collars were wrinkled. Still, he appeared more presentable than the man he was indulging with.


  “...Pardon me,” said Jean after having stood and stared blankly.


  Maximillian narrowed his eyes. He studied Jean. He did not bother rising himself. Jean lowered his gaze. He wondered if he should leave or not. He was likely to have left had he not heard Maximillian exhale a syllable of recognition, ah, just when Jean turned his head, hiding his face under his hat.


  “The catamite of the House of Erhardt.”


  Maximillian spoke. Jean stopped and stood still as if his feet were planted to the ground. He slowly turned. Maximillian was lying down, his upper body propped up halfway. His one arm was carrying his weight against the floor. He looked like a painting.


  “Am I right?”


  He asked for a confirmation. The leaves were his sheets, and the earth was his bed. He acted so very naturally. There was a light trace of a love bite on his neck. Jean did not respond. He realized that the prince’s rudeness before was neither of innocence nor ignorance.


  “...You jest much, Your Grace.”


  Jean had to try hard to stop himself from telling the man that it was rude. Maximillian grinned, standing up and dusting his clothes. He took a step forward and approached Jean.


  “Jest? And who said it was a jest?”


  Jean closed his mouth.


  Maximillian put his hand on Jean’s vest as he spoke. He placed it right on the deep neckline of the vest, where it plunged into the chest. Soon, the tip of his finger slowly crept inside the shirt. He slid his finger in. Jean stopped the hand. He was about to slowly remove it from his body.


  “Oh, my.”


  But Maximillian hooked his finger on the vest, unwilling to let it go.


  “A man would have to brace death before laying a finger on a royal person.”


  Jean blinked. Indeed, such a law existed. However, it was not a custom strictly adhered to. Yet, should Maximillian bring it to test, there was nothing Jean could do. The Royal House of Joachim was falling, and as proof, its members were easy to kill a person. Jean closed his mouth. He heard a chuckling.


  “’Tis a jest, my friend. A jest,” said Maximillian as he took his finger away from Jean’s vest.


  The man’s finger tapped on Jean’s chin. He could smell a faint scent of tobacco. Jean stood still without uttering a word. He ought to ask for forgiveness for his rudeness. He did not want to, however.


  Did Maximillian desire to read his thoughts? The prince suddenly thrust his face in front of Jean’s. Their eyes locked before Jean could even react. They were the same gray eyes he had seen a week ago. The eyes stared straight into him. They were searching.


  Jean didn’t avoid the gaze. Rather, he followed the man and studied every inch of the face before him. His features were stunning. He deserved to be elaborated as picturesque. The proportion of his face and his features were graceful, like someone had painted them. His impression was not strong, but the softness of his lines resembled an art piece. Jean remembered what Wickham had told him last night. Intoxicants, debauchery, and—


  ‘He claims to do art and have his bedfellow sit naked before him and draw a painting of the naked body.’


  The royal who lived drunk in vanity called art.


  Precisely the type Jean loathed. That was when Jean lowered his gaze.


  “Was it ten years ago,” started Maximillian.


  He had his hands gathered behind him. He straightened his posture as he spoke. The man at full height was only slightly shorter than Jean.


  “The Duchess of Erhardt had a catamite in her company.”


  The only sources of light were the moon, the brightness of the chandelier through the windows, and the diamonds beaded on Maximillian’s clothes. It was of no challenge for Jean to hide his expression. He wasn’t quick to deny or stop the speaker.


  “I heard the boy was worth quite the sum. His hair was as lustrous as golden silk, his eyes as blue as sapphires. He was so beautiful that the late heir to the Duke of Erhardt brought the boy to the academy to brag. The boy was dressed extravagantly, scented with oil, and positioned to stand in balls. Although, very rarely.”


  “...”


  “I wonder how many are there who would remember a boy from a decade ago. I wonder who would remember a boy who wasn’t even in their own household, or recognize the man he had grown to become...”


  Maximillian trailed off. He took a step back. The light coming from the castle of the Grand Duke repeatedly appeared and disappeared on his face. Jean couldn’t dare follow him, so he stood still. He felt dizzy from the unforeseen attack. He couldn’t figure out Maximillian’s intention. In the meantime, Maximillian was slowly getting far from Jean. His hand gathered behind him, his steps light and playful.


  “Your Highness.”


  Maximillian’s face was now as small as a lady’s hand mirror. Jean got to his senses and quickly followed after the prince. He hastened. He walked on dry leaves. The crisp sound they made rang like his own scream.


  “Your Highness, please, a moment...”


  When Jean reached him, Maximillian was walking, looking straight ahead nonchalantly. Jean called him repeatedly, Your Grace, but the prince did not heed the words. Those who seemed to be his servants surrounded him.


  “Hmm.”


  While Jean hesitated, Maximillian suddenly turned.


  “Lord Jean.”


  Jean stopped. He was slightly panting, for he had hastened his steps to chase the prince. Maximillian opened his lips.


  “I wish you to join me for a cup of tea.”


  It was an offer out of the blue. Neither was the timing great. However, Maximillian continued as if he had forgotten their earlier exchange.


  “Tomorrow at noon, in the Royal Palace. What do you say?”


  Jean was unable to respond. He couldn’t respond even when he knew that the prince was waiting for him to speak. The man was so abrupt in shifting the conversation. He was so effortless at bringing up a new subject. The man was waiting for Jean, his chin slightly raised.


  “...It will be my honor, Your Grace.”


  Jean was barely able to give an answer. The end of Maximillian’s lips curved upward, sly like a cat’s. He gestured ever so slightly. And just like that, Jean was dismissed.


  *


  Jean Erhardt was born Jean Fiev in a small village within the Joachim Empire. He was abandoned in front of a tavern. Had he been a common babe, his brief life would long have ended. He was fortunate. The tavern owner took a liking to his golden locks. The owner took him in and gave him bread, along with the name Fiev. When Jean turned fourteen, the owner sold him.


  Jean’s first owner was a slave master. The slave master collected children of the poor, of those with no parents, of foreign prisoners. He then graded them accordingly and sold them again. He recognized the value of Jean’s golden hair and blue eyes at once.


  The boy was quickly given the highest grade. There was no way to know whether it was a blessing or a curse, but Jean was beautiful. Owing to this beauty of his, he was well-fed and well-clothed. His master, a man of trade, taught him simple manners, along with the late teachings of serving someone in bed. Jean learned how to give pleasure to ladies of high nobility. He learned how to speak like an aristocrat. Table manners and horse riding were taught just as well.


  It was the winter before he turned fifteen when Jean was sold to the House of Erhardt. The Duchess of Erhardt had a pair of silk gloves on her hands and an ermine wrapped around her neck. They said she was in bad health and in need of a child servant to keep close to her at all times. However, her seeking was in deep secrecy, and everyone knew why that was. Everyone knew the true reason behind the discreetness.


  Jean was able to put his knowledge to use before the turn of the year. He was green and clumsy, but the duchess cherished even that lack of experience. She was very fond of the boy. She was as fond of the boy as a duke was fond of his maid being bedded by his peasant.


  “Lord Jean.”


  ‘The catamite of the House of Erhardt.’


  He remembered the lazy gaze that landed on him. The catamite of the House of Erhardt. He also remembered the conviction in the voice. The voice was so sure Jean was the boy once called that way.


  “Lord Jean.”


  Jean moved his gaze. A servant stood awkwardly before him.


  “The duke summons you, my lord.”


  The servant spoke, hunching in intimidation. Jean stared at him silently. Jean sighed. There was only one reason why the old duke would call him. And Jean was not in the mood to listen to the grand tale of why the old man needed more gold for his gambling.


  “The factory commander owes me a sum. Seek it and give it to the duke, and tell him I shall pay him a visit tomorrow, that I am much too tired to be in his presence today.”


  The gold which the duke sought was but a trifling sum to Jean. It was much easier for Jean to throw him a bone ahead and save himself the trouble of having to face the old man. Or so he thought when he remembered the ashen eyes that bore into him. Ah—Jean lifted his hand.


  “No. A moment.”


  The servant bowed, stopping himself in the middle of turning his back. Jean rose.


  “I shall visit Father myself. You can leave.”


  He picked up the coat he was just putting down. The duke’s chamber was on the topmost floor of the mansion. As he slowly climbed up the stairs, he articulated the questions in his head.


  “Ah, Jean. You’ve come.”


  Jean knocked and entered the chamber. The Duke of Erhardt, sitting by the window, greeted him with enthusiasm. The table was a mess from the burnt ash of tobacco.


  “I was told you sought my presence, my lord.”


  Jean responded docilely, concealing his true intention.


  “Yes, yes. I assume your matters of trade are all fine?”


  The Duke of Erhardt had long missed the social gatherings of nobles. The rumors said that he was greatly shocked by the death of his son, who perished from a fall from horseback. People whispered that it was the reason why the duke was averse to leaving his mansion. However, it was far from what Jean had witnessed himself. Jean took a seat from across the duke. He glanced at the table again. The fawn tablecloth, riddled with ashes, was not level. There seemed to be something underneath the uneven fabric surface.


  “I am ecstatic that you are bringing the name Erhardt to its former glory—”


  Jean lifted the edge of the table fabric with the tip of his finger. The duke stopped speaking.


  “My lord.”


  Slowly, Jean flipped the cloth. The fabric gradually revealed what it had been hiding underneath. There were cards. The disorderly sight told Jean that the duke had hidden them in haste.


  “Have you been wagering again?”


  “Jean. Spare me a moment, please. You see—”


  “So you have.”


  The duke fell silent. The man had lived fifty-odd years of his life as an aristocrat. He was not used to being scolded. Jean let go of the cloth he’d been lifting with the tip of his finger. The fabric flapped, falling back to its place.


  “Is it in the nature of nobles to know not how to command the self?”


  The Duke of Erhardt had been consumed by wager even before the demise of his heir, Johnny Erhardt. Be it the games of dice, cards, or horse racing, the duke was impartial to all wagers. He did not show himself in gatherings of high nobles not because of the shock of his son’s death. In truth, it was due to the accumulation of his debts from wagers, which had swelled to such a considerable sum that he could no longer manage. Yet, the duke was unable to forgo his games of fortune. It had nothing to do with the sadness of losing his son.


  “Fair enough,” Jean started.


  All was good for Jean as his stroke of luck was evident upon his return to the capital. Relief washed over him upon learning about the state the duke had landed himself in. For Jean had changed in the last decade, and other nobles would not recognize him immediately. However, the same could not be said of the House of Erhardt.


  Nathan Wickham and their other brethren worried that the members of the House Erhardt might slip Jean’s past as a catamite. Among members of the cause, Jean was the one most appropriate to approach the Grand Duke without harboring any suspicion. Not only was he elegant in his looks, he was well-versed in many sciences. He had learned the manners of nobles as a boy. Most of all, he had wealth. However, the moment his past was revealed, no aristocrat would ever welcome his presence, not with their insufferable haughtiness. And he had been pondering how to make the duke and the members of his household hold their tongue when he found out the perilous state of the duke’s finances. It was a blessing that God Himself had sent.


  “You need not learn to restrain the self anymore, for you have gained much in return for bestowing me your name—,” said Jean, resting his chin in his hand. The duke avoided his gaze.


  “—Father.”


  Pushing a card off the table and watching it fall, Jean called the man. Neither the duke nor Jean was used to the address, but Jean liked it.


  “I met the Crown Prince today.”


  He liked it. It felt as though he was insulting the duke every time he said it.


  “He called me the catamite of the House of Erhardt.”


  And every time he did, Jean affirmed his nature. Jean was able to see for himself how base his own nature was. His lust for mockery was the proof of his past and former status, for only those who had lived beneath felt pleasure at trampling over those on top. He tapped the table lightly with his fingers. The duke hunched his shoulders, appearing diminished in stature.


  “If you are speaking of the Crown Prince Maximillian... I am sure His Royal Highness was simply jesting.”


  The duke responded, avoiding Jean’s gaze. His hand was trembling lightly. Jesting. Jean recalled the word with Maximillian’s face. With every step he took backward, a light shone on his shadowed face. Jean vividly remembered the glimpses of his smile every time the face was under the flickering light.


  “Hmm.”


  Jean rubbed his chin.


  “Is there any chance he could have recognized me? Even just by coincidence?”


  The duke’s eyes moved around. He seemed to be flipping through his memories. Then, the eyes came to a halt. Ah—a sound escaped his lips. The duke quickly closed his mouth. Ah—Jean mimicked him. He rubbed the tail of his lips, looking at the man sitting across from him. The man had aged and fattened. The noble was not as towering as Jean had remembered him to be.


  “Well, when Johnny was still in the academy, the Crown Prince was also attending the institution at the time.”


  Johnny was the name of the late heir to the Duke of Erhardt. He was the one who brought Jean along as a trinket. Jean nodded. It was a gesture for the old man to continue.


  “But... they were in different years. And Johnny had only taken you to the academy so many times. The prince couldn’t possibly recognize you, what with the time being ten years apart...”


  The academy. The Crown Prince also mentioned it. That there was a catamite that the dead Lord Johnny brought to the academy. His words were implicit, but they told Jean that the prince knew Jean was that boy.


  Matters are growing troublesome—Jean thought on his way out of the duke’s chamber. Even if Jean’s true identity was revealed, he could find his way out by lying that it was a blood kin he knew not of. The problem was the Grand Duke. Robert Joachim was renowned for the sanctity he held for the royal lineage. He had a reputation for refusing to speak to any noble who lacked a title. It was likely that he dismissed Jean earlier for the same reason, for he was unsure of Jean’s lineage. This meant that should the Crown Prince inform the Grand Duke of Jean’s true history, it could greatly hinder the deed in preparation.


  ‘I wonder how many are there who would remember a boy from a decade ago. I wonder who would remember a boy who wasn’t even in their own household, or recognize the man he had grown to become...’


  Jean understood now what the prince had truly meant. He got a pipe to his lips, lighting and puffing it. Tomorrow. Noon. Tea. Jean then remembered that the prince was frequently inebriated in intoxicants, lust, and art.


  Slowly letting the smoke escape him, Jean stood before the mirror. An artist intoxicated in art. Jean knew the kind all too well. They were those who sought earthly beauty to satiate their own lust and use their weakness to all matters beautiful as an excuse to justify their base deeds.


  Jean untied the cravat on his neck. He looked into the mirror. A strong face of a fully grown man was looking back at him. All of a sudden, he could foresee what was to happen.


  *


  It was ten minutes before noon when Jean arrived at the Royal Palace the next day. The Crown Prince must have given his orders, for the guards did not search Jean. The coachman knew to take him to the establishment the prince resided in. To be precise, Jean was dropped off at the garden of the establishment. Several royal servants approached him. They gave him simple reminders and warnings as to how to carry oneself before the Crown Prince and quickly disappeared.


  Jean slightly pressed the tip of his hat. The sunlight stung despite the winter winds. With the appearance of the grand garden before him, a sigh was the first thing to escape Jean’s lips. Each tree in the garden, each drop of dew dangling on the leaves, seemed to be glistening and piercing his eyes. He began walking with heavy steps. Jean was told that the palace of the Crown Prince was at the end of this garden. The first chamber on sight was the one the prince stayed in, one of the servants had told him.


  After ten minutes of walking, there came a fountain with no water. At the end of the path that laid before it, indeed, there stood a regal structure. It was heavily shadowed, but the shade failed to hide its age, its façade faded from the passing of time. A wolf, the sigil of the Royal House of Joachim, was largely engraved on each of the doors. Jean turned around to look at the clock tower. It was noon. He moved on.


  The Crown Prince’s chamber was immediately by the entrance. Jean grabbed the door knocker shaped in the mouth of a beast. He knocked several times. There was no response. Jean waited for a little. He then pulled on the door. It was not locked. He slowly stepped in. He smelled a nasty scent. It was not a scent he was used to, but he knew what the source was. The scent of paint. Jean lightly tapped the tip of his nose with his finger.


  Sunlight was beaming on the prince’s chamber through the windows. The one under the light happened to be not a person but an easel. Below it, a tapestry was laid like a carpet. It told the founding tale of the Joachim Empire. Jean stood still where he was. He held his hat in his hand as a sign of respect to the prince.


  The bed was not in the center of the chamber. It was pushed to the right wall, a shaded spot the sun touched not. Jean could see the silk blanket that had fallen off the bed. It was a mess.


  “Your Highness.”


  Jean did not move. He knew well that aristocrats did not enjoy someone looking down on them in bed.


  “Who is it?”


  A stuffy voice responded. It sounded hoarse, followed by a groan. Jean could see the prince’s porcelain hand protruding out of the bed. It looked so fair that one might mistake it for having dipped in lime powder. Jean answered calmly.


  “Your Royal Highness, it is Jean Erhardt, the heir to the Duke of Erhardt.”


  The servant Jean met at the entrance of the palace told him to head straight to the prince’s chamber. Did the servant not know that the Crown Prince was still in slumber? Or was he given an order to show Jean to the chamber whether the prince was sleeping or not? Whichever it was, both were quite preposterous, for it was the Crown Prince who had insisted they had tea at noon.


  “Erhardt?”


  The prince asked, almost moaning. He slowly lifted his arm. Finally, his upper body came into sight as it moved out of the bed. Jean could see the man’s upper garment, untied, his whole chest visible. The robe was hanging by his shoulders. Jean averted his gaze. Ah. Jean heard the voice. The Crown Prince whispered.


  “Erhardt.”


  The voice seemed to be of affirmation, following a realization. Soon, he rose to his feet, swaying. The red hair was a mess, spiking in every direction. His eyes were lazy, still drunk in sleep.


  “We were to have tea. Right.”


  The Crown Prince, Maximillian, murmured, looking into Jean’s way. He smacked his lips. He was still lost in slumber. The prince then moved to sit at the small table by the easel under the sunlight. Jean held his position, staying still. Maximillian yawned. He looked like a sleepy bird.


  “Take a seat.”


  The prince gestured at the chair across from him with his chin. Jean alternated between looking at the prince and the chair. The Crown Prince in an utterly inappropriate attire and a seat across from him. Jean wanted to laugh.


  “I’ll have them serve you tea.”


  Most of all, this was the Crown Prince’s chamber. The prince had called a guest into his most intimate place, and now, he was serving tea with his skin bare to see. This was too rude even for a Crown Prince. He was belittling Jean.


  “It seems to be ready, Your Grace.”


  But Jean was in no position to get mad. He simply took his seat and spoke quietly. A teapot and cups were on the table. The pot was still warm to the touch. Maximillian threw a glance at Jean’s words. He smirked.


  “Oh. This tea is...”


  The prince looked down at the teapot. His finger lightly tapped on his lips. His gaze slid upward. Jean felt the eyes studying him. Finally, Maximillian’s lips drew an upward curve.


  “It’s the royal tea.”


  Jean was stomped. All he could do was blink. Whether Maximillian was aware of Jean’s state or not, he simply continued speaking.


  “I ought to ask for yours. I heard that good tea from the south had been brought into the kitchens.”


  He rang the bell for a servant. Jean waited for his tea to be served, feeling quite dazed. He had to hide his face with the teacup as huffs of laughter kept escaping him. Royal tea he could not dare drink. Jean knew well that there were certain colors and ornaments that only the royal could wear, only the noble could wear, and the common people could wear. He did not know that such distinction prevailed in tea.


  The damned class. Jean lightly smiled, sipping the tea that was served. He was so sick of it. Maximillian poured his own cup of tea. His one leg was crossed above the other. His garment was still not buttoned. Jean could see the man’s skin between the slipping fabric. Moving his gaze away, Jean carefully began speaking. It was to say what he had been preparing on his way here.


  “Your Grace, I heard that... my late brother was honored to have been in your royal presence in the academy.”


  Maximillian was looking at the garden out the window, his finger locked on the cup handle. He turned to look at Jean’s words. His face looked particularly fair. Perhaps it was the sunlight shattering on his face.


  “Your late brother?” the prince asked.


  His tone was mocking. Jean felt his throat drying. His mouth was parched. Did the prince know how Jean was feeling? The man smiled.


  “Lord Jean Erhardt.”


  The smile melted as a cube of sugar would in hot tea. Jean gulped.


  “Objects of beauty do not escape my memory.”


  Jean recalled what the prince had said the evening before. He remembered the way Maximillian slowly walked backward and the sentence he did not quite complete.


  ‘I wonder how many are there who would remember a boy from a decade ago. I wonder who would remember a boy who wasn’t even in their own household, or recognize the man he had grown to become...’


  Jean felt it in his bones. What the prince just said was the very words he chose to hide last night. It was a chilling warning. Objects of beauty—the catamite and his face—do not escape my memory.


  “Objects of my desire, all the more, do not escape my memory.”


  Maximillian slightly slouched forward. Jean watched the man’s finger lazily trace the edge of his teacup on the table. Jean’s gaze was scrutinizing, gauging the opponent.


  Soon, their eyes met. Maximillian’s gray eyes stared at Jean as if they would swallow him whole. Every time the man blinked, Jean felt like he would be engulfed by that ashen color. It was a peculiar sensation. Jean found his lips slightly parting.


  The finger that traced the cup climbed up fluidly and stroked Jean’s jaw. It moved as if it were touching a fine china. It started from under the ear and drew an intimate line all the way down to the jaw. Jean felt his hair stand where the finger touched him. He licked his lips. Maximillian was looking at him, his head slightly cocked to the side. The prince continued speaking.


  “Never do I forget any of them.”


  The finger dropped from the tip of the chin. Jean couldn’t say anything. Maximillian clasped his hands together. He rested his chin on them, curving his lips upward. Silence reigned for a moment. Jean slowly closed and opened his eyes once. He then looked at the man straight in the eye.


  “What do you,” Jean began.


  His voice was low.


  “...desire, Your Grace?”


  Jean ended his question. His heart had been beating fast, but now, it was calm.


  “What do I desire...”


  Maximillian gently closed his robe. The man was briefly lost in his thoughts. He moved his gaze to the window, where the sun was beaming. His eyes were looking at the easel standing upright in the sun.


  *


  Nathan Wickham turned at the sound of a knocking. He was at a cabin in the forest close to his dwelling. Aside from his brethren, not much knew of the place. Instead of answering the door, he singed the light in the oil lamp. The space was engulfed in total darkness at once. Wickham picked up the sword that he had laid on the chair. Then, a quick rap on the door was heard, followed by a low voice.


  “’Tis I.”


  It was a voice he knew. Wickham narrowed his eyes.


  “Jean?”


  There was no response. Wickham carefully opened the door. The chain was still bolted. It made a noise as it was pulled taut. He could hear a sigh from the other side. As the man took his hat off, Wickham could see the fine lines that belonged to a sculpture and shimmering golden hair. The knight finally unlocked the door chain.


  “What brings you by at this hour?”


  Here, of all places—Wickham wanted to add, but he didn’t. Jean would have still gotten the message, nonetheless. Ever since he began living as the heir to the duke, Jean made sure he was not seen speaking with his peasant brethren and even with Wickham, despite the latter’s status as a knight and nobleman, albeit of lower standing. The Jean that Wickham knew wasn’t foolish enough to venture to this secluded location at such a late hour. Jean exhaled a sigh as if it were his response.


  “I searched the surroundings. There were no eyes watching.”


  “Right, I am sure you took care of that affair. But that is not what I am speaking of, and you know that.”


  “Maximillian Joachim knows who I am.”


  The sulking lips stopped at that moment. Wickham blinked. Jean picked up a match from the table and lit the lamp. Soon, the light danced and shed brightness on his face, revealing the grave look on it. Wickham sat across from him in a hurry.


  “Maximillian Joachim? The Crown Prince? What do you mean he knows who you are?”


  “What I said, quite literally. He remembers me.”


  “...How?”


  Jean shook his head. He himself did not seem to know. Ha. Wickham found himself huffing out an empty laugh. Haha—he went on. He then slammed his fist loudly on the table.


  “It was ten years ago. You weren’t even called Jean back then. Name, physique, style, tone, class, everything about you had changed. How could he know who you are? He wasn’t even your master.”


  “He claims to have seen me in the academy. When Johnny Erhardt took me with him.”


  “He could simply be testing you. Even I did not recognize you when I saw you. You weren’t even in the academy to study. You were taken there sometimes as a servant.”


  “He clearly remembers that I was in the House of Erhardt.”


  Wickham couldn’t help but bite his lip. His head was aching for the first time in a long while. Meanwhile, Jean Erhardt sounded calm and composed for someone who had hurled a bomb at him. The man’s demeanor worsened Wickham’s headache. The knight groaned. He was searching for ways to hush the Crown Prince Maximillian when Jean began speaking.


  “...I don’t suppose the news will reach the Grand Duke.”


  He was calm as he brushed off the leaves that had fallen on his hat. Wickham’s eyebrow flinched.


  “What are you on about?”


  Jean was being optimistic. It was unlike him. He opened his mouth to respond to Wickham, but he closed it again. Wickham waited patiently, watching his friend hold his own jaw and brush along its line. Finally, Jean Erhardt spoke.


  “Do you remember? What you said before.”


  “Before?”


  “That the Crown Prince draw those he bedded naked.”


  Ah. Wickham made a sound of acknowledgment. It was true. It was a well-known ill hobby of Maximillian Joachim to draw the bodies of those he had spent the night with. Owing to this hobby, it was rumored that the palace of the prince reeked of male seed and oil paint every day. But what did that have to do with anything? Wickham creased his brows. At that moment, he could see Jean’s shadow cast by the lamp light. Even his shadow looked graceful. That was when Wickham’s thoughts clicked together. The Crown Prince liked to play artist, and he was very fond of all things of beauty.


  “You cannot be...”


  Wickham spoke, his voice quivering.


  “Jean. You are the heir to the duke right now. You are different from those who climb onto his bed at the flick of his finger.”


  Jean was still quiet. Wickham was briefly left speechless.


  “...I wish you to unbutton your clothes yourself,” slowly, Jean began speaking.


  “Take off your shoes, climb onto that bed...” he continued.


  Jean’s tone was serene, but the words were lecherous. It wasn’t hard to know that he was repeating the words of someone else.


  “And lie on it with your member and bush out.”


  All Wickham could do was lick his lips. He didn’t know what to say. As an old friend, the knight knew all too well that ever since Jean freed himself from the status of a catamite, the man despised the work of pleasure. Wickham also knew of Jean’s hatred toward those who saw him as an object of lust. Jean paused for a moment. His face was blank of any emotion. But Wickham knew that the man was calming himself down.


  “Does that suffice as a response, Erhardt?”


  Jean finished the impersonation. His voice was colder than the winter wind. Silence fell for a moment.


  “...And?”


  Wickham spoke carefully. Jean stared at him. Wickham added, urging his friend.


  “And what did you tell him?”


  His voice was shaking. He was enraged by the insult his friend had to face. At the same time, he was scared. If Jean had let his emotions get the better of him, they might have to abandon all they had done for their cause and start from scratch.


  Jean didn’t respond. Instead, he stared at the wall across from him. There was nothing on the wall, but his gaze was straight, unwavering. It pierced into the surface as if it were boring a hole. Wickham was troubled. He felt uneasy. He called his friend, “Jean.”


  “...I didn’t say anything.”


  Jean’s response was slow and careful. He continued.


  “He told me to sleep on it and let him know by tomorrow. He would grant me another chance to respond. Same time, same place, tomorrow.”


  Wickham groaned before he could stop himself. This was wholly unforeseen. He stood up and paced a little to ease his mind. All the while, Jean stayed still, unmoving, rigid in his seat.


  “And? What’s your plan?”


  Wickham sat down across from Jean only after he had circled the cabin twice. Jean nestled his chin in his cupped hand at the still irate voice.


  “...I’m not sure.”


  “Not sure? Is that all?”


  “It does not seem to be a problem I could devise a solution to.”


  “Then what!”


  Wickham banged on the table out of frustration. Jean frowned slightly. Perhaps it was because he was raised as a catamite, but there were times when Jean seemed more noble than those of true noble birth. Wickham exhaled loudly several times. Then, Jean grinned. Wickham looked at him in surprise. The grin reached Jean’s eyes.


  “Nathan, undressing myself upon a bed causes me no distress.”


  The hand slamming on the table stopped. Wickham looked at his friend, his eyes wide with bewilderment. He was suspicious. He couldn’t believe it was the same man who so despised the matters and manners of pleasure. As soon as their eyes met, Jean smirked.


  “I have stripped tens of times for a mere piece of bread. Why would I not do the same for a greater cause?”


  Wickham was late to realize that Jean had been calm and serene all this time. Jean did not even ask for tobacco. The only one who was irate as a bull and as antsy as a squirrel was Wickham alone. He swallowed an empty laugh, asking, “Then what?” Jean’s grinning eyes returned to their usual shape.


  “Rather, this would be a good chance. I heard that the Grand Duke Robert is quite partial to his nephew. If rumors spread that I stay close to the prince, he would seek me before I, him.”


  Jean wasn’t wrong, but Wickham frowned.


  “Do you think the Grand Duke Robert would speak to the man who accompanies his nephew in bed?”


  “The nature of the meeting between the prince and myself is unknown to any other. I merely visit His Royal Highness for a cup of tea.”


  “Jean. The whole of the empire knows that Maximillian Joachim is a prodigal deprave and a pain in the royal arse. And also what it means to ‘share a cup of tea’ with him in his chamber.”


  “Nathan, the Joachim Empire finds itself in a state of financial distress. It is not uncommon for a crown prince to seek out a moneyed magnate to finance his extravagant pursuits. Furthermore...”


  “...Furthermore?”


  “If a mere heir to the duke could put a leash around the Crown Troublemaker, who could possibly mistake him to pleasure the prince?”


  Wickham could now see the scheme Jean was brewing. Jean would let the prince have fun with him while gaining what he could. Inside, Jean would be the man who was left with no choice, threatened by the Crown Prince to climb onto his bed, unrobed. Meanwhile, on the outside, he would seek his gains. Only Jean would be able to devise such a plot. Wickham finally exhaled a breath that wasn’t a sigh.


  “You’ve already made up your mind.”


  Wickham thought his friend was here to seek advice. He wasn’t. Jean was here to deliver his decision. Jean nodded his head. Then, he kept silent for a long while. It wasn’t like Jean. Neither was it like him seeking Wickham just to deliver a matter he had already made the decision on. Wickham stared at his friend. Jean was tapping the table with his finger as if a matter was bothering him.


  “What is it?”


  Wickham asked, his arms crossed. He felt a gaze stay on him briefly. When he returned it, Jean avoided his eyes for a brief moment.


  “...I wish to keep this a secret from my patron.”


  Jean spoke with a soft voice, blinking his eyes slowly. Wickham stared at the blue eyes that were gaining moisture. It was unlike Jean. It was a rare sight.


  “With time, rumors will spread, just like the way you foresaw, my friend. They may not say that I was in the prince’s bed, but at the very least, people would call me a nouveau-riche sycophant.”


  Oh, my goodness. Wickham barely stopped his own jaw from dropping. Jean was earnest.


  “What if I disappoint my patron?”


  Jean lifted his gaze slightly and asked. Wickham had nothing to say in return.


  He knew whom his friend was speaking of. The mysterious person Wickham jestingly called The Little Pearl or La Petite Perle of Lord Jean Erhardt. It was owed to the patron that Jean Fiev became Jean Erhardt. However, even Jean himself did not know who the noble was.


  “What if my patron thinks I’ve changed?”


  Whenever Jean talked about the Little Pearl, he acted like an eighteen-year-old boy. The expressions on his face were out of command. Every change in his emotions surfaced on his face. Wickham tutted inwardly. Jean was the most rational and level-headed among his brethren. Every time he saw Jean act this way, he was reminded just how weak men were before their fickle hearts.


  “Jean.”


  Wickham carefully called his friend. Jean looked agitated. He was burying his lips on the back of his clasped hands.


  “Cornell is doing what he can. It’s simply taking him longer to trace it back because the gem that your Petite Perle gave you had gone through several routes before it reached you.”


  Jean had been looking for his Little Pearl ever since he first acquired the textile factory. The only clue he had was the several correspondences they shared and the gem that Little Pearl had sent him. It seemed impossible to reach the person whom Jean had not been in touch with for several years now, but Jean himself never seemed to have given up on the possibility. Indeed, even if Jean believed it was impossible, how could he give up on it? Was Little Pearl not the person who had discovered Jean’s brightness and potential even when he was a catamite? Was Little Pearl not the one who had liberated Jean from the Erhardts and sent him abroad for studies?


  ‘The one who bestowed me life.’


  It was how Jean referred to his Little Pearl. One could say that it was perhaps too lavish a way to express his gratitude. Wickham cooed and soothed the man carefully.


  “We’ll find the person soon. I promise you, your letter will arrive to your Little Pearl before the year ends.”


  Jean huffed out a smile. The tension in the room was diffused a little. Wickham continued in a lighthearted tone.


  “As soon as we find him, we’ll tell your Little Pearl that the rumors running are a mere part of the grand scheme of affairs. I will make sure that the Pearl knows how much you tried to bring the dawn of the new world, just like the Pearl had told you.”


  Jean rubbed his face. His ears were red.


  “Right... I have acted petulant.”


  He murmured with a little shame, scolding himself. Wickham merely shrugged.


  *


  His footsteps to the palace weighed like a feather. Jean’s mind was at ease as he got down from the carriage. The prince’s palace only appeared after wholly crossing the garden. The fountain was still parched without moisture, the structure was still shadowed, and the toxic scent of the paint still stung the nose when the chamber door was opened. It was precisely the same time as the day before.


  “Ah, Erhardt.”


  The only difference was that the Crown Prince Maximillian was not in slumber. Jean bowed. At the prince’s gesture, the servant tending to his tea removed herself from the chamber. Soon, the door closed with a thump. Jean stole a glance at the easel. The wooden stand was still placed right by the window, where the sun was pouring through.


  “You are much punctual, Lord Jean.”


  Maximillian murmured in a humming tone. He placed a canvas on the easel. Next to it, there lay paint brushes, palettes, and jars filled with pigmented paint. At a glance, he truly seemed like a court painter. Jean took off his hat, and Maximillian parted his lips to speak.


  “And...”


  The Crown Prince was of the same attire as yesterday. His clothes were undone, and his robe barely hung onto his body. He was quite far from well-dressed. Jean slowly walked up to him, looking at him. Maximillian was about to continue when he stopped. He slightly raised his eyebrows. His thin lips seemed to be curving upward. Alas, the prince parted his lips again.


  “What say you?”


  Jean was standing before the prince’s bed.


  The bed was high, fitting for a royal. A feather-like fabric was draped over it, lightly concealing the furniture, above which a soft duvet was fixed. Jean lifted the hanging fabric with his finger. Maximillian watched him, sitting on the table. Jean undid his cuffs silently, returning Maximillian’s stare.


  He knew well how he would look to those eyes of ashen color. How could he not know when he had lived his life so long as an ornament? Jean was taller than Maximillian. His shoulders were broader, and he had sinews and flesh the prince did not. Jean was now too old and too robust to be a catamite. He placed his hand over the cravat on his neck. He hooked a finger in the knot and pulled the strip of fabric down. The air felt cold on his neck.


  Next was his shirt. The topmost button was almost too tight, pressing on his Adam’s apple. He undid it slowly. Jean was well aware that Maximillian was watching the tip of his fingers with the eyes of a hawk chasing its prey. Jean met his gaze and undid the rest of the buttons. The physique that he had honed for several years was now revealing itself. Jean took off his shirt and hung it on the small chair next to him. He took off his shoes and placed them under the same chair. His socks and gloves were removed as well. His garments enveloped the piece of furniture.


  “Your Grace, I wish to make a trifling request.”


  Jean looked at Maximillian as he laid his hand over the buckle of his belt. The prince whistled. Jean could not tell whether it was a sign of affirmation or of mockery. He proceeded to unclasp his belt. The trousers dropped easily.


  “I have never pleasured men in bed, Your Grace.”


  Only a single article of clothing remained. There was nothing holding him back. Jean hooked his thumb in his undergarment and pushed the right side down. The member inside was revealed partially. It was not in the least aroused. However, its appearance was commanding. The right side of the undergarment slid past the slanted bone in his hips. Jean laid his hand on the other side. Maximillian had placed a pipe between his lips. His eyes were mildly cold.


  “And I do not know the ways.”


  The fabric fell to the ground. Jean was wholly nude.


  He turned around to face Maximillian. He could feel his body shaded under the shadow of the drapes veiling the bed. Jean saw smoke slipping out of the prince’s lips. Hmm—the man hummed. His eyes were narrowed to thin slits.


  “You know not the ways...”


  Maximillian murmured. His eyes were still fixed on Jean’s bare body. The tobacco smoke slowly crept its way to Jean.


  “You amuse me.”


  The prince laid down his pipe. He slowly climbed down from the table. His movement was fluid, akin to that of a cat’s. Jean did not avoid his gaze but watched the man approaching him. The sun beamed its rays on the prince’s face, resembling the portrait of a beautiful lady. It caused Jean’s stomach to churn. Jean was unsure of the cause of his discomfort. Was it a latent symptom of his disgust for himself? It could be his repugnance for the noble class. It is, after all, what kept him shedding his clothes again and again. Or perhaps it was simply a symptom of awing at the beauty of the prince.


  “Erhardt.”


  Maximillian now stood very close. He, too, was under the shade of the drapes. Not tidy, but still, fully clothed. Maximillian lifted his hand. Even without the shoes, Jean was still slightly taller than the Crown Prince. However, strange enough, he did not feel as if he was looking down.


  Maximillian’s thumb pressed on Jean’s lower lip. The flesh was pulled down, and his lips were parted. The prince’s fingernail brushed on the gum, inside the soft flesh of the mouth, painlessly. It slid up, touching the teeth, then, it disappeared into the cavity so gently and softly like witchcraft. Soon, the finger pressed on the tongue.


  “What is it that concerns you?”


  Jean could not respond to the question. Maximillian exerted a force upon his thumb. The mouth widened—a reflex action—and spit pooled in it in a similar fashion.


  “Hmm?”


  The prince urged, flipping his finger over inside the hollow space. The thumb had invaded deep, threatening to press upon the base of the tongue. It then touched the roof of the mouth, tracing the moist skin from the back to front, slowly and surely. The tickling sensation caused the hair on Jean’s body to stand on end. Maximillian whispered.


  “Do you fear that you will be unable to cradle my member with this mouth of yours, Lord Jean?”


  His thumb grazed on the upper teeth before exiting the space. Finally, Jean was able to swallow his spit. Strangely, his lips felt more parched than a moment earlier. Maximillian’s thumb brushed against his cheek. It glided along the neck, then effortlessly moved on to the shoulder, then to the chest, brushing by the nipple, and flowed all the way down to the member. His hand tickled the spot right above the bush.


  “Or, perhaps...”


  Jean heard the low voice. He found himself turning rigid. Maximillian pressed his body against Jean’s and asked, whispering.


  “Do you fear that you will fail in granting me that which I would desire?”


  With these words, Jean felt the prince’s temperature on his member. Jean blinked. The words were subtle but nuanced. They did not leave Jean but rang in his ear. The word desire and the touch it brought onto his bush undoubtedly bore a carnal essence. However, the essence quite differed from what Jean had imagined. He looked at Maximillian. The same eyes from earlier looked so lascivious now.


  “...Do you wish me to bed you, Your Grace?”


  Jean tasted bile reversing its way up his throat. He knew he should not, but he failed to stop himself from briefly frowning. Maximillian lifted his eyebrows.


  “Bed me?”


  The tip of his forefinger poked Jean in the middle of his chest. The prince cocked his head.


  “Did someone beg?”


  His tone was chilling. Jean closed his mouth. He turned his face, trying to hide his disgust. A hand stopped his chin. His face was forced to return to its position. Before him, a pair of ash-gray eyes sparkled.


  “Look at me, Jean.”


  They locked eyes. Jean could see himself in Maximillian’s eyes. Maximillian asked again.


  “Did I beg you to bed me?”


  “...Forgive me, Your Grace,” said Jean.


  His voice was low, murmuring. Maximillian breathed out a moan, hmm. Jean lifted his hand and held onto the prince’s sleeve.


  “But Your Grace,” Jean continued to pull the sleeve down so very carefully and spoke, “I do not harbor a carnal desire for you, my Lord Prince.”


  Maximillian, to Jean’s surprise, let his hand be led down with ease. The prince’s eyes sparkled, but Jean heeded them no attention. He merely stared straight into them. Then, he continued, remaining apathetic.


  “Should it please Your Grace, I shall bring an élixir d'amour upon my next call.”


  It was impossible right now. That was Jean’s message. Jean told himself that he need not unveil all his animosity. Yet, he failed to stop himself from spitting the words through his gritted teeth.


  “Élixir d'amour...” Maximillian murmured and asked, “Have you sought it frequently? That dreary potion.”


  “A catamite needs much to do his job, Your Grace. Those who enjoy spectating a body writhing in pleasure occasionally seek its effect.”


  “Writhing in pleasure...”


  Maximillian was gazing at Jean with eyes alive and vivid. He soon lowered his gaze. It presented Jean with no challenge to know where the prince was gazing.


  “How amusing.”


  With a brief response, the prince took a step back. His gaze was still fixed on Jean. He walked backward, just like he did at the castle of the Grand Duke. His hands were gathered behind him as if he were concealing something.


  “Lie on the bed.”


  The prince commanded upon arriving at the easel.


  “I shall paint first.”


  *


  That day, Maximillian did not touch Jean. Neither did he ask that Jean touch or gratify himself. It took just over the term of two hours. And throughout that time, the raspy whisper of a pencil filled the Crown Prince’s chamber. All Jean could see was the ashen eyes behind the easel. Jean was treated with quite the courtesy. He had not expected this.


  “Clothe yourself. Wednesday. I shall expect you at the same hour.”


  Maximillian told Jean as soon as he was done painting. Jean dressed himself while stealing a glance at the prince. The prince was opening the windows. His hands were clumsy, not quite used to the task. He could have called upon a servant to do it for him. However, no one’s presence could be felt inside and outside the chamber.


  “You must have dismissed everyone, Your Grace.”


  Jean spoke carefully while putting on his shoes. Maximillian turned to look at him.


  “...There is not a servant around, and I simply wondered, my Lord Prince.”


  Jean explained himself. The sun had moved. Light no longer shone through the window panes. Maximillian stood before them, his locks gently stirred by the breeze.


  “I do not enjoy the presence of anyone around me.”


  The prince answered. That was the end. Jean paid his respect to the royal and left the chamber. The palace hallway was eerily quiet, causing his footsteps to ring loud in the sepulchral setting. Until he was out of the garden, Jean saw no one.


  “It must be from the lack of funds.”


  Cornell explained. They were in an alley behind the Royal Palace. Cornell was a capable informant. He was the quickest to hear the news among the brethren of Jean and Nathan Wickham.


  “Lack of funds?”


  Wickham asked, standing next to them. Cornell put down the glass he was wiping. He was also the owner of this small pub.


  “The House of the Grand Duke plunders the tax money as soon as it is collected, and the rich aristocrats don’t pay taxes. The cost to maintain the dignity of the royals can’t be shrunk, and the emperor is in his sickbed. The occasional stories have been around for a few years now, that there are fewer servants working in the Royal Palace.”


  “But I have seen those who brought the prince his tea and swirl him his paint.”


  “I mean not that all have been banished. And your arrival would have prompted him to dismiss the servants more. But it is true that the royal treasury is not doing well these days. Well, the whole realm is lacking in funds.”


  “And still he indulges in all those extravagant paints, diamond-studded clothes, banquets and balls... The Crown Prince is something, isn’t he?”


  Wickham whistled lowly, but he looked displeased. As the leader of this gathering, he detested extravagant nobles more than anyone. Jean smirked.


  “Indeed, he did not seem to be in his right mind.”


  Before Jean, there stood a small glass. It was liquor, a glass of watered-down rum. He picked it up and looked at the hushed surface of the liquid. An image of Maximillian’s face crossed his mind.


  ‘Did someone beg?’


  Jean recalled the man who held his jaw and asked him. Jean licked his lips.


  “The man who is of the most royal birth and rearing desires to spread his legs open and be bred like a mare in heat... Amusing business, indeed.”


  Wickham and Cornell turned to look at Jean at his mumbling. As usual, they started drinking after Cornell had closed the shop. There were only three of them in the pub.


  “A mare in heat?”


  Wickham repeated and burst into laughter. Jean put down his glass. The sweetness unique to rum swirled in his mouth. The cloying taste was followed by Maximillian’s voice in his head. Did I ask you to bed me? the prince had said. Jean scoffed.


  “How amusing that a man knows no shame but only vanity.”


  “...Our Lord Jean has quite the potty mouth today.”


  Wickham whistled lowly again. Jean did not respond. He could not tell what he was feeling. Ever since he had met Maximillian, Jean had an inexplicable feeling of discomfort in his chest. It felt like someone was pressing on his nerves. Vanity. Jean referred to it as vanity, but it wasn’t. The look Maximillian had at that moment was no futile pride brought forth to shield himself from shame. Jean was there. He had seen it better than anyone. If anyone had felt shame in that moment, it was Jean.


  “Have you met the Grand Duke Robert?”


  Cornell asked. Jean was caught by surprise. He diverted his gaze to hide his startled reaction.


  “Not yet.”


  “Any approach from him?”


  “None.”


  “Our bait must not have been enough. I shall look for a more fitting setting,” said Cornell.


  Jean nodded. The sudden appearance of Maximillian hindered Jean’s approach to his initial target, the Grand Duke Robert. The Grand Duke Robert. Jean recalled the man’s face silently. The snake-like eyes were the first to appear in his head.


  “Tell me again how many men he commands in his private army.”


  “It is quite difficult to say, sir, for even the royal guards in the palace are his private soldiers,” responded Cornell.


  “What about our spies?”


  “Several captains leading units of their own are our brethren.”


  “I heard the river has begun frosting, although it returns to its waters as the day comes and the sun rises. We need to start soon.”


  Wickham chimed in. Jean nodded. Contrary to the anxiety in Wickham’s voice, they seemed to have enough time. The river ran deep. They still had about two months before it froze entirely. Two months. It was enough time to lure someone.


  “You have acquired a good card named the Crown Prince, sir. Why don’t you try throwing bait on that side this time?”


  Cornell suggested carefully. His words were implicit, but it wasn’t hard to see through them. Use the Crown Prince to gain Grand Duke Robert’s attention. It was also one that Jean himself had been pondering.


  “The good card and I appear to be ill-suited companions.”


  However, Maximillian wouldn’t be easy to move. It was seen just earlier today. Jean conspired to target the man after bedding him first. It did not go as he had anticipated. Already, they had started off on the wrong foot. The fault could lie with Jean and his nature to be unable to hide his feelings, particularly to those whom he despised. But another fault was that Maximillian did not act according to Jean’s expectations.


  “What if you act and pretend to have fallen in love?”


  Cornell made a suggestion. Jean laughed. The prince would see through the trick. Jean emptied his glass. Cornell added, explaining himself.


  “You need not succeed in seducing the prince. He holds no value as a card. The important task is showing the Grand Duke, showing him how useful you are to the person you serve.”


  “Wouldn’t that bring forth more suspicion from that mare in the palace?”


  Wickham spoke craftily. He was right. It was also what Jean was worried about. Cornell took the empty glass, “Is that right?” he said. Jean thought hard for a moment.


  “I can’t be sure.”


  He recalled the conversation with Maximillian. Jean also recalled what he had told the man.


  “Although it would be quite hard to pretend to be in love—”


  ‘I do not harbor a carnal desire for you.’


  “—I think it wouldn’t be as difficult to feign a novice, swooned by the pleasure of a deed never before tasted.”


  ‘Should it please Your Grace, I shall bring an élixir d'amour upon my next call.’


  Jean had not said these words with his next strategy in mind. It turned out to be a prudent offer, the young lord thought while licking his lips. His head spun convoluted webs. Little by little, he could see the man he must aim to impersonate. A man who was amazed and dazed at his first ever encounter of bedding a fellow man, but at the same time, ignorant and green enough to let his subtle hostility seep through.


  “Cornell, do you carry any élixir d'amour with you?”


  Cornell nodded, albeit with a questioning look on his face. Jean gestured at the man with his hand. Cornell blinked but said nothing as he headed to the store. Soon, he returned with a transparent bottle in his hand. Wickham squirmed his eyebrows.


  “Are you planning to feed that to the Crown Prince?”


  His tone implied that it was a dangerous plan. But Jean shook his head. Wickham was a knight, and he had a propensity to be traditional on matters related to intimacy. Jean used his thumb and forefinger to lift the object Cornell handed him. It was a meager amount. He would be able to pass it in one gulp. Jean put the bottle carefully inside his jacket. Wickham and Cornell were still staring at him, their eyes fraught with suspicion. Jean grinned. Cornell had replenished Jean’s drink before he even knew it.


  “To the new world.”


  Jean lightly tapped the bar with his glass as if he were stomping his feet. Wickham stared at him before following the action.


  “To the new world.”


  Then, they drained their drinks. Cornell followed suit without any word.


  *


  “I have brought the potion, Your Grace.”


  Maximillian narrowed his eyes. Jean Erhardt, after placing a tiny bottle on the windowsill, began undoing the cravat in his neck. He was making an effort to put on a calm but anxious look. Maximillian rested his chin in his palm, watching Jean. The prince then gestured at the window. Jean saw the man’s brows slightly crease. He was asking Jean for an explanation.


  “Élixir d'amour, Your Grace. I’ve been told it is used to mate dogs.”


  Jean spoke quietly. He could see Maximillian’s finger slowly glide from the cheek down to the jaw. The man’s lips twitched. He licked his lower lip. A low hum followed. It sounded like a moan.


  “And—”


  Maximillian scrunched one of his eyebrows. He was expressing displeasure. It appeared as a look of vexation.


  “—you are telling me, Lord Jean Erhardt, that you must take a dog’s potion.”


  Jean hung his head. Maximillian scoffed. His hand covered about half of his mouth. He was partially sitting and partially lying down on a chair. A penetrating stare fixed upon Jean’s crotch. The prince spoke in a soft but clearly audible voice.


  “It must be quite the delicacy.”


  He then grabbed his own crotch and began touching himself. Jean was a catamite, and he was confident he had seen all there was to see living as one. However, the prince’s action was one that surprised even Jean. Yet, there seemed like nothing could stop Maximillian. He simply kept staring at Jean, his eyes filled with lust, his lips wet from licks.


  Jean found himself turning his gaze away from the man. He hurried to grab the potion by the window. Jean would rather his reason be clouded by poison.


  “Ah, stop.”


  Jean’s hand flinched. Maximillian flicked his finger. It appeared that the prince wanted Jean to let go of the bottle. Jean hesitated but did so. The finger flick shifted into a different sign. It changed from put it down to come here. Jean took a step forward. Maximillian whistled and shook his head.


  “If you so desire to be a dog, shouldn’t you be the beast first, Jean?”


  Jean did not understand what it meant initially. He would not have understood it until the very end had it not been for Maximillian’s icy tone. As Jean took his second step forward from lack of comprehension, the prince called his name.


  “Jean Erhardt.”


  Jean gulped air. If you so desire to be a dog, shouldn’t you be the beast first... That was when he understood it. Jean stood still. Maximillian was smiling, watching Jean like a spectator of an amusing show. His eyes were in slits, prompting Jean to obey.


  Jean had to stop himself from biting his lip. Then, slowly, he got down on his knees. The floor was soft, lined with a carpet. One silver lining to all this. Jean reached out his arm forward. He moved them one by one, advancing his body. He moved slowly, like a beast on four limbs. Jean felt the softness of the carpet under his palms, the fur crushed underneath.


  It wasn’t as difficult as he had expected it to be, for more challenges were awaiting Jean.


  “A good dog deserves to be loved,” the prince started, presenting Jean with the challenge of anger.


  “Look up, my lord,” he continued, this time, presenting Jean with the challenge of hiding his derision.


  “’Tis time for you to pry that pretty lips of yours ajar,” the prince finished speaking.


  Jean found these to be the most challenging of all.


  He could feel flesh gliding down his shoulders. It was Maximillian’s feet. Jean’s face was positioned between Maximillian’s legs. The prince’s trousers were half pulled down, revealing the lump of flesh inside. It was what Maximillian was touching earlier. Jean had pictured it several times in his head before attending this call. However, its actuality was far more revolting than the one he had on his mind.


  Jean started by calmly taking off Maximillian’s shoes. He then pulled the trousers all the way down to the prince’s shins. The prince pushed his member closer to Jean’s face. Jean thought it would be something similar to what he had done in the past. But when a fellow man’s cock touched the tip of his nose, he couldn’t help the bewilderment rising in him. He felt like he could smell something. Maximillian touched the tip of his member against Jean’s lips. Unlike his slim physique, his cock was quite fat, and it intensified Jean’s repulsion.


  “Jean.”


  Had his face turned rigid from the bewilderment he felt? Or perhaps the prince was vexed by Jean’s unparting lips? Maximillian called Jean and whispered in a low voice.


  “You should open your mouth.”


  He spoke as if he were cooing to a child. Jean stiffened for a moment. It was a bodily reaction, a bodily repulsion. He heard a laughter coming from above his head. The prince must know what Jean was feeling. Jean could feel the feet slide from his shoulders and down his back.


  “Why? You can’t seem to do it?”


  Maximillian asked. His tone was cloying. He seized Jean’s face with both his hands and pulled it up to his own. Jean faltered, failing to hide his shaking eyes briefly. Maximillian burst into laughter. He then lowered his body to kiss Jean’s lips, giving him pecks.


  “I find the look on your face quite adorable.”


  The prince whispered, removing his lips slightly. That was when Jean got to his senses. He spoke urgently.


  “I can do it, my Lord Prince. All I ask is that you spare me a mome—”


  Maximillian swallowed Jean’s words. He pushed his tongue between the parted lips, sucking on Jean’s lips. He did not give Jean the moment to reason. His tongue traced the palate of Jean’s mouth. And soon, their tongues were entwined. Fluid was swapped, flattened and swirled by the slithering tongues. It was Maximillian who moved, and Jean was merely accepting the movement. The prince panted occasionally. He must have run out of breath. He seemed aroused.


  “Hold it.”


  Maximillian patted around for Jean’s hand and pulled it to his member. Jean felt a hard, solid piece of flesh. It was Maximillian’s penis.


  “You should touch it well if you do not wish to put it in your mouth.”


  Maximillian said the words as he touched Jean on that trail of spot from the ear to the cheek. Jean felt grateful that he found this less repulsive. Most of all, they were so closely positioned against each other that Jean couldn’t see the member. He could only feel it. Jean slightly pressed the tip of the cock with his thumb. Maximillian swallowed Jean’s lips as if in response. His legs spread more. Jean surrendered his tongue and rubbed the tip of the cock more. The prince lightly panted. Fluid was leaking from the tip of his member.


  “Ah, Jean...”


  Jean put his hand between the open legs and caressed the stones hanging between them. The prince let out a dragging moan. It sounded like nothing that belonged to a royal who had been arrogant just a moment ago. Jean recalled his former masters. Their voices changed once they lay down on the bed. No matter how noble their birth was, how elegant their manners were, they would crumble before the might of their base needs. And the Crown Prince was no different. As soon as Jean had the thought, it calmed him.


  “Ah, damn you, Jean, it feels so good... rub the tip more! More!”


  Maximillian’s whispers lay somewhere between urging and pleading. He was already leaking fluid. Jean moved his hand in an unfeeling, unthinking manner. Ah, aah—Jean heard moans coming from above his head. It did not inspire any desires in him. If anything, it only deepened his despise. The organ that filled Jean’s hand was entirely erect now. This was the one that felt like a beast’s.


  And just when Jean was having the thought, Maximillian pulled his body back. The movement was so sudden it felt like an ambush. Jean could see the prince’s thighs shaking. Maximillian was catching his breath. He lowered his legs from Jean’s back and looked down. Jean’s member was not at all aroused. Still, the prince gazed at Jean’s crotch, seemingly dreaming. And when he licked his lips, Jean felt goosebumps rising in his skin.


  “Erhardt...”


  Now that Maximillian had pulled his body away from Jean, Jean could see the man’s member more properly. Blood pooled in it, making it more unsightly than earlier. At the tip of the huge and stiff thing, transparent drops of fluid had formed. Jean’s hand was already damp.


  “I shall bring the—”


  —potion, Jean was about to say. And Jean would have emptied the whole bottle into his mouth had it not been for Maximillian’s low growling, forbidding Jean to move.


  “Stop, and look here straight.”


  The Crown Prince’s voice rang with sternness. Oh, good Lord. Jean groaned silently. He did not wish to see the prince’s ugly member, all stiff and erect. However, Jean had no choice. He tried to hide the look on his face as he looked at the Crown Prince. The man spread his legs wider. He was stroking his own member. His red face made him seem like he had drunk a couple of bottles of wine.


  “Jean, Jean.”


  Maximillian called Jean’s name as if it were the name of his salvation. Yes, my Prince, Jean responded.


  “Come closer, hmm?”


  Maximillian cooed. Jean pushed his body forward a little bit. That was when it happened. Something spurted on his face. Soon, the member pushed in through the little opening in Jean’s lips. There was no time to feel disgust or repulsion.


  “Ah...”


  Jean felt drops of fluid falling on his tongue. It tasted bitter. Jean couldn’t react, let alone speak. Jean came here ready with an aphrodisiac. But this was something even he had not anticipated.


  “Ah... Damn.”


  Maximillian pulled the back of Jean’s hair and moaned. Jean couldn’t free himself, for his mouth was filled with the prince’s cock.


  “Are you aware... that your face alone is quite arousing?”


  It was something the prince said while stuffing the rest of his member into Jean’s mouth. The man seemed to be enjoying the pleasure that followed the sensation. Whether physically or emotionally, there was nothing Jean could come up with as a response.


  He had lived as a catamite. But it had been a decade since that business had ended. Jean was no longer used to this type of treatment, all the more now that he was the heir to the Duke of Erhardt. Jean overlooked that fact. He felt like an imbecile. His body shook out of repulsion. The prince did not seem to care as he nonchalantly pulled out from Jean’s mouth and spoke.


  “I must paint.”


  He then added, your face inspires me.


  *


  A deranged man.


  Jean spat out the wine. He had washed his mouth with water. However, he felt like he could still taste the bitterness. So, he had resorted to washing his mouth with wine. While Jean was posing on the bed, he felt like Maximillian’s member was still inside his mouth. He couldn’t stop himself from retching. Maximillian scoffed, holding a pencil in his hand. But he did not give Jean permission to leave, seemingly entertaining himself by tormenting Jean. Owing to that, it took Jean three more hours before he was able to leave the prince’s palace.


  “The Marquess of Rubin is to host a banquet soon.”


  The shameless prince started before continuing.


  “I would like to wear a justacorps of silk fabric, in the color of a pale rose, with golden embroidery. It would look quite dashing to be paired with a waistcoat and buttons of opal. What do you say?”


  Prepare it for me—that was what the prince meant. Jean’s plan was to lure the man and flaunt his wealth, using the man as his puppet. However, when faced with this pompous and shameless demand, Jean was the one left in bewilderment. Jean let out an empty laughter. He then washed his mouth with wine again. The grape scent remained strong in his mouth. That was when he was finally able to calm down a bit.


  That filthy, shameless, base man! A filth like him went to the academy, wore diamond buttons, and feasted on the wonders of the world all because he was born of a royal birth. And he would rule this realm after the emperor’s death. Even if the Grand Duke Robert sat on the throne, the prince would continue to live his life in extravagance. When boredom came, the prince would paint, smoke intoxicants, or buy men of beauty and shove his ghastly cock inside their mouths.


  How was it possible that every single one of those of noble birth was repulsive? The Duke of Erhardt knew no patience and self-restraint. His duchess turned Jean into a catamite and brought him into her bed. Their son, the late heir to the duke, Johnny Erhardt, had a favorite pastime of beating Jean. All those faces that glanced at Jean when he attended balls and banquets passed by his head. And of course, the last face Jean recalled was that of Maximillian Joachim and how the man looked panting and gratifying himself. All of his blood seemed to have pooled in his face and member. When his climax came, his cheeks were red, and his breathing was ragged.


  How was he different from a beast? Jean breathed hard, angry, as he chucked the empty bottle of wine into a corner. He had thought that this business would be no different from the one he had done for the noble wives. However, facing the actuality of the deed upset him far more than his expectations. It could be because of the life of celibacy he had lived for the last decade. Jean lived his life free of lust and desires, having been freed from the horrors of the duty of gratification and having acquired his affection for the Little Pearl.


  Ma Petite Perle.


  Wiping his mouth, Jean searched his drawer. A small jewel box, its size that of a palm, lay hidden under a neat pile of clothes. There were letters inside the box. Jean took them out and began reading them slowly. He did this whenever he found it hard to ease himself. He would read the letters. However, strangely, the more he read them, the worse his mood turned. These correspondents were the few that Little Pearl had sent Jean. And fittingly enough, elegant and sophisticated penmanship adorned the fading pieces of paper. By now, Jean could recite all of the letters from beginning to end by heart, for he read them before he went to sleep every night. For there were times he fell asleep while reading them.


  But what good was all that? Even if Jean found his Little Pearl, with what honor would he be able to present himself before his patron? How could he use his tongue to speak when it was the very same filthy tongue that had nestled the prince’s member? Jean was sure that the Little Pearl would not engage with him should the truth be revealed. Little Pearl would think that, alas, no one could betray one’s ignoble roots. Jean would rather suffer death than this misunderstanding. He wrapped his hand around his head. Before he knew it, Jean was holding with his other hand the last letter he had received. It was the one that he cherished so much that he read it until the paper became tattered.


  Speak not of words of disappointment sprouting from rashness and desire.


  I shall wait for you with you in my thoughts, with you in my heart.


  When the deed was done, Jean would kill Maximillian if that was what it took to silence the man. Jean vowed to himself as he traced the Pearl’s handwriting with his eyes. He felt a little better now. He went back to reading the letter. All of the letters started the same.


  My dearest Little Pearl.


  Ma Petite Perle. It was what the patron called Jean. The person knew Jean’s name, but Jean was always referred to as the patron’s Little Pearl. Owing to that, Jean learned that precious pearls were used as a metaphor to refer to talented and hidden gems. Since then, Jean loved the way he was addressed. Every time he was called a pearl, Jean felt like he truly had it in him to help his patron.


  He organized the letters into a neat pile and looked under the jewel box. There was something wrapped in parchment. Jean carefully unwrapped it. Inside it was a gently folded napkin. He read the letters scribbled on it with care. For several times, unmoving.




  

    Act II


  


  Ten years ago, winter


  It was when a peasant’s wife burst into the banquet and ruined it. She was raped by Johnny Erhardt. Johnny ordered the servants to bury her alive. People started moving lazily. Their faces did not look good, and why would they? Everybody knew that the woman, after being violated by Johnny, went back to the village crying, where she was beaten and banished from the house by her husband. All she asked from Johnny was the meager amount of coin he had promised or a slight of bread. Johnny could just give her what she wanted and send her off. Everyone knew this. Everyone.


  “My lord.”


  Jean was the only one able to speak because he was the duchess’s catamite. No matter how much Johnny wreaked havoc out of displeasure, it was the duchess who owned Jean’s life, and Jean knew with years of experience how to soothe and calm his mistress. That was the only reason why he spoke up. Because he was the only one who could avoid risking his life for doing so. All Jean had to endure was a few whippings and swollen cheeks, and the poor woman would be able to return whole and safe, alive.


  “The harvest of the peasants is your bread, and their hands and feet are your abode. Bestow them the light of your grace, my lord.”


  The words were mild, nothing of magnitude. Yet, Johnny was angered, prone to vexation on that particular day. A mere catamite that warmed his mother’s bed dared contradict him. A mere catamite dared to speak of taxes. Furthermore, a mere catamite dared to give him advice before the presence of other aristocrats. Everything was a problem. Jean was sent out of the castle that day, both his cheeks slapped and swollen. It was winter, and all rivers and lakes were frozen. His cheeks were hot from the slaps. They quickly cooled down and began freezing too.


  My cheeks will turn blue again soon, thought the then eighteen-year-old Jean, squirming his toes, standing as still as a tree. Even if the Duchess of Erhardt heard about this, Jean would not be able to avoid punishment. Still, his life would be spared. Jean pulled his head back and looked up. He saw the gray winter sky. Birds flew over, busying themselves with the task of halving the sky and putting them back together. They were seasonal birds, moving to the warmer south around this time of the year.


  Jean observed the flock of birds assemble into a cavalcade as they winged their way onward. It was the cavalcade that went south in the winter and flew back north when autumn came. He was envious of their safety and routine. He was eighteen, and before he knew it, he found himself to be a bit old to live as a catamite. He was growing taller, and his shoulders grew wider. The full bush and fully grown member were neither the traits of a catamite.


  What would happen in the following year to come? Jean sighed. He did not know how he ought to live once he was released from the house of the duke. It elated him that he no longer had to climb into the duchess’s bed. However, he wouldn’t be able to creep into the study to steal the knowledge its books had to offer, and this greatly saddened him. He recalled the books of histories and philosophies protected with silk. Books like Machiavelli’s The Prince was one of them.


  Jean reflected upon the academy he went to with the heir to the duke. He could still remember the shock he felt upon seeing the round, colossal library. Johnny would be absorbed in a game of chess. Jean took advantage of that time and would read books in the library. The sunlight pouring through the windows was warm, and the title of the book he had never seen before was magical. 『Equality』. It was a word Jean had never come across in the house of the duke.


  “If you are a subject of the Joachim Empire...”


  Someone spoke to Jean in the library. He was so shocked someone might have found out that he was a catamite. The shock had engraved the memory vividly in Jean’s mind. He replayed the memory while rubbing his hands in the cold. He couldn’t recall the speaker’s face, however. Jean rummaged through his head, but all he could remember was the rather icy tone of the voice.


  “...that book is forbidden.”


  And that was the end. Forbidden, it might be, but what problem could it possibly cause for a mere catamite to read it? And so, Jean finished the book. When he got back to his senses, it was almost supper. The library was about to close. Jean hurried to exit the library. Johnny, of course, hit him that day until the spider veins on Jean’s cheeks burst. It was the punishment for disappearing. At that moment, the title of the book crossed Jean’s mind. So this is the reason why the book is forbidden, Jean remembered thinking to himself.


  “Oh.”


  Jean was lost in his own memoir. A cold thing landed on his cheek, bringing him back to the here and now. It was snow. Jean inhaled slowly. The cold air seemed to frost the inside of his nostrils. He had a feeling he would come down with something nasty come the morrow. He would suffer from frostbite. It would do him good to ask for pig’s oil on his way in. Of course, if Johnny forbade it, it wouldn’t be possible.


  In the store, all sorts of oil and balms were stocked, including pig’s oil. Johnny had no use for them. All Johnny did was use them to play with fire when he became bored. Yet, he was greedy and rarely did he share. And it wasn’t just Johnny. All nobles acted that way. They did no labor, not even for an hour. Yet, all the fruit it had to offer belonged to them. All the wheat, wine, fabric, and oil were theirs, and they did not share them with others easily. No, to be precise, they did not share any of them with those of lower birth—well, they had no reason to share.


  “Fritz!”


  Why would they share anything with those they deemed less than men?


  Fritz. It was the name they used to call him in the house of the duke. Jean turned to look. The stable hand who took care of the carriages was calling him. The man was politely holding something in his hands. Jean saw that the object fluttered. He could see that it was a garment.


  Jean blinked and went over. The horseman had what seemed to be an extravagant coat. It wasn’t elaborately decorated, but one look was sufficient to tell Jean how expensive it was. There were not a lot of men with riches enough to use that much leather in making a coat.


  “A present for you.”


  The horseman’s arms lightly shook as he handed Jean the coat. Jean tried to take it. However, his entire body, including his hands, was frozen from the cold. The horseman put the garment around Jean for him. The coat had a bit of snow on it, and it smelled like icy mint.


  “T-take this back to the castle. It’s cold.”


  And the man presented Jean with a napkin rolled and tied into a ball. A napkin? Jean’s eyes widened. When he didn’t take it, the horseman took Jean’s hand and put the thing in himself.


  “You should never lose this. Get inside. Quick.”


  The man had never been kind to Jean. Yet, his tone seemed soft today. There was an inexplicable note of anxiousness in it. Jean did not move.


  “I said get inside!”


  The man urged Jean. Jean took a look around him. That was when he spotted the back of a carriage by the edge of the residence wall.


  “...Lord Johnny wouldn’t allow it, sir.”


  Jean responded, slowly moving his gaze. He could see the thin but clear layer of snow above the carriage. Somebody had been watching him from it without moving.


  “You are slow, boy. That—it, it’s already been taken care of. So stop lolling around and get inside!”


  Taken care of. Jean had heard the words several times. When the tavern owner sold him to the slave master, when he was sold to the House of Erhardt, when he was pushed in the chamber of a noble he knew neither the name nor the face of, wearing only a morning gown. The phrase usually meant that he had been sold to another.


  Is it a new mistress? Jean let the horseman push him while stealing glances at the standing carriage. Above the carriage, snow was fluttering down from the sky. The horseman pushed him again. Jean finally went inside the castle while glimpsing at the wall. A new owner in four years. Jean thought coolly. How much was he worth, Jean wondered. He was, after all, too old for a catamite. He was more curious about these things than the identity of his new mistress.


  Had circumstances changed according to his speculations? Why, even the air had shifted in the house of the duke from when he was banished. Jean transferred his possessions from the basement cellar he had been residing in for a long time to the guest chamber. A hot bath had been prepared. It was lavish hospitality. But thinking that it was a consequence of his new master’s payment, it did not seem all that extravagant a treatment. There were even sliced lemons floating in the water.


  She must have riches to waste away. Jean huffed out a smile, picking up a slice of lemon. When warm water touched his body, which had been out in the cold for too long, his skin prickled. Pain found its way to Jean’s defrosting cheeks. He slowly plunged his body deep into the tub. The water flowed over. His eyes closed on their own. He let his body submerge under the water for a while.


  When Jean was done with his bath, dusk had already darkened the sky. The moon was full, and it shone light into the guest chamber. It was enough brightness to ward off the darkness of the absence of a lamp. Jean dragged his feet to the bed. His body felt like a damp rag. He was tired. Truly, that was all he could feel. Jean flopped over the bed. He groaned, for something was pressing on his stomach.


  “What’s this...”


  Jean moved around to take a look. It was the object given to him earlier, a napkin that was tied into the shape of a round ball. Jean frowned and pushed it to the side. He had been too distracted to see what it was earlier. He was busy studying the carriage. Jean glanced at the napkin. The moonlight took the shape of the window and cast brightness around it.


  Something for the new catamite. Was there such a custom? Jean lay on his side and stared at the napkin. The tie on top was done clumsily. It seemed that the new mistress was consumed with her own romantic notions and must have tied it herself. Jean picked on the edge. He tugged on it a few times. The topmost knot came off easily. And the next knot undid itself, following the first one fluidly. The scene seemed oddly slow in Jean’s eyes.


  There was light coming from within. And it was surprisingly bright.


  Jean blinked. He propped his body with his arms. Very slowly and very carefully, Jean stood up. He couldn’t see properly, for he had been lying on his side. Now, he could see it. Jean blinked again.


  Pearls, like seeds from a bursting pomegranate. What came out from the napkin were, no doubt, pearls. They were a handful of jewels, shimmering and glowing in the grace of the moonlight.


  Why?


  That was the first thought Jean had. Then, he was scared. What if this was a trap? Jean was scared that he might be mistaken as a thief. His hands shook lightly. If that was what to happen, then the lordly treatment seemed to make sense. His exemption from joining the duchess in her bed tonight seemed like the last sliver of grace in his life before it descended into one of perpetual misery.


  He touched the pearls with his shaking hands. The round orbs rolled on the bed, scattering around. The movement was so tender, so natural. And where the jewels had been, something black was visible. It seemed to be... a writing. Jean carefully pushed away the pearls a bit more. He could see the letters.


  It commenced with these words.


  You bear the semblance of a tiger cradling a pearl in its mouth.


  And ended with these.


  Hone it and polish it.


  The penmanship was elegant. The words seemed to have been written without hesitation. The napkin did not bear a single ink stain that was left when pen tips stalled for too long. The writing was so sophisticated that it was akin to embroidery. It took Jean’s breath away. Jean read the message again, then again, as if he were dreaming or, perhaps, ruminating the words. Later, he had come to think that someone was playing nasty and vile tricks on him.


  *


  It had been a while since Jean had a dream of that day. Jean Erhardt rose from his bed and stretched his neck. The Jean back then silenced his breathing and didn’t move once. He simply stared at the pearls. And as if the Jean now was mimicking him, his body felt stiff. It was already ten years ago. Jean counted the years as he opened the window. He needed all the fingers on both his hands to sum.


  “Send a man to the Royal Palace, please. It would do to send a sharp tailor, for he would be tasked with recording the measurements of the Crown Prince.”


  It took Jean some time to shake off the slumber, and only then did he send for someone. Unlike his stiff body, his mind was clearer than when he went to sleep. The dignity that Maximillian trod over seemed to have recovered in the moonlight. Jean scribbled down everything that the Crown Prince asked for and handed it to a servant.


  A justacorps made of pale rose fabric, golden flower embroidery, and buttons of opal. The garment cost nothing to Jean. Jean even took this as a chance and told his servant to make the embroidery very fine, very sophisticated, covering the whole of the coat. Didn’t royals seek dignity from these trivial affairs? Maximillian Joachim, the Crown Prince himself, presented this opportunity to Jean. And Jean conspired to dress the man in the most lavish and extravagant article of garment available to men, for it would, in turn, make Jean shine.


  “Lord Jean.”


  It was two hours later that the problem appeared. Jean was about to have lunch when someone called him. It was the servant he had ordered to send a tailor to the Royal Palace. The servant stood with his hands gathered together.


  “What is it?”


  Jean asked. The servant bowed deeper as he delivered the problem.


  “His Grace, the Crown Prince, has banished the tailor from the palace.”


  Jean noticed upon a closer look that the servant was panting. He continued speaking, his voice lightly shaking.


  “His Grace warned that... should the tailor dare lay a finger upon his person, he would sever the tailor’s wrist.”


  The tone of fear was evident in the voice. Ah. Jean briefly displayed his exasperation. The madman’s delusion is flaring up again. That was Jean’s honest thought. That was his only thought.


  “I shall go myself. Please bring the tailor here. Robert?”


  Jean picked up his hat instead of the fork. His steward was quick to read his mind. The man brought Jean his frock coat at once.


  “Should I ready the carriage, my lord?”


  The steward, Robert, asked. Jean shook his head.


  “I shall ride myself.”


  The palace was not far, and Jean did not feel the need for a carriage. He got on his horse. What must have caused the man to come forth with such lunacy today? Jean thought to himself, pulling on the rein. The horse advanced without delay.


  *


  “Ah, you have come.”


  Jean had to skip lunch and rush his way to the Royal Palace. Yet, the man himself seemed as nonchalant and unperturbed as ever. The prince was in his usual demeanor—untidy clothes, messy hair, and drowsy eyes. And just as usual, the spot under the sunlight was yielded to the easel while he reserved only the leftover warmth to himself. There was a servant next to the prince, and Jean could not be certain whether it was fortunate or unfortunate that someone was with them. He sighed.


  “...I was told that you found my tailor unsatisfactory, Your Grace.”


  “Oh, my. Did I say that?”


  He feigned innocence. Jean could only bow.


  “Has anything caused you discomfort, Your Grace?”


  “Come closer, then we’ll talk.”


  His excellence at disregarding people was surely refined. Jean approached Maximillian. He tried not to, but Jean couldn’t stop himself from being reminded of yesterday’s affair. Jean kept flinching. He wouldn’t start touching himself again, would he? Jean was vigilant as he stood next to Maximillian. Then, Maximillian reached out his hand. He grabbed Jean’s jaw. Again? Jean swore inwardly as he lowered his body without any complaint.


  “Did you have a good dream?”


  Maximillian asked, dragging Jean’s face before his own. Jean flinched, blinking. He stole a glance at the servant standing by the door. He wouldn’t act as he did yesterday, not when there is someone watching, would he? Jean asked himself. Jean’s head ached just from thinking about how he would have to deal with the rumors. He forced himself to return the gaze. Their eyes met soon. Maximillian smirked.


  “Your face is glowing.”


  “Ah...”


  “Or, perchance, you found the honey I fed you yesterday quite to your liking.”


  Jean snapped his mouth shut. Maximillian whispered as if the words were only meant for Jean’s ears. However, Jean now knew that the prince was very much capable of saying his thoughts out loud. And before the prince did, Jean made the move first, whispering just as softly.


  “There are... eyes watching, Your Grace.”


  “Oh, my.”


  Maximillian clicked his tongue as if they were having a conversation about someone else, not their own selves. Jean nearly bit his lip. Maximillian, watching that face, asked promptly. He took a quick glance at the servant standing far in the corner.


  “What shall I do about it? Shall I pluck out his eyeballs?”


  Jean was unable to stop himself from biting his lip this time. Jean turned his gaze away. And Maximillian patted Jean’s cheek. The prince inquired again, lowering his voice, his tone more intimate.


  “Did you mean for me to kill him?”


  His tone was so serene that Jean’s hair stood on end. Jean looked at the prince. He let go of his lip and responded.


  “...No, Your Grace.”


  Their eyes met again. Maximillian’s pupils were in slits, akin to those of a snake. He smiled, his eyes forming arches.


  “That’s right. Look into my eyes.”


  Maximillian whispered. Jean didn’t avoid the gaze, but it was Maximillian who looked away this time.


  “Leave us,” he told the servant. The satisfaction was thick in his voice.


  As soon as the chamber door closed with a thud, the prince let go of Jean’s face. Jean felt numb in the jaw. Maximillian was briefly silent. Jean straightened his body.


  “The tailor—,” Jean began.


  “The measuring tape is on the bed. I have told the man earlier to leave his tools behind.”


  Maximillian did not give Jean time to finish his sentence. He gestured at the bed with his chin. Then, the prince rose. He reached out his arms to his sides. Jean was bewildered momentarily. He failed to move right away, which caused the prince’s eyes to narrow.


  “I believe I am not quite skilled for the task—”


  “Even a simpleton possesses the wit to take measurements, Lord Jean Erhardt.”


  Maximillian said, maintaining his arms stretched out. Jean turned around and approached the bed, biting his lip. Indeed, there lay the tools that the tailor had left. Jean picked up the measuring tape and went back to Maximillian. The prince had a shameless look on his face, one that of nonchalance. Jean swallowed his sigh and began measuring from the royal’s left arm. Maximillian said nothing more.


  “A moment, Your Grace.”


  It was when Jean was measuring the prince’s shoulders. Jean carefully pulled the man. The numbers on the tape were worn out and faded. The chamber itself was dim too. They were also standing in a shaded spot. Jean had difficulty seeing the numbers. He pulled the prince toward the easel. Maximillian lifted his brows but said nothing as he followed Jean’s tug. Sunlight poured on the prince’s nape. The neck was thin, frail.


  It would snap upon a twist, Jean thought, tutting inwardly. He lamented that the man did not train his body, a duty as the Crown Prince. Jean recalled the tales saying that the prince was a man unworthy of wariness. And so it seems, thought Jean. The neck was so thin and pale that it lacked the richness of life. Rather, what was more prominent was the shadow of the royal family heading toward its end.


  “Jean?”


  In a glance, it seemed that the Crown Prince was cradling the waning realm of Joachim in that brittle vessel of his.


  “Yes, my Lord Prince,” Jean responded a moment late. A seed of sudden, undeserved sympathy was on the brink of taking root in Jean.


  “Your hand stopped. Is your mind occupied?”


  “...Forgive me, Your Grace, but I ask for a moment.”


  Was it the confoundment in Jean’s tone? Maximillian gave a lighthearted laugh. It sounded like he was coughing. Jean got back to his senses. He measured the man’s back, shoulders, and arms. Next was the waist.


  Jean stalled briefly. He then wrapped his arms as if he were embracing the man before him. Jean made an effort to refrain his person from touching the prince’s. But as he tugged at the tape, Maximillian let himself be pulled along, slightly stepping back. At that moment, Jean appeared to draw the prince into an embrace. It must have been the prince’s perfume, for soon, a cool scent pricked Jean’s nose. It was mint.


  And it must have been Jean’s acquaintance with the scent that caused his heart to be in odd turbulence, disturbed like the surface of a lake after a stone had been thrown in. It was a peculiar sensation. Before he knew it, Jean could only bite his lip. That was when it came.


  “Lord Jean.”


  Maximillian called him and muttered.


  “Join me for lunch.”


  It was not an offer. It was an order. Jean repeated in his head the figures he had just seen on the measuring tape. He was about to mark it on a piece of paper when Maximillian turned to face him. Jean could only blink in that moment.


  The rays of sunlight bent as they streamed through the window. And as they did, they shimmered like diamond particles adrift in the ether. Beneath the glow, the crimson locks alternately deepened and brightened. The eyelashes fought the radiance of the sun, veiling the eyes. The nose drew a soft line. Rosy hues graced the cheeks, colored by the chill that had penetrated and settled within the chamber. It resembled a canvas, painted by the very hand of the Creator. And an ever so slight smile was drawn in that face blessed by the sun.


  “Tell the servant to set the table here.”


  He was so beautiful that it was repulsive.


  *


  His beauty was crafted with the blood and sweat of people of lower births—Jean reminded himself in a stern tone. Across from him, Maximillian was slicing meat. His hands moved with elegance, and his small mouth moved as gracefully as one could. Where his knife touched, the essence of the meat flowed forth akin to blood. Jean felt repulsed. He wet his lips with the champagne in his glass.


  “Jean.”


  Jean couldn’t dine in this atmosphere. I’ll eat when I get home, Jean thought to himself. Maximillian looked at Jean. The prince began speaking, wiping his lips with a napkin.


  “You are doing it again.”


  He clicked his tongue. His gaze was fixed on Jean’s dish. Jean looked down without much thought. His food wasn’t touched. It remained whole and well on his dish. Jean looked back up. Maximillian was frowning. They locked eyes. The prince lay his fork and knife down. He then laced his fingers together, resting his chin above them.


  “I must say, it is quite a talent. Not a lot of men possess the gift to show their distaste as well as you do... Indeed, it is a gift,” the prince said.


  Jean was quick to react to the words. He flinched. Maximillian tilted his head to the side, tutting. Jean blinked several times.


  “It’s a misunderstanding, Your Grace,” he responded. Maximillian scoffed.


  “I asked you to dine with me, but you do not. I asked you for a garment, and you just sent a tailor. Would you like me to continue? I asked you to climb into the bed, and you didn’t even—”


  “Your Grace.”


  Jean needed to stop him. He quickly intervened in the man’s outburst. It was a modest lunch for a crown prince, but servants were still around.


  “...You jest much, Your Grace.”


  “Jest?”


  “How could there be displeasure in serving you, my Lord Prince? I simply—”


  “Simply?”


  “—have a small appetite today. That is all.”


  Jean quickly ended his response. What he said was true. That brief awe he felt earlier, staring at Maximillian. That passing sensation continued to torment him. Maximillian cocked his head in question and asked with malice.


  “Did you also have small virility, then?”


  Jean had no answer to the comment. Maximillian stared at Jean with an unmoving gaze. Jean smiled awkwardly. He felt like he could smell the bitter seed again. Jean reached for the champagne. The scent helped him.


  Maximillian continued to bore a hole with his gaze. Jean pretended not to have noticed what was happening. He forced the food into his mouth. He felt like he was chewing a piece of dry leather. After swallowing a piece, Jean wiped his mouth calmly with his napkin.


  “Hearing a jest has summoned my appetite back, Your Grace.”


  When Jean put down the fabric, Maximillian was tracing his own lips with his forefinger. Jean was unaffected. He chewed his second piece of meat. It still felt as if he were chewing leather. Maximillian smirked across from Jean.


  “It is a sad affair. My catamite will never make a living out of acting.”


  The prince mumbled his assessment before continuing.


  “Nevertheless, stop avoiding me. I am quite fond of you. In fact, so fond that the more you shun me, the more I wish to chase you.”


  That was the last the prince’s voice Jean heard at the luncheon, for the Crown Prince of the empire withdrew to his chamber without a word, after keeping his place at the table with a tedious expression.


  “I have heard the rumors, sir. Have you indeed sought out the most esteemed tailor shop in the capital to commission a justacorps crafted from the finest available materials, even having the entire garment embroidered?”


  Cornell asked Jean when he visited the pub that night. Jean took off his own coat with a sigh. Jean was aware that it was not advisable to frequently associate with his brethren. However, his heart and soul were far too turbulent today. Jean took his seat. As always, only the members of their cause were in the pub. Jean could feel the stares on him.


  “In less than three days, you require it, and all the city’s eminent tailors have convened to undertake the task, or so the rumors have it.”


  Cornell handed Jean a pint of beer. Jean nodded his head, and Cornell leaned on the bar. Cornell whispered discreetly, but enough for the audience to hear.


  “The potion I gave you must have been effective.”


  Jean need not say that he had not been able to use it yet, for Cornell’s words were enough to have the entire pub roar with laughter. All kinds of jeering and mocking rang in the place, from how was the taste of royal flesh to the Crown Mare in heat. They even began singing a tune which only had the words “Maximillian, the Whore of Joachim.” Jean laughed. But it did not make him feel better.


  “If the men here already know about it, then surely, the Grand Duke Robert must know it too.”


  Jean tried to change the subject. Cornell nodded.


  “Yes, and I was told that the Grand Duke had issued an order to conduct an investigation into the heir to the Duke of Erhardt. Perhaps, you will receive a message by the time the justacorps finds its owner.”


  “We may see each other at the banquet of the Marquess of Rubin, then.”


  “Yes, most probably.”


  Everything was happening according to the plan. There had been some faults in the way, but the bait had been tossed well. Maybe it was worth receiving a man’s cock in the mouth for the first time in living, thought Jean to himself. At that moment, he was reminded of Maximillian’s face, the prince’s one eyebrow slightly creased. Jean gulped down his beer.


  “Is there something that bothers you?”


  Cornell asked, wiping the surface of the bar. Jean shook his head. Jean could not define the floating and sinking sensation himself. He had no words to define it for others as well. Particularly for a feeling so trivial, so murky in its color, that it was more of an odd murmur of the heart.


  “Hey, Jean!”


  That was when someone dragged a chair next to him and sat down. Jean did not find the voice familiar. And the man had a hat on his head. Jean narrowed his eyes.


  “Who is this?”


  Jean asked, slowly grabbing his walking stick by his side. He directed his question not at the stranger but at Cornell. Jean was well aware that Cornell did not let in strangers in the pub at this time of the night. Still, constant vigilance against unknown men was second nature to those dreaming of a revolution.


  “Whoa, whoa. Calm down. It’s me.”


  The stranger waved his hands, taking off his hat and revealing short, brown hair. It was a woman whose eyebrows were unusually bold. The fair face was sprinkled with freckles, starting from the nose. Jean squirmed his eyebrows and mumbled.


  “Chantelle Francis?”


  The stranger clapped hands. It was a gesture of affirmation. Jean sighed.


  “Did Nathan bring you here?”


  “Bring me? He dare? I merely came back to the city, for I have finished my studies. And as soon as I stepped down, I heard the rumor of the town about Lord Jean Erhardt. Cornell, a pint of beer for me too, please.”


  Nathan Wickham and Chantelle Francis. They were inseparable from each other, yet she still feigned denial. Jean stared at Chantelle, who was tilting her beer mug. Chantelle was the second eldest daughter of the Count of Francis—and the daughter of a mistress. She had been a member of the brethren since she was in the academy. Chantelle had always been ignored in salons, unable to seamlessly integrate into the social milieu. This circumstance led to her fascination and proficiency in the art of swordsmanship. She and Wickham, a knight, made a good pair.


  “So, Lord Jean Erhardt, the treasury of the wayward Crown Prince. How is the prince? Is he as vile as he is rumored to be?”


  Chantelle asked with enthusiasm while drinking her beer. Jean merely huffed out a laugh and responded briefly. Nay.


  “Much worse, I say.”


  Chantelle burst into laughter. Then, tales and stories were exchanged. They were mostly about affairs in and out of the realm, mixed with hearsays of importance. Chantelle and Jean were slow with the gossip of the aristocrats. Cornell would chime in every now and then to correct wrong pieces of information or add more true ones. Ah, said Chantelle as she took her second pint of beer.


  “I have news that you will be delighted of. I have come to know a gemologist not long ago. He knows everything there is to know when it comes to gems and precious stones. The more precious it is, the more he knows.”


  “Hmm.”


  “I sent him some of my own as a test. When and where they were crafted, where they were from, every piece of truth about it, he recited by heart.”


  Chantelle shared her news with a cheeky grin. Her face said she couldn’t wait to jest Jean. She poked Jean with her elbow.


  “Do you not think it might be of help in the quest for your fiancée?”


  Chantelle always referred to the Little Pearl as Jean’s fiancée. Jean was a dry and boring man. But whenever he talked about his Little Pearl, his eyes would sparkle with life. Chantelle found it amusing. Jean himself was also entertaining the prospect of being bound to the Little Pearl; hence, he did not deny the notion. Nevertheless, he found himself unable to prevent his face from reddening and his lips from becoming parched. All Jean could do was lick his lips. That was when it happened.


  “Why, that is indeed a piece of news, Lady Chantelle. I should very much like to make the acquaintance of the gemologist, if you would be so kind.”


  Cornell suddenly joined in their conversation. His voice bore a graver tone than usual. Oh, dear. Jean covered his mouth with his hand. He realized that he had assigned the task of seeking the Little Pearl to Cornell early on. If Jean were to request Chantelle that he be introduced to the gemologist, it would be a denial of the manners owed to Cornell.


  “My apologies, Cornell. I momentarily—”


  “I welcome the prospect of having someone new to join my quest, Lord Jean. However, I believe we must first ensure the validity of his credentials.”


  Cornell cut Jean off. He then proceeded to wipe the bar cups and glasses. It was a clean summary with no hostility present. Chantelle shrugged, writing down the address of the gemologist. She cocked her head a few times before she called out, “Jean.” Jean had just emptied his pint. He glanced at Chantelle in response.


  “After hearing about your tales from Wickham... I have come to arrive at a peculiar idea.”


  Chantelle began hesitantly, which was unlike her. Jean waited for what would come next. Chantelle deliberated, scratching her nose, before continuing.


  “Might there be a chance that Maximillian Joachim is the individual you are in pursuit of?”


  *


  The mansion of the Marquess of Rubin was placed a little away from the heart of the city. The distance required for one to be in a carriage. The nobility would occasionally refer to the place as the dwelling as far as the fields, indulging in banter and mockery amongst themselves. Nonetheless, they would attend all feasts and banquets hosted within the grand estate, which well befit the title of a marquess, without any whims.


  “Hmm.”


  And like all gatherings with many nobles, there was competition. It was the tournament of whose power stood mightier, whose treasury the fuller, and whose jewels the brighter.


  Jean thought they were utterly futile and vain. However, having lived as a catamite, Jean also knew how important this business was among the aristocrats. To them, ranking was just as important as living. Once, the Duchess of Erhardt had to pay a sum worth an abode, for she had a far too extravagant dress tailored. The noble society greatly frowned upon those who wore the same garment twice. She was well aware that she would not be able to wear the dress ever again, yet she willingly paid the sum.


  “Acceptable.”


  One of those people, Jean thought to himself, watching Maximillian stand before a mirror. The prince stood before Jean, allowing Jean to see only a portion of the mirror. The prince with the ashen eyes and red hair stood before Jean. He was endeavoring the fitting of his fresh garment. The measuring was done poorly, but despite it, it was surprising how perfect of a fit it was. It could be an effect of the color. The pale rose shade accentuated the prince’s fair tone.


  “And the coach?”


  Maximillian turned to ask Jean, finishing his assessment. In his face hung a faint smile. It was a look of satisfaction.


  “I have readied it, Your Grace. It is pulled by twelve horses, adorned with lines of gold, and engraved with a mighty pair of wolves.”


  One of those people. Jean repeated to himself, bowing politely. He led the way. Maximillian followed him, as if he were no stranger to receiving an escort. The prince even whistled. He’s quite chipper today. Jean mocked silently, opening the carriage door for the royal. He then followed in too.


  “Shall we observe the scenery as we go?”


  Maximillian felt the velvet curtain as he hummed to himself. He slightly rolled back the tip of the fabric. The sun’s radiance graced him. The light was soft, telling them that the sun’s setting was impending. Jean heard the coachman urge the horses, and in a moment, he felt the carriage move.


  “The church will ring its bells soon.”


  Maximillian murmured. The church. It was a place Jean did not visit often. And neither did it suit Maximillian. Jean didn’t particularly respond but simply nodded in acknowledgment. Maximillian, too, said nothing more. A heavy silence reigned in the coach. It did not seem to bother the two men, however. Jean opened his eyes, which he had briefly shut. He saw Maximillian. The prince’s eyes twinkled with fascination, as if he were in an exotic land. His low hums mingled with the rhythmic clopping of horse hooves, turning into a dizzying symphony.


  ‘Might there be a chance that Maximillian Joachim is the individual you are in pursuit of?’


  Jean recalled what Chantelle had said. Maximillian stared out the window, mesmerized. And over the prince’s face, Jean could hear Chantelle’s voice. Nay. Jean made an effort to stop his train of thought.


  ‘It makes sense, doesn’t it? The noble who knows that you were a catamite but isn’t a member of the House of Erhardt... I was under the impression that only your fiancée satisfied those conditions.’


  But soon, Chantelle’s voice penetrated Jean’s mind again. He had told her there and then that it was a preposterous idea. However, strange enough, her words had been echoing in his head. It might be because of the subtle scent of mint that Jean sensed when Maximillian was in his arms.


  ’Tis a common scent, Jean told himself and turned his head to face the prince. The man’s mouth was slightly ajar, watching the scenery. Jean took a glance too, wondering whether there was anything warranting attention. There was nothing remarkable, however. It was a mundane scene of Joachim. Jean returned his gaze to Maximillian. Strange shade would appear in the prince’s eyes and vanish.


  “What do you see, Your Grace?”


  In the end, Jean had to ask. Maximillian leaned his head on the window. Without removing his gaze, he answered.


  “My Joachim.”


  And the response embodied the full arrogance of a crown prince. However, his tone was subtly grave. It didn’t sound like the prince. Jean looked at him. The setting sun trespassed through the window and invaded the interior of the coach.


  “There are hundreds in line, awaiting the bread of the church. The lean year and winter chill must have driven them.”


  Maximillian mumbled under the shade of the sunset. Jean was startled. He thought the man would be merely watching the scenery. But the one Maximillian was seeing was an entirely different one. Jean blinked his eyes slowly. Only after seeing the jewels on Maximillian’s clothes sparkle from the light pouring through the window pane was Jean brought back to his senses. He was late to respond.


  “...In a city as big as the capital, it is bound to nurture many a beggar. It deserves not your concern, my Lord Prince.”


  Of course, this wasn’t true. The folk who awaited bread from the church were no beggars. They were the common folk, nurturing deep enmity toward the nobility, whose lives remained distant from lean times and the chill of winter. The enmity lay clandestine, hidden from the eyes of those that sat high atop. It was likewise the very sentiment Jean and his brethren sought to exploit.


  “Is that so.”


  It was a peculiar sight for the seemingly petulant prince to have noticed. Was he also aware that the realm of Joachim was in times of trouble? Jean directed his gaze toward the prince and found himself startled.


  “True.”


  In the blink of an eye, Maximillian turned his gaze away from the scenery he had been so fascinated with.


  “You’re right, Lord Jean. ’Tis not of my concern.”


  The prince said, curving his lips slightly upward. It was as mischievous as ever. When their eyes met, the prince blinked one of his eyes. Jean felt relief and repulsion at the familiar mockery. The Little Pearl would never speak like that. Jean could not be wrong. The assurance brought him relief. And repulsion came from the attitude that the supposed crown prince of this empire showed his subjects.


  To think that the man was compared to the Little Pearl even for the briefest passing of moment repulsed Jean even more. Before he knew it, Jean spoke in a mocking tone.


  “There will be food to satiate your hunger in the banquet, Your Grace. Unlike them.”


  The words brought silence in the coach. Maximillian maintained the smile on his face, studying Jean. And Jean was unable to avoid the gaze. They were in each other’s eyes. Soon, Maximillian smirked.


  “You speak as though you know hunger.”


  The prince murmured. Jean squirmed his eyebrows.


  “...Your Grace assumes I don’t?”


  Jean’s words preceded his warning to himself. Maximillian was now watching him, sitting in an impudent position.


  “Does a catamite in a duke’s mansion learn hunger?”


  Maximillian asked, seemingly quite fascinated. Jean found the question so ridiculous he had to laugh.


  “Hunger, Your Grace, is not something you learn. It is something that comes.”


  “I assume that you have learned those refined words while feeding yourself with foie gras that the duchess indulged you with?”


  “...”


  The open derision silenced Jean. He gathered the surging memories of his past and his rage of the present and stuffed them in a corner of his heart. One wrong word, and he felt like he might yell.


  Maximillian, unaware of what was happening inside Jean, looked without a care in the world. The prince even had a piece of smile on his face, resembling one of mockery. The way his eyebrows were slightly elevated seemed to be challenging Jean. Jean didn’t back down. He returned the gaze just as daringly. Jean saw them all at once—the man adorned in the garment made with his gold, the man’s beauty and the wretchedness it entailed, and the man’s ignorance toward the life of others. Jean spat through his teeth.


  “There is nothing I have learned from the House of the Duke of Erhardt, Your Grace.”


  Maximillian narrowed his eyes. His shoes touched and parted from Jean’s shin. Jean did not let it affect him.


  “Nothing I know now came from any of them, just like how the flesh of my person is no longer made from the bread they once supplied.”


  Maximillian didn’t respond. He merely watched Jean with fascination. Jean did not speak anymore either. Silence briefly reigned. Jean followed what Maximillian had done earlier—he looked out the window. Folk with their hands and ears wrapped in cloth passed by them. Their faces had no expression but only a dark shadow.


  “Then, where?”


  It was when Jean was studying each of those faces. The man sitting across from him asked such a question. Jean lifted his gaze to find Maximillian’s face without a trace of any smile.


  “Then where did the present you come from?”


  It was perhaps because Jean was so accustomed to the prince always smiling and grinning that he found Maximillian’s expression so icy that it scared him. Jean recalled the Maximillian who smiled at him, stepping over the autumn leaves, walking backward. He found the disparity in the temperature astonishing.


  “I was fortunate enough to have found myself a patron, Your Grace.”


  Slowly, Jean answered.


  “Ten years ago, my patron had paid a great sum to the House of Erhardt to free me. He had me attend an academy in a foreign land.”


  Jean tried to speak in an impartial manner, but he couldn’t hide the deep affection in his tone. Just like he always did whenever he spoke of his Little Pearl. Jean’s voice had turned tender without his knowledge. He had to clear his throat.


  “All that constitutes my present self comes from that individual.”


  Then, Jean continued.


  “Everything belongs to that person.”


  It was a solemn confession. Jean stopped speaking. Maximillian’s stare pricked him. Could it be because Jean had implied a different master before the Imperial Crown Prince? Jean ought to have exercised greater prudence. What he did was impetuous. In hindsight, what he said could be considered disloyal and blasphemous to the throne. He hurried to clear his throat, but that was when Maximillian scoffed.


  “They are of the same bread from the basket, then. Just as the duchess paid to have you in her possession, your patron paid money to acquire you.”


  The prince’s tone was filled with subtle derision. Jean abruptly lifted his head. He was faced with Maximillian’s narrowed eyes. Jean creased his brows. He didn’t hide his discomfort but looked straight at the prince. Maximillian scoffed upon receiving the gaze, as if he found it so very trivial. But Jean did not retrieve his glare.


  “It bothers me not how you think of me—how you treat me—Your Grace.”


  Jean did not move his mouth much as he spoke. His voice was as soft as a whisper. Maximillian’s eyes moved slowly. Jean could feel the prince’s gaze studying him. He continued speaking.


  “However, most Noble Prince.”


  His anger could not be hidden. It planted spikes at the edge of his tone. Jean doubted not that Maximillian could feel them as well. Jean also knew that it would take one mistake for him to slip and show his true intentions to the prince. And justly, the circumstance demanded the identical sense of alarm he had experienced barely moments prior. However, that sentiment failed to surface this time. Instead, it concealed its presence entirely.


  “I ask that you do not speak ill of my patron,” Jean continued.


  He would rather be caught than allow his Little Pearl to be slandered. It mattered not that he could be punished for blasphemy against the throne.


  “My patron had given me freedom, choices—”


  Slowly, Jean stopped speaking. Outside the window, the path was covered with late autumn leaves. Jean looked at the scene for a moment before returning his gaze to the man across from him.


  “—and I have chosen my patron to be my owner.”


  Jean wondered what the man must be thinking. Upon hearing Jean’s words, Maximillian’s lips contorted unattractively, then resumed their usual form repeatedly. Jean watched clearly how the man looked at Jean, how he met Jean’s eyes, and how he slightly lowered his gaze. It was the briefest of the moment, but Jean was confident that Maximillian avoided his gaze.


  And at that moment, for reasons unbeknownst to Jean, Chantelle Francis’s voice rang in his head once more. Maximillian Joachim, the Little Pearl... Her words and Maximillian’s voice that mocked the Little Pearl crossed Jean’s mind. Jean turned his face away entirely. Yes, of course, I am right. It couldn’t possibly be—Jean thought to himself.


  He resumed looking out the window. The coach stepped in the trails of the sun, and where once contemplation had lingered, it was now replaced by recollection. It was ten years ago, on a day exactly like the present one, that Jean had left the House of Erhardt.


  *


  Ten years ago, winter


  Jean thought this was a vile jest. In any event, the individual seemed to have paid the proper sum. Jean was maturing into manhood, and plans were underway at the duke’s estate to release him soon. Just at the opportune moment, someone bought the catamite for a hefty sum. Without delay, they began gathering Jean’s belongings.


  “Fritz, it’s all healed now.”


  Jean possessed few belongings he could claim as his own. Packing his luggage consumed scarcely a day. However, the cheeks that Johnny Erhardt had hit swelled, and they needed time to heal. That was the matter that took several days to settle. One of the maids attended to Jean’s injuries, looking after his cheeks and rubbing balm once a day, once a night. Her name was Maria.


  “You’d be able to leave tonight, I heard. They’d be sending you a carriage.”


  She chirped, opening the windows. It was the afternoon of the day Jean left. The curtains rippled in the cold wind. Jean threw a glance. Maria turned around to look back. When their eyes met, she blushed. It was something that happened regularly. Jean moved his gaze away.


  “An entire coach all to yourself... Your new owner must be very fond of you. That’s all everyone’s been talking about these days. And the duke and duchess have allowed you to reside in this guest chamber for a number of days already... Rumors have it that your new mistress is filthy rich.”


  Maria rambled on, trying to mitigate her unease. Jean smirked. He had just finished gathering his possessions, readying his luggage.


  “No matter, for the task will remain the same.”


  Maria shrugged at Jean’s words. No matter, for a task is the same everywhere, spoke Maria lively and tied the curtains. The winter’s cold breeze blew in, carrying its frost inside through the windows. Along with it, the sound of horses neighing and a coachman’s voice was carried into the chamber. Jean stole a glance out of the pane. Two horses were moving a modest coach into the house of the duke.


  Jean’s farewell with the House of Erhardt was simple. The lord father and son did not come to see Jean off. The duchess merely summoned the catamite to her chamber and bade him simple words of goodbye. The stable hand and some servants who were quite fond of Jean saw him off. Yet, it was nothing more than a shaking of the hands before he got into the carriage. However, the coachman was so very polite in opening the door for him, as if he were in the presence of a noble son.


  Jean was taken aback. He flinched. Then, he tightly clutched the handle of his luggage as he climbed up on the coach. Unlike out in the open, it was warm and cozy inside. On the seat, there was a pristine white coat of fur lain.


  “A present, sir, from the patron.”


  When Jean did not take his seat but stalled, the coachman spoke. His manner of speaking was identical to the steward of the duke. The man continued.


  “The patron has made a dear request that you shield yourself with the garment, for the weather is much too cold.”


  The words seemed subtly odd. Jean blinked his eyes, looking down on the coat. Yes, the cold was enough to bound the cheeks in frost. However, Jean was already wearing the coat he had received last time. He had been of the mind that this was the most and, perhaps, the last luxury he would have the privilege of indulging himself with. But here was another coat before him, a fur one...


  While Jean was lost in his thoughts, the coachman closed the door. In an uncomfortable stance, Jean was left with no choice but to lift the fur and take his seat. The moment the garment draped over his lap, he sensed a comforting warmth, accompanied by the unmistakable weight of winter coverings. For some mysterious reason, Jean felt thirsty.


  The coach soon began moving. No covering adorned its window pane. Both the outside and the inside were observable from each other’s view. The garden of the Erhardt was under the smart care of its caretaker. The horse-drawn carriage quickly left it behind. Jean passed by the paths and people he was accustomed to. They looked like paintings. Jean gazed at the scenery. A piece of memory rose and sank in his mind. It was of the day he first arrived at the duke’s residence. He boarded the Duchess of Erhardt’s carriage, feeling the weight of her scrutinizing gaze upon him.


  While the coach traveled, Jean recalled all the memories that were in his head, from his first night in the house of the duke until the night he received the pearls from his new master. Jean repeated it in his mind, savoring each piece of reminiscence. And the piece that was summoned the most was, of course, the one that had happened several nights ago on the bed of the guest chamber. Jean vividly remembered his new master’s writing.


  You bear the semblance of a tiger cradling a pearl in its mouth.


  Whilst Jean thought it was a vile jest, he still gently folded the napkin and placed it among his possessions.


  Hone it and polish it.


  Mere polished words deserve not my hopes. Jean laughed at himself, touching his palm against the window. The cold glass was stealing from the palm its warmth when the coach came to a halt. A knock followed.


  “We have arrived.”


  Jean opened the door, and came the coachman’s voice. The man held his hat by his chest, as though demonstrating courtesy toward Jean. Jean felt the man’s upturned stare as he slowly stepped down from the vehicle. He had expected to be brought to an aristocratic residence. However, what lay before his eyes was an inn. Jean blinked.


  “Is the patron... here?”


  The inn was not in a poor state. Nay, it was in an excellent state. Indeed, had Jean been by himself, he would not have been able to seek its service. Nonetheless, it seemed no proper place for a patron of such wealth who had graced Jean with lavish fur coats, and even pearls, before they had met—especially since Jean was a catamite.


  “No,” the coachman made an answer.


  Did the patron not care of the eyes of others? Jean wondered to himself. He looked at the man, unable to conceal the confusion in his eyes.


  “I ask that you ascend the stairs. Your chamber awaits you.”


  The man merely smiled in a puzzling manner. Jean had left the fur coat in the coach. The man brought it and draped it over Jean’s shoulders. Jean stalled before entering the inn. He pushed the door, and the door chime rang.


  It seemed to also serve as a restaurant. The first storey of the inn was laden with tables and chairs. When Jean entered, all gazes gathered first before slowly dispersing, returning to their places. Jean explained himself to one of the servers. The man led Jean up the stairs. He need not reveal his false name, Fritz, nor his true name, Jean. All Jean had to do was mumble that he was told that a room was readied for him.


  “I bid you good rest, young master. I shall send someone before the meal. Please let the servant know what you wish to have. The food will be brought to the comfort of your room.”


  The server said, opening the chamber door for Jean. The chamber was at the end of the corridor of the second storey. The fireplace must have been lit ahead of Jean’s arrival. Cozy warmth swirled inside the chamber. Jean put down his luggage with caution. A vast carpet colored the entire floor with red. A bed occupied a corner of the chamber. A round table stood across the slant from the bed. And above the table, there lay a single flower.


  Jean removed the fur coat and gently placed it on the bed. There was a window right next to the headboard. Jean went over and took a look outside. He could see the entire town and its alleys. Browned and grayed fallen leaves covered the alleys, upon which men and carriages busied themselves with movement. The coach that had brought Jean was gone as well, and there was no one here.


  Jean turned around and looked back, reminding himself again of his lack of company. The chamber was wide enough for a single person, but not for two. The bed was also for one. The patron, Jean’s new owner, was not in the establishment as the coachman had said. And the patron seemed to be of no mind to come to see Jean.


  Why?


  A natural curiosity rose in Jean. He perched himself on the bed and stared at his coats. Jean could not easily fathom his new owner. The patron gave Jean articles of clothing that some would have to toil for years to barely afford one, and yet, the new owner would not come to see Jean. Jean expected the patron to be eager to take his body, a barter for the materials. Jean caressed his coat. He felt its fur tickle the gaps in his fingers. He recalled that he knew not of the patron’s name, along with the face and the sex.


  Or perhaps the patron did not seek Jean as a catamite?


  Jean laid his back on the bed, pondering. He came to the realization that he had not been informed of any detail. Who Jean’s new owner was, how much sum he was bought for, how he was acquired, or what Jean was to do for his new owner. Jean was not informed, for he had never asked. However, Jean had heard of rumors of men who did tasks of great perils and death in trade for wealth and luxury as such... He could have been bought to provide such a service unbeknownst to himself.


  Jean thought to himself, gazing vacantly at the ceiling above. Many wonders floated in the air before coming to a halt. Soon, slowly, a writing appeared on the ceiling. It was the one on the napkin. You... bear the semblance… Jean stopped painting the writing and sat up. He couldn’t grasp why he was allowing himself to be so profoundly affected by these superficial, ornate words. Of a tiger cradling a pearl in its mouth. Jean knew not of the precise message, but he knew that the metaphor was far too great and far too grand to be used in elaborating a catamite.


  Often, such a message was spoken as a mockery, a jeering. Didn’t Johnny Erhardt refer to Jean as “the most noble aristocrat?” Johnny articulated the words with as much ridicule as he could bring forth, pointing out the absurdity of a catamite impersonating a noble. Hone what and polish what? Jean could not understand what the new owner meant. And whatever it was that the patron meant, hone and polish were no kind words to be said to a catamite. To ponder about the words would be aiding the person to toy with Jean. Jean was aware of that. He knew it all.


  “Sir.”


  Jean knew it all, yet why was his heart in a troubled sea? He tried to calm it to peace, responding to the call on the other side of the door. Soon, the door opened.


  “It is almost time for the meal. Would you like me to bring it to your chamber? We have roasted chicken, soup with broccoli, toasted rye bread, and fresh greens. We also have roasted lamb.”


  A new server spoke fast as the door was opened. Jean was dazed by the speech. He gave an answer just as dazed. The server was gone in a moment. But before she did, she remembered to ask Jean to please free the table of any clutter. Jean rubbed his nape and stood before the dining furniture. He was about to put the flower away when he saw something under it. It was an envelope. Jean sat on the chair before the table and slowly unsealed it. Two parchments of paper were inside. The first was a letter, a very brief one.


  My felicitations upon your leave of the House of Erhardt.


  Jean frowned and flipped the page to the next one. He was struck with shock upon seeing it. Jean could only blink.


  “Oh, my. Sir, a moment, please. The dish is much too hot.”


  The fingers clutching the paper turned pale from the excessive force. The server, back with Jean’s food, seemed to have said something more. Jean couldn’t hear her words, however. He couldn’t think. His head went blank. His eyes quickly ran through the surface of the paper again. Jean did not will them to, but rather, they were moving on their own.


  “Goodness! Sir! You burned your hand! I have asked you to step back... Are you alright? My, oh, my, let me take a look...”


  The second piece of paper was a document. Proof of Trade, it was written eloquently. It was the handwriting of the Duke of Erhardt. The paper was a brief declaration that whoever was in possession of the document was also in possession of Jean. A red line was drawn to divide the words above and below.


  Jean read again the words written below the sentence.


  I have bought your shackles,


  From beginning to end, very slowly. And very closely.


  I offer you my present, your liberty. May you find it to your liking.


  The lower left corner, where there ought to be the signature of Jean’s new owner, was left empty.


  “Here, sir, a wet towel! Put this... Oh, dear.”


  Jean read it again.


  I have bought your shackles,


  Jean realized what had been odd in the way the coachman told him to wear the fur coat. The new owner didn’t give an order to Jean. The new owner made a dear request to him. No one spoke that way to the catamite they owned.


  I offer you my present, your liberty. May you find it to your liking.


  No one spoke that way to a being closer to material than living.


  “Are you crying, sir? Are you in much pain?”


  Jean could feel the heat, but not in his burned hand that touched the hot dish. He felt it in his eyes. He couldn’t respond. He simply held the paper tight in his grip. He read it, then read it, and read it again. He recalled the elegant message scribbled on the napkin. He felt like he could hear the words spoken. He could almost hear them whispered in his ear.


  You bear the semblance of a tiger cradling a pearl in its mouth.


  Someone had been observing his poor and miserable life. Someone had been watching Jean, who was troubled that he might not even be able keep his wretched life as a catamite.


  Hone it and polish it.


  Someone had been keeping an eye on him with affection and benevolence as true as the sky, things he did not receive when he was in the trash, when he was in the tavern, when he was in the house of the duke.


  That day, Jean buried his face in the document and drenched it whole with his tears. The server, not knowing what had happened to him, was much disturbed. She went back and forth between the storeys, coaxing Jean to eat. Jean read the sentence again and again, until the server had given up, until the soup she had brought had gone cold. Until he felt as if someone had branded the sentence in his tongue, in that same elegant penmanship.


  *


  “Jean.”


  The cloud of memories was banished by the clear voice. It was followed by a knock. Jean looked up. Maximillian was knocking on the frosty window.


  “Did you perchance dream with your eyes open?”


  Jean failed to notice it, but the coach had come to a stop. He groaned, his tone low. Outside, the coachman was announcing that they had arrived at the mansion of the Marquess of Rubin.


  “Allow me to humbly lead the way, my Lord Prince.”


  Jean stood up. He opened the coach door and stepped down. He reached out his hand to the prince, who smirked. Soon enough, the prince’s hand touched Jean’s. Maximillian’s hand was surprisingly cold despite having been inside the carriage the whole time. Jean flinched while Maximillian let go of the hand with nonchalance, placing his feet on the carpet that adorned the path from the coach all the way to the banquet hall.


  “A moment, Your Grace.”


  A servant had been waiting for them with an ermine coat. Jean took it from him. The color was ashen, much akin to that of Maximillian’s eyes. The prince turned to look back with a slight smile. Jean wrapped the coat around the prince’s shoulders before taking a step back. The servants lined up on both sides of the carpet and bowed in unison. Maximillian started walking. Jean followed him as the prince mumbled.


  “Aren’t you a treasure?”


  Jean did not respond. The emperor had succumbed to illness, the Grand Duke had ascended in stature, and with the empire in decline, it was universally understood that the Crown Prince could not hope for a welcome as grand as those of times past. It was why Jean had hired people ahead to wait for the prince, along with an ermine and a twelve-horse coach. Together with the justacorps of the Crown Prince, these were the instruments that would exhibit the wealth of Jean Erhardt.


  “I am merely your humble servant, Your Grace.”


  Everything Jean had prepared was dedicated to Maximillian Joachim, but none of it was for him. The prince stood before the door, and Jean opened it for him. Maximillian did not move right away. He simply stared, waiting for someone to announce his arrival.


  “Announcing the esteemed arrival of His Royal Highness, the Crown Prince Maximillian Joachim!”


  One of the servants yelled loud, and people began murmuring. The light of the mansion shone down on the prince’s profile. Was it a coincidence? Jean caught a glimpse of a subtle look on the royal face. The Crown Prince’s gaze descended, his lips parting slightly as he remained motionless. The particles of light that had escaped seemed to have latched themselves onto that face, refining its features with an ever-sharpened grace. And just as well, the face was heavily shadowed. An inexplicable hollowness appeared on the countenance before vanishing.


  “Let us proceed.”


  Maximillian whispered lazily. Jean was startled to have found himself gazing at the prince, mesmerized and awed.


  His beauty is repulsive, Jean reminded himself again. He felt nauseous all of a sudden, as if butterflies were fluttering in his stomach. He tried to calm himself, following behind Maximillian. The prince was already inside the hall, welcomed and greeted by the nobles present. Jean could occasionally hear whispers about the prince’s garment, or how his coach had looked—his plan was a success.


  Jean kept a close distance as he followed Maximillian. If someone came over to greet the prince, Jean would greet the person with his eyes and nod courteously. Jean could read the confusion, curiosity, and caution on people’s faces. Just as he had anticipated, his attempt at garnering attention seemed to be triumphant. Jean pretended to avoid the stares of the masses as he cast a furtive glance at the Grand Duke Robert. The Grand Duke, on the other hand, seemed to be of no mind to hide his interest. Whatever his deliberations were, he was blatant with his gazing at Jean.


  But alas, one could never know what the other person was thinking, and so, Jean kept vigilance. The Grand Duke was anticipated to be easy prey, but so far, he only acted to be one, never biting the bait. Should he find out that this whole situation was a trap set for him, he would never keep in touch with Jean Erhardt. Jean returned his gaze to where it had been, smiling slowly as he rubbed the ermine that Maximillian handed him the moment they entered the hall.


  “Your Grace.”


  That was when someone abruptly intruded into their company, calling the royal. Instead of stepping away, Jean moved his body toward Maximillian, as if he were protecting the prince. The intruder seemed to have noticed Jean. He took a step back. Jean studied the man. The man was tall, his shoulders broad. His countenance bore an air of affability that seemed welcoming.


  “Lord Jean, Duke of Erhardt.”


  The man bowed and greeted Jean, addressing him courteously by his title. Jean pulled in his chin and returned the acknowledgment. The man extended his hand.


  “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, my lord. I am Matt Grisham, the Count of Grisham.”


  Grisham. Jean knew the name. The house was esteemed for its forebears, who, with a sum ample enough to buy all the land in the capital, acquired their noble title. Per Jean’s knowledge, the head of the house had passed away several years ago, and the heir was now the count. Jean smiled.


  “I am Jean Erhardt, the heir to the Duke of Erhardt. The pleasure is mine.”


  Then, Jean took the man’s hand. The handshake was brief, but it was of no challenge to sense the strength of the grip, which conveyed a clear sense of hostility.


  Jean studied the man again. Matt Grisham’s gaze was fixed on one spot as if Jean did not exist. The gaze was so brazen that it almost seemed blasphemous. Jean, after briefly staring at the insolent man, opened his mouth to speak with languor.


  “Your Grace.”


  Jean’s words were directed at the prince, who did not spare the man even a single glance despite having felt his obvious intrusion.


  “Matt Grisham, the Count of Grisham, humbly presents his greetings.”


  As he spoke, Jean tilted his body slightly, letting Grisham face his back while Maximillian would see his chest. The shift in position allowed Jean to see Maximillian clearly. The prince looked to be at ease. His head was cocked to the side, exposing the line of his jaw and his fair neck. He gave the champagne glass in his hand a light shake. The sparkling liquid danced inside.


  “...Is that so.”


  Their eyes met for the briefest of the moment. Finally, Maximillian turned his head to look at Grisham. Hmm. The prince mused audibly. Jean straightened his stance.


  “Your Grace.”


  Matt Grisham, as he faced the prince, called him again. Jean looked at the man from the corner of his eye. The heir, now all grown, looked quite desperate. Jean felt like he could see the man’s desire in his eyes and lips.


  “It has been a while, the Count of Grisham.”


  For every syllable that the prince enunciated, Grisham’s eyes turned to different shades. He seemed bewitched. He did not seem to care about other people’s stares and gazes, despite their intensity, all directed at him. Jean tutted inwardly.


  “A moment, a moment of your time, for a talk...”


  Grisham’s voice shook so much that it wouldn’t be a surprise to find his hands trembling as well. Jean looked at the prince. Maximillian nodded, briefly, but surely. Those surrounding the prince, greeting him and each other, dispersed one by one. Jean also moved. It was time for him to meet the Grand Duke Robert.


  “Duke of Erhardt, do come over.”


  As soon as Jean approached him, Robert Joachim welcomed him warmly. It was even before the men serving him had told him of Jean’s approach. Jean smiled brightly.


  “It has been a while, Your Royal Highness.”


  “’Tis the first time since the last banquet, if I recall correctly. You have never called, and neither have you made an appearance in other gatherings. I was almost forlorn, my young lord.”


  The words were unctuous, but Jean knew that the Grand Duke had not even lifted a finger in an effort to seek him.


  “It is an honor to be sought by the Grand Duke Robert.”


  Jean reciprocated the words with a polite and mundane response. He then added, as if it were a trivial, insignificant matter.


  “Forgive me, Your Highness, but I have been fully occupied with the honor of serving someone.”


  It was ever so brief, but Jean caught sight of the Grand Duke’s eyebrows twitch. He pretended not to have seen it and smiled. Jean was then piled with questions from those circling around the Grand Duke. Their inquiries were mostly about the justacorps and coach of the Crown Prince. Some of them made too much ado, for they had never seen a coach pulled by twelve horses. Some asked how Jean had come to befriend the Crown Prince. Jean demonstrated neither excessive loyalty nor subtle animosity, skillfully staying within the lines, careful never to step on any of them. He felt the Grand Duke’s gaze linger on his face, then not, then back on his face again.


  After handling some more questions and compliments, Jean left the group of men. But Maximillian was nowhere to be found. Jean placed his empty glass on a table in the middle of the banquet hall. Had the prince gone on a rendezvous with the man, perhaps? After all, they did seem quite particular to each other. Maximillian was colder than usual, and Grisham seemed beyond hot. He was boiling and steaming all by himself.


  What was the nature of their acquaintance? The question tore its way out of Jean’s consciousness. It was one that Jean had had the moment he met Matt Grisham, but also the one he had shot down, reminding himself that it was no matter of significance to him.


  “His Grace has gone on a walk in the garden with the Count of Grisham, my lord.”


  The servant by the door responded when Jean inquired. After hesitating, Jean headed outside. Inside the venue, it had been warm and cozy, owing to the fireplaces in the hall. However, out of the shelter of their warmth, winds were tempestuous, likely the reason behind the deserted way to the garden. Going on a stroll, amid inclement weather such as this, just the two of them. Would I be interrupting a gathering just as I have done before? Jean asked himself, but the question did not stop his steps.


  He was engulfed in a strange flurry of emotions. Firstly, there was the rash curiosity, which stirred up a desire in Jean to see what the prince was doing when he could simply choose to disregard the matter altogether. Then, there was the fragment of memory, of that look Maximillian had when Jean opened the door for him earlier. It was urging Jean’s footsteps faster. Ever since Jean had ridden on the coach with Maximillian, he had been tormented by this fear and anxiety that he was missing something, which grew bigger inside him with every rustle of fallen leaves crinkling under his feet. Two scenes took turns repeatedly appearing in Jean’s head—Maximillian smiling without any hesitation, and his profile that gazed at the banquet, keeping silent and seemingly lonely. Before he knew it, Jean was walking briskly. The garden was well-organized, but the sheer size and its intricacy were hindering Jean in his quest for the face he sought.


  “Maximin!”


  Jean frowned at the thick darkness that had swallowed the garden, and that was when he heard the hoarse voice. It was followed by the sound of footsteps. Someone was running.


  “Answer me. Did you allow him into your chamber? Did you spread your legs before that man?”


  It was Matt Grisham. Jean quickly surmised the owner of the voice. The other person was making his way back to the center of the garden, all but running, with his back to Jean.


  “Matt.”


  A tranquil voice followed. Contrary to Matt’s vexed and agitated voice, Maximillian’s voice was calm and serene.


  “Have I not adored your impudence enough? Learn to treasure your life.”


  The prince laughed softly before continuing.


  He had every right to say it as a royal, as a crown prince. It was also his way of warning the man not to cross the line any more than he already had. At least, that was how Jean interpreted it. However, Matt Grisham did not retreat but growled.


  “Answer me, Maximin. Did you carry yourself like a mare in heat?”


  Calling the Imperial Crown Prince a mare in heat to his face—it was beyond insolence. He could be put under the guillotine for blasphemy, and no one would be able to deny the sin. Jean swept the inside of his mouth slowly with his tongue, spectating the scene unfurling before him. Maximillian began speaking.


  “The matter had come to my attention for a while now, but you seem to be under the illusion that being called a mare in heat is a great insult.”


  Then, the prince smirked before continuing.


  “Or perhaps you wanted me to feel insulted at the expression?”


  Jean stood still where he was, feeling guilty himself. Maximillian’s words were clearly directed at Matt Grisham, but Jean felt like they were stabbing him.


  “I simply cannot see what is so shameful in being treated like a mare, but—”


  Maximillian’s voice was lazy and dreamy. He was not bound by the tempestuous whirlwind of emotions that had swept Grisham away. The prince continued, pulling Grisham’s chin and meeting him squarely in the eye.


  “—if you find it so full of shame, do not forget that I can and shall treat you such whenever I please, the Count of Grisham.”


  The hand of the Crown Prince quickly descended. It had been holding the chin, but now, it was holding the neck. And then, Jean heard a gasp. Maximillian had kicked the man’s groin. Matt Grisham collapsed onto the floor, groaning. He covered his nether region with his hands, twisting and rolling on the ground. Even as he did, he kept repeating, “Maximin, Maximin.” Soon enough, the pain seemed to have faded away, and Grisham staggered but managed to stand up. Maximillian watched the man with cold eyes. Grisham’s eyes were ablaze with such anger that Jean could see it from where he was. However, the prince didn’t seem to care.


  Jean swatted the thick greens of the garden out of his way. It caused a rustling sound. He found Grisham startled, flinching and lowering his hand. Jean called out in a low tone.


  “Your Grace?”


  He raised the end of his voice, seemingly appearing to have just found Maximillian. That was when Maximillian started blinking after looking at Jean’s way. Suddenly, Jean remembered what the prince had told him when they were dining together, mumbling as if he were making an observation.


  ‘It is a sad affair. My catamite will never make a living out of acting.’


  He might already know that I have seen it all, reading my face. Jean feigned surprise as he took a step forward, and Matt Grisham staggered, stepping backward. He had half a grimace. He seemed to be still in pain. Yet, he was making an effort to stand upright. Jean lowered his head in an attempt to conceal his laughter. Jean, Maximillian called him, then proceeded to inquire.


  “What has brought you here?”


  Jean responded, his head still facing the ground.


  “I was informed of your departure and have arrived to escort you back, Your Grace.”


  Ah, Maximillian reacted with ease. Yet, his piercing gaze toward Jean was so unmistakable that it was almost palpable. It seemed that he was in search of something. That was when Jean realized he had not brought the ermine with him. He had left it in the care of a servant in the banquet hall. Oh, dear, Jean thought to himself while removing his own coat. The cold engulfed him as soon as he took the garment off, but it wasn’t severe enough for him to be shaken. He approached Maximillian and draped his coat over the man’s shoulders. It was an act of kindness Jean would not have extended had it not been for Matt Grisham’s presence.


  “You’ll have to wait, for I intend to continue my walk.”


  And as if he had seen through Jean, Maximillian mumbled with a subtle grin on his face. Then, he turned his body entirely and began walking. Never the one to come along without a fight. Jean had to make an effort to stop from grimacing. And then, he heard the voice.


  “I was told you will be the new muse, my lord.”


  Matt Grisham started mumbling, his voice gloomy, feet planted on the ground. He was staring at Maximillian’s back, which was already several steps away from him. Jean looked at the young count. They locked eyes.


  There seemed nothing out of the usual in his tone. However, it was not hard to hear the animosity behind it. A muse. Jean gave a slight nod in affirmation. Grisham’s eyes were kindled with fire. Jean could almost hear the man gnashing his teeth. He did not let it affect him, however, but stared at the path Maximillian had taken. He could still see the prince’s back.


  “I also did the task once, my lord.”


  Grisham spat the words through his clenched jaw. The man seemed to be eager to let Jean know that he knew what it meant to be the prince’s muse, and what the task entailed. Jean stayed still, smiling. Then, he returned the favor.


  “You could still have been the muse, perchance, had you known when to hold your tongue.”


  Matt Grisham made a fist at Jean’s words. The House of Grisham had acquired the meager title of a count in exchange for offering extravagant riches to the royal family. For someone of that lesser lineage, the man seemed oddly brave. Jean smirked, patting the man on the shoulder. “Till next time,” said Jean, and Grisham’s fists trembled. He found the sight satisfactory.


  “...His Grace paints with quick hands.”


  Jean was about to leave the man behind to follow the prince when he heard the words. Grisham’s tone sounded like the devil himself was speaking, full of despise and resentment, yet, at the same time, it sounded as though he was doing his best to suppress his anger. Was it the ambiguity of the words? Jean felt amused, failing to stop himself from laughing. Grisham added, grinding his teeth.


  “I wonder when your... portrait will be finished, my lord.”


  Jean did not turn back or respond. He simply walked ahead, in search of the back that had disappeared out of his sight.


  *


  Maximillian was in a spot not far away. He was facing Jean as if he had been waiting for him, Jean’s coat still wrapped around his person. With a white fog of breath, Maximillian’s face appeared particularly faded, clouded by the pearliness of the respiration.


  “The man was much too impudent, Your Grace.”


  Jean spoke in a soft tone. Maximillian lifted his eyebrows. Jean stared at the shape of the elaborate brows that drew an arch.


  “Did you hear the conversation?”


  “Yes, Your Grace, though it was not my intention to do so.”


  Was he vexed? Jean observed Maximillian frown. The moon was exceptionally bright. Maximillian faced the light, letting it illuminate his countenance rather than his back. Jean could see him clearly.


  “Did you—”


  The face stirred up a strange thirst in Jean, and before he could stop himself, he had already begun speaking. Jean stopped for a moment. Maximillian watched him, his face slanted upward. They stared at each other’s eyes.


  “Did you paint him too, Your Grace?”


  Jean barely asked. His mouth was parched, and he heard the huff of a smirk.


  “Paint him, I did not.”


  With an ambiguous answer, Maximillian studied Jean, and there it was again. The gaze that seemed to pierce and see through him. It was that gaze. Paint him, I did not. Jean found himself repeating the words. He knew well himself what those who were called muses did behind the doors, coming and going the chamber of the Crown Prince.


  “Some mistake the task of warming the bed as that of a lover.”


  Maximillian spoke calmly. Dry leaves rustled under his feet with every step he took.


  “Simpletons who believe that it is an act of submission and affection when I am merely indulging myself, seeking my own bliss.”


  Jean recalled the way Matt Grisham all but screamed the words mare in heat. At the same time, he recalled the way he himself mocked the prince at Cornell’s pub with his brethren, who composed an entire song to satire the prince. Jean was at a loss for words. Just like earlier, a sultry, bottled-up sensation washed over him. It was a sensation he could not elaborate upon, but it was also a familiar one.


  “And those men seem to be under the impression that it is a great shame to open one’s legs and take their member, but I disagree. I might have spread my legs, but they were the ones who panted like a dog while riding me. There is the mere difference in roles, but the nature of the action remains the same, and I am not the one to reckon such an act shameful.”


  Maximillian hummed his words as if he knew what thoughts Jean had in his mind. Jean found the sentiment scandalous, and yet, he found his own face reddening. He did not know whether it was shame he felt for his own mocking of the prince, or whether it was anger for the prince’s non sequitur. In the meantime, Maximillian continued speaking.


  “And by no means am I fickle in choosing those to bed.”


  In short, the prince was saying that he was a promiscuous man, nothing more, nothing less. Jean had to try to quell the confusion escaping him. And then, he saw it.


  “However,” Maximillian had a slight smile.


  The curving lips were beautiful.


  “I am quite particular about one thing.”


  Aye, the man was beautiful. His eyes glinted in the darkness, his hair was red, and his face shone as though all the light adored it, whether from the subtle moonlight or the banquet hall. Everything about him was beautiful.


  “I am rather particular in choosing which object of beauty to grace my canvas with.”


  Jean had marveled at the princely beauty from the moment he had met the man. He was flummoxed, however, as to why the awe had suddenly grown untamable at this moment. He knew better than anyone that appearance was but a hollow shell, and yet, in this present moment, why was he wholly engulfed by a reverence so potent that it stirred tears within him? Jean could not help but ask himself. He stood still, his lips sealed tight. He could see the prince’s face, shaded by his shadow. The prince was smiling his way. Somewhere, something was wafting the faint fragrance of mint.


  “Hmm.”


  Maximillian studied Jean, his countenance mirroring the expression he wore earlier in the coach while looking out the window. It was accompanied by Chantelle’s voice in the pub. Jean couldn’t say anything. He knew it couldn’t possibly be, yet he found himself seeing the face he had never before seen, drawn above Maximillian’s so clearly and so cruelly. That was when Jean recalled where he had felt the emotions before, the same sultry, muffled sensation. Emotions akin to shame and humiliation, but not quite the same.


  I offer you my present, your liberty. May you find it to your liking.


  They were what Jean had felt once long ago, alone in the room of a luxury inn. They were the very emotions that assaulted him when he saw the first letter sent to him by his new owner, whom Jean had been vigilant and doubtful about at the time, secretly detesting.


  “Good.”


  Maximillian blurted out abruptly. It was sudden, and Jean could not fathom the meaning behind it. The suddenness hindered Jean from responding. Maximillian continued speaking, his manner nonchalant.


  “You may kiss me.”


  He spoke with such naturalness as though Jean had sought permission for a kiss. The two stood close, and the prince’s chin tilted upward as if there were no other possible course of action.


  Jean’s mouth gaped, and Maximillian stepped closer. You had a look seeking leave, the prince whispered, chuckling. His humming sounded like a tune, and a peculiar sensation swallowed Jean. He felt as though Maximillian had turned into a song and flown to him in a melody. From somewhere, out of nowhere, like that someone who already had once in his life.


  Before he knew it, Jean found himself tilting his head to the side. The prince’s breath tickled his cheek. His smooth, pearly skin touched Jean’s face briefly before pulling back. The hair tickled the forehead, and their nose brushed against each other.


  Jean, as though bewitched, lowered his head and closed his eyes. With a tender tinge, a feverish gust of breath touched his lips. Everything felt so vivid and sharp—Maximillian’s hands pulling Jean’s face, the minty scent wafting in the air, and the unbelievably cloying lips. It was a rather ridiculous phenomenon, but when Jean was with Maximillian, none of the repulsion he usually suffered found him, as though the moon hanging above the garden had cast a spell onto him.


  *


  I am out of my mind. Jean splashed cold water onto his face in a manner closer to slapping himself. He had repeated the action several times already, and his face had long gone numb from the coldness. He roughly wiped away the moisture but soon regretted it, for when the soft towel brushed his skin, he was reminded of the tenderness of someone’s even softer lips.


  He was also reminded of the look Maximillian had after, eyes closed with a slight smile. Strangely, Jean’s heart felt strangled and choked. He threw the towel. There was no one else he could blame. Maximillian Joachim simply did what he so often did, and it was Jean who fell for the trick. He was the fool.


  They kissed twice in the garden of the Marquess of Rubin, for as soon as Jean parted his lips, Maximillian pulled him back. When the soft lips clung to Jean’s lower lip, he did not have it in him to deny the man. When Maximillian clung to Jean and sucked his tongue, he did not have it in him to not hold the man in his arms. Jean could feel the flat chest and toned body of a man, but he felt no particular disgust. Rather, he felt subtle excitement. Jean sighed. He could recall himself ravenously devouring the prince’s lips.


  Maximillian initiated the kiss, and it was also he who had to push Jean away to end it. Jean carefully lowered the hand cupped around the prince’s face. The thought that someone might have seen them occurred to him only later, but he found himself surprisingly serene. And so he was, from the confines of the garden until his departure in the carriage.


  It was when Jean mounted the coach that he lost his peace. Maximillian merely whistled a tune and kept silent, yet it posed a challenge for Jean to look at his face. Jean was scared. He feared that the prince would see through the untamed emotions inside him. He turned to face the window and looked out, still like a gargoyle. Had Maximillian not slumbered beneath the ermine Jean had procured for him, Jean would have stared only at the passing scenery throughout their journey.


  ‘I shall see you on Wednesday.’


  They had traveled quite some distance, and upon their arrival, the sun was slowly rising. Maximillian had adamantly refused the marquess’s request that he spend the night in the mansion.


  ‘Allow me the honor to escort you back to the palace, my Lord Prince.’


  Jean recalled the words he spoke to the prince on that dawn. The Crown Prince had not stopped at the Royal Palace but in a street of the capital. Jean also recalled the prince’s face, with a slight grin, moving left and right.


  ‘I shall return after I take a look around.’


  ‘Your Grace...’


  Then, Jean pondered how he was to end his sentence. You require guards, which you do not have. Saying these words would surely hurt the princely pride. Maximillian was the Crown Prince of the Empire Joachim. Jean need not remind the prince of this, whether he roamed around the streets without a single guard protecting him. Jean continued what he was saying.


  ‘You require protection, Lord Prince.’


  Maximillian gave a simple but stern response.


  ‘Jean. My guards already protect me. They are simply concealed, not visible to your eye.’


  And that was the end. Jean could no longer stop the prince, not when his voice had been so stern and final. Jean, unable to stop Maximillian, could only stare at his back, disappearing in the morning mist. He went back in the carriage and had just returned to the Erhardt mansion.


  “Guards...” Jean mumbled to himself.


  He had ordered his hired soldiers to search the area for guards. When Jean asked them if they had found any, they all shook their heads, denying the presence of any such guards. Then, was that the prince’s last hold on his pride? Jean pondered, rubbing his own jaw. He had a man follow Maximillian. The man reported to Jean that the prince took a leisurely stroll in the streets before returning to the Royal Palace. There was no reason for Jean to concern himself with the matter any longer, yet he found himself strangely bothered.


  It was a troubling sensation. Jean collapsed on the bed and covered his eyes. He was aware of his needless and excessive observance of Maximillian Joachim. Aye, he was aware. However, he couldn’t control it, especially not since hearing Chantelle Francis’s preposterous speculation.


  Whether the prince had guards or not, it was not Jean’s concern. And of all affairs, guards? It was ridiculous for Jean to be concerned with the matter. Once the deed was carried out, Maximillian Joachim would meet his death, anyway. Whether in the hands of the revolutionists or of the greedy Grand Duke, who had fallen prey to sweetened false promises. Perhaps, it would be better to let an unfortunate event be the cause of his slightly premature death. He could be attacked in the streets, simply mistaken for a member of a rich family. He could be trampled over by a traveling horse. Whichever it was, it did not concern Jean, and he was aware of that.


  But what if? Just what if the prince truly was the Little Pearl?


  Jean felt a chill. He rose to his feet. He brought out the napkin with the Pearl’s writing along with their other correspondences. Elegant, sophisticated manner of speech and writing shone piercingly. Among them, Jean found what he was looking for. He already knew every word by heart, but he had to check in case he was mistaken.


  There are matters history cannot evade. To the new world.


  The new world. The Little Pearl clearly wrote these words. It was when Jean was deliberating about joining the revolutionaries. He shared certain ideas with his brethren, but at the time, nothing was more important to Jean than the will of his Little Pearl. He knew that the Pearl was an aristocrat living in Joachim. He also knew how most aristocrats felt about the ideas of revolution, republic, and equality.


  And if the Pearl were revealed to share the opinions of other nobles, Jean vowed to himself that he would leave the revolutionaries. He would seek out and run away with the Pearl before the revolution commenced, serving his owner for the rest of his life. It was also the reason why, at the time, he had told no one involved in the cause about the existence of his Little Pearl. However, his owner had expressed clear support for the revolution in elegant writing.


  Jean was able to breathe only after confirming it again with his own eyes. I am right. Maximillian Joachim simply cannot be the Little Pearl. Not only was he a Joachim, but he was also in the immediate royal lineage. He would sooner crush the sparks of revolution underfoot upon discovery than lend any support to the cause.


  Aye, the prince knew Jean’s past and who he used to be, but as the man himself had said, it was a discovery of no challenge for someone with a keen eye. Even Jean had foreseen this mishap once or twice, that some young aristocrats Johnny befriended might recognize him. It was why he bothered to go through the process of identifying the aristocrats, probing into their rearing in the capital. It was also the reason Jean began using his real name instead of the one he was called while serving in the Erhardt mansion. Among Johnny’s friends, very few had a status as noble as a duke’s, and even those who did, their finances were not much different from those of the House of Erhardt. Jean deemed them to be of no threat. It had been a decade, he had a different name, and he had a different social status. Jean anticipated that no one would dare speak of the catamite of the past.


  Maximillian Joachim was able to do it because he was the Crown Prince. That was the one thing Jean and his brethren had overlooked. It was their fault to have neglected the wayward, wretched heir to the throne. No doubt, for who could have possibly foreseen it? Even if they had known that the prince had such a keen eye, no one would have anticipated that the man would call upon the now heir to a duke to warm his bed.


  Jean gently tidied up his belongings. He had journeyed a long distance and had done an act he had not foreseen. Jean was fatigued. The sun was pouring its light through the windows, but Jean laid himself on the bed, drawing the curtains. Having organized his cluttered mind, he was no longer tormented by musings as they had earlier. And just so, Jean Erhardt fell into slumber.


  In his dream, Jean was in the academy library, and he was a boy, sitting in the corner, reading his most prized book. It was probably then that he heard it. Jean was flipping a page, rustling, when someone laid a pile of books next to him. Jean looked up at the shadow cast on the pile, and their eyes met. The person grinned. The eyes were gray like ashes.


  *


  The weekend came, and Jean received a correspondence from Robert Joachim. It was an invitation for a dinner on Wednesday, just as Jean had anticipated. Jean composed a polite response, conveying his gratitude for the invitation and his eagerness to attend the forthcoming event. In the meanwhile, he had not neglected to acquaint the Grand Duke that Jean might not be so punctual, as he would be occupying the morning in the company of a most noble personage within the confines of the Royal Palace—a subtle strategy. Jean felt sanguine about the plan. It was going well.


  Rumors were running high in the capital that the emperor’s malady had taken a turn for the worse. The old man, having been bedridden for some time, must soon be called upon by the heavens. And perhaps this was the source of the tales that the Grand Duke and the Crown Prince came and went to the emperor’s chamber, silently asserting each other’s dominance. Maximillian Joachim, the sole offspring of the emperor, and Grand Duke Robert, the foremost in succession among the emperor’s six brothers—the tales were warranted with some truth to them.


  “How could a sickly green boy stand a chance against the Grand Duke, the man who was once the sword of the frontiers?”


  However, not many were intrigued by the contest for the throne, for the winner was quite evident.


  “’Tis best we not convene for a while. The Grand Duke must be keen to observe us.”


  Jean told Wickham, who was just appearing back after changing his attire. The two of them were meeting in a tailor’s shop, feigning coincidence. Wickham’s excuse was procuring a dress of Chantelle, and Jean’s was fitting a new garment for his dinner with Robert Joachim. The owner of the shop was also a member of the cause, rendering the rendezvous free of threat. Still, they couldn’t help but stay vigilant, on their guard.


  “None of those on his side would have any interest on this side.”


  Wickham scoffed. He was not wrong, but Jean still shook his head.


  “Remember always, Nathan, that the insurrection of the mighty demands vigilance, while our own rebellion amounts to mere trampling and suppression.”


  Wickham sighed lightly at Jean’s words and nodded. The knight’s reflection in the mirror was pale. Now that the deed had officially begun, he must be feeling nervous.


  “I assume that the recruitment is going all well?”


  After observing his friend’s color, Jean asked. Wickham nodded, tying a cravat. He was trying on a new coat while he was at the tailor’s.


  “Mostly correspondents and journalists. More knights from the Grand Duke’s side joined too.”


  Events were unfolding seamlessly. There was no need to involve the common people, who had it hard enough making ends meet on a daily basis, fully occupied with the task. They had what was necessary—a tycoon to finance manpower, journalists to disseminate information, and knights with actual physical force.


  “...What about the church?”


  However, for reasons unknown, that scenery passed Jean’s mind. The scenery of people forming a long line to receive bread. Wickham frowned. Did the question bother him? The church? Wickham repeated after Jean.


  “Do you mean those in the clergy, Jean?”


  Wickham inquired further, his distaste and doubt apparent in his tone, which was rightly vindicated. Apart from the royal family, those in church serving in the clergy were said to be the wealthiest. They were aristocrats, in a sense, rich and privileged as they were. In terms of their exclusivity, indeed, they were no different from the nobles. However—


  “We don’t need their men to join us,” Jean started while silently thinking to himself.


  —those who were receiving bread before the church were different from its so-called servants.


  “I simply thought that it would be prudent to provide financial aid to one or two churches. Many seemed to rely on them for food, getting their rations,” Jean continued cautiously.


  Wickham scoffed. You sound like Chantelle, he jeered. Jean narrowed his eyes as Wickham dismissed him.


  “Jean, to do so would be merely obscuring the frontline.”


  “Let’s say that we’re expanding the line of our brethren.”


  “Brethren? Who? Those relying on the church, you mean? Those living out in the alleys, you mean? Even if we do take them into our cause, what could they possibly offer us in return, Jean?”


  “Our cause is to uproot the empire, and many an event unforeseen awaits us even after our success. Instances of civil conflict shall frequently arise. We could always use more support for our cause.”


  Oh my goodness, Wickham’s jaw dropped. His eyes widened. He met Jean’s eyes squarely before shaking his head from left to right. Soon, he let out an empty laugh and inquired with Jean.


  “More support for our cause? Them, who could not feed themselves this very moment as we speak? Do you truly believe that?”


  “...”


  “Even if they do come to aid our cause, Jean, there is no need for us to eagerly step forward. We have no need to initiate an alliance with the church. Once the revolution starts, people will naturally be drawn to its idea. Do we not know who will be the first to gather under our flag?”


  Now that was preposterous. Wickham had a tendency to overvalue the ideas of liberty and equality. Jean supposed that it was because of the man’s background, having grown up in the household of an affluent merchant, becoming a knight, albeit the title not being hereditary.


  “Nathan Wickham.”


  However, Jean could not be bothered to lecture the man about the power of hunger and starvation. Wickham would not be so easily convinced by the notion that bread on the table was far more significant than mere abstract words such as liberty and equality.


  “As a part of the brethren, I am simply making a suggestion. And, for I have made a suggestion, I hope you will bring it to the table and discuss it with the others. It is suffice for me to simply hear the verdict.”


  “But—”


  “It doesn’t have to be from the party. I will do what I can by myself anyway. So when you do reach a verdict, do not hesitate to relay it to me.”


  Was it the sternness in the tone? Wickham still had a look of discontent on his face. Nonetheless, he nodded in confirmation. Jean rose to his feet as the tailor brought with him the material to be used. It was a handsome leather in the shade of dark ash. Jean quickly settled upon the semblance of his fresh frock coat and chose the gems that shall adorn it as buttons. He had to prove his wealth once again to Robert Joachim.


  “Of all places, you have to be fond of the church...”


  Wickham murmured before leaving the shop. His tone seemed baffled. He shook his head left and right as he left. Jean sat in the shop for a brief while. He went out of the establishment only when he deemed that sufficient time had passed. He could see that the alley was graced by sunlight. It must be noon, as the same alley was blessed again by the ringing of the bells of the church.


  ‘My Joachim.’


  Jean recalled the sweet voice of the Crown Prince. He had spoken as if he were looking at something precious before his eyes, but the alley before Jean looked so destitute that it paled before the glory of the sun. Beggars, spaced between the painted walls, were as still as cadavers. Between them, rats crawled, feeding on chipped nails and the sort. And in the middle, people walked, hunched like those very rats. It was a dying alley, a dying empire.


  “...Let us return.”


  A meager amount of bread would bring forth no significant change. Jean was well aware of that. But someone would survive a day more, thought Jean to himself as he mounted the carriage. Someone would open their eyes and see the new world from Jean’s humble generosity.


  Thus, Maximillian Joachim did not prompt this decision. He was not the reason, Jean told himself as he wiped the frost in the carriage window. His face appeared on the glass, and then disappeared. A cryptic expression emerged and vanished just as often for quite some while.


  *


  “You are late.”


  Wednesday, when Jean had arrived in the palace, Maximillian was awake ahead for some reason. The prince had even donned the court attire smartly, which slightly flummoxed Jean. He had just arrived at the palace ten minutes tardy, thinking how the prince was usually sprawled across the bed at the time of his call.


  “Forgive me, Your Grace.”


  Jean lightly bowed, and Maximillian shrugged. Everything was ready and in place—the easel, the canvas, and other tools. When Jean approached the bed, someone from the outside closed the chamber door. Jean slowly undid his cravat while Maximillian made no remark. He was simply sitting before the easel, his legs crossed. The prince seemed to be of no mind to command Jean to engage in the same debauchery he had previously enforced, which served to put Jean more at ease.


  When his body was finally bare, he lightly shivered from the chill. Jean slowly laid his body on the bed, and the furniture welcomed him, embracing him in its softness. Jean lay down on his side, letting one arm carry some of his weight. Maximillian’s pencil began moving. Soon, the rustling and scratching sound of the sketch tickled the ear. The noise was so delicate that it presented a challenge to believe it to be a sound made by Maximillian, who was moving his hand with an expression of apathy. Jean listened to the sound as he looked at Maximillian. The light was drawing lines on the prince’s face.


  “...Pray, where have you been, Your Grace?”


  It took Jean a long while before he brought up the inquiry. Strangely, he felt nauseous. Maximillian cast a glance at Jean. The gaze differed from when he beheld Jean with the aim of capturing his appearance. It was a bit sharper, a bit smarter. It was the look of a man looking at another man.


  “I have made a call upon His Majesty.”


  Maximillian responded plainly. His Majesty. Jean barely stopped himself from groaning. Maximillian laughed.


  “Why do you ask? Did you find it peculiar that I was awake?”


  His milky white teeth revealed themselves before hiding. The canvas only showed half of the prince’s face, and his smile was halved just the same. Before he knew it, Jean was pulling his neck out to get a better sight. Maximillian’s face kept appearing and disappearing.


  “I have heard, my Lord Prince, that His Royal Highness has been unwell.”


  “Aye, he has been, for several years now.”


  A shadow was cast upon his face, and Jean held his breath, observing it. Soon, Maximillian’s lips curved just as they always did.


  “And owing to the malady, I had to summon Montespan. She just arrived this morning, and it required some time to escort her to His Majesty’s chamber.”


  Montespan was the sickly king’s former mistress, a courtesan. After a long-standing struggle for power with the queen, she had been bestowed a castle in the north and left the palace. She must have returned. After all, it had been many years since the queen had passed away. The palace must have needed someone to be by the emperor’s side and look after him.


  However, it was no simple matter at the same time. It was certainly the emperor’s will to have summoned the banished courtesan, and kings did such a thing when they sensed their impending demise. Therefore, Montespan’s arrival foretold the conclusion of the empror’s prolonged illness. Hence, it meant that—


  “Why do you look at me with such eyes?”


  —the moment was impending.


  “...Nothing, Your Grace.”


  Jean lowered his gaze. He felt pity toward the fool who had just declared his own impending doom without feeling any sense of threat. Jean smiled slightly, relieved for the first time for laying in this bed. If he were privy to the occurrences within the palace, it would serve as assistance for their endeavor. And Maximillian, who did not dream of such a thing, was absorbed in his sketch, creasing his brows and relaxing them repeatedly. He was so absorbed as though his whole world was inside the canvas.


  A fool.


  Jean thought to himself, staring at the face. It was a time of disorder, and one of starvation. It was no time for the Crown Prince of the empire to sketch and paint. In the event that Jean had found himself in the prince’s position, he would have either been engaged in a struggle with the Grand Duke for the throne or entirely preoccupied, vigilant against adversaries beyond the Grand Duke. Yet, here was the prince, occupied with drawing a naked Jean.


  He was a fool. It also meant that he would be just as easy to manipulate.


  The thought calmed Jean down. He recalled his initial motive upon approach. Jean was Maximillian’s captive, and while he was one, he would pretend to be infatuated with the prince while impressing the Grand Duke. This was Jean’s motive. After his call with the prince, Jean would be having dinner at the castle of the Grand Duke Robert. He was already one step closer to his aim.


  “You seem to be glancing my way frequently.”


  Jean, while pondering to himself, had stared as if the prince were his prey. Maximillian smirked and put down his pencil, pulling his body away from the easel.


  “What thought do you have?”


  Maximillian asked, still seated on his chair. Jean feigned hesitation, choosing his words before speaking. The prince had ruined the path of Jean’s plans, and Jean was planning to swerve it back to its course.


  “In your final hour...”


  Jean deliberately paused between his words. With one arm placed beneath his head, he assumed the most hesitant expression he could summon.


  “I was contemplating whether I might have the honor of being your Montespan in your final hour.”


  Your Montespan. It referred to the mistress of His Royal Highness. To ask whether Jean could be his Montespan was to ask if he could be the most beloved courtesan, the one who keeps his side on his deathbed. Jean glanced at the prince, trying to read his mood. Maximillian had one of his eyebrows raised, his smile lopsided.


  “My Montespan?”


  His tone was closer to curiosity than mockery. Jean quickly sealed his lips to feign confusion.


  “Since when have you desired to be my Montespan?”


  “...Forgive me for my mistake, my Lord Prince.”


  Jean spoke in a hurried manner, as if he really were a man who had committed the mistake of voicing out his thoughts aloud. Then, he pulled his chin down slightly. He saw the carpet covering the floor, and he heard the sound of dress shoes clicking against the floor. Jean could see the head of the shoes.


  “No,” the prince spoke.


  Jean’s chin was lifted up. He was used to him now. Jean blinked a few times.


  “How could I render a word of such adoration as a mistake?”


  Look at me, the prince whispered. Jean bit his lips down hard once before lifting his gaze, poignant as if he were staring into a matter he couldn’t ever possess.


  Maximillian smiled before their eyes met. He did not say anything anymore. Jean attempted to read his mood. He was aware that too sudden a mention of affection would bring on suspicion. Jean moved his eyes around and spoke.


  “I, I have fallen into a misfit, Your Grace. Forgive me. I... I simply found myself somewhat confounded from the prior affair...”


  Then, Jean paused. Maximillian waited for him to continue, his ease etched over his face. His gaze seemed as though he were staring at a bird caught in a cage, and it was the very gaze Jean had cast upon the prince earlier.


  “Somewhat... confounded...” Jean trailed.


  How could it be that those eyes belonged to the same man who had stood in the garden? Jean could still vividly recall the prince’s intellectual manner of speech and his tone, his particularly intense gaze. I must have been fooled, bewitched momentarily, Jean thought, consoling himself. He felt that it was utterly foolish of him to have thought that his Petite Perle could be Maximillian.


  “From the prior affair?”


  The prince cocked his head in question. Jean had propped his torso up, and he was now being pushed back by Maximillian, who ah-ed audibly as if he had recalled something.


  “Are you referring to the kiss at the banquet of the Marquess of Rubin?”


  Maximillian asked, his one eyebrow slightly lifting. He burst into laughter while scratching under Jean’s chin as if the man was a dog.


  “Jean, in light of your age and yourself, it ought not to astound you,” the voice cooed.


  “...”


  “What is it that you conspire, hmm?”


  The prince was shrewd in his observation. However, the delight in his tone betrayed his message. Jean took notice of it and decided that he needed not defend himself, for Maximillian had begun whispering.


  “It matters not.”


  The prince tilted his head to the before continuing.


  “It is not in my nature to decline what is offered to me.”


  Then, their lips touched briefly, as light and quick as a bird’s peck. Jean parted his lips more, receiving the kiss, while pulling the prince closer to him with his hand. Maximillian let himself be pulled onto the bed. Their tongues intertwined effortlessly, and Jean smelled the cool scent of mint. He had to grit his teeth to remind himself yet again that his man was not his Pearl.


  Indeed, he was not.


  This man, cupping Jean’s face so tenderly as if he were the most prized possession, was not the person Jean had wished for so dearly. This man, whose fingers were black from the pencil, whose body was climbing onto the bed, whose tongue was gliding along the teeth, was not Jean’s savior. Jean reminded himself again and again as he laid his hand above the prince’s, for should he fail to recall this piece of knowledge, Jean felt as though he would be siphoned into an unknown realm. His reasons knew that it couldn’t be, yet he couldn’t rid himself of the idea.


  “Your Grace...”


  Why was that?


  “You may address me by name, Jean, for you have been utterly delightful today.”


  He knew it, yet why was it that—


  “...Maximillian.”


  —the name tasted so sweet on his tongue?


  Jean looked up to the man who was on his knees, towering over Jean. The prince’s eyes were beautiful, akin to carefully and skillfully set precious stones. He gazed at Jean as if he were precious. His kisses landed on Jean’s forehead like tender rose petals. His hand caressed Jean’s neck and ear like feathers. His breath tickled Jean’s heart. Jean could only stare at the prince, who grinned and asked.


  “Why, do you require the élixir d’amour?”


  His words resembled mockery, but they did not vex Jean. What vexed Jean was, rather, himself, for he already knew the answer. Jean reached out his hand. He grasped the back of Maximillian’s head, which had been facing down. Jean slowly pulled the man toward him, just like the prince had done to him in the garden.


  Then, Jean shook his head, telling himself that this was all to sever the prince’s neck in the future.


  (Continues in Book 2)




   


  Dear Readers,


   


  I am Cherrymanju, and it is a great honor to present my work to you through the English edition of Perle. The opportunity to connect with readers around the world through this story is truly a privilege.


   


  It would fill me with great joy to know that the tale of Jean, Maximin, and the realm of Joachim has touched your hearts, even in the smallest of ways. May Perle become a story you treasure, one that calls to you with each winter's breath.


   


  Wishing you endless happiness,


   


  Yours truly,


   


  Cherrymanju
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