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    Act III


  


  Maximillian’s right hand glided above the skin, leaving a trail of cold chill, reminiscent of a block of ice sliding down the body. Jean looked up at the man sitting above him. He was undressing himself while touching Jean’s body as if it were a toy.


  With every button undone, more and more of his porcelain skin was revealed. Before he could stop, Jean found himself marveling at the pristine, spotless fairness. Soon, Maximillian yanked his garment off his own body without hesitation. His flat chest came into vision as he leaned forward.


  “Jean.”


  The red hair draped over Jean, threatening to cascade on him any moment. It concealed the prince’s face. Jean stroked the hair up, and the prince whispered.


  “Pull down my trousers.”


  His tone was glee, jesting. Jean did not adjust his face to tilt down. He simply guided his eyes southward. Unlike himself, who was entirely bare, Maximillian was still covered in his trousers.


  Perhaps Jean recalled what had happened before, for he felt a sudden thirst come to him. Left with no choice, he lowered his hand. He held the fabric, undid the button, and slowly slid it off, revealing the hideous organ he had seen before. Jean turned his face away from the sight, and as soon as he did, his lips were devoured. The kiss was a light punishment, for the prince seemed to have anticipated Jean’s reaction. The prince pressed on the lower lip, without inflicting pain. He pushed his way in with his tongue, swallowing the spittle in Jean’s mouth. Jean did not avoid the lips. In contrast, he held onto the prince and pulled him closer. He preferred it, for he was exempt from the tribulation of having to look down, and—


  “What whim of yours is this?”


  —for the kiss did not offend him.


  Maximillian lightly panted. He seemed to not have anticipated that Jean would reciprocate the oral exploration. Without answering, Jean pursed his lips against Maximillian’s once more. As he did, he pulled the prince close, layering his body on top of the royal’s. Jean flipped their bodies around, and then looked down at the prince, who smirked. Maximillian wrapped his legs around Jean’s waist.


  “And now, what do you suppose you do?”


  He was japing, treating Jean as if he were a boy oblivious to the mechanisms of pleasure. Jean frowned. He lowered his hand, and he felt Maximillian’s member, which was half erect. It felt familiar, similar to his own. Yet, he did not find the sensation offensive. Meanwhile, Maximillian japed some more, twisting Jean’s nipples. Unlike Jean, there was not a trace of reservation in the prince’s action. Jean slightly pressed Maximillian’s member with his palm. It was followed by a lazy moan.


  “You conspire to assassinate me, perchance, with anticipation?”


  His tone was full of jest. In lieu of a response, Jean stroked the prince’s member with his hand, rubbing his thumb at the tip. Jean felt the legs wrapped around his waist twitch and flinch. He lowered his gaze and was met with fair, white skin. He deliberated for a moment, then licked the skin at the right collarbone.


  He tasted slight saltiness as if he had a particle of salt. It disappeared soon. Jean let his tongue slide. He slid downward and arrived at the nipple. Curiously, his mouth began to water. He proceeded to open his mouth, and Maximillian’s nipples nestled perfectly within. He traced a circle around the little patch of skin, tickling it. Then, he pressed it down with his tongue. Jean heard a moan come under him. Jean bit it slightly while Maximillian unwrapped his legs. His body seemed to have gone weak.


  “More...”


  He spoke, his voice soft. Lapping his tongue, Jean moved to the other side. There lay the part of the chest he hadn’t tasted yet. Jean brought his hand up, rubbing the wet right nipple in a circular motion while sucking on the left one. He could feel the prince’s hand crawling down his body, aiming to arrive between his legs.


  Jean flinched when the cold hand touched him. Was it the coldness of the hand? Or was it the ephemerality of the coldness, which disappeared like snow melting under the sun? Jean could not be certain. Slowly, he felt the heat spread and climb its way up. Jean removed his lips from Maximillian’s chest. The prince was looking up to him. They locked eyes. Kiss me, said Maximillian. Jean pressed his lips against the prince’s, just as he had been ordered to. Maximillian long ventured inside Jean’s mouth as if he were breathing out the excitement.


  “Kneel. Hold your body straight.”


  The prince gave the order after having tasted Jean’s lips to his heart’s content. Jean followed the order, docile. Maximillian now sat with his back to the headboard. Now that he was on his knees, Jean’s bare member was level with the prince’s eyes. He could see the prince licking his chops. The face well-suited the sunlight, which was weakened from its battle with the curtains. Maximillian opened his mouth, and Jean saw the clear, pale rose lips move. Jean had a premonition as to what the prince was about to do, and it confounded him. He was aware of the deed, one that of pleasure he had never had. He was about to taste it.


  “Why do you look at me with such eyes?”


  A smooth face touched Jean’s thigh. The hair tickled. Jean was momentarily at a loss for words. Maximillian’s lips parted and closed as he spoke. They looked licentious, obscene. The prince must have read Jean’s mind, his own head lain against Jean’s thigh, for his hand climbed up and grabbed Jean’s member. Maximillian’s lips seemed they were about to part at any moment.


  “Even the whores in the streets... do no such a thing, Your Grace.”


  Jean spoke with slight bewilderment. The prince smirked before responding, And?


  He then pulled Jean’s member close and licked the tip. The unexpected sensation spread from the sensitive spot. Maximillian’s lips parted slightly, and they proceeded to swallow the tip of Jean’s member. Jean felt the heat pool into the organ. Perhaps it was because of the greatly lewd scene happening before him, but Jean knew not where to rest his hands. He had lived as a catamite, but oral deeds were condemned to be base and lowly. Jean had never experienced it. Catamites themselves were too lowly in the first place to be the subject of such deeds, to be the recipient of an act so... so pleasurable.


  “Ah...”


  It felt strange.


  Maximillian’s hand swept up from the stones, and stroked along the shaft softly. The thumb moved as though it was peeling the skin off, and the tongue embraced the tip. Maximillian slowly swallowed the member that was so very stiff. From above, Jean watched his own cock disappear into Maximillian’s mouth, entranced and mesmerized. The prince moaned and groaned occasionally. His face was slightly flushed as if he had a fever. When Maximillian swallowed the cock with the way he looked, Jean felt like all the moisture inside his head was sizzled away, leaving him feeling befogged. He felt thrills down his thighs, and the muscles tautened.


  God be damned... In the end, Jean lowered his hands and carefully held Maximillian’s face. Maximillian took a glance at Jean. Then, he opened his mouth a little more. Jean could see clearly his own member enter the damp, dark cave. He could not discern, however, whether the single thread of fluid hanging was his own, or of the prince’s mouth. Jean slightly panted. He pulled his buttocks back slightly, then gently pushed his way back in. Maximillian’s tongue wrapped around the member and sucked on it. Every time he did, Jean was all but losing his mind from the pleasure. The Crown Prince, his mouth agape, had a look far more obscene than any that Jean had witnessed.


  “Does it please you, Your Grace?”


  It was Jean who was being pleasured, yet the look on the prince’s face seemed to tell otherwise. Maximillian nodded without any shame, and this time, Jean pulled on the back of the prince’s head, nothing holding him back. He pushed his member to his heart’s content inside the oral cavity. He could hear sloshing noise. Maximillian did not fight back. He rather seemed to be pleasured, his own member erect. This repulsive deed... Recalling what the prince had done to him, Jean forced himself to continue to think. Otherwise, he felt like he would cling onto to the man’s mouth, brought down to his knees, begging for more of the bliss. He had to carve the words in his mind. This filthy deed...


  “Ah...
Ah, God damn it, Maximillian...”


  When this man spurted his seed on Jean and insulted him, claiming his face alone to be quite arousing, was this the same pleasure he had felt? Jean could feel his member entirely stiff, its tip swollen, leaking viscous fluid. He felt as though his body would explode at any moment. And that was when it happened. Jean felt something cold touch upon his hand, which had been placed behind Maximillian’s head. And with that coldness, the pressure wrapped around his member disappeared as if it were a mirage.


  “Oil, Jean, bring me the perfumed oil.”


  Maximillian, whose mouth had been opened as if he were tasting the most wonderful worldly delicacy, spoke. Perfumed oil? Jean found himself frowning—while panting at the same time. His member was throbbing wildly, having been pulled out of Maximillian’s mouth. More... Just a bit more... Jean was awash with the desire to seize the man and command him to open his mouth again.


  “Jean.”


  Had he read the desire in Jean’s eyes? The prince held the red, throbbing member and kissed it on the shaft, calling Jean’s name. The voice was sweet, as if calling onto a pup, and cooing, as if suckling a child.


  “Draw back the curtains, and you shall find the perfumed oil upon the table. Bring it.”


  Alas, Jean could not deny these words. Fooled, he felt. Jean drew back the curtains in a hurry, and lo and behold, there lay the scented oil on the table. He brought it to Maximillian, who tickled his chin, gesturing that Jean had been good. Then, the prince held Jean’s hand, poured half of the oil onto the palm, and turned back. Jean saw the plump buttocks, and slightly below that, he could also see the prince’s stiff member.


  Maximillian poured the remaining half of the oil onto his own buttocks. Jean soon understood the prince’s intention. He glared at the gap between the cheeks. The prince turned to look at him. Hurry, said the prince as he stroked his own penis.


  Jean had no choice. He was of no mind to think of their difference in status, for he was in dire need himself. He was so filled with heat, so filled with passion, that he even suspected that what the prince had done was deliberate, to turn Jean just as eager for this deed. Jean carefully inserted his forefinger into the little orifice dimpled in between the prince’s buttocks. Owing to the slippery oil in the hand and the posterior, the penetration was smooth. Maximillian quivered below.


  Jean added another finger, and with his middle finger also inside, he dug into the hole while rotating his digits. The buttocks lightly shook. Jean felt a strange desire to hunt, along with eagerness. His member was still engorged to the point of bursting, and all he desired at the moment was to penetrate the hole. Instead of being repulsed, he salivated at the sight of Maximillian’s buttocks. Jean had thought the man to be vile and base, but in the now and here, there was nothing more desirable than the prince’s body.


  Maximillian flinched every time Jean moved his finger, and when Jean started digging deeper, the prince began moaning. Jean could see Maximillian’s hand growing faster, gratifying himself. He seemed to be ready to open his body, his hole. Jean observed the sight, pulling his fingers out slowly. Maximillian turned to look. He was slightly red around the eyes, and the orbs themselves were oddly moist. The face seemed to be a manifestation of immoral, indecent paintings.


  Jean lowered his body over the prince’s back. He held his member and aimed the tip at the loosened hole. He had to exert force when he was entering the opening, but once the tip was in, the rest followed easily. The hole swallowed Jean just as gluttonous as the mouth had. He felt like he was being sucked in.


  Damn it.


  Jean’s reason told him that he should be slow and gentle in penetration, but his lust wreaked havoc in his mind, telling him to drive his member in all the way at once. And when Maximillian let out a throaty moan, even that fueled Jean’s desire more. Jean clenched his jaw and entered slowly. The inner flesh seemed to be sticking to his member. He felt like he would reach his bliss any moment now. Before he could stop himself, Jean slightly bit the prince’s neck.


  “Ah, Jean...”


  Jean brought his wandering hand and held the nipples that he had touched and pinched earlier. Maximillian tossed and turned as Jean touched his chest. His body must be as sensitive as it could get... Jean slowly widened the hole, pulling back slightly, then entering back in, repeating the motion. Simply pulling back out for a mere fleeting moment was enough to drive him mad. Jean was at his limit.


  He grabbed the prince right below the thin waist and began thrusting. He saw Maximillian’s hands gripping onto the sheets. The slightly protruding veins oddly attracted his sight. Slowly but surely, Jean began gaining speed. His whole body was in heat. Jean went in, and in, and deeper in. Every time the Crown Prince moaned and cried, Jean found his bliss. All of his body, his senses, screamed in elation. And the earlier memory of Maximillian, so fragile as if he would shatter under the sun, all the more heightened the ecstasy. To think that the very same man had hidden something so wretched beneath that face—


  “Jean...!”


  Something so wretched that it gave such maddening pleasure—


  “Erhardt, ah, slow... slow down... Ah...!”


  This was the reason, Jean thought. This was the reason why his face, or his smile, veiled Jean’s sight as if it had conquered Jean’s entire world. Jean was sure that his own nature had found out ahead of his reason that the wretched prince had hidden something so sinister within him.


  “Good... It feels good, Jean...”


  He was a man who was so elated for having a man inside him that he cried tears of joy and dried them on his pillow. He was a man who deemed it natural that his member leaked fluid while having another man’s member inside him. Jean became more certain of the man’s wretchedness at the sight of him, losing his mind in bliss the more Jean pushed in. Jean became most certain that he had been enthralled, enticed by this lecherous madman.


  “Is it... Ah... is it that good, Your Grace?”


  It was akin to a scene wherein a depraved fallen angel extended his hand to Jean, smiling. How could a man stay sane before the lure? Especially now that he had a taste of a pleasure so strong, so all-consuming.


  “It feels good, more... Ah, Jean...!”


  Jean could think no further. His mind had gone blank. He cared not if he had been bewitched. As long as he could hold onto this man’s body, as long as he could release his seed this very moment, there was nothing he would not do. Jean watched Maximillian, who was rubbing his own member on the sheets while pushing his buttocks toward Jean at the same time. The face of the Crown Prince was stained with lust, pleasure, spittle, and heat. Jean grabbed onto the body and pushed his member in deep. The prince quivered, crying. And every time he did, the inner flesh quivered along, squeezing around the member. Jean could feel himself maddening. He was now a beast that knew nothing but for going back inside that hole again, and again. Jean embraced the man tightly from behind. He trapped the man in his arms to bar any movement and began moving forcefully like a dog in heat, only the sound of their flesh meeting together audible. Just a little more, barely a little more...


  “Ah...”


  It was the last moment when his stones touched the prince’s posterior. Jean’s sight went pitch black before sparking back to light. He knew he had released his seed. Jean embraced the prince tighter and pulled the man closer to him, unconscious of his action. The member that had been engorged to its limit trembled as it filled the inside of the prince. Perhaps their climax came on them at the same time, or the prince’s a little sooner than Jean’s. Whichever it was, there was a wet spot on the bedsheet where the prince’s member was. Jean’s instinct caused him to move his waist. He spurt out the last drop of his fluid inside the man. The strong wave of sensation was late to turn into a lull, cradling Jean. As if he had held his breath for long, Jean took a deep breath. And then, he heard it. A chuckle came from under him. It was cheerful.


  “...Pray, what brings you laughter, Your Grace?”


  Jean asked, holding onto Maximillian’s shoulders. The prince turned, and Jean could see that the soft lines of the prince’s face sheened with sweat. He was laughing, and there was no trace of mockery or sarcasm. He merely looked joyous.


  “It occurred to me that for someone who sought an élixir d’amour, you had quite the appetite.”


  Jean turned red at the remark. He couldn’t present any response. Maximillian chuckled again, and then, with his one hand resting on his forehead, looked at Jean. The smile was quite different from the one of mocking nature Jean was accustomed to seeing. The prince’s lips curved in a way that seemed out of his control; the end of his eyes slanted downward; his cheekbones were slightly elevated. Jean closed his mouth. He couldn’t utter a single word, as if his throat had closed up, pasted with glue.


  *


  He had anticipated it, but the Grand Duke Robert did not appear on time. His steward merely delivered his message to Jean, that a sudden affair had risen in the royal family and that Jean ought to wait. It presented no novelty to Jean, for he was well aware that the art of keeping individuals in anticipation was the favored approach among the aristocracy in obtaining someone’s submission. He simply nodded in response. The steward offered Jean a tour around the house in the meantime.


  The castle of the Grand Duke was spacious indeed, worthy of being esteemed as a fief within the capital, but it was not lavish. Perhaps it was in the duke’s nature, being a man of war, to prefer the art of simplicity and modesty rather than that of elaboration and intricacy. He was a man who preferred to adorn his home with swords rather than statues, with drill yards rather than gardens. And so, the supposed tour was merely an observation of the Grand Duke’s collections of aged armor, guns, and swords. However, it was a much welcome sight for Jean Erhardt. It would be of great help to know what the enemy had, how his dwelling was structured, in case a situation emerged where the enemy would have to be fended off with violence.


  Jean took deliberate steps, and with each step, he made keen observations of the surroundings. The castle did not have many windows, but it had an abundance of weapons, those that could be used in times of urgency, although most of them adorned the walls at the moment. At the end of the hall, one could see the entire drill yard. It was too vast a ground to be allotted for a single noble, be that a grand duke. The stable was just as grand, seemingly sufficing to house more than a hundred horses. The Grand Duke seemed to be a man equipped for war.


  At the same time, the sight reminded Jean of the man who was supposedly in a struggle for power with the Grand Duke back at the Royal Palace. The man who held a brush in his hand in lieu of a sword, the man who called a coach instead of riding a horse. The man who cried in Jean’s arms merely hours earlier, the man whose face was so arrogant and depraved.


  What adorned his chamber was no gun, no sword, not even an ax. His chamber was adorned with an easel just as skimpy as its owner was, a bed too ample for his lone person, elaborate carpet and drapes, and paintings. That was all. The disparity was so stark that merely speaking of a contest of power between the two seemed laughable. Jean suddenly recalled the slender neck he seemed capable of snapping in a single twist, turning around in the spot he stood, when it caught his attention.


  At the far end of the hall, in a spot slightly missing the window, there was a small painting that captivated his sight. A snake was gaping its mouth, looking at Jean. It seemed to be screaming for its last breath. Its tongue was so vividly painted as though it would come to life at any moment. However, the blood that was spattered around it and its rolled-back eyes, showing only the whites, indicated that the painting seemed to depict the moment of its final hour. It was a colorful, striking oil painting.


  “A gift, from Maximillian.”


  It was a hideous scene, but Jean could not seem to look away from it despite the unsightliness. Jean found himself looking at the man who had arrived and stood next to him. The man had gathered and held his hands behind his back, gazing up at the piece.


  “The title was... ‘The Bitten Snake,’ if my memory serves me.”


  The Bitten Snake... Jean looked at the painting again. The eyes of the dying snake were filled with clear spite. It was evident that it was no object fit to be presented as a gift. What was more, the snake had once been the symbol of the dukedom. The duchy that would have still existed had the empire not been as impoverished as it was, the domain that would have belonged to the Grand Duke. What could it possibly mean, to send the depiction of the demise of such a symbolic beast, but a political threat?


  Jean recalled the man who had been in his arms just earlier in the day. It made him huff out a laugh, realizing that the same man, indeed, certainly had the bravado to commit an act so rash. He slightly covered his smiling lips with his hand before lowering it. The Grand Duke Robert looked at him.


  “The painter seems to be of quite the skill, Your Grace.”


  Jean mumbled, taking another glance at the art. He was looking for the signature of the painter, commonly found on the lower right corner of the frame. It was faint, but the trace was easily found. Joachim, M. Jean simply blinked briefly, and the duke spoke, a breath late.


  “He claims to have painted it himself. After all, he has always had the gift for the arts.”


  Then, the man gave a hearty laugh. He resembled a father proud of his child. It was an opportunity for Jean to continue the conversation. However, he failed to find the words to do so. It was not because he was startled that the painting had been drawn by Maximillian Joachim himself, but because—


  “What is the matter?”


  —of the painter’s signature. The handwriting was oddly reminiscent of—


  “...Nothing, my Lord Duke. I was simply surprised at the technique of the art. It almost seems to have been drawn by a court painter.”


  —someone’s Jean was familiar with.


  “Indeed, the Most Noble Prince does befit the grace of art.”


  Where have I seen it? Jean asked himself. He retraced his memory as he conversed with the duke. A vivid memory emerged in his mind. However, it could not convince him to be true. Nay. Jean bit down his lip.


  Meanwhile, the Grand Duke had moved ahead, and Jean merely traced the man’s steps, his mind absent from his body. Soon, the grand dining hall came into view. The entire hall readied for a lone guest—it was far too grand a welcome for a single man. Jean turned to look at the Grand Duke, who gave a smile, standing still. A servant came to draw out the chair.


  “I appreciate that you have honored my invitation, though tardy it may be. Why, the gentleman, so handsome that he is the subject of much gossip, graciously took the time to attend to me. I saw it only fitting that I return the favor in equal measure.”


  “You do me much too kindness, Your Highness. The privilege of your invitation alone suffices as my honor.”


  “It might be the whim of an old man, but I have been eager to know you since the ball, Lord Jean. And after the banquet at the mansion of the Marquess of Rubin, even much more so.”


  A stream of wine drew a graceful curve as it was poured into the glass on the right. Jean looked at the speaker, maintaining the smile on his face. The Grand Duke reciprocated the gaze as well, his hands clasped together. He then proceeded to inquire with Jean.


  “Pray, how fares my young lord upon his reunion with his estranged kin? The Duke of Erhardt seldom ventures beyond the confines of his abode, and I eagerly await tidings of his welfare as well.”


  The Grand Duke sought to read Jean’s face as he spoke of his inquiry. Jean responded with ease and grace.


  “Father has always been aware of my birth, extending his graciousness to make me feel welcomed. It only pains me to wish for my mother and brother, how ecstatic it would have been for them to be living... There has been much ill fortune upon the House of Erhardt.”


  The ill fortune referred to the death of the Duchess of Erhardt and of Johnny Erhardt. The Duchess of Erhardt departed this life from sickness, a shadow cast by the passing of her son, whose demise was brought about by a fall from horseback. It was said to be sickness, however. Jean’s informant had told him it was syphilis. It was a common illness among the aristocrats. It was simply not spoken of as common, for they all sought to conceal it, a taboo.


  “Father has taken up a new hobby, which I am grateful for, as it has greatly improved his health.”


  To be precise, the old man had vibrant color to his face now that he had money to squander away in his gambling pursuits. Jean smiled as he partook of his salad, an appetizer for the meal ahead. It was a preposterous affair that, regardless of the actual misery experienced by a noble, when given sufficient embellishment, the tale could be transformed into a grand saga of woe.


  “Indeed. No sorrow is greater than the death of one’s child, but alas, he must not let the grief waste him. Comfort him as best as you can, Lord Jean, for you are his young son acquired at his most testing times.”


  “Yes, Your Highness. It merely saddens me that I am not of a sweet nature to have comforted my father better.”


  The Grand Duke laughed heartily at the remark. He stabbed the roasted eggplant before him with his fork and lifted it into the air. Jean cut a slight piece of the vegetable at the end as well and picked it up. He was aware that the duke’s eyes would narrow in a keen manner but would turn wide and round, like an innocent child’s, whenever they met with Jean’s. It was quite an explicit manner of observation. Jean pretended not to have noticed anything and proceeded to bring the piece of eggplant into his mouth.


  “Tales tell me that it was the Duke of Erhardt who sought you first. Pray, where have you been before, Lord Jean? I must have been told of it, but forgive an old man’s memory.”


  “I have lived in a foreign land, among men of trade, Your Grace. My birth mother had been the nursemaid of the babe of the household. I was raised as the child’s companion, a playfellow. The head of the house had grown fond of me and had been gracious enough to send me to an academy.”


  “Ah, I have wondered how a young man as yourself had the gift of trade, what with your factories and mines. I understand now. Was the house of merchants the subject of an aristocrat?”


  “The head of the house had indeed been bestowed with and owned a title.”


  I see, the Grand Duke Robert mumbled. Jean accentuated that albeit his rearing being that of a commoner, he had been a part of a noble household, adding his presence in the academy as the crowning glory. In addition, although it was highly probable that it was a lie, in his veins ran the blood of a noble, the House of Erhardt. Jean suspected that the Grand Duke must be pondering, by this point, how to put him to use.


  “It is no wonder that your manners and the grace with which you carry yourself seemed too refined to be that of one who had been in the house of a commoner. You owe much to the benevolence of that head of the house, it seems.”


  “Yes, Your Grace, I owe him much. I aspire to be able to show my gratitude in the years to come.”


  “Indeed. Then, have you come to the acquaintance of Maximillian in the academy?”


  The Grand Duke brought up the subject of his true curiosity with a voice so nonchalant. Perhaps, it was the question he had been so very eager to inquire. It was understandable, given how Jean’s response would dictate the duke’s course of action—whether the young lord was fit to be his man or not.


  The man threw his most prized question so indifferently, with such ease. The demeanor allowed for two observations. Firstly, the Grand Duke harbored such great mistrust of Jean that he would risk hiding all and every conspiracy of his.


  “No, Your Highness. It was my first encounter with him at the ball prior, that day upon which I was humbled to be in your acquaintance.”


  Secondly, despite his prevalent and all-encompassing mistrust, his situation was so dire that he must extend his hand, seeking help.


  Jean maintained a subtle smile, slicing the meat on the newly served plate. His opponent was feigning nonchalance, and Jean was of mind to mirror the demeanor.


  “Our second encounter was in the garden of this very castle, Your Highness. He appeared solitary, so I presented myself to be his willing companion. The Most Noble Prince then humbled me by inviting me to the Royal Palace.”


  “You seemed to have charmed my young nephew. I have heard tell that you two were quite close companions, and it appears to be so.”


  “You humble me, Your Grace. However, I merely attend upon him as required, answering his summons once or twice weekly.”


  At the moment. Jean added in a light tone. He needed not impart any impression that their rendezvous bore significance to him. And wasn’t it true that the nature of the acquaintanceship between Jean and Maximillian lacked intimacy? Jean was suddenly reminded of how the Crown Prince had heaved for breath in his arms but a few hours prior. The prince pulled him nearer and indulged in his flesh. Then, after the second wave of bliss, he lay limp on the bed, drained. Jean could conjure the face fresh in his mind. The prince’s cheeks bore a rosy hue, ill-befitting his usual demeanor; his countenance showed his continued immersion in the receding currents of pleasure; his voice carried a faint hoarseness. Jean recalled each and every detail.


  Jean took a sip of his wine. He let it lightly coat the inside of his mouth before letting it pass down his throat, and the bitter taste took with it the piece of memory in Jean’s mind. He briefly concealed his mouth behind the glass, concerned that the sudden intrusion of the reminiscence might have stiffened his countenance. At the same time, Jean also intended for the Grand Duke to take notice of his demeanor, that Jean found it uncomfortable to be in the presence of Maximillian but did not wish to show it. Jean was certain that that subtle tell would be the bait that would hook the duke.


  Had the man seen Jean’s expression? He swiftly diverted the conversation to the topic of food. It was plain as day that the shift in discourse was intentional, yet Jean paid it no heed. The transition continued into discussions concerning the latest tidings from the nobility and the happenings within and beyond the confines of the empire. Jean found it not challenging to engage in such a discourse. He swerved in and out smoothly, carrying the conversation forward, anticipating when the Grand Duke would make mention of Maximillian again.


  “Just several years ago, he was a fine young man.”


  And it was when they were having tea that the most anticipated moment came. Jean looked at the Grand Duke, who smiled, his creased eyes forming a jovial curve. The smile also appeared wistful.


  “I am speaking of Maximillian. I was of mind that he would make a great ruler.”


  “Oh...”


  But you would not have welcomed him had he stayed to be, thought Jean to himself, swallowing the words. Robert Joachim continued to speak.


  “For a time, he was a fiend of intoxicants, deeply ensnared by the allure of the substance. At one point, he was referred to as the madman of the Royal Palace. After that, my once radiant nephew swiftly succumbed to his descent.”


  “I had heard that it was only a brief while... that he indulged in intoxicants.”


  The pause, strategically positioned, lent his words a tone of inquiry rather than defense; it was deliberate. Robert Joachim scoffed a bitter laugh.


  “A brief while, indeed, for he began indulging in other matters.”


  “...”


  “I am greatly concerned as his uncle. I expect you to be the prince’s friend and servant in guiding him toward the right path, Lord Jean.”


  The man spoke of words he had no sincerity for. Jean smiled with awkwardness, and when he said nothing further, the Grand Duke stole a glance at him. The man lowered his teacup, and Jean stayed still, waiting for the duke to observe him, waiting for curiosity to win over and prompt the duke to speak first.


  “What troubles you, Lord Jean?”


  Soon enough, the duke addressed Jean. Jean pretended to not have understood the inquiry, thereby compelling the duke to elaborate with greater precision.


  “A shadow lurks in your countenance.”


  Only upon hearing the remark did Jean part his lips, uttering the exclamation ah to give the impression of someone abruptly awoken from deep contemplation. He lowered his eyes slightly and spoke, feigning hesitance.


  “No, nothing, Your Grace. I simply pondered briefly... whether I might be deemed suitable for such a position.”


  It was crucial that Jean left a subtle bitter note in his tone, one that was so subtle that it would confound the listener. It would be the rope that would strangle Robert Joachim by the neck.


  “Ah, my Lord Duke.”


  I know what the man needs, Jean thought to himself as he called upon Robert Joachim.


  “Permit me to offer a modest gift, stumbled upon by quite a chance. I fancied it might suit your taste.”


  The Grand Duke needed reassurance that the young rich man sitting before his eyes was not Maximillian Joachim’s man. He needed the hope that the young man’s riches would assist him in outdoing the Crown Prince and placing the emperor’s crown upon his own brow... An affair so futile, so vain.


  “A court sword from a foreign land.”


  Jean presented a sword, which was wrapped in silk. He did not forget to lower his head in an expression of his politeness. The Grand Duke let out an exclamation, and the sound echoed in Jean’s ear. It was the sound of the new world, the sound of its first momentous leap forward.


  *


  All affairs thereafter followed smoothly. Jean began receiving occasional correspondences from the Grand Duke, which were mostly letters of invitation. Unlike the Crown Prince, who always summoned Jean to the Royal Palace, the Grand Duke was clandestine in his contact with Jean. He preferred the method of greeting or conversing as if in passing where many people were gathered. It became habitual for him to inquire after the tidings of this quarter, and as he listened to Jean’s ambiguous responses, he appeared deep in contemplation, as if he were calculating some matter within his mind. He waited patiently. He had been informed of the rumors that Montespan was encountering difficulties within the Royal Palace. However, hastiness was not a malady known to Jean and his brethren.


  “Jean.”


  Meanwhile, he had met the Crown Prince several more times. Once they had shared in bliss, the prince no longer concealed his desires. Their encounters on Wednesdays became more frequent, and whenever Jean made a visit to the Royal Palace, they engaged in intimacy. At times, they would meet outside of the palace—in a banquet, in a tea party, in a court meeting room, and in a dining hall. Other people were present, so the two maintained a discreet demeanor, concealing any hint of their intimacy, let alone engaging in it. Nevertheless, Maximillian took pleasure in Jean’s company in such circumstances. He appeared to be quite fond of his catamite.


  Jean returned the fondness by procuring new clothing every time Maximillian attended a new gathering, and they were no less fancy than the justacorps that Jean had presented initially. And it transpired into rumors of the Crown Prince owing this young wealthy lord a tremendous amount of debt and that the financial dependency was quite severe. Jean had no cause to correct the hearsay, so he simply refrained from speaking of the matter.


  “What thought do you have?”


  Everything was happening as planned, sailing smoothly, and yet Jean was confounded. He stared at the man who had laid him on the bed the moment he entered the chamber. The prince had a pencil and a board in his hands, which had a sheet of paper on it. And every time his hand moved, the pencil made a rustling sound. Jean narrowed his eyes.


  “Are you sketching again, Your Grace?”


  “Aye.”


  Of late, Maximillian had taken to seating Jean nearby or reclining him upon the bed to sketch his likeness briefly. Curiously, the portrait painting the prince had been laboring over had fallen into neglect. Jean lifted his hand and lightly pressed upon the board in Maximillian’s hand. He found his own face looking back at him. It was a face that had been crafted with numerous lines encountering and clashing with each other.


  “...I have made a visit to the residence of the Grand Duke some days ago, Your Grace.”


  Jean slowly removed his hand from the board. Hmm. Maximillian nodded indifferently. He was still occupied with moving his hand, etching the lines. Jean stared still at the prince’s face.


  “And I saw the painting you have gifted to the Grand Duke.”


  “Ah.”


  A tone of neither affirmation nor denial followed. Maximillian did not stop his hand. Jean could not find the words to continue speaking. He himself could not be sure as to what he endeavored to confirm by speaking of the matter.


  “I was told that you painted it yourself. Is that true, Your Grace?”


  He was simply bothered by the penmanship of the signature.


  On the day that Jean visited the Grand Duke, as soon as he returned home, he confirmed the correspondences he had received from his Petite Perle. The way the J was curved was particularly alike. Jean had ruminated the words and letters a thousand times and more, since he could not fail to notice the likeness. He attempted to quell the suspicion, telling himself that it was a cursive style of writing common among the nobles. However, the thought came back to him whenever it was about to slip away from Jean’s mind. And all this time, he had been experiencing a sensation akin to an obstruction lodged in his throat.


  “Is this an interrogation?”


  Maximillian asked, laughing. Jean kept silent. As his conviction that the two could not be one and the same diminished, Jean started to perceive Maximillian’s façades in a new light.


  Meanwhile, Maximillian threw his pencil and board under the bed. Hmm? He asked back, his tone suggestive. Jean pulled the man’s face close to him instead of responding. Their lips touched, and Maximillian pushed out his tongue. Jean, as if serving the prince, sucked the piece of flesh. The Crown Prince before him was already bare in the lower half of his person, for half an hour earlier, they had been engaging in an act of intimacy when the prince had a sudden whim, claiming he must sketch. Jean lifted his torso while pulling the prince’s buttocks closer to him.


  “You are quite docile these days.”


  Maximillian said, as he removed his lips from Jean’s, grabbing him by the jaw. Their eyes locked, and Jean could see his own blue eyes nestled in Maximillian’s ashen orbs. Unaware of his own actions, Jean found himself pulling the prince closer to himself. The man’s member touched his stomach, but it bothered him not.


  “Your Grace.”


  Rather, the touch brought on lust so excessive that his nethers began to throb. None of the repulsion Jean had anticipated after joining the prince in bed had found him, nor the self-abhorrence he had expected.


  “Nothing, Your Grace.”


  And Jean knew the reason. He needed not ask himself.


  It was not because of the pleasure that came to him upon entering the prince’s body. If it were as simple a reason, he would loathe himself, for he would be naught more than a beast, and he would loathe this man more for having a person as such of the devil himself. Hence, what troubled Jean was the confusion in his heart.


  “What troubles you?”


  Maximillian whispered. Jean did not respond but lightly bit the man’s neck.


  It was not an affair he could confirm with certainty. The solitary proof Jean possessed resided in the signature upon the painting adorning the Grand Duke’s abode, alongside Maximillian’s knowledge of his past as a catamite. Meanwhile, Jean possessed ample reasons to refute Maximillian’s identity as the Little Pearl.


  Firstly, as Jean had told himself again and again, the Little Pearl was in support of the revolution, an idea that did not align with the Crown Prince Maximillian Joachim. Secondly, Maximillian spoke in a manner that could not possibly be the Pearl. Unlike the Pearl, whose depth of knowledge and vastness of wisdom were evident in every letter of their correspondence, Maximillian lived a life of depravity, marked by base indulgence and infernal pursuits.


  Lastly, if Maximillian were truly the Little Pearl, there would be no reason for him to behave in the manner he did now. He need not even summon forth Jean’s past to lure him to the Royal Palace. All he needed was to unveil his identity, and Jean would hasten to his side, eager to be his devoted servant. No resentment nor repulsion would have arisen within Jean upon the prince’s request for intimacy. On the contrary, he would have willingly bared himself naked on the prince’s bed and licked his patron’s member. The man needed not be one of such beauty; he needed not be the Crown Prince; merely being the Petite Perle would have been sufficient to urge Jean eagerly.


  Therefore, Jean knew that concluding that Maximillian was the Little Pearl was not sound. He knew it, yet—


  “Your person is cold, Your Grace.”


  This strange puzzlement could not seem to be silenced. Jean whispered, feeling the touch on his member. It was different from before when he was able to put out this eerie fire ablaze inside him by simply thinking it couldn’t be possible. It was enough to think that this wretched man could not be that godly person.


  “Is it?”


  Yet, how was it that Jean was so disoriented? The confusion seemed to have spread across the entirety of his person, like a poison taken without caution.


  “Might it also be cold within me as well?”


  Maximillian whispered words that even harlots in the streets would not dare say. Jean felt the tip of his member touch the narrow opening buried deep inside the man’s posterior. He supported the prince’s back, holding it, and bit the chest before him lightly. He heard a lazy moan. The prince wrapped his arms around Jean’s head, and Jean slid down slowly. He pressed his tongue against the flat chest, biting and sucking the flesh as he did. Soon, from the tip of the prince’s member leaked clear fluid.


  “What has, ah... prompted your recent docile behavior?”


  Maximillian mumbled while swallowing Jean whole with his hole. Jean smirked. Instead of responding, he pulled the prince toward him and pushed himself in deeper. Maximillian let out a cry, and soon enough, he began moving on his own. Jean could hear the squelching sound of wet skin coming in contact. He grabbed and squeezed the prince’s buttocks. Maximillian kissed his face here and there, intoxicated from the deed of passion. And Jean let him. He was of no mind to refuse, of no heart to refuse. He simply reveled in the kisses that graced his face.


  “Maximillian.”


  It was not because the man was Maximillian Joachim. Rather, what was moving Jean’s heart was the faint yet tenacious doubt that the man before his eyes could be more than the man called the crown prince.


  The thought that Maximillian could be his Little Pearl shook Jean. It turned his heart tender, like meat soaked in softener. Jean knew that it might not be the case. He even knew that it was likely to not be the case, and yet, here he was, nearly brought to his knees. In the mere casting of a faint shadow of possibility lay the power to calm Jean’s raging hostility and wane his devotion to the greater good—that was the extent of the Pearl’s influence upon him.


  “Maximillian...”


  Jean murmured as if he were intoxicated, feeling the heat inside the prince. Could this be your true name, Jean thought to himself. I wish so,
for the name quite suits you.
Maximillian, the greatest of men.


  “Pray, is it truly cold within me?”


  Jean stared into the eyes of the man, whose inquiring tone was laced with jest. Light seemed to radiate from those gray eyes. The heat exuding from his body was so intense that Jean fancied he could grasp it in his hands. The inner heat devouring his member was so scorching that Jean felt as though he might melt from the sultriness. Unconsciously, Jean thrust his hips with more force, and Maximillian moaned, moving his own hips up and down. His countenance appeared lewd and immoral, lost in lust. At the same time, the appearance stirred within Jean an insatiable thirst. Jean matched his movement with the prince’s, shoving his member inside the man forcefully. An intense wave of pleasure awash him, making it hard for Jean to hold onto his reason. He rolled over with the prince in his arms.


  The face of the prince, seen from above, was full of heat. Jean grabbed Maximillian’s legs and spread them open. He could see the opening that was swallowing him. It was particularly red, likely from the slapping and clashing of the flesh. It appeared obscene, lewd. Jean moved slowly. His member was buried so deep inside the prince that it touched his stones. Jean would pull back slightly and observe his member, glistening with moisture. His cock was so stiff that the veins stood out.


  “’Tis, hot, Your Grace... As if it would melt me away.”


  As Jean entered the prince again, he made a tardy answer. His voice did not sound like his own. It was gasping for air, damp and clinging. It was audible in the tone that there was a fire of passion that could not be concealed. Jean began moving slowly again, and Maximillian panted under him. Whenever they engaged in intimacy as such, it felt as though they were no crown prince, no lord, but merely two beasts in heat, copulating. It was an utterly sweet sensation.


  “Ah, ahhh...
Mmm, Jean, ah...”


  Jean would grab onto the inner flesh of the thighs and thrust deep in, making a loud clapping noise as he did. Maximillian would cry, losing his mind. And every time he did, his chest would be colored red, intensifying Jean’s appetite. Jean licked his lips. He felt as though a ray of light was penetrating his mind, turning him into a beast with only the lower half of his body intact. He could see the prince’s bush, damp with fluid, and the prince himself, stroking his own cock for pleasure. The Crown Prince Maximillian gasped for breath each time Jean entered his body.


  “Aahhh, hmmm, ah...!”


  And when his legs closed reflexively, Jean would force them back open and thrust deep inside. Then, his climax would come on him, and he would be gripping the sheets, much akin to the current moment.


  “...You are clamping down too tight, my Prince.”


  Jean whispered to the man whose mouth was ajar from his moment of bliss. He could hear the prince’s rough exhale of breath loud and clear. The tightness down below had been enough to squeeze every drop of seed out of Jean. Soon, the pressure eased, little by little. Jean’s member was still inside the prince. He slowly began pulling out. His eyes met Maximillian’s, who had been looking at Jean’s cock with greed in his eyes. Jean knew what the man wanted.


  Jean took hold of his own cock, which had swelled to its limit, and began advancing upward on his knees. The Crown Prince, who was lying on his back, opened his mouth and tilted his chin up.


  “Ah...”


  A moan of satisfaction followed, coming from Jean’s mouth. It was a method of sodomy that would have landed one in hell, or so Jean believed. However, his person, already used to the perversion, welcomed the pleasure without any objection. Jean could hear the sound of slurping and gulping from down under. Maximillian was sucking his member as if it were such a delicacy. Jean tensed his thighs. A little more stimulation, and it would bring him to climax.


  “Ah... God be damned, Maximillian...”


  The prince seemed to have noticed the state Jean was in. His tongue, which had been devouring Jean like a famished man’s, poking on the tip of the cock, began slowing down and lazily licked the shaft. Jean dared glare at the prince’s eyes, which were full of playful spirit. Maximillian sucked on the head of the cock, and Jean’s legs quivered. He grabbed onto the prince’s face. He could feel the man widening his mouth, and Jean began thrusting roughly into the oral cavity. Maximillian’s mouth was just as narrow and deep as his hole. It made Jean’s vision flash and flicker like stars twinkling every time he entered inside the man. God damn it—Jean swore inwardly. Should he fall into the pits of hell come the morrow, he would still fail to stop himself in the here and now. He could feel his own member swell, akin to that of a stallion in heat. His seed was to come out soon, and he felt as though his body would burst no less sooner.


  “A moment... Ah, a moment, Your Grace...”


  Jean pulled out his member from the prince’s mouth urgently. From the tip of his member came a forceful release of translucent fluid. Jean tried to stop it, but Maximillian was quicker—he parted his lips and pushed the cock back inside his mouth. He had no hesitation in swallowing the continuing stream of essence. He then proceeded to lick and suck the quivering tip of the cock. Jean felt pleasure so great his hair stood on end. At a loss for words, Jean stayed still, his thighs trembling, before pushing his member back in the mouth with languor. The sensation of the climax clinging to him was cruel and intense, and any remaining seed he had in him all passed down Maximillian’s throat. Jean was only able to pull out after letting it all out. Maximillian smirked, licking his chops as if he was in want of more, and whispered in a voice laced with drowsiness.


  “Are you aware that your face appears so adorable when you are aroused?”


  The Crown Prince inquired. His face was dotted with drops of fluid, evidently Jean’s. Instead of pointing it out, Jean wiped it away. The prince’s face was adorned with evident traces of a man. The countenance was utterly lecherous, so much so that Jean felt blasphemous for having seen the Little Pearl in the prince.


  Nay, Jean thought to himself, shaking his head. This doubt was no blasphemy, for should the prince indeed be Jean’s savior, no matter how small the chance, the insolence Jean had committed by far would be the more blasphemous. Jean reassured himself whilst recalling the unlikelihood of the circumstance.


  For the present moment, he had no alternative but to stick around the prince as if bound by glue. Cornell was in search of his Petite Perle, and it wouldn’t be long until the truth about the prince’s identity was revealed. And should the prince not be the Pearl, then Jean would simply carry out the plan.


  Perhaps, the confusion was a good thing, for Maximillian Joachim had always been so very perceptive of Jean. He had openly laughed, with derision, at Jean’s wish to be his Montespan. And although the prince had indulged in Jean’s person the next moment, Jean suspected that Maximillian would have been vigilant ever since. However, Jean’s mistaken suspicion of the prince to be the Pearl would work to his advantage, for even if Maximillian saw through him, all he would see was Jean’s truest devotion to the Little Pearl.


  “Your Grace, I humbly request that you grant me the honor of possessing this sketch as a gift.”


  Jean, after catching his breath, picked up the board Maximillian had thrown out of the bed. There was a sketch pinned on the board, quite intricate for something drawn in such a brief amount of time. As you please, Maximillian hummed. Jean removed the sheet of paper from the wooden board and carefully rolled it into a scroll. He tied it with a string and placed it on the table. When he returned to the bed, he found the Crown Prince lying on his stomach, his eyes closed. Jean climbed on the bed with caution, and at that moment, Maximillian’s eyes opened. Their eyes met, and Jean made an awkward smile.


  “Jean.”


  Maximillian gestured with his hand. His lips were in a slight upward curve.


  “Come here.”


  Jean approached him and leaned closer. Kiss me, Maximillian whispered so softly, and the voice sounded so frail that it scared Jean, stiffening him. Meanwhile, the Crown Prince kissed Jean, rendering his own command null.


  *


  “A masquerade is soon to be held in the Royal Palace.”


  The Grand Duke Robert spoke in a deep, chortling voice. The teacup in his hand was no doubt one of ordinary size, but it looked miniature in his grip.


  “’Tis a blasphemous affair, Your Highness. A masquerade ball when His Majesty is deep in sickness...”


  Someone quickly responded, and everyone’s eyes gathered at the person briefly. It was a baron who had come from a faraway land. A mind in haste ought to bring words of waste, particularly those eager to ascend the caste. Jean made a slight smile that he hid behind his teacup. It was a tea party that the Grand Duke had arranged, but it did not mean that all who were present were faithful to the man. The struggle for power might be evident in whom it favored, still, explicit manner of speech did no good for the speaker.


  “’Tis a gathering that the royal family had held every year-end. No doubt the Most Honored Prince must have sought prudence and made the decision to keep the tradition alive.”


  As Jean had anticipated, someone made a shrewd remark in response. Jean merely nodded.


  “Aye, Maximillian must have been distraught as well. Furthermore, I have been told that His Majesty fares much well since the return of Montespan. Perhaps, a celebration awaits us.”


  The Grand Duke agreed. The way he chuckled appeared to be a venomous snake that had lived to see a thousand years. Jean drank his tea. He had never heard of tidings of the emperor’s illness alleviated from Montespan’s arrival. He concluded that it must be a trick, employed to conceal the man’s true intention while seeking to reveal that of others. Some of those who had gathered smiled in agreement, biting the bait. Jean smiled without a word, engraving their faces in his mind one by one. They were the ones who still served the emperor of the empire as their master, those whom the Grand Duke would rid of. They were not to be acquainted with in the near future.


  “You waste no word under no circumstance, it seems, Lord Jean.”


  The Grand Duke spoke to Jean when the tea party had ended and the attendees were leaving one by one. Jean, readying himself to leave, turned to look around. The Grand Duke stood there, his hands gathered behind his back. He had risen to see his guests leave. Jean grinned.


  “It is regretful, Your Highness, that I lack the cheerful demeanor fit for social gatherings.”


  “Nay, for yours is the demeanor befitting a gentleman. Pray, might you join me for a walk? The departure of all the companions brings woeful solitary to an old man akin to myself.”


  There was no reason for Jean to deny the invitation. The Grand Duke had been keen in observing him in recent days, mingling among others discreetly. It would not be any strange to say that he had fathomed the subtle signs Jean had been sending him, particularly when he was with the Crown Prince, Maximillian. He must have witnessed Jean’s telltales, his aloof demeanor in the presence of the prince, dutiful yet not loyal.


  “I have been told of your frequent summons to the palace of recent. I fret I might be hindering a busy man in his busy affairs.”


  The Grand Duke spoke in an ambiguous manner as they began taking their stroll. Jean made a smooth smile.


  “No, Your Highness. Rather, you have come to my aid.”


  Jean deliberately stopped his speech. The Grand Duke would scurry away if Jean revealed his true intention in a manner too evident. In general, the people of the empire were far too vigilant of everyone, a phenomenon brought forth by the lack of funds of the entire realm. It would especially be true for the one who was on guard, aiming for the throne. Not to mention, the person he was speaking to was a wealthy capitalist. No doubt, it must feel like walking on eggshells for the Grand Duke, choosing each of his words with great care. The duke smiled before proceeding to speak.


  “I have also been told that you are summoned so often that you lack the time to attend to the matters of your own house, my young lord.”


  “...”


  “That you are dragged into the chamber of the Crown Prince and keep place for hours on end.”


  My, the Grand Duke seemed to have found himself quite an excellent spy, Jean mocked inwardly. It was evident that the duke was speaking with full knowledge of Jean’s affairs. Jean could not be certain, but he suspected that the man must even know his physical intimacy with Maximillian. Well, Maximillian was quite infamous for the debauchery, after all. Jean pondered for a moment, then he decided to keep silent. He concluded that it would serve him better to feign guilt rather than contradict the claim.


  “The Count of Grisham behaved in a manner precisely akin to yours, Lord Jean. He wouldn’t leave Maximillian’s chamber once he entered it. I inquired later, and was told that he had become Maximillian’s muse, a subject of his painting.”


  Grisham... Jean suddenly recalled the face of the man while solemnly listening to the duke’s words. I was told you will be the muse. Jean could hear Grisham’s voice over the voice of the Grand Duke.


  “Are you tasked with the same role, Lord Jean?”


  And owing to the count, Jean understood immediately what the duke meant. Jean stopped. Contrary to his invitation to a stroll in the garden, the Grand Duke was leading Jean back to his residence. A long hallway lay before them.


  “...Be the muse, is it.”


  Jean made an answer in a solemn tone before continuing.


  “The Count of Grisham speak as though ’tis a matter one could have a say in, Your Highness.”


  The insinuation was subtle, but it was the truth concealed behind his words. Had it been akin to the current circumstance, where Jean harbored doubt that Maximillian could be the Little Pearl, it might have been different. However, at the time of the initial command given by the Crown Prince to climb into his bed, it truly was not a matter of choice to Jean.


  “It was not for me. It still is not, Your Highness.”


  Jean spoke sternly, taking a step back. Allow me to take my leave, Your Grace, Jean spoke in a manner that appeared to be concealing offense. He saw that the Grand Duke’s eyes narrowed. Jean turned around. With this, he confirmed his intimate relationship with Maximillian, and at the same time, made it evident that it was not his will to be engaged in such a manner.


  All is done, Jean thought to himself as he took a step away. He was curious to see as to how the Grand Duke, who was not aware of Jean’s past as a catamite, would perceive this situation. He would likely try to see it from Jean’s perspective. A man who had had quite refined rearing and teachings, a man who had come across the truth that he was the blood and flesh of a duke, now being commanded to bed the Crown Prince. A man who could no more like the situation as much as he could not deny the command. And for this humiliation to be known by others would be enough to stir abhorrence toward the very prince. And so—


  “Lord Jean!”


  —the Grand Duke would inevitably call him back.


  Jean turned back. He was just about to mount his coach. Had his countenance appeared as he intended, void of any emotion? The man who had called him had an anxious look on his face. It was the Grand Duke’s steward.


  “A-a moment, my lord, His Royal Highness requests your companion for a moment.”


  The steward said, gasping for breath. Jean kept silent briefly before letting out a heavy sigh. He removed the gloves he had just worn on his hands, which brought a look of relief to the steward’s countenance. Jean nodded.


  “This way, my lord.”


  The steward led the way. It was the very hallway Jean had just left. He walked as he was led, and soon, a grand door to a chamber appeared before him. It was not the drawing room but the Grand Duke’s study.


  “Your Royal Highness, Lord Jean has returned upon your request.”


  The steward announced before knocking on the door, followed by the Grand Duke’s voice from the other side. The steward pushed open the chamber door, and Jean stepped inside. Cozy warmth welcomed his cheeks.


  “Erhardt, you are of much shorter temperament than I had expected.”


  The Grand Duke stood in the right corner of the chamber before a colossal bookshelf. It was a bookshelf, but its space sheltered more weapons than books. Jean did not respond, and the duke turned around. His gaze was pointed not at Jean but behind him, toward the left of the chamber. Jean turned his body to follow the gaze and found himself blinking, dazed.


  “Forgive me for calling upon you again in such haste. You see, I had been meaning to inquire something with you, Lord Jean.”


  Before the lamp on the left, there stood two easels. Both had a canvas on them, and Jean was no stranger to the one on the right. It was The Bitten Snake, the painting he had seen in his prior call upon the ducal residence. And on the left was—


  “I was deciding upon which to hang on the cloister, but I fear I lack the discernment for things of beauty, as are most men of war.”


  Jean heard footsteps coming from his back. The Grand Duke was approaching him. Jean looked at the painting on the left again. It was evident what the man endeavored to convey.


  “Pray, which of the two do you deem fit?”


  Jean laughed lightly. The choice was no challenge. He slowly walked toward the easels. He turned his back to the right stand and picked up the painting on the left. Where the prince’s signature had been on the snake portrait, there was the signature of a famous painter.


  “...I see that this is far more pleasing to the eye, Your Grace.”


  Jean made an answer, slipping a look behind his back. The Grand Duke had a smooth smile, his hands gathered and clasped behind his back. Jean turned to look to his front again and observed the painting nestled in his arms as though in his embrace. It was a painting of a wolf pup, its eyes clouded, its mouth ajar, limp. A snake was on top of it, tearing at its throat.


  *


  “I’ve heard tell that Montespan’s servant is engaged in nightly drills of packing and unpacking her belongings.”


  The Grand Duke began. He poured Jean a glass of liquor in lieu of tea as he continued speaking.


  “After the royal funeral, my beloved nephew will don the crown—my beloved nephew who does not even have an army to command.”


  They were in the study of the Grand Duke, and on one of the walls hung Jean’s gift to the duke, the court sword. Jean felt proud of the sword, for it had done its duty very well. He brought his glass to his lips, waiting for the royal to continue speaking.


  “My concern is the realm.”


  The commander, whose years of youth were long behind him, spoke in a calm tone. He lowered his glass.


  “At present, there is no food to sustain our soldiers, and without provisions, there would be none manning the borders. Our neighboring nations will surely seize upon this weakness, especially with a youthful crown prince upon the throne, unversed in the arts of war.”


  “...”


  “I but seek to preserve the noble lineage of our royal house, which has withstood the trials of centuries.”


  Preserve the noble lineage of the royal house. The words caused Jean to recall Maximillian observing through the coach window. Jean inquired as to what he was beholding. My Joachim, the prince had replied. Was the prince’s Joachim the same as this man’s? Jean wondered to himself, draining his glass of liquor. The Grand Duke handed him a cigar.


  “’Tis of no great challenge to feed and attend to the needs of the soldiers at present, Your Highness.”


  The distinctive fragrance of the tobacco leaves permeated the air with a strong aroma. Jean carefully cut the cap and set it alight. Slowly, the end began to burn. Placing the cigar holder between his lips, he resumed speaking.


  “Nevertheless, should you accomplish such a remarkable feat, who among the populace would take it upon themselves to seek the truth behind it and duly appreciate your prudence, Your Highness? Indeed, they would make accusations of kin killing against you, accuse you of being ensnared by the allure of greed and intoxicated by the lust for power. Subsequently, they would employ such accusations as a premise to raise their own forces. The countries neighboring ours and those with whom we have formed alliances would be the foremost to assail us. I say that such a circumstance would be when the royal house finds itself truly in danger.”


  Every time his mouth was opened, smoke and fragrance escaped. The Grand Duke, sitting across from Jean, said naught. Jean continued.


  “No man would embark his treasure on a sinking ship, Your Grace.”


  Silence briefly reigned. Jean curled his lips with the cigar in his hand. His eyes met the duke’s, who simply puffed out smoke.


  “My soldiers would be presented with a challenge to survive this winter. They have naught to feed themselves with. As you are well aware, no funds are available throughout the empire. Save for those fortunate enough to possess wealth in far-off lands, like yourself, my young lord, all are in a grim struggle for survival.”


  The Grand Duke spoke after a long while. Jean struggled to bite back his tongue. Otherwise, he might have responded to the duke that despite the hardship of the empire, here was the Grand Duke, smoking a cigar, drinking tea, and feasting on foie gras. It was fairly natural that Jean recalled the lengthy queue of people outside the church.


  “And so is my brother. I doubt he will live to witness the coming spring.”


  The Grand Duke, oblivious to Jean’s thoughts, spoke. My brother. It referred to the current king. Jean did not avoid the duke’s gaze. He saw the end of the burnt cigar, turned into ashes. The Grand Duke hesitated no longer.


  “I do not believe that it is a great sin to usher a fated end to come sooner...”


  “...”


  “But should the Crown Prince commit the sin of patricide in his eagerness to assume the throne, how could I, as a steadfast subject to His Majesty and his kin, abide idly by, feigning ignorance?”


  Alas, the duke unveiled his true intent. He equivocated, but Jean understood his words nonetheless. The Grand Duke plotted regicide. He would murder his brother, the emperor, who was no different from a dead man as he was. The duke was plotting to cast blame upon Maximillian, marshaling forth the armed forces in the aftermath. It did not differ much from what Jean had anticipated, which proved to be a most fortuitous circumstance. Jean burst out into a short laughter.


  “A conspiracy so common throughout the course of history,” said Jean deliberately in a belittling manner.


  “Might I suggest, Your Highness, that we consider a more assured approach?” Jean continued, puffing out smoke.


  The fish took the bait. The duke laid down his cigar and clasped his hands together. Jean was still smoking when the duke inquired.


  “Pray, what do you mean?”


  The cloud of smoke concealed the face briefly before revealing it again. Jean grinned lightly and put down his cigar as well.


  “The stratagem you have fashioned, Your Grace, is indeed a tried and true one. Yet, there is peril in its potential expansion into conspiracy. The Crown Prince stands solitary while you have an army at your disposal. Such a course of action, Your Highness, may not favorably illuminate your standing.”


  “And?”


  “Place some agents alongside the Crown Prince. And once they incite a coup d’état, move in swiftly and suppress them.”


  It would be the safer way, Jean quickly finished his speech. The Grand Duke had a subtle look on his face. Jean stood up. It would be unwise to leave an impression of coercion. If it were revealed that this was the moment Jean had eagerly anticipated, then all efforts would become meaningless.


  “Notify me of your verdict, Your Highness, and provide the count of your troops to be provisioned. I shall make ready the necessary sustenance accordingly, all in the name of Your Grace, my Lord Duke.”


  Jean added, putting on his coat. The Grand Duke rose to his feet. Jean fastened the front of his frock coat. He was about to put on his hat when he noticed the easels in the corner. He threw a glance, and a dying wolf and snake looked back at Jean. Jean looked at the painting on the right, the one depicting the death of the snake, and searched the lower right corner. He could not discern the signature from where he stood.


  “As evidence of our discourse today...”


  His words spilled forth without forethought, driven not by his will but by action.


  “I shall take that painting with me.”


  Only after he had spoken did Jean realize his insolence. He had announced his action, instead of having asked for leave to do so. Fortunately, the Grand Duke consented without hesitation. A servant came to wrap the painting.


  “I shall send a message soon.”


  The Grand Duke told Jean as he was mounting on the coach. The old man looked lost in contemplation, his hands clasped behind his back. Jean simply nodded once. He could read the duke’s deliberation so evidently that it was almost palpable. No matter, for the duke would arrive at a decision when he could no longer provide for his army.


  Jean laid the portrait on the seat across from him. The coach soon began moving. After a brief while, Jean looked back through the window. The Grand Duke’s residence had turned small, like a house in a painting. He took a deep breath. His chest had been fraught with tension. Perhaps it was due to Jean’s withholding of breath or perchance due to his own anxious thoughts. Nevertheless, the strain in his chest abated, permitting him to draw in a welcome breath at last.


  All was proceeding splendidly. Jean could tell with his reason, and with his instinct. The Grand Duke would find it difficult to refuse such an offer. Jean’s first remaining task was to inform his brethren about this confidential exchange. They would settle upon the day that the Grand Duke would assassinate the emperor. Then, Jean’s sole task would be the preparation for the forthcoming significant event.


  He touched his chin. They would have to discuss the date. Jean aimed to manipulate the duke into dispatching his army to the border of the empire, and the river’s condition was pivotal in prolonging the soldiers’ absence from the capital following the emperor’s demise. The thawing of the frozen river would render it impassable for weeks, providing the ideal window of opportunity.


  Spring is coming, Jean thought to himself, tapping on the window. It was already late into the winter. The cold was in its last whim before it was banished. The day chill was still harsh, but early spring was enough to melt the river into flowing water, too treacherous for horses to traverse. That was all Jean asked for.


  The scheme concocted by Jean and his brethren was rather straightforward. They aimed to upend the Grand Duke’s strategy by turning it upside down. They would manipulate the duke into sending his men outside of the empire. There would be no soldiers to quell the revolutionaries, who would have taken over the capital by the time the army was back. Their justification for seizing control of the capital would be to thwart the Grand Duke, who had slain the emperor and the Crown Prince, the duke’s foremost adversary, and instigated a coup d’état. The soldiers of the Grand Duke would find themselves delayed at the river’s edge. Before they could return, the revolutionary spies embedded within the ducal force would kill the duke. And the Empire Joachim would have lost its royal lineage. The revolutionaries would stand in Joachim’s square and cry for the transformation of the empire into a republic.


  A blood bath would ensue. It is inevitable, Jean told himself. There were some aristocrats who stood with the revolutionaries, but they were mostly secondborns of lowly nobles. None of those who could summon the force of the people of its domain nor afford a private army would easily agree with their cause, and the revolutionaries were of the mind to wipe them out along with the Grand Duke. However, they were aware that it would be much toiling. Long, hard work awaited them.


  “My lord, we have arrived.”


  Jean was startled by the voice calling him. He had been deeply lost in his thoughts. He had not realized it, but the coach had come to a stop. It seemed that they were back in the Erhardt mansion.


  “My apologies, I have been lost in pondering...”


  Jean stepped out of the coach. He noticed the red back of the coachman’s hands; the man must have been standing in the cold for long, calling Jean. He was about to pick up the painting, but Jean stopped him and dismissed him, telling him to rub some pig’s oil on his hands. The coachman disappeared quickly, blowing hot breath into his frozen hands. Jean walked toward the doors of the mansion. The steward was waiting for him with an anxious look on his face.


  “You have a guest, my lord.”


  The steward spoke hastily as Jean came to a stop before the doors. He seemed to be quite flummoxed. Jean surmised that there must be a reason the steward did not announce the name of the visitor but merely referred to him as “guest.” Jean nodded as he stepped inside. The steward led the way and climbed up to the second storey. Just as the Grand Duke had earlier, the steward seemed to have welcomed the guest not into the drawing room.


  “He shall depart promptly after meeting you, my lord, for he wishes not that word of his visit should spread...”


  The steward presented an excuse as if he had read Jean’s thoughts. Jean simply nodded solemnly. He stood before the door of his own chamber. He knocked, but no sound came from the other side. Jean glanced at the steward, who nodded when their eyes met. The man was ensuring Jean that there was indeed someone awaiting him inside. Yet, whoever it might be, they displayed a most grievous lack of courtesy by calling at the mansion of a duke without an appointment and remaining silent after occupying another’s bedroom. Jean briefly wondered whether it could be Wickham or Cornell. But his brethren were neither so rash nor lacking in courtesy. Jean opened the door. The room was dark. No lamp must have been ignited.


  “...It would be best to kindle the fire in the hearth. The chandelier too, please.”


  Jean mumbled as he stepped inside. The moonlight discerned the person sitting by the window from the shadows of all else. Jean knew who it was at a glance.


  “No, I would prefer the darkness for a while,” said the person.


  His voice was hoarse. Jean felt strange. He closed the doors first. His lips parched at the unexpected situation. He placed the painting he had gained from the Grand Duke on a table and turned back to look at his visitor. Maximillian Joachim. The one man Jean had not anticipated to see in this place.


  By the windowsill he was sitting on, one could see the entire path leading into the mansion. The prince would be aware that Jean had just returned. What should Jean answer when the prince inquired where he had been, what he had done? Jean had told the prince before that he had been to the Grand Duke’s residence. But would it not appear to be a frequent summons? Jean was anxious as he stepped toward the window when Maximillian, sitting slanted, turned to face Jean. He must have heard Jean’s footsteps. The faint light illuminated him.


  “Your Grace, may I inquire as to the purpose of your visit at this hour, if it pleases...”


  Jean had just started speaking, choosing his words carefully, when Maximillian reached out and wrapped his arms around Jean. Jean felt a faint shaking. The prince was lightly panting. It was a surreal sensation, which caused the words Jean had prepared in his head to vanish. Jean found himself returning the embrace. He could feel the man’s hands, clutching his clothes tightly.


  “Has something happened, Your Grace?”


  And a voice that sounded like his own and not his own at the same time followed. Jean spoke in a tone that seemed to be concerned whether the prince was hurt or harmed. It sounded weak and frail.


  “Ah,” Maximillian spoke quietly after a brief moment, “’Tis nothing.”


  The prince continued. His tone was quite animated, but strictly theatrical.


  “I simply missed you. You seemed to have gone out?”


  The prince spoke just as he did as usual, but it sounded quite awkward. Jean was aware that it was rude to do so, yet he cupped the prince’s face, tilting it slightly upward. The darkness was slight, allowing Jean to see the entire face.


  “Maximillian.”


  The name that had been staying on Jean’s tongue finally flowed out. It felt strange. He felt tautness in his chest enough to surprise him.


  “What is the matter, Your Grace?”


  Jean was suddenly reminded of what the Grand Duke had said earlier. He said that Montespan’s servant was practicing packing and unpacking daily. Did that mean that the emperor was not doing well? The prince looked peaceful, but Jean could feel the fingers trembling lightly against his back.


  “Naught.”


  The prince responded. He then slowly removed his hand. Jean simply watched Maximillian as if he was urging the prince for an answer.


  “Have you made a purchase of a portrait?”


  But Maximillian maintained an air of nonchalance. Jean took a glance at the painting he had laid on the table. And Maximillian moved toward it. It seemed like he would attempt to unwrap it. And if he did, Jean would not be able to conceal the fact that he had been to the Grand Duke. Jean, who had been occupied with sentimentality, began thinking quickly. He lit the lamp on the desk. The chamber turned a little brighter. And Maximillian was now standing right before the painting.


  “It is the painting that you have presented as a gift... to the Grand Duke, Your Grace.”


  Jean spoke slowly on purpose, feigning hesitation. Maximillian turned to look at him. Jean slightly lowered his gaze, rubbing the crease between his brows.


  “Ah, you have been to the Grand Duke.”


  Maximillian nodded and spoke in an indifferent tone. Jean gulped air.


  “I wanted to own it too much...”


  “Have you made it a new hobby of yours to collect my paintings? Wanting even the one I had gifted to my uncle.”


  “...Does it displease you, Your Grace?”


  The intent was political, but it did not change the fact that it was the prince’s gift to the duke. It couldn’t please him to know that his gift had been an object of trade. Perhaps it would have given the prince a greater satisfaction if the duke had torn it into pieces. However, the Maximillian Jean knew was not the type to fuss over such things. And he was right; the Crown Prince shook his head.


  “The painters in the streets do better than I. I simply find it amusing that you had spent money on acquiring it.”


  “You need not be humble for your craft, Your Grace.”


  “Is that so? True, I did pay this one particular attention.”


  Maximillian mumbled as he removed the wrappings. Jean sensed mockery behind the words. Soon enough, the dying snake revealed itself, and Maximillian hummed a tune. He held the frame on the edge. He lightly brushed his fingers across the painting. It was in the upper right corner.


  Jean narrowed his eyes. He could see now what he missed, having been captivated by the striking image of the serpent. There was the footprint of a beast. Despite the brightness of the lamp, it was still dim around them. The piece of art itself was not bright in its shade. It was hard to discern what exactly it was that the prince had touched. Maximillian’s hand was also concealing half of the area. Jean could only have a glimpse of the color and the shape. However, he was sure that the paw belonged to a beast with four limbs. He guessed that it was a wolf. It was the symbol of the royal house and the animal that symbolized Maximillian himself, after all.


  The wolf that killed the snake... As had Jean suspected upon his initial observation, the intent of the painting was rather clear. Jean concluded his thoughts and removed his eyes from the frame. However, something troubled him. The image of the paw seemed quite odd to belong to a wolf. Jean decided to take another look when Maximillian murmured.


  “’Tis a Spitting Cobra. A snake that spits poison, blinding its adversary.”


  Jean’s eyes were instantly reoriented to the center of the frame. Maximillian’s eyes, looking down on the portrait, looked cold and empty at the same time. Jean chased the prince’s gaze, then suddenly inquired, as if it was a matter of no importance.


  “Did Your Grace inscribe this with your own hand?”


  But his heart was beating faster than it had ever had. He felt as though the organ would burst at any moment. Maximillian kept his gaze on the art while responding in a nonchalant tone.


  “What artist, pray tell, would permit another to inscribe their name upon his creation?”


  A brief ecstasy found Jean, one he could not tell the cause of, one that caused him a sudden and mysterious fear, prompting him to look at the prince. Unlike himself, who seemed to have lost his composure, the prince looked at ease.


  “I shall return. You will escort me back, I assume.”


  Had the passion Jean summoned to feign sincerity toward the prince betrayed him instead?


  “...I shall ready the coach, Your Grace.”


  Inside the lamp, the flame danced. Jean watched as Maximillian’s lips curved, seemingly enchanted and entranced. Suddenly, he remembered how the prince feebly trembled in the darkness. Maximilian smiled as if he were a man who had never known such an experience. However, Jean could not forget the earlier trembling of the prince and felt compelled to embrace him gently.


  *


  “I shall dismount here.”


  When Maximillian said it, they could hear the bells of the church from afar. The coach was in the middle of the capital.


  The streets dipped in darkness were visible through the window. Aside from a few groups of wanderers and harlots, the alley seemed deserted. The moon was bright, and the gas lamps were lit, yet they were not sufficient. It was still no place for a noble, much less a crown prince destined to succeed to the throne, to walk alone. Jean frowned.


  “Allow me to escort you back to the palace, my Lord Prince.”


  “Nay. This would suffice.”


  “You do not have your guards with you, Your Grace. It is much perilous.”


  “I did not mean to leave alone.”


  Maximillian spoke with nonchalance as he gazed at Jean. It was clear what he meant. Just to clarify once more, Maximillian inquired.


  “Do you not carry a gun with you?”


  Jean was at a loss for words. He deliberated briefly before resuming to speak again.


  “’Tis much late into the night, Your Grace. Should we encounter an outlaw—”


  At Jean’s words, Maximillian burst into laughter. He seemed to have found the words amusing.


  “No matter how lawless an outlaw this alley might harbor, none would be as lawless as a gun.”


  It was true, and there was nothing Jean could say more. Maximillian was stubborn. Jean knew better than anyone that the prince’s obstinacy was not something that could be bent.


  As they stepped out of the coach, the night was relentless with its chill. They were both adorned with expensive coats and gloves, but the bitter, sharp wind pierced through the garments with ease. Jean couldn’t help but wonder how people were going about, unaffected by the cold. As usual, Maximillian led the way, and Jean followed behind him. Every now and then, Jean could feel a gaze upon them. None of them were menacing, however.


  “The moon is at its full.”


  Maximillian mumbled, taking a leisurely stroll. Jean walked right behind him. Whenever the prince spoke, the white fog of his breath appeared and vanished repeatedly.


  “Does the chill not trouble Your Grace?”


  Jean asked stiffly. The prince shook his head. And then, he kept silent for a while. Jean, walking behind, watched and did not miss what Maximillian was doing. The prince observed the sky, the surroundings, the streets, and Jean.


  It was only after they had taken a long walk that Jean felt a strangeness. The surroundings no longer appeared familiar to him. And no one else could be spotted. No lamps were lit. Only a mere alley lay. It was not the way to the Royal Palace. It was a stone path that not even Jean, born a common folk, knew. Jean stopped.


  “Your Grace.”


  Maximillian turned back. His face was no different from the usual.


  “It is all but a lonely byway to the palace.”


  The prince must have read Jean’s thoughts as he explained himself. His gaze strangely felt distant. He gestured at Jean, and Jean took a step forward to bring his person close to the prince. Walk with me, Maximillian whispered.


  “Pray, Your Grace, why do you not enter through the front gates?”


  Jean asked, slightly lost from the prince’s choice of action. Soon, a reply came in a nonchalant tone.


  “I departed discreetly by way of the rear exit, for I did not wish for anyone to notice my absence. They shall not know that I have left the palace.”


  It was quite in the manner of Maximillian to do such a thing. Jean walked, matching the prince’s pace. He found himself smiling before he could stop. He could feel the glance that was thrown his way, but it was not to such an extent that it bothered him.


  The path led to a slight hill behind the Royal Palace. Every step they took made the leaves beneath their feet rustle. The path, absent of luminescence, was dark. However, as the eyes adjusted to the lack of light, the little brightness was enough to keep them from losing their way.


  “’Tis a rather coarse way, Your Grace. Its service is poor to be sought often.”


  Jean spoke as he watched Maximillian bring his hands to his face and touch them to his mouth. His hands must be chill, frozen. Maximillian nodded in response to Jean.


  “’Tis built for the royals to flee in times of need. Of course the path is rough.”


  It was a secret passage, then. Jean blinked. Maximillian was marching on without any hesitation. Jean followed him, but his heart was beating so fast that he panted. Was this man aware of the weight of what he had just said? Jean thought while trying to breathe. Then, he came to a halt. Maximillian, who had been leading the way, had stopped. In the middle of the hill, there was a thick group of trees. Among them, there was one with a red rope tied around it, and underneath, there was a wooden board.


  “You may leave.”


  Maximillian spoke, turning back. He pushed the board, revealing a small door.


  “...Permit me to escort you all the way to the palace, Your Grace.”


  Jean spoke, making an effort to look away from the door. He feared his heartbeat might be too loud. He feared it would be heard. He had not anticipated discovering the secret escape path of the royals this way. It would help him greatly in enacting their great deed. It was an unexpected turn of fortune. These thoughts came to him as an excuse.


  “’Tis not a path fit for your passing, Lord Erhardt.”


  Maximillian spoke in a jesting tone. There was no hint of suspicion in the way he spoke. Instead of responding, Jean took the first step inside. It was dark. He reached out and felt a cold hand touch his. Jean tensed his hand, and soon, he heard the thump of the door closing.


  A long stone path lay before them. There were lamp stands on both sides, but none of them were lit. Unlike the outer world, here, where it was pitch-dark, nothing could be seen. His vision was so black that it almost felt suffocating.


  “Your Grace... You have walked on this path?”


  Would death feel like this? Jean wondered to himself. It felt like he had walked straight into the mouth of Darkness. Had it not been for the cold hand touching him, Jean’s sense of life would have also deserted him. He could hear a light laughter next to him. He could not see the chuckling face, however.


  “As I have said, ’tis not a path fit for your passing, my little lord.”


  “But Your Grace seems—”


  “I have frequented this place since I was a child. Owing to that, I could find my way in here with my eyes closed.”


  “Upon your return, tell the servants to keep the path lit, Your Grace. I fear you may come to harm.”


  “I am familiar with the darkness.”


  Jean felt the hand leading him. Despite being the one to have offered to escort the prince back to the palace, it was Jean who was being escorted as Maximillian led the way. The prince felt Jean’s hand, his grip climbing up to the wrist. Jean did not resist, for the path was not one he could free himself from without the prince.


  The two were slow in their walk, and stones would occasionally hinder their steps. Jean strove to tread the path with his eyes open, but his endeavor was futile. He would only feel disoriented. Maximillian informed him that it was better to walk with his eyes shut, that the path ahead was not too long. The hand wrapped around Jean’s wrist was firm. It slowly banished the fear inside him. Jean followed the prince like a well-behaved boy.


  He attempted to make conversation at first. Soon, even the scanty words were gone. The circumstance where he was looking but not seeing seemed to have heightened other bodily faculties. Maximillian’s hand felt colder than usual, and his breathing was louder than usual. The scent of mint that seemed to always hover around the prince also grew in intensity. It was as if the scent that had been on the coat bestowed upon him one frosty morn had been extracted and swiftly delivered unto Jean.


  He had barely been able to calm his heart. However, it was now consumed with heat again. Jean lifted his hand slightly as if freeing it from Maximillian’s grip. The prince did not force his hold. As Jean pulled out his hand, it was caught between the prince’s thumb and forefinger. This time, Jean clenched his hand into a grip and trapped the prince’s thumb in it. He felt the hesitance.


  Maximillian’s remaining four fingers slowly rested upon the back of Jean’s hand. Jean did not relax his grip, and he heard the prince chuckle. Maximillian reciprocated the grip by holding onto Jean’s hand too. It somehow comforted Jean. The two continued their walk. Jean heard Maximillian’s footsteps. They were regular, and their subtlety in volume indicated the elegance of the prince.


  “Jean. Open your eyes.”


  He could not tell how long they had walked when Maximillian spoke. Their steps had come to a halt. That was when Jean blinked, opening his eyes. The surroundings were brighter by a meager degree. The door must stand before them, for he discerned a faint light along the outline of a square. Jean heard a dragging sound. Along with the brightness flooding in, Jean saw Maximillian’s face. And the prince spoke.


  “I offer you my present, the light. May you find it to your liking.”


  The voice seemed jesting. It also seemed to tease Jean, who had behaved akin to a scared, mischief-prone boy throughout the stroll. Beyond the entirely open door, Jean could see the familiar space. A flame was dancing in the fireplace, and lanterns and candles filled the space with brightness. It was the chamber of the Crown Prince, basking in radiance. The brightness was such that it stung the eyes. And yet, Jean could not close them, for he was haunted by the resemblance between Maximillian’s words and those of someone’s.


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


  “Jean?”


  The person before him appeared to be a grand source of light. Should Jean turn blind, he was certain that the cause would be this man, and not the light outside. Jean could not say anything. The fear he felt in the dark, and the brief elation he felt upon brightness—the overwhelming emotions and confusion rattled him to his very core. In between, Jean dared not blink, as he gained the long-sought certainty.


  It was an impossibility for him to not be the Pearl.


  It was Maximillian.


  La Petite Perle. Jean’s most precious and beautiful redemption.


  Maximillian Joachim.


  *


  The masquerade ball was a long tradition in the Empire Joachim, held at the end of every year in the Royal Palace. It was a ritual where aristocrats within and out of the capital would gather together to celebrate the end of another year and welcome the new one coming. While the occasion may have strayed from its initial intent, such was its aim, at the very least.


  “You are visiting the tailor today?”


  “Yes, Your Grace.”


  “Have you readied my justacorps?”


  Maximillian asked, seated before the easel. He had declared earlier that he must paint today. The declaration made Jean feel like a debaucher as he laid his person on the bed. Had he heard such an announcement at the earlier stage of their acquaintanceship, he would have felt injustice at the implicit accusation. However, in the present, it was he who sought pleasure with the prince with more eagerness. And so, there was nothing he could say to defend himself.


  “In white, my Lord Prince. I have told them to adorn it with golden embroidery and pearls for fasteners.”


  When Jean responded so, Maximillian’s face appeared from behind the easel before vanishing again. There was a grin on his face. Jean’s heart skipped a beat, and he hurried to avert his gaze like a boy in his young love.


  “Have you settled upon your mask, Your Grace?”


  Was it because Jean was confused? Before he knew it, he found himself asking an unnecessary question. He only realized what he had done after he had done it. The masks available to the royals at masquerade balls were predetermined.


  “There is nothing for me to settle upon, as royal blood dictates only the guise of a wolf.”


  Fortunately, instead of reprimanding Jean for unnecessary inquiry, Maximillian merely shrugged. Jean attempted to conceal his reddened face.


  “Then I must keep my distance from you, Your Grace, for the adjacency would reveal my identity.”


  “Is there someone you wish to pursue at the expense of your identity?”


  Maximillian’s tone was full of playful mischief. Jean did not respond. He could not—not to such an inquiry that was questioning his desire to pursue someone. He looked at Maximillian. The prince’s appearance was hidden by the easel. Light poured above him intensely, for he was situated right before the window. Jean found himself shifting a little. He wanted to see with his own eyes that behind the stand, Maximillian truly was there.


  “This presents us a problem, for I would know you, no matter what disguise you are in.”


  Jean heard Maximillian mumble in a hum.


  His voice was no different from the usual—clear but tender. That was when Jean became aware of himself, that he was almost in a sitting position. He noticed this at the same moment he realized his heart had dropped to his feet. Maximillian must not be aware of the shift in position yet. He did not particularly restrict Jean.


  “Would you like me to feign ignorance?”


  The prince asked in a bright tone, but Jean could only confirm the legs underneath the easel. His mouth was parched. Jean rose to his feet. He was aware that it was an act of impulse. However, he so desired to see Maximillian that he was overcome with urgency. He stepped forward. That was when Maximillian revealed his face from behind the stand. Jean could see the prince blinking. His reaction was a second late.


  “Jean?”


  Maximillian called out, his face seemingly dazed. It was a look Jean had never before seen on the prince. Jean found himself standing right before the painting stand. Maximillian frowned. He raised his eyebrows slightly. They looked like the waning moon, a crescent above his eyes. The prince stood up.


  “Why have you moved?”


  Then, he took a step toward Jean. Jean didn’t avoid him. The two stood under the winter’s pale sun. Jean felt Maximillian’s gaze, which was seemingly scanning and reading him. The prince’s finger tapped on Jean’s chin. The sensation was vivid.


  “...Perchance, it would be the best to change the color of the new garment, my Lord Prince.”


  Jean spoke before he could even think. It was an impulsive urge. Jean draped the curtains before Maximillian could respond, and then, he continued speaking.


  “I shall have it in a darker shade, Your Grace. Blue, or black, perhaps.”


  “What is—”


  Maximillian had a baffled look. However, Jean paid it no heed. He pulled the prince in an embrace and whispered.


  “Or would you prefer a frock coat, Your Grace? I dare say that the striking color of the garment would suit you well.”


  For some strange reason, Jean’s heart beat fast. Was it because he was haunted by the wolf pup in the Grand Duke’s painting? It could also be because Maximillian appeared as though he would disappear under the blinding sunlight at any moment. Naught shall happen to you, Jean swallowed the words he had almost verbalized.


  “I have no need for a frock coat. Rather, are you feeling ill? You are acting strangely today.”


  For as long as you are the Little Pearl—


  “...Nothing, Your Grace.”


  —I shall not let you perish like the young wolf.


  Jean swallowed these words as well. He bit his lip, and the prince looked up at him. Without being conscious of what he was doing, Jean lowered his face. Their lips touched before parting. The prince asked again as if cooing. Jean, what is the matter?


  “...Truly, naught, my Prince.”


  Jean answered so, but it was not the truth. He had many to ask, many to speak of. He wanted to sit the prince down immediately and ask him, are you truly my Little Pearl? How could you have continued the sponsorship yet ceased our correspondence with the promise that you would be waiting for me? How could you have not said anything to me despite your recognition of my identity? So many words surfaced, then sank back.


  “The attire pleases me well enough. It shall complement the ermine you have given me prior.”


  Jean touched his lips on the prince’s forehead. One more step remained to finalize his certainty; everything else could be addressed afterward. Jean strove to think so. However, he couldn’t stop his heart from running past his reason. He still couldn’t stop it, despite being aware of how his actions and judgment were both irrational. He felt like he had walked into the mouth of a beast whose name was devotion.


  On that day, when they had returned to the palace after navigating their way through the utter darkness, Jean handed Maximillian his gun. He had arrived at the conclusion that a crown prince who was fond of roaming in the streets with no guards or weapons would need its service. Maximillian waved his hand in refusal, but in the end, he took the item. Either he had changed his mind in the brief moment, or he had concluded that Jean was too stubborn to be convinced otherwise. Whatever it was, it mattered not to Jean, as long as the prince took the weapon. Jean had watched Maximillian. He touched the gun by the grip, where Jean’s last name was engraved. The face was lit by the subtle light of the candles. Jean could see that there was a smile on it. A few days had already passed since then.


  “I shall be able to color soon.”


  Maximillian said so as he embraced Jean. The fabric of the prince’s clothes felt soft against Jean’s bare skin. Maximillian slightly pushed him back, and Jean took a few slow steps back.


  “When will I have the honor to see it?”


  “Would you like to?”


  The bed that Jean had left just earlier was now touching his back again. He touched the face of Maximillian, who had climbed on top of him. It was dark inside the room, and perhaps that was the cause, for a shadow had been cast over the prince’s face. Yes, Your Grace, Jean responded honestly. He heard a small chuckle.


  “You have acquired quite a few tricks up your sleeves in recent days.”


  Jean could feel the touch caressing his chin. He lightly bit the thumb parting his lips. As with any painter, the edge of the prince’s fingers was black with pencil smudges, but Jean paid it no attention. Even the saltiness of human skin felt sweet to his taste.


  “Oh, my. You might actually fool me.”


  Jean felt enchanted. He kissed the back of the prince’s hand.


  “My Montespan.”


  Maximillian whispered. The voice was tickling as if it were a playful banter. Jean had to smile. He could not believe that there had been a time when the climate between the two had been hostile. It felt like a distant past. He could not believe that he spoke of an élixir d'amour whilst in the presence of the man lying before him. He kissed Maximillian on the cheek, neck, and shoulder. The skin was so soft that it felt like silk. Jean was quickly captivated, as though he was being siphoned into the unknown, and impatient passion took over the place of his reason.


  My Maximillian.


  The words in his mouth felt like a ripe, sweet piece of fruit that would burst at the slightest exertion of force.


  My Little Pearl.


  Jean repeated to himself while sucking the prince’s tongue in a covetous manner. It seemed as though he had been granted permission to regard every aspect of the prince with affection.


  *


  Seek the mask of the bird beak, and let us resume our cheerful discourse.


  The letter arrived on the morning of the masquerade. It was stamped with the Grand Duke’s seal. He must be utterly vigilant to have only sent it in the morn of the ball, thought Jean to himself, watching the flame lick and devour the letter. And next to the duke’s, there was another letter Jean was burning. In it was written a single word.


  Bauta.


  Jean turned his back to find a grand mirror facing him. He saw himself donned with a black hat with a wide brim and a black cloak. Looking at the reflection, Jean closely studied his face. He sought to ensure that there was no blemish on his face, that his skin wasn’t dark or blotched. He was of mind to borrow a lady’s powder if need be.


  “Is someone special coming to the ball, my lord?”


  The steward asked, bringing Jean tea. Jean flinched and turned to look at him. The steward had a full grin on his face.


  “You do not heed your appearance usually, and yet, today, you seem to be consulting the mirror glass frequently. Both the mask and the attire look very well. You need not worry, my lord.”


  The steward said as he laid the teacup on the table. Jean could not conjure a response. He merely cleared his throat as he failed to react to the observation.


  “That is... not true.”


  Jean spoke a while later. However, his tone was so shy that it would have served him better to not have spoken at all. Jean concealed his entire face with the mask he had prepared. It was white. The upper half was curved with facial features like a plaster statue, while the lower half fell in a wide line, allowing the wearer to feed himself. This mask was referred to as ‘Bauta.’ And Jean surmised that this was perhaps what the writer of the correspondence meant. He forced himself to think of other matters, grabbing the handle of his teacup when the steward spoke once more before leaving.


  “Your ears have reddened, my lord. Perhaps you would take a moment to calm yourself before departing.”


  Then, Jean heard the door closed. He stood still. He could see his ears having reddened clearly in the mirror. He let out a low moan and removed the mask. He saw the reflection of a young man with a red face. The honesty of his emotions rendered him closer to a young boy than a man.


  Jean swept his eyes with his hand. He had lived his life confident that he could put a rein in his sentiments. However, in recent days, he had been more inept at it than little kids. He looked at his face again. His encounter with Maximillian was set and certain. Then, he would not want to show an unsightly countenance upon removing his mask. Jean knew well what his Crown Prince cherished, what he was particular to.


  The tailor had dispatched word that a very handsome garment had been completed. Jean had stressed that the tailor be not frugal with the pearls and embed big and small alike, befitting the Crown Prince of the empire. Jean could not feel at ease, however. He was not bothered by whether the garment would suit the prince or not. He knew better than anyone that the prince would look just as glorious as the sun in white. Perhaps too glorious that he would ascend to the sky with a stream of light.


  Jean was aware that it was a silly thought, yet he could not help his heart drop to his feet whenever that sensation overtook him. After all, didn’t the Little Pearl also vanish into thin air in the same manner, with that one correspondence as the last of their exchange?


  Jean felt lucky that the masquerade began after the sun had set. The darkness lurking in every corner would hold Maximillian in place. It mattered not what reasons he had, what thoughts he had, for Jean was of no mind to let him disappear this time.


  “Had Wickham seen me, he would have called me a madman.”


  Jean mumbled to himself before the mirror. Jean believed that Maximillian was his Petite Perle when he had not sought its confirmation thoroughly. His usual self would never have done such rash action, and he would have laughed at anyone else who believed it as such. However, Jean was sure this time. He had gained this conviction when he saw Maximillian’s face at the end of the dark tunnel when the prince spoke.


  Jean hadn’t said anything to his brethren. No matter how strong his confidence was, Jean was aware that in order to convince others, he needed evidence. The pearls Maximillian had bestowed upon Jean long ago would be the very proof, assuming that the gemologist Chantelle informed Jean of had performed his duty faithfully.


  The problem was elsewhere. Although not as significant in presence as Robert Joachim, the archnemesis of the revolutionaries, Maximillian Joachim was just as much a target of elimination as the Grand Duke. He was the blood and flesh of the royal house and the next in line to the throne. His existence alone was a threat to the revolution. He was assessed by everyone as a vain and idle man, therefore saving him from being identified as a target of vigilance, but all it meant was that he presented no challenge to be killed. When the deed was commenced, Jean’s brethren would attempt to eliminate the prince. It was not a conclusion hard to arrive.


  Then—


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


  —could Maximillian’s correspondence serve as a way to salvation? Or was there truly no way for Jean to bring the new world with him in it? Would it not be easier to amass support for a republic that the royal himself advocated? Jean pictured again and again how the conversation with his brethren would unravel. He was armed with words of persuasion. But he could not be sure whether they would be sufficient to convince them.


  As he descended the stairs with his mask in his hand, he thought again and again. If ever he failed to reach a compromise with his brothers, it was clear as day that he would be facing complications. He couldn’t ignore the need of having to pack his treasures. It was to ready ahead in case he would have to flee with the prince. Jean had his factories and mines, and it would pose no problem should they flee to a foreign land. However, for the duration of their elopement, they would require cash. In his head, Jean had already decided on the inns and lodges Maximillian would be staying in each province and location. He had already settled upon a safe way to cross the border.


  But for now—


  “To the Royal Palace.”


  His business was to head to the Royal Palace in a bauta like he had been instructed to.


  The coach started moving soon. He saw the sun lazily descending in the sky. Jean stared out the window for a long while. He recalled the countenance of the Crown Prince, who mumbled ‘My Joachim,’ gazing upon the realm of Joachim as if beholding something he so very loved. Jean found himself smiling. He tried to stop, but alas, he failed. He would make an effort to calm his face, but the memory of Maximillian’s face would appear and render his effort futile. Jean gave several more attempts before giving up and donning his mask over his smile. A stranger’s face was reflected in the window, appearing and disappearing.


  *


  “To the glory of Joachim.”


  Maximillian had a mask that covered half of his face until the tip of his nose. It was a plaster mask, shaped after a wolf’s. The edge was lined with elaborately set glass beads. The ears were pointed. It rendered the prince quite like a descendant of the wolves. Jean studied every detail about him. He did not miss the fair skin below the red lips, the justacorps flowing with gold, nor the vest inside that connected to the culottes on the lower half of his person. The hall was not dark, but neither was it bright enough to be reminiscent of the sunlight. Jean felt assured.


  Jean took a sip of his champagne. As Maximillian ended his welcome speech, people began gathering around him. Jean had expected this to happen. He felt sorry that he couldn’t be with the prince, but he also had his own affairs to attend to. He slowly took a look around him. The one with the bird beak was behind a pillar by the terrace. The cane the man had was protruding from behind the structure.


  Jean put down his empty glass and began moving slowly. When he encountered a lady on his way, he would briefly dance with suave. He felt the man behind the beak look at him. The man was shaded in the shadow of the pillar or of people. He did not appear conspicuous. Jean naturally flattened himself on the post too.


  “Quite the dancer, aren’t we?”


  The man mumbled, leaving. The voice belonged to the Grand Duke. Jean stayed behind and waited for a little before following the duke’s footsteps out to the terrace. As Jean opened the door that led outside, he felt someone fluidly blocking his way.


  “’Tis cold. Winter is getting harsher and harsher.”


  The Grand Duke murmured without taking off his mask. Neither did Jean remove his bauta.


  “’Tis enough to freeze the river, my lord.”


  “How many should I allot, how many should I keep, and how many should I send?”


  “Allot about two, keep about four, and send the rest.”


  “And the excuse for sending the soldiers to the outskirts?”


  “’Tis a time of hardships. No one would raise suspicion should you say that it was to protect the border from foreign invaders.”


  “How many could you feed, and from when?”


  “As many as you wish, as soon as you wish.”


  “And what do you wish in return?”


  The wideness of the lower half of Jean’s mask let the cold wintry wind freeze his face. However, not enough to hinder him from chuckling.


  “Allow me to inform you at a later time, my lord. Should I speak of my wish now and here, you would honor it, but I would gain naught more than that.”


  The Grand Duke’s cane rapped the rail of the terrace. He turned to face Jean, but because of the mask, Jean could only see his eyes.


  “After the deed is done, might you be inclined to work for me?”


  Jean saw the lips smiling under the mask. The duke continued.


  “Needless to say, you have my word that the job would not require you to lie in bed.”


  Jean tucked his chin in and simply put on an ambiguous smile. He told the duke that he would send a word later through his clandestine messenger. Upon hearing Jean, the duke left ahead. Soon, one of those standing outside approached Jean and handed him a small piece of paper. Jean saw what appeared to be the number of soldiers and provisions required written on it. He folded it and put it inside his sleeve.


  When Jean stepped back into the hall, the Grand Duke was nowhere to be seen. The ball used thirty-five of all the halls available for banquets and events. The duke must have moved to a distant one. And it was a fortunate affair for Jean. He began moving slowly. The sound of music played grew loud and small with distance.


  He moved from one hall to another, meeting others who were in bauta. Jean clinked his new glass of champagne with them. He would deepen his voice and make a remark, “I see you have donned a bauta,” and everyone would return him his friendly demeanor. It was when he had taken a few steps more that he was found by the one he was looking for. When their glasses clinked, the person greeted Jean as if in a whisper.


  “’Tis a handsome bauta.”


  There was no way for Jean to know who the speaker was, for the voice had been deepened. Jean could only discern that the voice belonged to a woman.


  “And to whom does the bauta belong?” The lady continued to ask, her manner clandestine.


  It was a question Jean had been waiting for. He lowered himself a bit to her level. She was shorter than Jean, and she was wearing a triangular hat. Jean responded.


  “Bauta has always belonged to the people. How have you fared, Chantelle?”


  Instead of responding, Chantelle emptied her glass. They began walking, mingling among the crowd of people, talking in a hushed voice.


  “Nathan seeks the latest news. And if you have acquired the approximate number.”


  “I am the one seeking the latest news on Nathan’s business.”


  Jean responded as he handed Chantelle his glass, which still had some champagne in it. He did not forget to also hand a small piece of note with the glass, concealed. Chantelle took the glass and walked lazily. She then finished the remaining champagne, put down the glass, and hid the note in her sleeve. She briefed Jean on what had been happening.


  “Nathan made a new friend,” Chantelle began.


  We have a new member in our cause.


  “He suggests we all go out on a picnic when the weather becomes more forgiving. But we couldn’t decide on the right time,” she continued.


  And we haven’t set the date yet.


  Jean listened, before making an answer with a smile on his face.


  “I shall be the one to tell when the day is right. You only have to prepare the right attire.”


  Chantelle stopped at Jean’s words. The two masks faced each other. They found themselves to have walked into a place sparsely occupied. It was the last of the hall disclosed for the ball. Chantelle whispered quickly.


  “I’ve been told of your suggestion to fund the church,” she spoke.


  Jean squirmed his eyebrows at the sudden change of the subject. Only, they weren’t visible behind his mask.


  “The opinions differ. Nathan seemed angered, but... I’m for it. Let me know should you need any help,” Chantelle added.


  “Your knight would not like it.”


  Chantelle laughed. It was a boisterous laughter.


  “Surely, you do not believe that I would pay heed to his nags?”


  The lady retorted, and Jean did not make an answer but simply touched his chin. Chantelle Francis had numerous differing opinions from those of her lover, and she was not one to alter her mind merely to please another. She took a look around her surroundings before shrugging.


  “Nathan is a gifted knight, but he had met many an obstacle from his birth status. ’Tis likely why he dreams of a world where capability and hard work are esteemed with high regard. However, he is also someone who believes that those who lack capability deserve the circumstances they find themselves in, attributing much to the individual. This belief is also the reason he sees this as an unwarranted gold wasted on others.”


  “Your tongue is brutal.”


  “Oi, I’m his lover, not a follower. I love him, but that does not mean I must always agree with him.”


  Chantelle added briefly. Jean could see her eyes roaming here and there through the eyeholes of her mask. She seemed to be hesitant to speak something in her mind.


  “...But it took me by surprise that it was you who had made the suggestion,” Chantelle spoke in a soft tone, “I deemed it a proposal that you in your usual self would not make.”


  Jean himself had to stop at that remark. His thoughts were consumed by the countenance of Maximillian, gazing out through the window. Back then, Jean had deluded himself into believing that Maximillian was not the origin of his intentions. Yet, upon reflection, he perceived that even then he had been heeding the prince’s words, as if his very instincts had intuited the truth.


  Jean recalled Maximillian mocking him for being a dog. Jean smirked, for should the prince be right, then Jean, indeed, was a dog who sniffed his owner’s scent well. It was not a fault. Jean searched the surroundings for the presence of others. There seemed to be no one paying attention this way. Jean poured his words out quickly.


  “I wish to speak to our friends. ’Tis of significance.”


  Chantelle’s bauta was faced upward to look at him. The mask that was void of all emotions seemed to be lost in thoughts. Soon, she made an answer.


  “A week from now, the pub shall be vacant.”


  Then, she walked past Jean as if she were a passerby in a brief exchange with him. The day the pub was vacant meant that it was the day when the key members of the revolutionaries gathered in Cornell’s pub. A week... Jean looked outside. He found the gray moon hanging against the young night. He had accomplished the task of entertaining the two people who had sent him letters earlier in the day. It was finally time for Jean to enjoy the ball himself.


  *


  Maximillian was nowhere to be found. Jean would identify pointed ears in the crowd of people. He would approach them, but most of them were masks of a cat. As the most highly esteemed person in attendance, wherever he was, he would be surrounded by people. However, even in the gatherings of people, the prince was absent. Jean had been held behind to dance several times. The repetition of circular motion was now giving him nausea.


  Jean leaned against a pillar. People in masks exhibited a jovial demeanor, engaging in lively revelry. He also spotted some who had abandoned their civility at their excitement. Champagne was served endlessly, flowers were replaced immediately with the slightest sign of wilting, and food rolled on the ground. When a dress of splendid color adorned with shimmering stones swept the floor of the Royal Palace, someone would come and wipe after the trail. They were the ones who eyed the fallen food with desire, the ones who had quashed the protest of their hunger with a single piece of bread.


  The air was occasionally chilly. Yet, the dispersed heating stoves, hearths in every hall, and the combined warmth of the gathered throng all came together to heat the premises. The only ones shuddering from the chill were the servants, posted at the edge of each hall, warding off the cold with their own persons. In their face hung a look of exhaustion that could not be hidden despite their forced smiles. Jean handed his coat to the one standing closest to the entrance of the Royal Palace. He wanted to tell the servant to use the coat to shield himself from the frost, but Jean knew that an action as such would be deemed too strange.


  “Pray, have you knowledge of the whereabouts of the Crown Prince?”


  Instead of showing kindness, Jean inquired a question to the servant. The servant shook his head. All he said was that the prince disappeared alone after conversing with the attendants of the ball earlier. Disappeared alone. It was very much like him to do so. Jean was suddenly struck by the thought that the prince was someone who would be in his chamber, painting rather than enjoying a ball.


  It was when he was moving toward the palace of the prince that he found himself looking somewhere. He saw a person standing diagonally by a pillar from where he was. The person had a larval mask that covered only the eyes. There was a hand over the mouth as well, making it nearly impossible to discern the face. The hair was concealed beneath a hat. However, strangely, the person kept attracting Jean’s attention.


  His neck was held high, and so was his gaze, observing the banquet hall. His chin was slightly lowered, yet his eyes were gazing into the far distance. He appeared engaged in contemplation, deep in thought. What he appeared not to engage in were the festivities of the ball or the enjoyment of the music. He must not be someone of fame, for there was no one in his surroundings.


  Jean studied him. As he did, he thought to himself that the man stood as tall as Maximillian. His unwavering stance was also akin to that of the prince. That was all Jean thought as he walked toward the stranger as though bewitched. His movement was soft, but with every motion, his cloak billowed, causing the fabric to wrap and unwrap around his legs. The stranger looked at Jean’s way. He then looked away as if avoiding Jean’s gaze. At the same time, Jean smelled a familiar scent, vanishing his woes at once. Jean couldn’t stop himself from chuckling. The stranger was slowly facing away from him, a mischievous jest. Jean approached the stranger. Once was enough to fail to recognize who he was. Jean would not repeat the same mistake twice.


  Perhaps the stranger intended to feign ignorance, for he did not turn to face Jean. He stared ahead and far, sparing no glance for the young lord. Jean cleared his throat deliberately. That was when the stranger slightly turned his body. Jean did not miss his opportunity. He embraced the man. The stranger flinched from the contact. Is he bothered by the stares of others? Jean pulled the fabric of his cloak to hide himself and the stranger in his arms.


  “Maximin.”


  Jean contemplated how to address the stranger. It was his first time speaking of this particular name. Alas, his Crown Prince seemed to be striving to hide his identity from others. Jean chuckled in a low tone.


  “Did you truly believe I would not recognize you?”


  There came no answer. Jean saw the lips, slightly ajar. He blinked. He remembered his own bauta, which he had entirely forgotten about. He also recalled that he had not informed Maximillian of the kind of disguise he would don himself. Jean spoke in haste.


  “Your Grace, ’tis I, Jean—”


  “I am aware.”


  When Jean was about to say Erhardt, Maximillian stopped his words. There was a sly smile on his lips.


  “My catamite.”


  The prince whispered, touching his lips to the tip of Jean’s nose. Jean glanced behind him. He sensed no lingering gaze, but still, the place was crowded. He took Maximillian’s hand with caution. Maximillian did not resist.


  The two were quick to pass through the banquet hall. Maximillian did not inquire about their destination, and neither did Jean know where they were headed. He simply wanted to see Maximillian’s face, which was behind the larval disguise. The ball music continued to play. The two walked and ran according to the rhythm, passing by all the halls and chambers disclosed for the guests. Their feet were as light as feathers.


  At some point, the music could no longer be heard. Someone stopped them, warning them that where they desired to proceed was no place allowed for the guests. But Maximillian took the lead to his shortcut, and soon enough, they were back to proceeding ahead. Deserted hallways and endless rows of doors continued. Jean opened one of them and went inside. The room was dark from the absence of light.


  That was when Maximillian’s hands climbed up. He reached out his arms to Jean, seemingly wrapping them around the man’s shoulders. But what he did was undo the bauta. Naturally, their persons stood close to each other. So close that the pulse could be felt vividly. The object that had been concealing Jean’s face the entire day was removed so easily at the tender touch. Jean took the bauta from Maximillian and let it fall to the ground. And the prince spoke when Jean touched the larval mask on his face.


  “Throughout the entire day, all I have wondered was when you would find me,” Maximillian began suddenly, then mumbled, “I was so entirely consumed with the thought that it was piteous.”


  Yet, contrary to his words, his tone neither conveyed self-mockery nor self-reproach. Rather, his manner of speech appeared somewhat dazed. He seemed to be someone who had come to a late realization. However, to Jean, the words subtly appeared to be those of a confession, of love. His heart beat fast. He took off the prince’s hat, revealing the red locks. He kissed the hair, then laid his fingers on the tie that held the prince’s mask. As it was undone, the disguise that concealed the face that Jean so very treasured slipped away with ease.


  The prince’s eyes were closed. His eyelashes quivered before they slowly rose to reveal his eyes. Jean watched the sight, reveling in a sensation akin to reverence. Soon, the ashen gray eyes reminiscent of the moon arched into a crescent, into a smile. Jean wanted to study the color more. However, the darkness hindered him.


  “Speak my name as you did earlier.”


  Maximillian cooed. Maximin. Jean spoke the name softly. The prince closed his eyes as though he were hearing a beautiful piece of music. Jean’s lips descended and kissed the prince. Unlike his hands that were holding Jean in place, Maximillian’s lips were soft and warm. The tongues intertwined effortlessly.


  They passed the door between chambers, twirling as if dancing. The tune of the string instruments could no longer be heard. It was replaced by panting breath and the sound of their lips brushing against each other, the music to their ears. When they heard someone’s footsteps, they would seize the closest curtains draped and conceal themselves behind. When the presence was gone, they would giggle like mischievous little kids. And they kissed, so they kissed, still they kissed.


  “This is...”


  Jean removed his lips and began speaking when the two had arrived at a chamber. The space seemed to have absorbed paint much and for long, for the scent of paint was deeply soaked in the walls.


  “Did you not anticipate that I would bring you here?”


  The easel stood by the window, a fabric draped over it. Jean laughed, feeling the hand that toppled him over the bed. He embraced Maximillian. The duvet felt cold, having been left in a vacant chamber. Jean deemed it better to cover the prince with his body. He heard Maximillian chuckling under him. Jean bit his ear playfully. And in the same manner, he kissed the prince on the top of the head, on the forehead, on the nose, cheeks, and lips.


  “Maximin.”


  Then, Jean spoke the name again as though seeking confirmation. Their faces were close, and their noses bumped.


  “Maximin...”


  Jean could picture the prince creasing his nose. He rubbed his cheek against the prince’s. He could feel Maximillian’s hand enter his dress shirt. When he shivered from the coldness of the touch, the prince kissed Jean everywhere on the face just as Jean had earlier and gave a command.


  “Bring your person closer to mine.”


  Maximillian said as he wrapped his arms around Jean, pulling the man closer. They were already close, but Jean carried out the order nonetheless and brought his person nearer still. Maximillian whispered.


  “I shall cradle you in my arms.”


  And when the prince stole a kiss from him with these words, Jean was consumed by a strange sensation. The affairs concerning his brethren and the Grand Duke Robert momentarily vanished from his head. His lips kept lolling, and he felt giddy as though he had taken intoxicants. Despite the chill bed, void of any warmth, he did not feel cold. Not in the slightest. Jean was most assuredly convinced that the body before him was distinct from his own. Yet, the prince’s person touched every inch of Jean’s, as if it were a cinder of warmth intended solely for him.


  “Jean Erhardt.”


  Maximillian called him. Jean could feel the soft skin, the icy scent, the sweet voice, and the unhindered touch. They were so very vivid that it scared him. Like prey trapped in a cobweb, Jean was engulfed and entangled in all of these sensations. Before Jean kissed the lips again, the prince pronounced his name once more, as if whispering words of secrecy.


  “...Jean.”


  And when Jean heard it, he felt his entire being devoured by an uncontrollable desire. Reason and rationality were overtaken by blind affection. At the same time, a passion he had never experienced before in his life had found him. It was elation so great that it rattled him to the core.




  

    Act IV


  


  The sunlight was shattering, shimmering. Jean woke up, his mind still dazed from his slumber. As his vision gained clarity, he could see the ray of light crashing against the window, broken down into fragments as it entered the chamber. A familiar easel stood under the brightness. Jean moved his gaze slowly, locating the man he was looking for. The prince was painting before the stand.


  Jean found himself smiling. He cupped his chin and observed Maximillian. As though engrossed in the meticulous labor of his craft, Maximillian positioned himself directly before the canvas, diligently occupied with the delicate maneuvering of his pencil. He seemed oblivious to Jean’s waking presence. Jean cleared his throat in a light manner, and only then did Maximillian look his way. Their eyes met, but the prince was the first to disengage, turning his gaze elsewhere. A subtle smile clung to his lips. He cast a brief look at the painting before covering it with a fabric.


  “I have finished my sketch, the groundwork for the painting.”


  Maximillian announced with satisfaction, grinning. Jean pulled the duvet away from his body, revealing his bare person.


  “I must still paint over it to be certain, but at present, I am much pleased with it.”


  Jean heard a tune—the prince was humming. Jean reached out his arms toward the man and waited for him to fall into them.


  And Maximillian, as though fulfilling the expectation, approached the bed. His person fell into Jean’s arms, and Jean kissed the prince’s jaw. Jean was about to tell his prince that it was lovely to know.


  “I appreciate the service you’ve devoted. You possess a knack for providing delightful company.”


  While stroking Jean’s cheek, Maximillian spoke. The words sounded quite ambiguous. Jean blinked, his face remaining nestled against the prince’s chest. As Jean’s gaze rose, Maximillian gently grasped his chin and lifted it. He kissed the tip of Jean’s nose, making a smacking noise as he continued speaking.


  “I shall have your carriage readied.”


  The tone was sweet and tender, but the message was not. Jean, dazed, reflected on the words he had just heard. Meanwhile, Maximillian, done with his kisses, went over to open the windows himself. The wind pushed its way in. His red locks swayed and floated in the air, the movement of its strands so very vivid. So was the movement of the fabric falling on the easel.


  “...Maximin.”


  Jean was only able to speak after a long while. His body felt oddly cold. He saw Maximin turning to face him.


  “I do not understand what you—” Jean attempted to continue.


  The prince blinked. His complexion was clear, and an expression had descended upon his countenance. At that moment, Jean was reminded of the spiteful words that Matt Grisham had spat through his teeth. His pulse beat ominously.


  “Ah,” Maximillian, holding the curtain, put on a soft smile. The sunlight was pouring above his head as he spoke.


  “What I mean to say is that I have no further need for your services, Lord Erhardt,” the prince further spoke.


  “...”


  “Surely, this news brings you great joy?”


  Nay, it did not—Jean couldn’t make an answer to the words he had not anticipated to hear. He merely sat, blank and dazed. He felt as though he had been drenched in icy water. Jean rubbed his own cheek, questioning if he was still ensnared in a dream.


  “What...”


  It was a miracle that he was able to part his lips. Words did not come to him easily, however. He gaped for a long while, opening and closing his mouth, at a loss for words.


  “Your words confound me...”


  His voice was hoarse. He could feel Maximillian’s innocent gaze land upon him. The prince squirmed his eyebrows.


  “What troubles you?”


  He took the question that Jean desired to ask, inquiring in a tone of sincere curiosity. Then, the prince added, looking out the window.


  “Your carriage awaits. Dress yourself, Erhardt.”


  The prince spoke in his usual tone. He did not seem to be concealing any emotions, nor did he seem to be jesting. When Jean failed to move, the prince himself brought Jean’s garment to him. Jean attempted to compose himself, fastening his buttons one by one. In the meantime, Maximillian had tasked a servant with removing the canvas, and a new one was being placed on his easel. His humming penetrated Jean’s blank mind. It was as cheerful and jovial as a bird’s chirping.


  “...A moment, Maximin.”


  Perhaps, owing to the tune, Jean was awakened from his bewitched and bewildered state, one that was akin to being swept by the waves.


  “I find it difficult to understand the meaning behind the words, Your Grace.”


  Jean spoke after quickly dressing himself. Maximillian was touching the new canvas as though he was assessing its quality. He made a slight frown on his brows, seemingly wondering what the trouble was.


  “Have you forgotten? I sought your service as a muse for my painting. I have completed the foundation for my work. Hence, your service is no longer sought,” the prince spoke.


  “I do not believe it is a matter complex enough to require an explanation,” Maximillian added. Empty laughter bubbled up in Jean, and without his knowledge, his eyebrows shot upward.


  “Maximin, pray, what do you mean?”


  Was the bond between you and I naught but that of a painter and his muse? The words nearly escaped Jean, but they sank back in him before they could. Perhaps Jean’s words were drowned by Maximillian’s icy and aloof demeanor, a demeanor that scarcely befitted a lover who had, but the eve prior, bestowed tender kisses and made love so sweetly unto him.


  “...Have I erred you, Your Grace?”


  After keeping silent for a long while, Jean inquired. His hands were trembling.


  “Nonsense. You have been an excellent muse. A model far more beautiful than any other being.”


  “Then... Then, what are you proposing, Your Grace? Should my presence at the palace no longer be required...”


  Jean found himself unable to prevent his words from faltering. The words Maximillian spoke to him carried a tone akin to a final dismissal. Jean was overcome with the omen that this was no simple announcement of the completion of a task. His lips quivered.


  “Well...” the prince started.


  How could the prince be so unconcerned?


  “Yesterday eve, I took notice of the striking countenance of the Count de Palatine. Should nothing peculiar happen, I believe I shall select him as my next muse and endeavor to capture his essence upon my canvas.”


  How could the prince speak as though there was nothing that bound the two of them together but for the business of painting?


  Maximillian’s words cut through Jean’s heart with such clarity that they rendered his ability to hear a cruel misfortune.


  ‘I wonder when your... painting will be finished, my lord.’


  Jean heard Grisham’s words, which he had laughed at back then. The voice seemed to mock him.


  ‘Jean.’


  Jean wondered if the man before him was the same man who called out his name last night.


  ‘My Montespan.’


  Was he truly Jean’s Crown Prince, the one who had whispered to him last night? Nay, most of all...


  ‘I offer you my present, the light. May you find it to your liking.’


  How could he not reveal his true self to Jean?


  “Is it because... I might find out who you truly are?”


  Jean pondered long before uttering the words. After all, Maximillian had avoided letting Jean know that he was the Little Pearl. Jean knew not the reason behind it, yet he surmised that the prince desired to withhold the knowledge from him. Perhaps the prince feared that their closeness would come to reveal the truth behind his identity. Jean could not conceive of any other explanations. Yet, Maximillian, who had been leaning against the windowsill, merely cocked his head to the side.


  “What do you mean?”


  Maximillian returned the question before bursting into laughter.


  “Oh, my. Do not tell me that you have not known till this moment that I am Maximillian Joachim, the Crown Prince of the Empire Joachim.”


  He brought his curled fingers to the tip of his nose, covering his mouth so as not to be so graceless in his laughter. He seemed to find Jean’s question greatly entertaining.


  “You no longer have to disguise yourself, Your Grace. I already know.”


  Jean did not retreat, and for some reason, he was lightly panting. He saw the prince frowning his brows. Maximillian now appeared vexed. Instead of looking out the window, he gave up his stance and dragged a chair to seat himself.


  “And what is it that you already know?”


  With his chin slightly elevated, Maximillian asked in an arrogant tone, akin to the one he employed at the very beginning of their encounter. Jean found him to appear like a stranger, but he continued to speak. He told the prince that he knew what the prince had done for him. Jean was confident, without any hesitation in his conviction.


  “What I have done for you?”


  “...That you have bestowed upon me coats in cold winter days, spared me food and warmth, knowledge and soul, and liberty.”


  Jean enunciated his words without removing his gaze from Maximillian. He gripped onto the cloak he had worn last night, which Maximillian had slipped off from him. Jean knew that the look he had on his face was one of desperate pleading. However, he found it ever so challenging to control his countenance. Whether the prince was aware of how Jean felt or not, Jean could not tell. All he could see was the prince, lowering his gaze, furrowing and unfurrowing his brows. His lips subtly curled up and down along with the change in the countenance. He seemed to be summoning his memory; he also seemed to be contemplating his response—


  “Did I?”


  —and he also seemed to be mocking.


  “Did I, Lord Erhardt?”


  The silence in the chamber was replaced by Maximillian’s laugh. It began as a little huff of air. Then, it gradually grew, until it filled the entire space. Maximillian was now laughing heartily, causing his shoulders to rise and fall with amusement. Jean could no longer tell the look he had on his own face. Confusion and anger, betrayal and shame engulfed him whole, clawing at him like ghouls. Meanwhile, Maximillian was drying the tears that had collected in his eyes from his unrestrained laughter.


  “Pray, who is this person of whom you speak? Oh, perchance, it is that pretentious patron of whom you spoke previously. Did you mistake me for the person?”


  “...”


  “Oh, Jean. My goodness. I fail to recall the last time I laughed as much. You delight me, even until your very last moment. Do tell, was it for that reason you made mention of Montespan? Was it for that reason that you have been so eager and passionate?”


  Jean could feel his countenance grow more rigid—that, at least, he could tell. He could not find the words to speak. Every inquiry that Maximillian made sounded like mockery. Jean attempted to refute the prince, but he could not find the words to. From the beginning, what he had was no proof but mere circumstantial confidence, and the man who gave Jean that very confidence was now laughing at his words.


  “I had not anticipated that you would have such an adorable trait to you.”


  “...”


  “Pray, tell, did I seem like a simpleton in your eyes, who would make a purchase of a catamite and become its confidential patron? Or an imbecile who, having invested gold and riches, yet stubbornly refuses to reveal his identity?”


  “...Please stop.”


  These were the words Jean barely managed to speak. To him, Maximillian’s words were no different from canons raining above his head. He scraped what was left of his heart and held onto them, just like the way he was holding onto his cloak.


  “You need not mock yourself to hide from my eyes, Your Grace.”


  Jean said so, even as his lips were quivering. He felt nauseous, as if the ground beneath him were shaking. However, his knees managed to hold their place without buckling. Despite Maximillian’s venomous words, Jean’s conviction remained steadfast.


  He had to be. If it were not the prince, then who else could it possibly be? Maximillian bore the scent akin to the coat Jean had been bestowed a decade prior in winter. Moreover, he possessed the ability to articulate and embody the essence of the Little Pearl’s words written in the private correspondences as though they were his own. If he were not the Little Pearl, who could it possibly be? Jean was sure the prince was lying, but Maximillian laughed boisterously at Jean’s remark.


  “Hide from your eyes? Why would I do such a thing?”


  The prince’s tone resembled one that was cooing to a child. Before he could stop, Jean found himself glaring at the prince, who seemed not affected, his countenance nonchalant. Why... Jean attempted to devise a reason—the prince’s royal standing must conflict with the ideals of the revolutionaries, thus impeding his personal agency as Maximillian Joachim—ideas as such cluttered Jean’s mind. However, Jean did not seek to confirm these speculations, concerned that Maximillian might not want him to know. Jean did not respond but kept silent, remaining ignorant of the truth behind his speculations.


  And these ideas were much too dangerous to be spoken of at this moment. No matter how sure Jean was, no matter how strong his conviction was of Maximillian’s identity as the Little Pearl, it was much too dangerous to openly speak of the revolutionaries before the Crown Prince.


  And so, Maximillian laughed when Jean failed to speak of his thoughts. His countenance had a tinge of pity to it, far too derisive and arrogant to be that of sympathy and kindness. Jean bit his lip. He was growing truly incensed with the prince.


  “...I shall prove it. You would not be able to feign ignorance with such ease then.”


  Jean assumed a solemn tone and pronounced his resolution. And this time, Maximillian did not laugh. He merely shrugged with a smile hanging on his lips, akin to a crescent moon. Jean abandoned his cloak and left the palace. He hastened to visit the one place that came to his mind at the moment.


  *


  Cornell’s pub was open. Jean could spot men here and there, drinking beer, but they were not his brethren. Jean strode to the front of the bar. Cornell, who had been pouring a drink into a glass, looked at him, wide-eyed. Jean sat down across from him, saying naught. He could feel Cornell’s gaze briefly land on him before moving away. Jean called for a glass of whiskey. The potent liquor tasted most bitter upon his palate.


  Time passed, and the patrons of the pub made their exit one by one. Jean had to wait for a long time—albeit a shorter span than he had anticipated—before he found himself alone with Cornell. It proved to be worth his efforts to have troubled himself to come to the pub at this unholy hour, with his noisy heart that wouldn’t be silenced. Jean pushed aside the glass he had emptied in the meantime. Having finished closing the shop, Cornell turned to look at Jean only after he had draped the curtains in the windows.


  “You have shocked me out of my wits, my lord. What has brought you here without any prior notice?”


  Cornell inquired, shaking the moisture from his damp hands. Jean wiped the whiskey on his lips with the back of his hand. He was sitting in an upright posture. He threw a glance at the closed door. Then, he got to his feet to yank it open. It was a way to confirm that there was no one listening. There was no particular issue, yet Cornell clucked his tongue disapprovingly.


  “You strode in here without any inhibition for someone who embodies vigilance, my lord. It was foolish, a feat quite unlike yours. Has a trouble of magnitude happened?”


  Cornell asked, taking a seat next to Jean. Jean sighed. He was aware that he had been rash and foolish to have come to the pub. He felt like an imbecile for hastening to the establishment. Jean shook his head and rubbed both his cheeks with his hands.


  “Anyway... ’tis most favorable that you are here, for I have a matter I wish to convey to you as well, my lord.”


  While Jean was lost for words, Cornell initiated the conversation. He looked at Jean squarely in the eyes. A matter to convey... Jean sighed at Cornell’s announcement. He was eager to arrive at the pub, but now that he was looking into the face of his friend, he did not know where to start. He pressed his temples; they throbbed. His head was aching.


  “Would you like me to speak first? It is an auspicious tale, at the very least.”


  Cornell, who had both hands covering his mouth, asked. He must have surmised from Jean’s demeanor that he did not bring good tidings. Jean nodded. His heart was not ready yet to speak of what he had to. His tale would be lengthy, and if Cornell were to say that he had lost track of the Little Pearl, Jean would find himself even more convinced. There was also the gemologist whom Chantelle had introduced. Jean had been anticipating the fruition of that introduction, yet he also had to prepare himself for unforeseen possibilities. Jean calmed himself with these thoughts. That was, until right before he heard what Cornell had to say.


  “I have found the one whom you have sought even in your dreams,” Cornell began, pausing before adding the following words, “there is a slight problem, however.”


  Jean almost did not hear the second sentence. He had leaped from the frying pan only to find himself in the midst of the flames. The subject Jean had been meaning to postpone was brought right before him on a silver platter. He felt ensnared in a corner. He saw Cornell gauging his face, seeking to know Jean’s mood. The gaze seemed to urge Jean into a confession. And as if found guilty by the gaze, Jean’s one brow was slanted downward, his countenance full of troubles. Silence reigned for a moment. And when Cornell’s lips moved as if to say something, Jean interrupted him.


  “Wait, who else knows about this business?”


  Jean first inquired. Cornell seemed to be taken aback.


  “Cornell, pray, who else but you knows the identity of the Little Pearl?”


  “’Tis only I, for the time being, my lord. I deemed it prudent to inform you first before any others, hence why I have withheld the information...”


  A silver lining for Jean. His hands shook lightly. He asked for another glass of whiskey. As the liquor went down, his throat felt like it was torched by fire. The heat resided only for a moment, but it conjured such courage in Jean that it almost seemed like an illusion.


  “...Forgive me for stopping your speech, but I must interject before you continue.”


  In such a predicament, their brethren would not deem Maximillian an ally. Especially when Maximillian himself was denying the truth. Hence, Jean decided it would be for the best to confide the truth in Cornell first, then seek his promise to keep it a secret. Whilst a revelation ostracized a person, a confession embraced him.


  Jean began speaking, his words flowing fast. “I am aware of who he is. I have come across the truth recently by chance—truly, by pure chance. I did not mean to conceal it from you... but it has not been long since I have known it myself. And it seems that he does not wish to disclose his identity either, so I have not been able to convey the matter to you. Nay, if I could be truthful, he is denying the fact himself.”


  “Pardon me, sir?”


  “’Tis also the reason I have come to you today. I am in need of your help, Cornell. He must acknowledge his identity for me to muster a plan, any plan—yet I... could not see how to venture forth from here.”


  Jean finished his speech, then observed Cornell, seeking his reaction. Cornell had a strange look on his face. The countenance bespoke neither amity nor enmity, yet to Jean, it seemed to bear an icy demeanor. Should Cornell insist that he abandon Maximillian... At that moment, Jean found himself thinking of his gun. His mouth felt dry.


  “Wait, I do not understand the matter you are speaking of, Lord Jean. Are you claiming—” Cornell began, looking sour.


  “I desire to aid him in flight.”


  Jean interjected Cornell. Cornell’s jaw dropped a little, and a clear look of shock settled on his face. Jean gulped before launching back into what he was saying.


  “I know it is a challenging task. I would not ask for anything more from you. I seek to leave before the day of the deed. I shall harm no one, and I shall speak naught about the plan. I swear this to you. However, you must help me convince him. Help me just a little.”


  He keeps denying his true identity—Jean continued in a tone akin to a moan, concluding his confession, honest and sincere. From this point onward, the judgment to follow was Cornell’s. Should he ignore this plea of Jean and confer with their brethren concerning the identity of la Petite Perle and the manner of addressing him, then Jean would be compelled to handle his former comrades with a measure equally fitting. In his head, Jean was already pondering about weapons he could use in lieu of his gun, which he had given to Maximillian. His nerves, frayed as never before, conjured various scenarios within his mind.


  “Lord Jean.”


  A moment later, Cornell spoke his name in a low tone.


  “You ought to calm down first a little. And... Some corrections seem to be in order. Firstly, the one you have been seeking is no ‘he.’”


  Cornell spoke in a much composed and clear manner. As if he was apprehensive Jean might lose his temper, Cornell gripped onto one of Jean’s wrists. The hold was stronger and firmer than that of some knights, and it helped Jean calm down. However, at the same time, he was confounded. Not a ‘he?’


  “She is the eldest daughter of the Marquess of Baden of the southern border, Lady Ariel Baden.”


  Jean blinked, and Cornell further explained himself while meeting those blinking eyes.


  “When I spoke of trouble earlier, I was referring to the distance to the marquess’s estate. ’Tis quite far, my lord, which would hinder you from paying a call in ease.”


  Cornell’s voice echoed in the small pub, his face still full of confusion. With whom have you mistaken her? His voice crossed Jean’s ear like a dream. Jean could not say anything. The eldest daughter of a marquess. Lady Ariel Baden... Jean had not anticipated to hear it, not even a little.


  “...Proof.”


  Jean stayed silent, unable to speak, for a long time. Ten minutes had passed before he was able to say the word. His voice sounded ugly even to his own ear.


  “Do you have... proof?”


  Jean could hear the ghost of Maximillian’s laughter. Jean gripped his empty glass. His hands were shaking, incomparably much more than they had been prior.


  “The gemologist informed me of the origin of the pearls and gems you had entrusted me with. Lady Chantelle was right—he was very capable. And among the noble houses that have bought the precious stones, I narrowed them down to those likely to have seen you in the academy. Above all, Lady Ariel responded to the letter I had sent as the final step toward affirmation.”


  Cornell let Jean be by himself briefly, coming and going to his room, which was adjoined to the pub. He was holding a piece of paper in his hand upon his return. It was a yellow, aged piece.


  Allow me to offer you clothing as a gift upon our meeting. I shall adorn it with pearls and gems you have bestowed upon me. Nay, what if I were to build you a mansion? Although, I am uncertain if it would be to your liking... In any event, all I ask is that you do not reckon these as empty promises of a young fool.


  The letter that was written in an untidy handwriting continued. Jean could spot errors in the grammar here and there. The letter was filled with promises and offers, and the tone was surprisingly awkward. However, the passion and excitement were left in writing very vividly, as though the yellowed piece of paper had nestled the young Jean’s anticipation in its embrace.


  I so dearly wish to meet you.


  The sentence was the end of the letter that continued for long. It was an ambiguous way to conclude a correspondence, but Jean knew better than anyone why it had come to such an abrupt end—he simply had nothing more to say. He wrote such a sentence, for that was his oldest and only wish.


  He knew nothing about his patron—not the name, the face, or the voice. He could only thank the person so many times for the generosity. It was why he had filled his letters with what he would do, with what he aspired to do for his patron. He wrote them when he had naught, he wrote them when he had much. And for so long, he had wished for but one thing.


  “...”


  Yet, how was it that he felt so utterly miserable in the here and now?


  “...Did you write the letter yourself, my lord?”


  Jean was dowsed in misery despite his imminent prospect of meeting his patron.


  Jean parted his lips to speak. It was a simple affair, for he merely needed to confirm Cornell’s inquiry. However, Jean could not bring himself to speak. The face with a particularly fair complexion and delicate lines kept lingering before his eyes. It had that smile on it, the one that Jean had seen at the end of that dark tunnel.


  The sensation that overtook him back then, was it a harmful poison he should have abstained from? Jean thought to himself, dazed.


  “...I must travel to the southern border.”


  Only after a long while did Jean manage to make an answer. His hands had stopped trembling, but his usual countenance was yet to return. Maximillian’s mocking voice and his whispers in bed all came together into one, humming around Jean’s ear. Jean had to grab onto the corner of the table. His world was shaking, as if it were to crumble down at any moment.


  *


  ‘I could not believe that someone as rational as yourself would make such a mistake.’


  Jean left in a carriage. Once he was out of the capital, he traveled on a horse. One would have to ride day and night for a month to reach the southern border of the Empire Joachim. Had it not been that the lady was already on her way northward, Jean would have likely thought twice about his journey. It was most fortunate that Cornell had sent a message ahead.


  ‘All nobles learn the craft of such a handwriting. And the path from which he had come to know you, he had explained it to you himself, and neither do the words he had said sound so particular to my ear.’


  Jean had arranged to meet with the lady in an area in the midland province. He was told that the lady had been severely ill when their correspondence stopped. The marquess had also been sick, which had caused the House of Baden to wane. The handwriting of the letter she had sent was perfectly identical to that of the Little Pearl.


  ‘Most of all... He is the Crown Prince.’


  Jean stopped his horse in a small town in the middle region. It was a territory under the governance of the Count of Francis, and Chantelle, upon hearing the circumstance, showed grace by hosting the lady in the residence of the House of Francis. Jean entered the mansion, having announced his identity and status at the gates. He had ridden for a week without any rest, but strangely, he was not fatigued.


  ‘He is all but the greatest enemy to our cause. How could he possibly be your most treasured one?’


  A servant ran to greet Jean and led the way in. He marched upward the stairs. There was a time when the mere imagining, picturing of meeting the Little Pearl, bewitched him into feeling that he was walking down a path where lights dripped from the chandelier. On the contrary, Jean was so very lucid. He stopped his steps before the chamber, where he was told his Petite Perle was awaiting him. While the servant knocked on the door, Jean waited patiently. The sensation was akin to standing before the ephemeral door of life, where mortals lived every moment despite their knowledge of certain and inescapable demise.


  “Pray, enter.”


  There came a calm voice from inside. It was almost at the same time that the door had opened. Jean slightly lowered his face. He could see the red rug on the floor. The color of it seemed like that of a certain someone’s hair, weaved and braided.


  “Jean?”


  The lady was seated, her gown elaborate yet neither crude nor ostentatious, a detail Jean noticed. Upon the table, where one might expect to find steaming cups of tea, rested an open book and a pen with its ink. Jean forced himself to a smile, despite it being quite an awkward one.


  “I have aged considerably myself, but I can see that you, my lord, have also grown into a man. I would have found it quite challenging to recognize you had I met you outside.”


  ‘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 saw the shadow of a certain someone’s subtle smile cross the lady’s delicate features. He could not even bring himself to show courtesy before her. Only after a long while had passed was he able to take the lady’s hand and kiss the back of it.


  “I am Ariel Baden, the eldest daughter of the Count of Baden.”


  “...’Tis Jean, my lady. Your...”


  “You have always addressed yourself as such in writing, my lord. Your Jean. A sweetness which you must have offered in exchange for my pearls, but I have found it quite to my liking.”


  “...”


  Jean could not bring himself to respond. Ariel’s smile was tender, yet Jean stood still, frozen in his spot. Your Jean. It was, indeed, the way he had always addressed himself, the way he had always signed his letters.


  “You have always written that you would like to meet me in person, but I have not anticipated for you to have truly been in search of me.”


  Lady Ariel said, closing her book. The title on the leather-bound cover revealed itself—『Equality』. It was the book Jean had read a long time ago, it was the book that Jean had spoken to the Little Pearl about for a long time, and now, a symbol of significance. Jean stared at the letters with an inexplicable sentiment of misery arising in him.


  “You have said that you would wait...”


  Jean was only able to speak after a long pause. Despite his knowledge that the lady was staring at him at length, with much curiosity in her gaze, he simply couldn’t bring his lips to part, to speak.


  “You have said that you would wait... And so I hastened, concerned I might keep you waiting.”


  “Ah.”


  “Did you... not seek to see me?”


  There came no response. She merely grinned. Jean slowly brushed the corner of the table with the tip of his finger, and the sensation of the wood felt so real that it scared Jean.


  “I have not been in good health for a while, my lord.”


  Ariel slowly spoke. Jean took notice of her cheeks, whose hues were rosy like a ripe peach, and of her lush golden locks. Ariel added in a voice soft yet full of life that her health had greatly improved since then.


  “It was quite evident what your opinion of me was, and I could not summon the courage to face you. Not in such a state, not knowing your sentiments toward me. And afterwards... Well, were you not in a delicate situation if I were to become acquainted with you, Lord Jean Erhardt?”


  “I have not anticipated that you would be aware of my inclusion in high society.”


  “I was aware of it. I may not have seen you, but it does not mean I have not looked after you. I was not content with merely perusing your letters whenever opportunity allowed—have sent people to bring your tidings to me, for I, too, cherish you much.”


  Ariel took out a bundle of letters from a small chest and showed them to Jean. Every one of them had been sent by him. They were tattered and worn out. The ragged corners of the letters told Jean that they had been read just as much as he had read the letters sent to him by the Little Pearl, treasured in his own chest. Here and there in the letters, Jean discerned notably irregular patches, as if the hand that had grasped them had exerted undue pressure. These spots appeared darker in hue as well.


  “’Twas in the academy that I have first seen you, and I have been fond of you ever since.”


  Ariel whispered. It was her answer to the question Jean could not bring himself to ask. He stilled his breathing.


  “You were perusing the book as though you aimed to engrave its words in your mind, but your eyes had no greed in them—I could tell even from far apart. Since that moment, I found myself observing you at every ball and banquet. The late Johnny kept you in his company quite often. In the academy, and in social gatherings.”


  “You have seen me before the ball in that winter, I assume.”


  “Of course. That momentary emotion would not have sufficed for me to be your sponsor, who had waited and anticipated for you for so long. I have known you much long before, my lord. Albeit, my old self then had not sought to prolong our acquaintanceship, nor did I foresee that it would be possible.”


  Ariel finished her sentence with a spirited manner of speech. Jean recalled the memory of his young self, reading in the academy library. With every question asked and answer made, the truth was revealing itself, peeling off its layers one by one. Ariel was not lying. She had sure evidence—the letters he had sent, the vivid recollection of memory, and the pearls that had found their previous owner.


  “...Then, may I ask what impelled you to take action on that day?”


  There was not a possibility that she was not the Pearl, and she had no reason to feel compelled to lie. Yet, Jean found himself continuing to test her truthfulness, like a skeptic disciple doubting the Resurrection of the Holy One. She must have noticed it, for her eyes turned to slits.


  “Well,” Ariel began, nodding with her hand placed under her chin, “let us say that I found a catamite who would take a slap in the face and peril his life to rescue another’s far nobler than an aristocrat who would choose to hold his tongue when all he could lose was his honor and reputation.”


  That concluded their private conversation, for Lady Ariel, the eldest daughter of the Count of Baden, wished to speak to Jean as one of the leaders of the revolutionaries. She had knowledge of everything that was happening. She was also aware of the recent affairs of the Grand Duke’s army. She was, indeed, the heir to the count, resuming the affairs her aged father could not take on. She laughed jovially, wondering how Jean and his brethren had planned such a scheme without enticing the House of Baden to support their cause. Her tone was cheerful, but it was evident that she was mocking.


  “Upon the commencement of the deed, we shall shut the gates of the fortress ahead. We would inform the army that we must consult with the Grand Duke. I surmise it would serve as a sufficient justification to keep them within the domain. Surely, other counts would do the same, and therefore, it would not be challenging to employ such a strategy. However, I hope for a legitimate cause to arise for us to strike the Grand Duke’s army before much time passes.”


  Ariel laid out the map before them and roughly explained the strategy. She was telling Jean that whatever happened in the Royal Palace, the army of the Grand Duke would not be able to progress further north through the gates of the Fortress of Baden and make its way back to the capital. Jean’s Little Pearl had not lied to him after all—not only was she prepared for the turn of the new world, but she was also the one with the power to usher its emergence, even while her person was bound by a corset, inconvenienced by the weight of a mere decorative garment.


  “...As is common with most counts, I have been told that the House of Baden has been a particularly loyal count to the royals of Joachim since its appointment as the Count of the Southern Border.”


  And so, Jean was forced to ask this question. He knew that the mistrust laden in the inquiry was no different from blasphemy committed against his Little Pearl. However, it was an assurance he had to confirm prior, for without it, affairs could turn most perilous.


  “It was, and it still is.”


  Ariel made an answer, her tone composed. Outside, the sun was setting.


  “A new world and its new way would make their advance, and as long as we tread upon Joachim’s soil, Baden shall stand to guard it. Baden shall safeguard the people, the culture, and the art of this land, for such is the duty ordained upon this house, and upon myself.”


  Jean stared for long at the countenance of the lady who had spoken so forth. Gazing upon the face that he had dreamed of for so many years, a feeling of inexplicable emptiness rose in him. Perhaps it was brought forth by the baffling dream he had had right before. Had he not been so drunk with that particular dream that he had momentarily lost sight of the reality?


  “The House of Baden is a loyal subject of Joachim, not of the power that reigns over it.”


  Ariel mumbled with a smile. Her eyes gazed into the distance, just as Jean’s had. She spoke as though she were recalling a memory.


  “It was said to me by someone I hold of great respect, and it is also the words I live by.”


  Their discourse ended briefly. Only after a long while was Jean able to bring himself to speak. He informed the lady of several matters that required discussion in a formal and distant tone. He, too, was staring in the air, searching for the face of someone that kept appearing in his mind.


  Their conversation ended much later, and it was on the morning of the morrow that Jean left the residence of the House of Francis, bidding Lady Baden farewell, promising his next visit. Jean had anticipated through all the years that should he meet la Petite Perle, he would not be able to refrain himself from jumping up and down like a madman. Yet, his heart was most calm, keeping its usual beat, and neither was his breathing disturbed by any excitement. Everything felt so calm. So very calm.


  *


  “Might I ask what affairs have compelled you to the region of the middle provinces?”


  There came a deep sound, the unmistakable loading of firearms. Jean turned his gaze to the side, where Grand Duke Robert stood, holding a hunting gun. The gun was pointed at Jean, but the stance lacked readiness. The duke appeared to jest, yet also appeared to menace. Jean grinned.


  “I have met Lady Baden, the eldest daughter of the Count of Baden, Your Highness.”


  He then lifted the gun he had in his hand. It was a .32 revolver, and Jean’s gun was pointed not at the duke but toward the forest. The two were hunting. They could hear the hounds barking.


  “The House of Baden is a long-standing sentinel of the Royal House of Joachim. I lack the skills to articulate its loyalty for my now bedridden brother.”


  Loyalty... A quiet smile played upon Jean’s lips, for he was reminded of what Lady Ariel had said. He heard footsteps from behind him, but he did not turn to look back. He did not turn back even when an object—most likely the muzzle of a gun—poked him in the back.


  “The lady told me, that Baden’s fealty lies with Joachim, not its royal family.”


  Jean had taken the liberty of slightly modifying the words of the lady, but he deemed it no fault of significance. He kept his gaze to the front. His mind was clear, and he did not feel any apprehension. He could see two hounds herding a boar and closing in on it. He waited a little more with patience. The beast was whimpering on its way toward Jean. Jean tensed his grip on his gun as he held the weapon with his two hands. Two hounds and a boar mingled with one another in their advance. Jean pulled the trigger, which was followed by the sound of the gunshot. His body slightly swayed from the impact.


  “I understand the feeling of your unease—”


  Jean began speaking. There was only one with whom he could speak in the language of humans. Before him, a beast laid on its back, showing its belly, and trembled. Its limbs kicked the air as though it were having a seizure.


  “—but should you err and hunt the hound, the prey shall flee, Your Highness.”


  The one that was shot was one of the two Dobermanns, which had been pursuing a wild boar just moments earlier. Jean watched as the eyes of the dog rolled back. The other one was chasing after the boar, but Jean could see that the distance between the two beasts was gradually growing apart. He felt the muzzle of the gun retreat away from him. He turned back, and saw that the Grand Duke Robert was watching him, his eyes in slits.


  “I have invited the Count of Baden several times. He had not once responded to my requests, and yet, he had agreed to see you. Do you not see how the circumstance warrants suspicion?”


  “In the current state, I am afraid that the power of the count does not reside with the count himself. I observed that it is Lady Ariel who takes control of most affairs. And Your Highness did not address the correspondences to Lady Ariel. Am I right to assume so?”


  Jean could see the Grand Duke’s vigilance waning at his words. His eyes, which had been in slits, slowly moved, glancing here and there. The duke shrugged.


  “Do not mistake me, for I hold great respect and affection for women. They are exquisite creatures. However, they are also beings dictated much by their emotions, wouldn’t you say?”


  “We appear to hold differing views on this matter, Your Grace. You are entitled to your thoughts, as I am to mine, and I believe that the deed would be a more challenging affair without the aid of the lady. All the more difficult if you are in doubt of your hound.”


  Jean then proceeded to put the quivering dog out of its misery as he spoke. It was bound to die soon, and he deemed it better to save it from a prolonged pain. The Grand Duke chuckled without any awkwardness or shame.


  “I have found this feat of yours quite to my liking even before. You would not yield, even for this old man.”


  The duke secured the trigger and hung the gun behind him. Then, he posed a question.


  “Do you have any proof that Baden chose to stand by your side?”


  Jean made an answer in a calm tone.


  “Lady Ariel will soon travel north.”


  “Travel north?”


  “She has an announcement to make in high society. I suspect that it would suffice as proof. If you still doubt me, then... Well.”


  Jean recalled the dead hound sprawled on the ground. He tucked his gun away. It was his deliberate choice to equivocate the end of his speech. Jean Erhardt was not a servant of the duke. His freedom was unbounded, and he held neither duty nor inclination of loyalty toward the man. As long as the duke’s army was fed and housed with the gold in Jean’s treasury, the Grand Duke would not be able to abandon him. Jean suspected that the duke was scheming to execute him after taking over the throne. And that was enough for Jean.


  “I have been told that you do not pay a call to the palace anymore.”


  He would not be sitting on the throne.


  “The portrait is done, thankfully.”


  So would that feeble man of a crown prince in the Royal Palace.


  “The Crown Prince had found a new source of entertainment. His Royal Highness would no longer seek my services.”


  ‘Jean.’


  There was no reason for Jean to protect him anymore. There was also no reason for Jean to pretend he did not desire the prince, for he had no reason to desire him in the first place. His notion of escaping with the prince on horseback in the event of an emergency was quashed before it could evolve into a formal plan. It had been a fleeting daydream from the start. Now, Jean’s Little Pearl stood next to him in person, and he no longer needed to dream of his flight with his savior.


  “Very thankfully, Your Grace.”


  ‘My Montespan.’


  Hence, Jean had no reason to dwell on his last memory of the prince, Maximillian bidding him a cruel farewell, and to resent him.


  “Let us commence when my army arrives at the border. It would be greatly convenient if Lady Ariel of Baden could reach the capital beforehand.”


  No reason for Jean to think of him so much.


  Everything was back to the start. He had been briefly swayed by the wind, but it was no more than a brief mistake. Maximillian was right. The prince was not noble enough to acquire a catamite and become its confidential patron, nor humble enough to conceal his identity even after having invested his gold and riches. He was the same man Jean had met at first. He was simply someone who enjoyed undressing others under the pretense of art and enjoyed spectating the sight. He was simply someone who enjoyed debauchery more than anyone, using his royal blood as his shield and spear.


  “Your painting shall be up in the hallway before long, Your Highness.”


  That was simply all he was.


  *


  Lady Ariel arrived in the capital a week later, during which rumors that the Count de Palatine was coming and going from the chamber of the Crown Prince had swept through high society. They could have exercised prudence, though not to the extent Jean had. Alas, they did not, and the result was that their tales became the subject of everyone’s conversation. And most of the conversations spoke of the prince’s particular favoritism of the count, for he took de Palatine with him everywhere he went. Numerous accounts of witnessing the pair walking arm in arm circulated widely among the people.


  “Lord Jean.”


  And so were they today. The two were at the church together. It was an encounter Jean had not anticipated. Jean removed his hat and greeted the prince, showing an acceptable amount of politeness.


  “I have not anticipated to see you at the church.”


  Maximillian words stopped Jean as he was about to proceed on his path. He was standing with the arm of the Count de Palatine in his hand as though he was holding a glass. Behind him, Jean beheld the shimmering hues of the stained glass, through which a saint bestowed his blessing upon the Crown Prince. Jean smiled, twisting his lips in contempt.


  “And neither have I imagined of coming across your presence in the church, my Lord Prince.”


  Maximillian shrugged, and soon, his lips began whistling a soft tune.


  “Admittedly, I am not quite partial to this place, but I was informed that my beloved enjoys coming here. Have you come for prayer?”


  His tone was far too indifferent. If someone were to hear it, it would be nothing more than a long due discourse between a lord and his subject. The situation struck Jean as so ludicrous that he nearly burst into laughter. He maintained a brief silence. De Palatine cast down his eyes upon meeting Jean’s gaze, prompting Jean to suspect that the prince had spoken of him to de Palatine.


  “I have come to request the archbishop’s blessing for my betrothal.”


  The voice that followed did not tremble. Neither did it have any tone of hesitation. It was precisely the tone Jean had wanted to speak in.


  “Will you be betrothed, my lord?”


  The count was quicker in reaction. Jean nodded, trying hard not to look at Maximillian.


  “I had not known. My felicitations, Lord Jean. I must extend my regards and send a gift to the Duke of Erhardt as well. Please forgive me, but might I inquire about the name of your fiancée?”


  “She is the eldest daughter of the Marquess of Baden of the southern border, Lady Ariel Baden.”


  De Palatine’s jaw dropped at the introduction, seemingly utterly shocked. Jean made a slight smile. He was well aware of the reputation Lady Ariel held in the capital, who had refused to join high society but chose to remain in the border, dealing with the affairs of the territory. There was even a saying that despite the southern warmth, water froze into ice due to Ariel Baden’s presence.


  “The union of Baden and Erhardt. I suspect that Joachim will be in a most talkative disposition for a while. I offer my felicitations once again, Lord Jean.”


  The Count de Palatine said after pausing briefly. He seemed chirpy. De Palatine’s serene complexion prompted Jean to question whether his earlier perception had been mistaken, for feigning such indifference would have been difficult had the young count known that it was Jean who had lain on the prince’s bed before him. That was when Jean heard the sound of a yawn.


  “De Palatine. Did you not tell me prior that you had an affair to attend to? You claimed it to be a matter of urgency, hence why I had accompanied you all the way here. Yet now, you speak of tedious affairs that bring me to the brink of slumber.”


  Maximillian spoke to de Palatine while gently patting his lips. Jean saw tears in the prince’s eyes, which were brought by the yawn. The inquiry seemed to have reminded de Palatine of his business. He quickly disappeared, following behind a priest in passing. It was after he had asked the prince to excuse him. Jean glanced at the sight, then nodded at Maximillian, about to leave.


  “I seem to recall you leaving the palace, claiming an endeavor to prove something.”


  And had Maximillian not mocked him in such a way, Jean would have proceeded to leave. Jean glanced behind him. An irrational feeling of betrayal kept sprouting in him. It was accompanied by shame with a reason and anger without one.


  “...I have caused you much trouble, Your Grace. Please forgive me.”


  The prince was now sitting on one of the pews, his back against the rest, seemingly completely oblivious to the turbulence of emotions threatening Jean.


  “’Twas all my misunderstanding.”


  The rainbow of sunlight filtered through the stained glass, slightly misaligned with the prince’s face. And perhaps it was due to the misaim of the light, but the beauty that Jean had once so despised, the beauty that he had once fallen in love with, now belonged to the darkness. So much so that Jean could not even see clearly how the prince narrowed his eyes. Ah—Maximillian let out a slight exclamation.


  “Misunderstanding, is it?”


  The voice sounded repressed. Jean anticipated for the prince to continue, but he did not. He merely gaped a few times. Jean stood still. He thought of leaving, but strangely, his feet would not move. His nerves were quite on edge, as if he had stumbled upon the murmurings of an important secret, as though he was waiting for something to be said.


  “Everything seems to be in order then.”


  Maximillian spoke after a long while.


  “My felicitations on the tidings of your betrothal.”


  Jean felt the tension leave his body at once. It felt like someone had tied his entire person with a rope, suspending and dangling him in the air, then cutting it off all at once. The sensation was enough to sink his soul. Jean bit his lip, and Maximillian said nothing more. He simply whistled a tune and looked afar as though the circumstance he found himself in bored him.


  “Felicitations... did you say, Your Grace?”


  Jean loathed that he must catch his breath to utter the words aloud. He clutched the top of the pew. His chest seethed with heat. This is hatred, he repeated to himself.


  “Aye, felicitations. Did you expect me to curse it? I possess at least that much common civility, Jean, which you seem unaware of, as you perceive me too often in a negative light.”


  “I have no inclination to view you through the lens of common civility, yet such words are ill-suited for one with whom you shared the night but a few evenings past.”


  “Ah. And you, who have announced his betrothal before the same man, claim yourself to be ordinary?”


  “Why, you flaunter your new bed toy before me, and I merely have reciprocated the manner of your jesting, Your Grace.”


  “Erhardt,” Maximillian whistled softly.


  “Why are you growing mad?” asked the prince, still shaded in the shadow of the church.


  That was when Jean realized that the veins in the back of his hand protruded. His fingers hurt. He must have been grabbing onto the decorative ornament of the pew with excessive force.


  “Grow mad? I could not dare, my Lord Prince.”


  “You are mad. Now. At me.”


  “’Tis a misunderstanding.”


  “No. Unlike you, I do not misunderstand easily. I am quite rational, rather quick with my wits. If you have not noticed it, then let me tell you now. And you are showing your anger at me at this very moment, in quite a rude demeanor.”


  “...”


  “What is the matter?”


  Maximillian, seated upon the pew, turned his body slightly toward Jean. One arm lay freely behind him, draped over the back of the pew, cradling his head. Jean did not respond.


  “You alone have misunderstood the matters, yet you are behaving as though I have deceived you. I have told you that it was not me. And if you had been keeping me company for that reason, now that you know that I am not your patron, there is no reason for you to resent me, is there? The price of your services as a muse has been paid already with my silence. Pray, tell, why are you being so insolent?”


  Maximillian was not wrong.


  “Your Grace.”


  But neither was he truly right.


  “Forgive me for my rudeness, and allow me to speak the truth before you.”


  Jean waited for Maximillian to nod and give his leave. Maximillian or Maximin. Jean would call him by these names, and the man would forgive the rudeness. But the man who so very cherished Jean was no longer here. The man was as good as gone from this world, so Jean would be a fool to expect such gracious treatment from the prince ever again. The prince finally nodded.


  “I have only harbored affection for you, for you were my patron.”


  “...”


  “I found beauty in you, for you were my patron; I was kind to you, for you were my patron; I joined you in bed, for you were my patron. However, I have never felt any love or affection for the Maximillian Joachim who is not my patron. The Crown Prince has been someone I detested, rather.”


  Maximillian’s eyebrows squirmed. Detested? The prince asked. Jean neither nodded nor shook his head. He simply waited for Maximillian to respond. Strangely, he felt nauseous. He was filled with an odd sensation of excitement as though he had just confessed his heart out, a sensation akin to the one he had felt earlier before hearing the words of felicitations.


  “Is that so? Strange, quite odd for someone who pursued this body like a dog.”


  Maximillian grinned. Jean had just taken notice that the prince was wearing the pale rose justacorps he had gifted. The opals set as buttons gleamed in stark contrast to the filthy words of their owner.


  “And this is no mere attempt to find your way back to my bed?”


  Maximillian inquired suggestively, and Jean clammed his mouth shut. He deemed it not worth his time anymore to converse with the prince. At the most opportune moment, the door behind Jean creaked open. De Palatine seemed to be returning from his business.


  “What if you occasionally paid me a visit to have tea? Like we did at our earlier meetings. I shall keep it a secret to your patron.”


  Maximillian dared speak without inhibition, which made Jean want to laugh. Pay a visit for tea. It was the same plot the prince had initially employed to bring Jean to the Royal Palace. Jean removed his hand from the pew. His hand was stamped with the decoration of the furniture. He could hear de Palatine’s cheerful voice coming from behind them, and so, Jean lowered his voice before speaking.


  “Maximin.”


  His voice was so cold that it could cut his own tongue. And underneath the coldness, his tone was laced with a raging desire to kill the prince.


  “Do not ever remind me of that wretched memory—”


  That was when the angle of the sunlight began to shift, allowing Jean to see Maximillian’s face a little clearer. His countenance was void of emotion, his ash-gray eyes feeling naught. Jean paused briefly, then clenched his jaw.


  “—if you wish not to know what a man of lowly birth is capable of, Your Grace.”


  That was the end of their exchange. Jean turned around, bade farewell to de Palatine, and left the place right away. He did not hear any more of Maximillian’s words, which had taken hold of him every time they were cast, like a hook baiting for fish. His heart felt strangely heavy.


  *


  The betrothal with Ariel was a strategic decision that Ariel herself had suggested, for it was the surest way to quell the Grand Duke’s suspicion toward the House of Baden. Jean attempted to stop her, fearing it might taint her in the future. However, the lady, whose age was inclining toward spinsterhood, did not let herself be convinced otherwise. In the end, it proved to be a very prudent decision, for upon hearing the news of the betrothal, the Grand Duke Robert showed a change in his demeanor right away.


  “Lord Jean Erhardt.”


  The Grand Duke Robert seemed to be under the impression that the Count of Baden had chosen to stand by his side, for he did not abstain from offering his congratulations and wishing Jean well. He took the time to introduce Jean to every one of the houses who had sworn loyalty to him, the Grand Duke. He invited Jean and held tea parties or took him to a hunting contest. In that contest, a young and fierce hound replaced the one that had died prior and cornered the prey.


  “Count de Palatine.”


  In the gatherings that the Grand Duke hosted, the guests were mostly either Robertians, or ones who were in the middle, leaning on neither side of the power. The supporters of the Crown Prince were too meager to be reckoned as a force, and most of them resided in regions far from the capital. Lastly, the prince himself had seldom been observed outside of the Royal Palace in recent days.


  “I thought you were at the Royal Palace.”


  Surprisingly, the House of de Palatine was one of those in the middle. To be precise, de Palatine was one of those in the middle who wished to shift his allegiance to the Grand Duke. Jean had only recently gained knowledge of this piece of information. Only then did he understand why de Palatine had looked so glad upon coming across the tidings of Jean’s betrothal prior in the church.


  “Your Highness, how could I miss your invitation and the honor of being in your presence?”


  Every time Jean saw de Palatine’s face, he was reminded of the simpleton who had brought de Palatine to his bed based solely on his comely countenance. Jean made an effort to ignore the mental image of the said simpleton. Recently, de Palatine had been attempting so very hard to befriend Jean.


  “Did that Crown Prince let you go without any trouble?”


  Someone asked in a bright tone. The question was explicitly loaded. Jean, occupied with rolling tobacco, did not even bother to look at the speaker. They had convened upon receiving the Grand Duke’s invitation to partake in luncheon.


  “His Grace should be slumbering as we speak. I have given him some calming potion. As you well know, his temper is much too tempestuous when he is awake.”


  “Oh, my, does he throw a tantrum even with you, my young lord?”


  “I am afraid so. Today, he had hurled an oil lamp and nearly put the palace on fire.”


  De Palatine spoke while glancing at Jean from the side of his eye. It was no challenge for Jean to understand his intention. De Palatine was waiting for Jean to agree, asking him a subtle question of confirmation. He was trying to form a bond with Jean. And just as Jean had suspected, the people who had gathered burst into laughter before moving on to other tables. De Palatine had a loaded smile as he stared at Jean. Jean shook the ash from his cigarette, pretending to have noticed nothing. De Palatine cleared his throat.


  “How fares Lady Ariel, my lord? I have heard that the betrothal will be held soon.”


  “She fares well. ’Tis unfortunate, but she has been unable to make an appearance at any gatherings, for not only is this her first visit to the capital in a long while, but she is much occupied with the preparations for the ceremony.”


  “As I have guessed. I envy your fortune, my lord. Lady Ariel of Baden has been known for her beauty and wisdom since childhood. She had already completed her education by the time I entered the academy, yet even then, stories of her excellence circulated like myth and legend.”


  “Ah, well, she deserves the praise.”


  Jean made an answer with a grin on his face. He was reminded of the elegant and sophisticated letters of the Little Pearl. That was enough to tell Jean the kind of childhood Ariel had had. She must have surely been an excellent student, and Jean was certain of it.


  “Not only have you been freed from the confines of the Royal Palace, but furthermore, you have encountered the fortune of a betrothal to such a lady. Should I regard this as yet another instance where your talent in trade has proven effective?”


  “Well.”


  “Or perhaps, ’tis the fruit of your tolerance, for God blesses those who have endured His trials and the ridicule of men. I assume you know what I mean, my lord.”


  Jean had interjected his speech several times. However, de Palatine seemed to be determined to bring the subject of the Crown Prince to the table. Jean kept silent at the seemingly desperate attempt. He was suddenly reminded of the man who would give him pecks of kisses whenever Jean ruffled the man’s red hair.


  “...He must prove troublesome to you.”


  Would he be doing the same to this man standing before Jean?


  “I propose that you assist the prince in facilitating his progress with the painting. He would leave you in peace sooner.”


  Jean tried to ignore the emotion inside him that had morphed into a beast, opening its ghastly mouth as soon as the inquiry was made. His voice did not shake, and his hands did not shake either. He recalled Ariel, the old letters, the coats, the warmth, and the freedom that she had given him long ago one winter. The affection and the reverence they entailed did not belong to Maximillian. Jean had all but briefly mistaken that they did.


  “If I could, I would. However, he does not paint a new piece these days. The prince has been merely applying colors to an existing piece. He has been using so much paint of lapis lazuli that the entire place reeks of toxic scent. It would suffice to numb your nose. But rest aside, spiteful words every day, objects hurled my way—I find myself unable to endure it any longer. Surely, my lord, you are aware of the difficulties of the task.”


  Jean found himself briefly frowning at de Palatine’s words. Maximillian was indeed acerbic in his speech, so Jean would acknowledge the spiteful words. Yet, the act of hurling objects seemed out of character for him. He did mock and jeer, but never had he been violent. And that he was not painting... Jean was beginning to get lost in his own thoughts when he heard someone clear their throat. De Palatine jumped up to his feet.


  “The Count de Palatine, Duke of Erhardt. I am pleased to see both of you present.”


  It was Robert Joachim. Jean extinguished his cigarette, which emitted smoke and burned. He saw the Grand Duke gazing subtly at de Palatine, which was evidently a dismissal. Palatine was not slow to read the room. He excused himself politely and disappeared.


  “A good lad. Since the Lady de Palatine’s demise, he has faithfully tended to his blind brother for over a decade. Though talkative, he bears no ill will.”


  I could not say he bears no ambitions, however. Robert Joachim added a short remark while taking a seat. Jean smiled lightly.


  “Did I have such a weary look upon my countenance, my Lord Duke?”


  “You seemed vexed. Show some patience. After all, is he not the man who had freed you from Maximillian?”


  Jean kept silent at the words. He could not tell if his lips were curved upward, but he made every effort. The Grand Duke Robert proceeded to speak of insignificant affairs before subtly letting Jean know of the location of the army. His men had advanced to the very walls of the Baden stronghold. Once they crossed the fortress and began their patrol along the border, the emperor would be relieved from his debilitating sickness and be brought to his final rest. And then—


  Jean ceased his contemplation. He knew well that if he should continue, he would be tormented by the red hair and gray eyes. Thus, he uttered whatever came to mind in haste.


  “I shall inform Lady Ariel. She will open the gates to welcome the soldiers.”


  “Indeed. And do try to take on the task yourself if possible. The lady is said to be smart, yet... This old man’s mind would be put at ease, knowing that a man worthy of trust is looking over the task. I hope you understand.”


  To this, Jean did not respond. He did not have to join Robert Joachim in his attempt to belittle Ariel. Instead, Jean rose from his seat, for the hour had arrived to embark upon his tasks.


  *


  “You have arrived, Lord Jean.”


  Ariel was residing in the summer house of the House of Erhardt. The House of Baden had never dwelled in the capital, hence the absence of its residence within the city.


  “Yes, my lady.”


  Furthermore, the lengthy two-hour carriage journey required to reach this summer house provided another justification. It was the perfect location for Ariel, who did not enjoy making an appearance in high society. It was also the perfect place to conspire clandestine schemes. Due to that, some of the brethren had already come and gone from the place.


  “I have returned, Lady Ariel. ’Tis much pleasant to see you in a bright place, Cornell.”


  Particularly, Cornell, an informant and gatherer of intelligence, frequented the place covertly to bring tidings to the brethren. And every time Jean saw Cornell, he recalled that night when he was greatly agitated and eager to relay his speculations about Maximillian. Jean was grateful that Cornell never mentioned it but continued his work without any whims. Indeed, Jean was grateful. Jean conveyed the words of Robert Joachim to Ariel, who nodded. She appeared brave in her chair, a pile of documents and papers arrayed before her.


  “They would surely have arrived in the Baden domain on the day of our betrothal. I shall arrange the matters ahead. I have already informed other houses in the border provinces who share our cause. And here is the inventory of items that have of late been conveyed to Robert Joachim. Among them, it seems, is poison.”


  “It must be for the emperor.”


  “Still, the amount is quite significant, although not enough to be held and confiscated at the checkpoint. It has been brought into the city several times now. Well, I suppose you are right, but still, be wary when dining.”


  Jean nodded. He then carefully took the piece of paper that Ariel handed him. It would be a significant article of evidence to be presented at a later time when accusing the Grand Duke of slaying the emperor. Jean was about to put the paper in his chest pocket after folding it when Cornell cleared his throat.


  “’Tis right before the meal, yet you speak of naught but official affairs, my lord, my lady. I have heard that you have requested the archbishop to bestow a blessing at the ceremony. Pray, have you chosen your attire, selected the flowers, and prepared a list of those to be employed as well as your esteemed guests?”


  “I have delegated the tasks to my steward and servants. The list of guests would be of no great hassle. All that is to be done is to unite our separate lists into one... It is not a wedding but a betrothal, a much simpler affair than a ceremony of marriage. And its modesty would fair favorably in the future too.”


  Since it was a betrothal of strategic motives, Jean thought it best to proceed with it inconspicuously. Whether the deed succeeded or not, the betrothal would dissolve as a matter of natural course, and Jean believed that it would serve Ariel better if the ceremony were conducted with simplicity.


  “You heard him, Cornell. Jean does not wish to be bound to me. Times like this, I miss the Jean who once shed tears upon his letters, desiring earnestly to meet me.”


  “’Tis naught like that, Lady Ariel.”


  Jean’s countenance reddened. As of late, Ariel has been amusing herself by teasing Jean about this subject quite frequently. In his correspondences, Jean had been brimming with excitement at the prospect of meeting the Little Pearl, eagerly envisioning the moment he would drop to one knee and propose marriage. Yet, as the time for their betrothal drew closer, his mind became consumed with speculation upon the uncertain prospects ahead, designing the dissolution of their engagement. Ariel couldn’t help but find amusement in this shift in his demeanor.


  “If you so wish, I am prepared to be bound to you in wedlock at a moment’s notice. I simply deemed it wise to exercise prudence, mindful of the possibility that you may encounter someone more appealing in the days to come.”


  Jean spoke, waving his hands in denial. It somehow sounded like an excuse for reasons unbeknownst to him. That was when Ariel burst into a peal of cheerful laughter.


  “I decline the offer. I do not desire to be in wedlock with a man who loves another simply out of loyalty. However, I do appreciate the sentiment, Jean.”


  Her tone was gentle, yet her message was not. Jean hastened to respond. They had previously held such discourse.


  “I do not love another, my lady, for you are the sole owner of my heart.”


  However, Ariel did not heed Jean’s words. She rose from her chair and looked at Cornell before speaking in a lighthearted tone.


  “Well, is that so? In any event, I must beg your pardon, as I am compelled to attend the fitting of various gowns I must wear for the betrothal ceremony. May your discourse be delightful.”


  Ariel slightly frowned, then relaxed her face. Jean, albeit with awkwardness, chuckled at the reaction. He had recently found out just how much Ariel despised having to bind her body in a corset and donning gowns and dresses. Soon, the door closed with a thump. Silence prolonged for a moment. He could feel Cornell’s gaze stinging him.


  “Lord Jean.”


  Cornell’s voice was laden with caution as he spoke, and it was not difficult for Jean to speculate what the man had in mind. Jean sat on the chair that Ariel had been sitting on just a moment earlier. Cornell was looking at him, his eyes full of concern. Jean mumbled his words.


  “Please do not look at me with eyes as such. I am merely slow in adjusting to the changes.”


  “...”


  “I have been a fool to have believed such speculation without no certain evidence... These days, I even think of myself as having been a newborn chick freshly hatched from its shell, believing that the first being upon its sight was its mother...”


  Jean brushed his hand across his mouth, from which a subdued sigh escaped. He felt as though someone had yanked him out of a daydream, so much so that his reality these days even felt surreal. He proceeded to rub his eyes as though washing his face. He pressed his eyes with his palms, but no matter what he did, he could not get rid of the otherworldly sensation. And with each occurrence of such a sensation, a visage seemed to haunt his every step.


  “I did not mean to fault you, my lord. I understand that it could be confounding. And the conviction in the tone you spoke to me in foretold me that regardless of how events unfolded, you would not be at ease. Merely—”


  Cornell spoke calmly before pausing briefly. It seemed that he was about to speak of a cautious matter. Finally, he asked his question.


  “—I wondered if you do not find Lady Baden to your liking. Does she not align with the person you have been envisioning?”


  “...’Tis naught of the sort, I assure you.”


  Jean moaned his answer. It was a ridiculous claim, but he could not accuse Cornell of being unjust in thinking so. Jean was well aware that it was his demeanor that was causing trouble. Had Ariel herself not been shrewd enough to point that out?


  “She is an excellent person. To be the Little Pearl was in itself sufficient to attest to one’s excellence, by virtue of that identity alone, yet Lady Ariel surpasses all expectations. I am aware of it, and I hold her in the highest esteem. Whether I hold her in affection or not is of no consequence. How could I dare... She deserves far better.”


  “You could have reckoned the person you admired before her was of superior character.”


  Cornell was being careful and hesitant, but it was a matter he needed to make clear of, no matter how preposterous Jean found it. Jean couldn’t stop himself from scoffing.


  “Of superior character?”


  Jean did not intend it, but he spoke in a mocking tone as though anger had conquered his system.


  “Who? That lecherous libertine? The mad Crown Prince who holds no interest not only for the fate of the empire but even for his own honor and reputation?”


  “...”


  “Cornell, I admit that I am finding it difficult to adjust to the presence of Lady Ariel. But do not dare make a comparison of her to that man, for he is—”


  Jean’s words failed to continue, however. All he could do was lick his lips, lacking the vocabulary to criticize the man. Instead, what came to his mind was Maximillian’s face under the sun. A deranged man—Jean spat the words inwardly, though they were aimed not at Maximillian but at himself, this time. Even in his situation, he thought of the prince’s face, and for that, he perceived himself as deranged.


  “Forgive me if I have offended you with my words, sir.”


  Jean knew it was no fault of Cornell, yet he could not bring himself to say so.


  “I merely feared that your wavering heart might hinder your duty to the cause, jeopardizing the deed. I ask that you not be so vexed, my lord.”


  “...Nothing like that would happen. I am simply a little angered by my own self.”


  “I understand. Then I shall hold my tongue regarding the matter for now, Lord Jean. It might bring confusion to Wickham, Chantelle, and to our other brethren.”


  Thank you, Jean responded, his tone akin to a groan. Cornell simply shrugged, then gathered his possessions. He spoke before he left.


  “The pub shall be open come the morrow.”


  It referred to the gathering of their brethren. Jean nodded. He had not been able to attend the one prior, even after telling Chantelle ahead that there was a matter he would like to discuss with her. It was because he had traveled to meet Ariel. Cornell, having conveyed his message, left Jean behind. He continued to grow farther away, and soon, the distance rendered him invisible. His duty as an informant seemed to have made him proficient in concealing himself. Jean returned to the chamber and collapsed on the chair. His head ached.


  Jean was in dire need of a draught of alcohol. Such had been his condition of late, inscrutable emotion searing his heart to cinders. Even as he led the Grand Duke Robert deeper and deeper into the trap, he could not seem to compose himself. Even as he was with Lady Ariel, he failed to still his uneasy heart. And it was not solely because of emptiness, embarrassment, and shame. It was a feeling rooted deeper inside him, consuming him. Jean rubbed his face with his hand, frustrated. He found himself unfathomable.


  If Maximillian was not the Little Pearl, then that was simply all there was to it. Did Jean not acknowledge it himself that the speculation lacked substantial evidence? Was it not an idea he entertained at first for the smallest possibility? Therefore, it was only proper that he put it out of his mind. However, strangely, the speculation kept its hold on Jean, swaying his mind. An utterly irrational feeling of betrayal kept arising in him. He resented the Maximillian who was not his Petite Perle. Why is it not you? Jean stifled the inquiry incessantly arising in his mind. He felt helpless, for all he could do was remind himself again, and again, of the wretchedness and debauchery of the prince.


  And with every reminder, Jean was revisited by the memory of Maximillian, inviting him for occasional tea, seemingly mocking him. Above the face shaded under the shadow, apathy appeared repeatedly, akin to musical notes after a repeat sign.


  ‘Throughout the entire day, all I have wondered was when you would find me.’


  And always, the face would be accompanied by Maximillian’s voice, murmuring as though he was enchanted.


  ‘I was so entirely consumed with the thought that it was piteous.’


  That voice, which seemed like a confession of love, was laid above the visage again and again, so very often and so very vividly that it scared Jean.


  *


  The easel stood right before the sun. It had a canvas on it, and the legs of an individual could be seen from below. The wind blew through the open window and billowed the curtains. The person’s hair swayed along with it. The color of the hair was as red as wine poured into a glass. Jean lifted his head.


  ‘Jean.’


  He was aware of the particular day that lay unfolded before him, vivid in his mind and sight. It was the morning when he stirred from his sleep, observing the prince paint. It had felt as though only the two of them remained in the entire palace after the music ceased. It was the morning when he awoke from his sweet slumber after making love, an act akin to dancing.


  ‘My Montespan.’


  Jean knew that the prince had not uttered these words. Indeed, they existed solely within the confines of his own mind, which rendered the situation all the more preposterous.


  ‘Have you awakened?’


  He had no reason to be reminded of the prince in such a way. Not a single one.


  “Jean.”


  His dream faded away from him. It was merely a nap, somewhere between the conscious and the unconscious. Jean lifted his eyelids. He had dozed off, having arrived at Cornell’s pub earlier than he had anticipated. Before him, Wickham sat, whose cheeks were reddened from the cold. He must have just arrived at the pub.


  “Are you weary?”


  “...I was momentarily drawn to drowsiness. ’Tis cold outside, whilst in here, ’tis warm.”


  The dream must not have left a trace in Jean’s countenance for Wickham to see. As it should, thought Jean to himself. It was the proper way the dream should affect Jean—not so strong, not so firm. It was a memory he was soon to rid of, in any case. Jean tapped his own cheek twice and chased away the sleep. His brethren were gathering one by one in the pub.


  “Right, might I have your attention, everyone?”


  They had gathered together and sat at a long table. Cornell had brought out drinks according to the number of members present. It was a meeting among the brethren, but all those who had gathered were those assigned with tasks of significance, making their number close to twenty. Per usual, the meeting was hosted and led by Wickham.


  “The army of the Grand Duke has begun moving as we have desired. The legion with the largest number of men has headed southward. Some have been dispersed to other regions as well, but the north has its mountain ranges, rendering it free of threat, and the east and the west do not require many men to guard. Most of all, the coldest time of the winter shall come to its end after this week. I have been told that the shallowest part of the river has begun its phase of thawing and freezing.”


  The men let out a low whoop of approval. Some whistled at Wickham, who had raised his glass in the air. Jean looked at the excited faces of his brethren. Their countenance was colored red from the anticipation.


  “And the greatest news of all, as I have said prior, is that the Little Pearl that our brother Jean has been so eager in search has been revealed to be Lady of the Southern Border! She is a gracious and sophisticated lady who has always had her heart in the revolution. And owing to her, the soldiers sent south would not be able to trod upon the capital alive. Do you know what this means?”


  Aaargh!—the brethren howled their battle cry in unison. Wickham, after exciting the crowd, handed the turn to speak to Jean. Everyone’s gaze and attention were directed at Jean, who smiled briefly.


  “You have all toiled much to arrive at this moment.”


  He began with words of appreciation. Every orb sparkled as it looked at him. Jean unscrolled the map he had brought with him long on the table. Joachim lay in it, diminished smaller than its life size through depiction. Jean pointed at the end of the southern border on the map with the tip of his swagger stick.


  “The Grand Duke’s army would arrive here in a few days’ time. The gates shall be opened, and they shall cross the Baden Fortress and camp in the border, waiting for our sign—although it would not be the sign that they have been waiting for.”


  Jean heard a light laughter travel across the crowd. He moved the swagger stick again.


  “The river will thaw, and the soldiers will not be able to cross it immediately. Their feet will be tied, giving us time. Baden expects to hit the army once it crosses the river, which means that we must end the circumstance in the capital by that time. Some of the Grand Duke Robert’s men will remain in the capital. Among them are our brethren who have infiltrated the ducal force, and they are tasked with trailing the Crown Prince.”


  The tip of Jean’s stick was now pointing at the Royal Palace in the capital. Wickham took away a layer of the map, revealing the blueprint of a structure underneath. It was a structure Jean was accustomed to. He found himself unable to speak briefly. He licked his lips, then proceeded to continue speaking.


  “...They are not his guards.”


  Only after saying the words did he remember what he had promised himself on the first day he had joined Maximillian in bed. Jean had vowed to himself that all this was to sever the prince’s neck in the future.


  “The ducal force shall take out the Crown Prince. Prior to that, it will suffice to feign guarding the palace. You may light the palace on fire, and should the need arise, you may kill the enemy. We merely have to humor the Grand Duke, and after that, we will position ourselves behind his army.”


  Jean proceeded resolutely, having now steered himself back onto the correct path, albeit with a brief deviation.


  “And after the Crown Prince is killed—”


  Aye, Jean was back on the right path, although he would not be able to sever that delicate neck himself.


  “—slay everyone in the Royal Palace. We, ourselves, should suffice to stand as the witness to this momentous progression of history.”


  A roar of cheer was followed. It was loud enough to be deemed dangerous, but neither Wickham nor Jean restrained their brethren. Soon, the brethren, with their beer tankards in their hands, began chanting the song they had composed before. Maximillian, the Whore of Joachim. The line was sung several times, in a tune brisk and cheerful.


  “On which day shall the deed be commenced?”


  In the middle of the chaos, someone had asked. The pub briefly fell silent, and Jean made an answer in a calm voice.


  “Old wisdom tells us that deeds of greatness ought to follow a celebration.”


  Several pairs of eyes blinked at the same time upon hearing Jean’s mumbling. And Jean, who made a slight smile, looking at them, finished his speech.


  “The day after the betrothal of Baden and Erhardt, we shall usher in the new world.”


  *


  Jean conveyed his message to Robert Joachim, who sent a prompt response back. The correspondence said that the duke deemed it greatly improper to reschedule Jean’s engagement ceremony and that he would implement the scheme once the ceremony started. Jean burned the letter with the candle.


  Rumors did circulate in the capital that the emperor’s ailment showed clear signs of amelioration. Jean did not doubt that it was the doing of the Grand Duke. More curiously, the Crown Prince, who knew better than anyone the truth behind those rumors, kept silent regarding the issue. He had not ventured beyond the confines of the Royal Palace in the days just past. It seemed that there were barely a handful of occasions he had left the premises since the day he had met Jean at the church. Jean even heard rumors that the prince had abandoned the company of the Count de Palatine, whom he seemed to cherish so much.


  “A... masquerade ball, did you say?”


  “I have been told that one was held every year in the capital. My aversion to high society caused me to stay in the south, but masquerade is one thing I would like to experience for myself.”


  In the meantime, Jean and Ariel had grown quite close to each other. They had been spending much time together in preparation for the execution of the deed and its ideas. It was also because they were much alike in thoughts and beliefs. As they grew closer to each other, the strange dissonance Jean felt whenever he made a comparison between the Little Pearl and Lady Ariel slowly crumbled. He felt like he had gained a good friend. A good friend who, occasionally, would make difficult requests. Jean simply smiled with a troubled look.


  “I am afraid it would rather be too ostentatious and garner much attention...”


  “Should everything proceed as intended, the royal funeral will commence on that day. I doubt that a mere masquerade would linger in people’s memories.”


  “...It has not been so long since the annual event of the same nature had been held at the Royal Palace.”


  “That is precisely why I wish to proceed with it. I have heard it is among the most cherished occasions. Rest aside, do you not agree it would be the most suitable occasion for our brethren to come and deliver us the news?”


  At her response, Jean found himself unable to present any further arguments. He did not hide the trouble, but let it show in his smile. The two were discussing the reception banquet of the engagement ceremony. Ariel proceeded to sit atop the table.


  “Or is there a reason you are against it?”


  She had a pair of leather trousers that fit her legs. Her attire seemed like she was about to go hunting. Jean gazed at the face of his betrothed. She was smiling as well, with determination evident on her countenance. She would not surrender easily.


  “...No, my lady.”


  Even were it not for moments as such, Jean would have found himself unable to prevail against Ariel. Nor would he, so long as Ariel remained his Petite Perle.


  “I shall tell them to make the preparation and write the announcement on the invitation.”


  Regardless, Jean truly did not want a masquerade, and it was not because he deemed it inappropriate for his one and only engagement reception. He hindered the memory that kept crawling back into his mind. He pushed them back like a sailor slapping fish with his paddle, stopping them from jumping into his boat. They were all useless memories now that the circumstances had changed.


  “Excellent. Ah, I have heard from Chantelle Francis your suggestion about the church, and I have told her in response that the House of Baden shall do what it can to help.”


  But the fragments of memories assailed him in moments like these, at unforeseen times and for unforeseen reasons. Jean could not understand—when had so many memories accumulated thus? He felt like he could hear a carriage from somewhere. Jean nodded, turning his gaze, and he saw that Ariel was lightly kicking the leg of the table with the heel of her shoes. The sound managed to bring Jean back to reality.


  “...Ariel.”


  Jean called his betrothed, who looked up, removing her eyes from the documents she had been perusing, deliberating many affairs. Their eyes met.


  “Thank you,” said Jean.


  Ariel did not hide her confusion, her countenance startled at the sudden utterance of gratitude. Jean continued serenely.


  “For appearing before me.”


  The lady did not respond but kept silent. She simply stared at Jean with an inscrutable expression. And Jean did not speak any further either. Silence filled the air between them.


  “I shall send the invitation to the Royal Family.”


  Jean said after a long while. Ariel, who seemed to be gauging something in her mind, soon handed him the invitation with enthusiasm. That night, Jean sent letters of invitation to the Royal Palace and to the residence of the Grand Duke. Each was addressed to Maximillian Joachim and Robert Joachim.


  *


  Everything was calming down—Jean thought so, standing before his reflection in the mirror. His new attire for the ceremony, fashioned by his customary tailor, was somewhat oversized. He seemed to have lost weight, likely from his inability to sleep well in recent days. He felt his freshly shaved jaw. Thankfully, he had not dreamed in the past few days. His countenance looked acceptable, just right to look like a man to be betrothed.


  “My lord.”


  The ceremony would be held at the residence of the Erhardt residence. The Duke of Erhardt and the Grand Duke Robert would take turns delivering words of felicitations. The Grand Duke was to speak on behalf of the bedridden Count of Baden.


  “’Tis time for your departure.”


  It was an important day—not because of the betrothal ceremony but because of what would happen in the Royal Palace at the same time. Today was the day the emperor would die. Thinking to himself, Jean recounted the plan in his head again and again. There seemed to be no flaw in the scheme. The soldiers and guards in the streets would be positioned around the Robertian aristocrats. Lest trouble arise, the plan would succeed.


  Jean felt none of the anxiety that typically accompanied events of such magnitude. Instead, the emotions that had tormented him had at last subsided, like remnants floating on water before submerging. And the memories began to fade, akin to pebbles sinking in the depth of the sea. Anger, betrayal, shame, and confusion as well; they all faded away. Like a patient who was recovering from a major surgery, every day felt different to Jean. With every morn upon which he awoke, his feelings and memories grew fainter and fainter, until even the pain that had been strangling his heart seemed but a dull, distant illusion.


  “The honorable Lord Jean Erhardt, the heir to the Duke of Erhardt, has arrived!”


  He did not feel any of the old pain. He no longer felt any of the old pain. It was as though some unseen force had compelled his heart to cease both feeling—and beating. A lethargy had overtaken him, accompanied by the ominous realization that, but for his brethren, he might have entirely ruined the deed.


  “The honorable Lady Ariel Baden, the heir to the Count of Baden, has arrived!”


  After the completion of the deed, Jean earnestly desired to live the rest of his life withdrawn from the arena of politics. He had no intention of nearing the Royal Palace; this, indeed, was his heartfelt opinion. The place reeked of despair, the sunlight reserved for an easel and only its shadow for a man. The spell cast upon Jean inside that palace was malevolent, so much so that it drained his zeal for the revolution, his passion overshadowed by the weariness it induced.


  Jean held Ariel’s hand and stood before the pulpit. No vows were exchanged, for it was not a marital union but a betrothal. The congratulatory speeches of the Duke of Erhardt, whose visible unease betrayed his long absence from public gatherings, and of the Grand Duke Robert, unruffled and eloquent as ever, ensued. Jean slipped the engagement ring into Ariel’s finger. He then faced the attendants, seeing the specks of familiar faces under the chandeliers of the Erhardt mansion. He did not see any red hair. Jean lifted his glass of champagne in the air.


  “I am greatly honored and grateful for your presence, my dearest lords and ladies. On this glorious day, the Houses of Erhardt and Baden have come together to promise the union of their prestigious legacy and history.”


  Along with these words, the church bells tolled to announce the middle of the day. By now, the man of power, whose body had succumbed to age and illness, would have been laid to eternal rest. The tidings would reach the newly betrothed by the end of this celebration. Jean met Ariel’s eyes, which Ariel employed to gesture at him. It was high time to bring matters to a conclusion.


  “I send my heartfelt thanks for the felicitations and blessings you have bestowed upon us. May all find pleasure in the festivities.”


  Like it is your last time. These words, Jean swallowed with his champagne. The orchestra began playing a different piece. Jean glanced at Ariel, who climbed up to the chamber, seemingly excited. He followed her behind. He was of no mind to attend the banquet. He simply yearned to rest.


  *


  The servant had prepared Jean’s mask ahead. It was one that only covered his eyes. Jean merely placed it above his face, barely in disguise, and sat on his chair. More people had gathered since the ceremony. The mansion and the garden were now full. Jean’s brethren had joined them, and there were aristocrats who had come only to enjoy the reception of the wedding, which was quite understandable. Jean merely sat in the garden, rolling loose tobacco leaves and smoking. He was not in the mood to partake in the festivity. He was simply waiting for the tidings.


  Who shall be the first to stumble upon the corpse of the emperor? Maximillian? Or Montespan? The latter had the higher chance, for it was she who attended to the emperor in his sickness. And it was more likely that the crown prince would be absorbed in his painting even at this hour. He would be absorbed in his art, until the words of death reached him.


  “You there, gentleman.”


  It was when Jean recalled Maximillian’s face that someone called him. Jean flinched, lifting his gaze. There stood a man in a bauta right before him. Jean removed the cigarette from his lips.


  “Would you be so obliging as to lend this lady and myself some tobacco?”


  The speaker was holding on to someone in a black oval mask, which was made of velvet. Jean said nothing but simply handed them the loose leaves. The speaker seemed to be glee in his spirits as he took a seat, sitting the person he was holding on to as well. Jean stole a quick glance at them before looking away.


  “Now, let us engage in pleasant conversation whilst indulging in our cigarettes. Why, she does not wish to dance. She also does not wish to speak. Not a word.”


  The speaker continued to talk, lighting a match stick. He had started smoking, yet his partner did not show any movement. The person was wearing a robe, and the disguise made it challenging to discern whether the individual was a lady or a man from the outset. The speaker merely shrugged when his eyes met with Jean’s. He then cast a sidelong glance at his silent companion, his eyes appearing to scrutinize what he perceived to be a troublemaker. He proceeded to attempt to make a conversation a few more times. However, there came no reaction from the person.


  “...Pardon me, but it appears your partner is not disposed to partake in the festivities.”


  And it was when the man had finished his cigarette that Jean began speaking. As if in agreement with Jean, the person in the black disguise abruptly raised one’s head. At the gesture, the chatty man muttered what appeared to be curses under his breath before promptly vanishing. He already seemed drunk.


  “On an occasion like this, I advise that you be clear about your intention.”


  Jean remarked as he tapped the ash into the tray and extinguished his cigarette.


  “For no matter how joyous the celebration might be, there will always be those who conceal their baseness behind a disguise.”


  The person still did not speak at all. Jean turned around to look at the individual. The black mask the mysterious person had was a moretta, one that was most commonly used by women. The mask was likely the reason why the earlier man had referred to this silent person as a lady. However, upon closer inspection, Jean discerned that the person in moretta was of considerable height, the physique far too robust to be that of a lady. The person was wrapped in a black robe, but the garment failed to wholly conceal the masculinity of the body.


  The individual must have sensed the observant gaze, as it was reciprocated with equal intensity, watching Jean. Jean could not see the man’s eyes, but he could tell the observation from the angle. At that moment, strangely, Jean felt his mouth parching. He had even neglected to avert his gaze, merely blinking his eyes instead. The eyes that beheld him were strangely familiar. Searching, and keenly observant. The gaze was as though it caressed Jean in the most tender way. As though—


  “...Wait.”


  —he would sketch the man before him.


  The moment Jean reached out his hand, the man stood up. Jean saw the porcelain hands beneath the robe. The man nodded, then quickly left Jean in an unnatural manner. There was no time for Jean to think. He hurried himself and followed after the man, who also hurried, waving his arms before him as though he was being chased. He moved in such a manner as to compel others to avoid him, rather than he them.


  Jean kept himself busily following him. The back of the man’s head kept appearing and disappearing among the crowd. Jean sometimes collided shoulders with others, but he did not feel any pain. Even with his flailing limbs, the man progressed fast away from Jean. He appeared to be making his way beyond the residence. Jean took a look around him. Some cast occasional glances at him, fearing that confusion might reign. They were probably either the revolutionaries or caretakers of the mansion. Jean’s reason knew that he should stop. However, his body refused to cease its progression. It was as though he was bewitched, entranced. As though he had become a slave to opium, one who succumbed to its lure despite knowing it to be poison.


  Jean marched on. The man was striding toward the other side of the garden, the perimeter of the residence, where the stable was. Jean knew the quick way to the other side. He pushed his way past people. In the middle of his chase, someone had called out his name.


  “Jean?”


  He surmised it was Ariel. But it was still not enough to stop his footsteps. He quickly strode across the mansion. Once he reached the rear entrance, the stable would be right before him. There, he would be able to catch the man who was taking the long way.


  Jean’s breath gradually turned shorter. And by the time he had reached the rear entrance, his destination, he was even sweating lightly. Without any hesitance, Jean pulled the door open and bolted the lock from the other side. The man was nowhere to be found. Jean’s heart dropped to his feet. Did he not come here? Jean asked himself.


  “Ah!”


  That was when Jean stopped the man, who had been walking absentmindedly, his head turned as if in search of something behind him. When Jean seized the man’s wrist, he let out a moan in shock. Jean felt as though the man’s exclamation and gasps carried with them a familiar scent, one that of mint. Jean was panting as well, catching his breath. Most fortunately, there was no one present around them.


  “...Follow me. Please.”


  Jean spoke, his voice deep and low. The man’s mask had fallen a bit lower in the meanwhile.


  Jean dragged the man and went into the nearest enclosed space. It was a groom’s quarter, the place where stablehands resided. Thankfully, it was empty. The stablehand of the residence had gone out to assist with tending to the horses and carriages of the guests. He should be at the front entrance, diligently performing his duties. Jean closed the door. He locked it. The small room gave off a moldy smell.


  Jean turned to look at the man, who had no time, nor the presence of mind, to fix his mask. The slanted disguise bothered Jean. He took a step closer. The man took a step back. Then, he stumbled over the stablehand’s bed and ended up sitting on it. Jean advanced toward him as though he was herding the man deeper into the bed. He did so until the back of the man’s head hit the wall that the bed was resting upon. Soon, a low moan followed.


  “Why have you come, Your Grace?”


  No answer was made to Jean’s question. The skin in his grip felt cold to the touch. Jean, with much challenge, managed to curl one end of his lips into a sneer.


  “Are you going to tell me again that all you did was wonder when I would find you?”


  If there was anyone who ought to tremble, it ought to be the man. Yet, it was Jean’s hand upon the man that trembled. The man still did not speak, and Jean yelled.


  “Answer me!”


  His voice sounded so rough that it seemed like a stranger’s even to his own ears. It resembled more the cry of a beast than the voice of a man. Jean could not fathom why he was making such a sound. Everything was in the past, and everything had been a simple occurrence, the twisted, convoluted consequence of his misunderstanding and fantasy. There was no reason for Jean to go this far. It would have sufficed for him to simply ignore what had happened and let go. Simply ignore and let go...


  Jean was thinking to himself when he heard a laugh, perhaps a sigh, come under him. The mask shook a little, and the man brought his hand to hold onto the tip of the disguise. As the mask was tilted slightly to the side, the pale skin underneath revealed itself.


  “It was you who had sent me an invitation.”


  The man said, showing his right eye partially. He was not wrong, but neither was he truly right. Jean growled in response, offering his counterargument.


  “’Twas merely a formality, a sign of courtesy. You know it better than anyone.”


  “And? Are you reprimanding a guest for honoring that formality?”


  The prince was panting slightly as well—a consequence likely of the chase. His voice, ordinarily composed, now quivered ever so subtly, unlike his usual calm demeanor. Jean did not relax his grip on the prince.


  “You must have been greatly curious about my betrothal, Your Grace.”


  Jean could not fathom the anger surging inside him. Wrath. Betrayal so great that it brought him disgrace. Such emotions were what had taken hold of Jean since he had been dismissed from Maximillian’s chamber. Emotions that could not possibly be explained with reason.


  “You speak as though I am not allowed to be curious about it. Perchance, you hoped for my absence.”


  The words Maximillian said to Jean may have been cold, yet they rang true. It was Jean’s own misunderstanding. That was all. And thus, even the opportunity for Jean to lament the termination of their service agreement was denied to him. If the prince indeed proved to be the Little Pearl, Jean would claim him; otherwise, he would abandon him. Was this not his intention when he took the man in his arms?


  “Yes—”


  It had been his intention all this time...


  “—you should not have come.”


  A drop of water fell onto the prince’s right eye. He blinked as Jean looked at him through blurry vision. Jean couldn’t bring himself to speak further. Instead, he simply seized Maximillian and observed a look of surprise passed across those ashen gray eyes. There was nothing he could say to the prince.


  “At the very least, you should not have shown yourself to me!”


  All Jean could do was roar while clutching onto the man’s shoulders. Jean bit his lip. His heart pained as if someone were gripping and releasing it, over and over. All the while, the mask had been slowly descending from the face, like a fortress crumbling down. A face as fair as a polished pearl was revealed. The robe that had been concealing the hair had slipped down, and it had been long since the red locks had been visible.


  “Maximillian,” Jean moaned his name, then breathed the following words, “Damn you...”


  If he proved to be the Little Pearl, claim him; if not, abandon him… Aye, that had been Jean’s initial intention. The prince surpassed even the most brazen harlots of the streets in his lechery, not to mention lacking the noble demeanor and grace expected of royalty. In the forefront, he eloquently spoke of art, yet behind the scenes, he would seize upon the weaknesses of others, strangling them with their own weaknesses. He did present some unexpected side to him, but those moments alone did not endow him with excellency.


  “Maximin.”


  And yet, the prince was the most beautiful specimen Jean had ever had in his entire life.


  “Maximin...”


  Jean knew why it had been so easy for him to have believed that the prince was the Little Pearl. It was simply because he did not want to face the truth. He wished it, so he believed it. Otherwise, he could not accept the reality—otherwise, he could not accept the truth that he had fallen in love with the prince. The very Crown Prince that mocked him in the garden. The very man who exploited Jean, commanding him to undress himself and lie on the bed.


  “I ought not to have lied on your bed from the beginning.”


  Jean wished him to be, for then, the feelings he harbored would be justified.


  “From the beginning.”


  ‘Joachim, Maximillian.’


  From the moment he had heard the prince’s name roll off a tongue, Jean thought it was beautiful. The graceful movement of his hand, his elegant voice, the sound of his laughter that was neither too light nor awkward—to Jean, everything about Maximillian seemed to teem with grace—and words unfit for a revolutionist began to dominate Jean’s thoughts: he had been marked as different from birth. That was simply how it seemed.


  “Did you enjoy trifling with a man of a lowly birth, Your Grace?”


  “...”


  “Indeed, you must have. Oh, how amusing it must have been to witness a man lost in his own anticipations, seething with frustration at his own mind, only to come running after you like this.”


  Jean’s voice was brimming with anger, and he could no longer discern the target of his wrath. He resented the prince for stirring back the turbulence inside him, which he had barely calmed. And Jean feared the man for his power to do so. He despised himself for relentlessly pursuing the prince, as if he couldn’t bear to let him slip away. He had been turned into that man in the fable, the fool who heeded the voice, even though he knew it to be the devil’s whisper.


  “...Jean.”


  Yet, at the same time, the briefest of elation would find him.


  “Perchance, be not so angered with me.”


  The elation that he saw the prince again, albeit for the briefest of moments.


  “For it was truly not my intention to appear before you.”


  The elation that the prince was speaking to him, reacting to him. The elation that the man was still alive at this moment came as a blessing to Jean, consuming him in the sheer joy of it all. Jean sensed the deep-seated resentment and anger within him dissolve, carrying away the curses and condemnation it had fostered. His grasp on reason had been fragile, rooted in guilt and duty toward Ariel, sustained by fleeting vengeance and a wavering determination to walk away. Now, in this moment, even this precarious foundation of his reason was crumbling.


  The devil whispered.


  “Out of the blue, I missed you.”


  The words were truly shameless. However, Jean imbibed the words as though he was drinking from a poisoned goblet. Ecstasy had found him—the very ecstasy that would damn him to hell. Jean kissed the lips that were murmuring. The lips he had not savored for some time tasted like the fruit of temptation plucked from the Garden of Eden.


  *


  The sound of their garments rustling against each other was akin to that of children’s laughter. Maximillian’s body had not changed. Beneath the robe, it felt just as cold as it had always been. Jean did not let it bother him but pulled the prince into his arms. He could always part the prince’s lips and breathe the warmth he lacked into him.


  “A madman, indeed.”


  Maximillian muttered as he tried to push Jean away. He seemed flummoxed, a rare occasion to witness.


  “’Tis the day of your betrothal, and we are in the Erhardt mansion.”


  Maximillian spoke, tilting his head to avoid Jean’s lips. The words were too modest to have been spoken by Maximillian. Jean failed to stop himself from huffing out a laugh. He seized the prince’s smooth jaw and brought back the face before him.


  “And?” Jean asked.


  Before the prince could respond, Jean stifled his speech with a kiss. Jean pressed his lips above the prince’s for long. In the end, they parted ever so slightly. Jean pushed his tongue between the gap. The inside of Maximillian’s mouth was as silken as his skin. Jean rubbed the tender flesh of the prince’s inner cheek, as though jesting. As the tongue inside the mouth involuntarily moved forward in response, Jean gently sucked on it. The prince let out moans from the back of his throat, and every time he did, Jean’s mouth watered.


  “Maximillian,” Jean’s lips parted to speak the name first, then descended without hesitance. He bit the prince’s neck. It tasted sweet on his tongue.


  “In this moment, do I seem like a man of reason to you?” said Jean.


  His words had forsaken manners, they had forsaken politeness, and they were unrestrained. Jean pressed his entire person against the prince’s, as though the two had been born as one. He pressed his entire being to feel the breath of the prince.


  “Do you think that I, the man who pursues you, is moved to anger, tears, and love, am a man of reason?”


  Jean could smell the scent that had always been with Maximillian. It was the scent that had bewitched him. The scent might truly have been identical to that on the coat gifted by the Little Pearl. Conversely, Jean may have repeatedly persuaded himself of this possibility far too many times. Jean could not discern which was true, and even if he could, it would have mattered not. The fragrance was no longer precious simply because it existed in his memories.


  “How could a man who loves you—”


  Maximillian was lying cross-wise on the bed, his upper body resting on the mattress while his legs stretched beyond its edge, his feet firmly set upon the floor. Jean positioned himself between those legs and pushed the prince’s shirt up. The taut stomach and the caved navel revealed themselves, and Jean kissed them tenderly.


  “—be a man of reason?”


  Maximillian flinched, perhaps embarrassed by the cloying words. Jean resumed kissing the stomach again, making his climb up to the lips. The ascension did not take long. Their tongues intertwined again, and Jean felt Maximillian reach out and search with his hands. The hands were desperate rather than lecherous in their search. Jean felt them wrapping around his back, bringing him into an embrace. He pulled down the prince’s trousers.


  Jean touched the prince’s bare skin. Maximillian’s body was cold, and Jean’s palms were hot. He felt as though the prince would melt beneath his touch. Jean kissed the navel before moving down. His movement was cautious, like a man climbing down a steep flight of stairs.


  Jean’s lips roamed over the flesh below the navel. He proceeded to worship the bones protruding on both sides of the waist, the inside of the thighs, and around the member. Perhaps it was a reaction to the gentle movement, as Maximillian’s member was half-erect.


  As Jean kissed around the area, he heard the prince’s lazy moans. Maximillian’s hands groped about, as if looking for a cure. Jean led the hands down to his groin. Maximillian began quickly undressing Jean, managing to remove his trousers. Jean knelt between the prince’s legs and opened his mouth. He heard short breaths coming from above his head.


  “Even the whores—” Maximillian began.


  Jean licked the shaft and touched the stones. His repulsion had long since disappeared. He was simply grateful that the prince was back in his arms again.


  “—even the whores in the streets do no such a thing, did you not say?” Maximillian asked, panting from the pleasure simmering inside him.


  Jean made no answer. Instead, he lowered his tongue. His hand, which had been rubbing the tip of Maximillian’s member, was already damp. Jean licked the hole down below and pushed in his fingers to stretch it out. With every movement he made, the member in the grip of his other hand turned stiffer and stiffer. Jean narrowed his eyes and studied the piece of flesh. It was red with heat. He took his damp hand and stroked his own member twice. No other foreplay was needed.


  “Ah!”


  The tip of the stiff cock began burrowing into Maximillian. In a familiar manner, his hole swallowed Jean. Just as he had always done. And once the body was opened, Jean did not hesitate in driving himself inside. He heard moans, but he could not tell whether they were of pain or of pleasure. Jean pulled both Maximillian’s legs toward him, and their hips joined without a single gap between them. It did not take long for the inside to be entirely wet. Jean slowly caught his breath, then growled.


  “Did you also take in de Palatine here?”


  This time, it was Maximillian who made no answer. Jean slowly pulled back, then pushed himself back in forcefully. The pleasure climbed in intensity, matching the speed of Jean’s thrusts.


  “And Matt Grisham?”


  Jean dug his fingers into the legs that were in his hands, and only then was he given an answer. Maximillian responded, his face slightly flushed from the heat.


  “Pray, what concern is it of yours if I did?”


  Jean began thrusting vigorously at the vexing answer. His movement was so forceful that the flesh made a clapping sound, causing Maximillian to bite his lip and let go.


  Jean lowered his torso, then licked the prince’s lips like a predator tasting his prey. He sucked with vigor enough to leave a mark on the lips and devoured them until Maximillian couldn’t breathe. Jean felt Maximillian tighten his hole as though in response. And Jean reciprocated, slamming his waist hard against the prince’s behind. He then fucked the man again and again while kissing him. At some point, Maximillian was indulging in Jean’s lips and tongue as well, as though he was hungry for them. Their spittle drooled down, but neither of them cared.


  “Once we are done with this filthy deed—”


  In the brief moment that their lips parted, Jean spoke. He was panting.


  “—I shall go and kill de Palatine and Grisham.”


  A thrill of ecstasy ran down his spine. Jean’s form was firmly affixed to the prince’s, and he gyrated his hips as if he were a savage canine in the throes of mating. And Maximillian, pushing his posterior toward Jean, resembled the same beast, in the same state.


  “Bring as many men as you want to your bed, for I shall slay them all, and you shall never be able to seek their members ever again. Am I not right?”


  “Jean... Jean, release me. Please?”


  Maximillian asked so, for his member was quivering, seemingly to release his seed. However, Jean was stopping him, blocking the hole at the tip. Jean quite liked the way Maximillian eagerly fell into his arms, twisting his body. The prince bit his lip as he endured the overwhelming urge to cum. Jean’s finger, stopping Maximillian’s tip, was wet.


  “Who am I, Your Grace? Maximin, what of yours am I?”


  Jean knew where Maximillian was the most sensitive. Once he had pushed his member all the way in, there was a spot that touched it. That spot behind the shaft. He could also feel the same spot with his fingers. It was soft and inflated, where his fingers would sink in the tenderness. Jean languidly gyrated his hips. Maximillian bit him, but it did not bother him in the least. Jean was waiting for an answer. Maximillian breathed out Jean’s name, but that was not the right answer. Instead of remarking on the fault, Jean pushed forcefully inside. Maximillian’s member had swelled so much that veins seemed to have appeared on it. It was about to explode.


  “Jean, my catamite... My—ah—Jean, please...”


  Maximillian’s legs flinched, and he shook his buttocks. His thighs were trembling. Jean was at his limit too. Jean felt like fluid would spurt out of his member at any moment now. He tensed his groin. His head spun. However, he had to hear the answer.


  “My... My Montespan, please?”


  Finally, Maximillian presented the right answer. Jean embraced the man tight. Maximillian’s usual coldness of the body was finally fended off, and finally, it was hot. The world before Jean’s eyes trembled and quaked, and bliss engulfed him, along with the sensation of release.


  “Yes, I am your Montespan. Do not forget.”


  As Jean let go of the prince’s member, the prince held him tight in his arms, and so did Jean. His seed spurted on Jean’s stomach, but Jean did not care, for he himself was experiencing a sensation as though his very consciousness plummeted down a steep cliff before returning to him.


  “I am the person who shall be by your side in your final hour.”


  Catching his breath, Jean finished speaking. He moved the lower half of his body unconsciously, digging deeper inside Maximillian. He seemed determined to pour his seed inside the prince, until the very last drop.


  “...You are no man but a beast. Fornicating with only the trousers removed.”


  Only after a long while did Maximillian murmur, seemingly having gained his presence of mind back. The tone was thorned, but Jean was not bothered. He kissed the prince on the forehead.


  “’Tis not something you should say, you who cried in pleasure as you were indulged by that beast you speak of.”


  Maximillian’s thighs trembled, having strained them with too much pressure. Jean sat the prince up. He proceeded to dress Maximillian, fixed his garments, then he kissed the prince on the crown of the head, the earlobe, the forehead, the bridge of the nose, and so forth. The kisses were so persistent that in the end, Maximillian had to cover his face and let out a groan of exasperation. And finally, he breathed a heavy sigh in surrender.


  “Whatever you wish, Lord Jean Erhardt. Since you have taken me as much as you wish, I assume that you would at least have the decency to accompany me back to the Royal Palace?”


  Jean had gotten dressed in a brief moment. He stole a glance at the window, and he saw that more and more people were gathering outside of the groom’s quarter. They were heading outside the mansion, and Jean knew that it meant they got the message. Jean glanced at the prince. His dear Crown Prince had his eyes closed, his face pale and fair per usual. He appeared fatigued.


  “...You seem unwell, Your Grace.”


  Soon, every church in the capital would ring its bells, announcing the death of the emperor. Jean knelt for the man who was consumed with fatigue, oblivious to his own father’s death. He then looked up at the prince and saw that he was looking down, his eyes narrowed. The prince seemed to be wanting to avoid his gaze.


  “Aye, for you have taxed me.”


  Maximillian whined a little, and Jean continued speaking as though he had not heard anything.


  “You seem on the brink of collapse, Your Grace. Might I suggest a journey to improve your health? There lies a modest hot spring beyond the eastern border.”


  “...What nonsense are you suddenly speaking of?”


  “Should you depart right away, you shall arrive within a week. Though not ostentatious, I possess a robust carriage and a skilled horseman. I will provide a few guards for your escort. On the morrow, I shall commence my journey and follow after you.”


  “Jean. I need no such thing. I am well. I merely wish to be back at the palace.”


  “We shall meet at the inn right before the border. Feast on good food, don cozy garments, and wait for me while soothing in the warmth of the hot spring. I shall come to you.”


  “...Why do you keep swerving the conversation?”


  Jean could not speak of the truth. He knew very well whom he cherished in his heart—the Crown Prince destined to be the last heir of this crumbling empire. The man who would try to protect the empire as a member of its royalty. And to speak of their great cause to him would mean the execution of Jean’s brethren. And that of Ariel Baden. In other words, that of the Little Pearl.


  Though he harbored a love that would damn him to the depths of hell, Jean could not bear to repay a decade’s worth of gratitude in such a manner. That he would evacuate Maximillian was already a grievous blow to the cause of the revolutionists. If truth be told, and circumstances permit, he also aspired to safeguard the belief he held dear to his heart. Merely—


  “Jean?”


  “...Maximin.”


  Merely—


  “I shall venture forth tomorrow. To meet you. No matter what,” said Jean.


  I merely want to keep you alive.


  “I shall explain everything then, so just... tell me you shall go. Promise me.”


  Jean wished to live just one more day with him. He cared not whether he should fall into the fires of hell upon his demise. He cared not whether he would be treated like a heathen, deemed no man. A servile sycophant, an obsequious courtier. These pejoratives bothered Jean no longer—he would gladly hear them anytime. Had he not just run after the prince, forsaking his solemn duty as a man? On the day he was finally betrothed to the one he had ardently awaited for a decade, alas, it was this man whom Jean had hastened after.


  “Your Montespan pleads with you, Your Grace.”


  The misunderstanding was a mere excuse. Jean simply desired this man.


  Jean stared long at the Crown Prince’s lips, which would not part. Maximillian’s lips had been a little ajar from the sheer confoundment. Indeed, the prince’s perplexity was justified. At one instant, Jean spewed words intended to wound him. In the next, he descended into aimless rambling and nonsense. The prince was a clever man. Jean was sure he would be deciphering the meaning even at this moment.


  Jean held the prince’s hands tight and kissed the back of them. He bestowed kisses upon the hands until not a single patch of skin on their backs remained untouched by his lips.


  “...Very well. I shall do as you have told me to.”


  It was a long while after that Maximillian procured the answer that Jean had so desired to hear.


  “I give you my word,” the prince promised.


  And as he did, the church bells were tolling, seemingly sanctioning the vow.


  *


  “Wait for me here.”


  Jean said as he seated the prince upon the stairs with great care. He had placed his frock coat beneath Maximillian, anxious lest even the smallest mote of dust should alight upon him. Maximillian nodded, tame, which was unlike him. The prince had been particularly subdued and docile since they had left the Erhardt residence—no, since they had exited the groom’s quarter. Whether it was weariness from their earlier indulgence in pleasure or the mask once more veiling his visage, Jean could not discern. Whichever was the cause, it was to Jean’s advantage. He turned on the spot and knocked on the door. It was the door to Cornell’s pub, upon which hung a sign announcing its closure.


  “...Cornell.”


  Jean called out with caution and softness, and soon, the door opened. As it did, he noticed the chain latch inside pulled taut. A familiar face appeared at the same time.


  “Lord Jean.”


  The man uttered his name in surprise. Jean then traced Cornell’s gaze, which had landed on the spot where Maximillian was sitting.


  “What... What is this...”


  “Could you open the door for a moment? I have a favor to ask of you.”


  Jean whispered, pressing his body close against the door. Cornell’s eyes quivered in apprehension, for he had come to recognize the man behind Jean. Jean’s mouth felt dry. He shifted his stance to conceal Maximillian from Cornell’s sight. And when he called the man’s name again, Cornell finally looked at Jean. He closed and opened his eyes in slow, deliberate blinks. Then, he unlatched the chain on the door, with seeming determination. The door creaked open.


  “Step inside first. And as for the gentleman behind... if you’d be so kind, please wait for a moment.”


  Jean nodded, and when he turned, he saw Maximillian, whose eyes were partially closed. He seemed fatigued. His mask was in his hand. Jean lowered his body to speak to the prince.


  “Stay, please. I shall return quickly.”


  At Jean’s words, Maximillian lifted his face, tilting it to the side. Jean kissed the bridge of his nose, his lips leaving a delicate smacking sound. He also kissed the forehead, and only then did the strange trepidation in his chest begin to calm. Jean turned around and entered Cornell’s pub.


  It was empty inside. Cornell must be ridding all trace, for the tables and chairs that had graced the hall but a few days ago have now vanished entirely. Jean took off his hat, and in no time, Cornell had placed himself behind the bar. When their eyes met, the barman glared at Jean. It was Jean’s burden to carry. Jean took a step forward. That was when he heard a gun cocked.


  “...”


  Jean raised both his hands in the air. Cornell, with a gun in his hand, stepped out of the bar. His eyes bore an unfamiliar intensity, their gaze fierce.


  “That man outside—”


  Cornell gestured at the door with his chin. Jean waited patiently for him to continue.


  “—is he who I think he is?”


  The gun was pointed not at Jean but at the door. Instead of answering, Jean moved a little toward the door, placing himself between it and the gun. Cornell huffed out an empty laugh. Jean spoke urgently.


  “There is no need for you to do this. He does not know anything.”


  “Do you expect me to believe that? When you have brought the man to this place?”


  “Cornell, I give you my word. I have said naught to him. I have not informed him of anything, and I shall not. I merely need your help.”


  It was true. A little help. That was all Jean needed. It was why he had come to Cornell, despite knowing that Cornell might not be so willing to provide aid. It was why he had come here, despite knowing that this might be a perilous decision. Cornell kept silent. Jean bit his lip before letting it go.


  “Lead him eastward, unscathed and intact. I desire naught else. I shall bear the weight of all consequences.”


  “Listen to yourself! Speak reason, sir! Where do you plot to grant the man sanctuary? Have you not heard the bells toll? All shall be resolved come the morn... ‘Tis the day of your betrothal, what have you done, Jean. What have you... Does Lady Ariel know of this?”


  Ariel. The name pricked Jean in the throat like a thorn, hindering his speech. Jean failed to make an answer, and his failure seemed to have given Cornell the answer he was seeking. Cornell lowered his gun, his face filled with desolation.


  “How could you do this?” asked Cornell. “How could you do this to your brethren, whom you have been with years, and to your patron, who has aided you for ten years? You cannot—you shall not do this to us,” Cornell continued, his voice filled with desperation.


  “...I am aware.”


  Jean slowly responded. His mouth was parched. His hand trembled as he ran it over his cheek and mouth. I am aware, Jean repeated his own words, which Cornell was quick to refute.


  “If you are, then return things to how they were! Bring the man back to the Royal Palace, for everyone is surely in pursuit of him. You, of all people, should know that his absence tonight would suffice to jeopardize our entire endeavor.”


  Cornell’s tone turned more and more into a pleading one. Jean stood still. Jean, Cornell called upon him, as though begging him.


  “...I cannot, Cornell.”


  Jean made an answer long after. Let the thorn tear at his throat, for this was an answer he had to bring forth.


  “It is not he whom you harbored in your heart, my lord. ’Twas a mere misunderstanding. He was not the one. And you have found the true one, have you not?”


  “...”


  “...Lord Jean.”


  Had Cornell heard the response in Jean’s silence? His tone was akin to that of a lament. Lord Jean! Cornell cried out again.


  “You are not in your right mind. You have merely been bewitched, entranced.”


  “You are right.”


  He was right. Jean himself had held the same opinion for a long time now, and it made no difference that the statement was voiced aloud by his brother in cause. Jean failed to stop himself from laughing. He felt void, and vain.


  “I have lost my mind.”


  “...”


  “I have instructed my steward to send a message to the palace should I fail to return on time. I had written it ahead before I left.”


  Cornell briefly frowned at Jean’s words. He seemed to have failed to understand the meaning right away. Jean waited patiently, until Cornell’s eyes widened and quivered. Jean must fake nonchalance and confidence. He had no wish to resort to this method, but he was left with no choice.


  “Are you betraying your brethren?”


  Cornell asked. The words were oh so bitter to Jean. Instead of rendering a direct response, he equivocated.


  “Perhaps.”


  “...You are mad.”


  “...”


  “You are an utter madman.”


  Jean did not refute the accusation, for he himself believed so. He had no wish, nor any desire, to make excuses for himself. In the story of posterity, he would be written as a filthy traitor—and thus did he willingly burden himself.


  “Tonight. He shall depart eastward. We shall make a brief call at the royal palace to collect his garments. I will ensure that all see he was present in the palace before he embarks on his journey.”


  Jean slowly spoke of his plan. Cornell was now dispirited, disheartened. He merely stood, his face filled with emptiness. The gun fell to the ground, sliding while making a loud noise. Cornell was staring at Jean, his gaze denying belief. Abhorrence, surprise, distrust... The eyes were a concoction of many an emotion. Jean strove to press on with his speech.


  “I have arranged for three mercenaries to accompany him for protection. Join them and obliterate any trace of your passage on the route you choose. I shall remain here and partake in the deed on the morrow.”


  “The deed shall suffer, and it shall be entirely owing to you.”


  Jean was aware of it. The revolutionists would be left without any justification. Their rationale for fighting against Grand Duke Robert Joachim, who had slain both the emperor and the prince, would vanish without a trace, and it was not difficult to foresee what the nobles and the neighboring nations of kingdom and empires would refer to them. Outlaws. Nothing more, nothing less. And that name would take far more lives, far more sacrifices than now.


  “Right.”


  Jean responded, his demeanor composed. Cornell jerked his head, looking up at Jean.


  “Do you not see the sin you are committing?”


  Jean saw the man’s chin tremble as he spoke. He made a short answer.


  “Aye.”


  Jean saw his own sin clearer than anyone. Perchance, Cornell might permit Maximillian to depart from hence, but not Jean, on the morrow following the deed. Should there be punishment for a man who betrayed the people of his cause and their trust, Jean shall receive it, Jean thought to himself. After having been intimate with Maximillian, everything became clear to him. Clarity began to dawn upon Jean in a manner he had not foreseen. He feared naught, and felt neither confusion nor despair as he had previously.


  “I shall fall in the pits of hell.”


  When he mumbled these words, his eyes met with Cornell’s. They were different from earlier. They had calmed down, observant. It presented a challenge for Jean to read any emotions in them. Jean did not avoid the gaze. He faced it straight and stared back at the man. Soon, Cornell lowered his body seemingly into a bow. Only when Jean had heard the sound of a shot did he realize that Cornell had pulled the trigger. The bottle of wine above the shelf had been shattered into pieces.


  *


  Jean tied the front of the robe in a fastidious manner. Maximillian looked disinterested. Nonetheless, he did not object. He had been inside a stairwell, yet his cheeks had grown cold. Perhaps because he had been sitting by himself in a chilly space. Jean grabbed both cheeks before him with his hands, reiterating his message. The prince chuckled.


  “Forbid the servant from letting anyone in. Ask naught, hear naught. Retrieve your belongings and depart hence. I shall prepare all else.”


  “Do you conspire to render me deaf?”


  The returning words from the prince were sullen. Maximin, Jean spoke the name softly, and silence reigned for a moment. Maximin. Jean cooed the name once again, and the prince smiled, radiating. It bore no trace of a sly smirk, nor did it resemble a contrived grin.


  “...I shall follow after you soon—”


  Jean spoke solemnly as though he were making a vow. He was aware that it was a promise he might fail to fulfill, but it was one that he would die trying for.


  “—so let naught lead you astray from your path.”


  Jean briefly kissed Maximillian on the lips before letting him ascend the stairs. Then, he saw Maximillian’s lips parting to speak.


  “You—”


  The prince mumbled.


  “—are a man of your word.”


  It was rather an unexpected statement and made Jean blink. He could not see Maximillian’s face properly, for the prince’s countenance was hidden under the robe, and it was tilted in a downward manner.


  “Jean.”


  “...”


  “I ought not to have visited you this day.”


  “You have, and ’tis too late, Your Grace.”


  “Will you forgive me?”


  The question was sudden, and the words did not befit Maximillian. Jean was perplexed, and when he could make no answer, Maximillian asked again, his tone tender.


  “Jean, will you forgive me?”


  Did he experience belated remorse for shattering Jean’s heart? After all, Jean had been desperately attempting to keep it intact despite his failure. Jean lowered his hand and cupped Maximillian’s cheek. Maximillian did not lift his face, but he merely tilted his face to the side and kissed Jean’s palm.


  “Nay,” Jean spoke, his voice hushed, “You need not seek forgiveness, Your Grace.”


  The lips departed from the palm, replaced by the prince’s cheek.


  “For every sin and folly, I shall bear the burden.”


  Jean felt Maximillian lift his face. He lowered his hand, for its emptiness heaved him. He heard Maximillian murmur.


  “How foolish yet sweet those words sound.”


  The voice appeared hazy, and it also carried a tone suffused with a sultry cadence. The prince continued.


  “And it seems that denying others what they desire is an old habit of yours.”


  “’Tis time for you to ascend the stairs, Your Grace.”


  They had delayed much time already. Once the prince climbed the stairs, Cornell would be awaiting him, ready to depart. Maximillian was to enter the Royal Palace with him through the secret passage and come back out. The prince had insisted that he would bring with him the justacorps gifted by Jean. It was also to secure witnesses who had seen Maximillian. Maximillian uttered no complaint whilst matters were duly attended to. He must also be aware of what the sound of the tolling bells meant.


  “I have a request to make. I ask that you vow to honor it.”


  Jean was leading Maximillian’s ascent up the stairs when the prince halted abruptly, declining to be led further. He spoke in a tone different from the one earlier, back to his usual manner of speech. The tone of a proud nobleman emerged, marked by a hint of arrogance and calculated pauses. Jean frowned slightly.


  “Pray, speak, my Lord Prince.”


  And as Jean said the words, finally, Maximillian moved, a step toward ascension. Maximillian made his request, his voice soft and hushed.


  “Do not let go of my hand.”


  In that tender voice of the prince, the words, which might have been uttered with greater fervency, fell strangely dry upon Jean’s ears. Jean was forced to turn and look back. He saw the prince’s lips, drawing a single line in determination. The prince’s countenance and tone conveyed the demeanor of a man who knew no other way of life but to steel himself against horror, holding his head up high. Jean stopped, and Maximillian followed him up the stairs. They now stood on the same level.


  “What is your answer?”


  Maximillian asked. The prince had never before stood so close to Jean, and yet, Jean felt that the man was farther away from him than ever. He began to wonder whether this was the same man he had just kissed, the same man he had just made love to in the groom’s quarter. Jean squeezed the hand he was holding before making an answer.


  “I vow to honor your command, Your Grace.”


  Jean need not make a vow, for even in its absence, he would never let go of the prince’s hand. But despite this sentiment, the words that came out of him were rather brusque in tone. He could see Maximillian’s lips drawing the curve of a faint smile. Jean was observing the smile when the prince’s lips approached him and pressed against Jean’s. The lips that had already been slightly ajar opened smoothly.


  The kiss continued slowly. It was sweet and soft, and delicate. Jean felt himself pulled forward as the prince embraced him. He felt strange. He felt an odd sensation he could not articulate. He returned the embrace, holding Maximillian in his arms. Jean thought that now was the time to confess his love. However, he feared the words would sound like those of a farewell. He chose to withhold them. Maximillian embraced him back, withholding his words as well. The two were entwined for long, kissing in each other’s arms, speaking of no further farewells to one another.


  *


  It was midnight when Jean was informed that the carriage had crossed the gates of the city. It was the carriage that Maximillian was in. He had confirmed that the man in the carriage was indeed the person who had exited through the secret passage in the Royal Palace. The big canvas was the proof. In other words, his lover was now safely out of the capital.


  Cornell, tasked with the duty of obscuring their trace, was full of spite. Regardless, there were three mercenaries for protection. Jean had already told them to be watchful of Cornell as well. There was nothing he should worry about. Cornell might have told Chantelle or Wickham, or their other brethren, to kill Jean. It could put him in danger, but he did not care about such things.


  Jean took his gun. It was a new one, for he had given his gun to Maximillian. Though it remained unfamiliar to his grasp, he anticipated no difficulty in its operation.


  “Jean.”


  It was Ariel’s voice. Jean opened the door. Ariel was waiting for him, her hair pulled back and tied. She was arranged to head southward and return to the territory of the Count of Baden. The decision was made with the anticipation that by the hour of her arrival, the Grand Duke’s forces, constrained at the frontier, and the House of Baden’s troops would find themselves at an impasse.


  “Let us leave together,” the lady spoke.


  The dawn was silent. The bells had yet to toll, heralding the arrival of morn, and just as well, the entire mansion remained still. Jean nodded as he stepped out of his chamber.


  “Once the deed is done, do you intend to journey southward to the fiefdom of Baden?”


  Ariel asked, as they walked on the carpet of silence. Jean briefly halted and shook his head in denial, soundless.


  “I see.”


  Ariel did not seem surprised. Jean felt as though he were Judas, dining at his Last Supper. They descended the stairs in silence. Through the large window on the first storey, Jean could see Ariel’s servants waiting. He stopped before the door, and so did Ariel. The two faced each other.


  “I humbly express my truest gratitude for all you have done for me.”


  Jean said, as he reached out his hand. He could tell that Ariel was studying him. Her gaze was solemn, and her small lips repeatedly parted and closed, as if hesitant to speak the words she ought to.


  They stared at one another for long.


  “Once, you had written in one of the correspondences.”


  Ariel began speaking instead of taking Jean’s hand.


  “That everything of yours is mine too—including your soul, Jean.”


  “...Aye.”


  “Is that still true?”


  Last night, Jean encountered Ariel upon his return to the mansion after having sent off Maximillian. They were in the foyer. The guests had retreated like backing tidal flow after the announcement of the death of the emperor. Jean was sure she had seen him running earlier in the night. Yet, she asked no question—whether concerning his destination, the object of his pursuit, or other such straightforward matters. Had she held her tongue to ask this question? Jean thought to himself before opening his lips carefully to speak.


  “Should you ask for my life in return for all the grace you have bestowed upon me, I shall do so willingly. Riches, honor—all of these you have gifted me, and all of them you are free to take, my lady. However—”


  “...”


  “—my heart and soul are no longer mine to claim, and I do not know the ways to give them to you.”


  “...I see.”


  Ariel made a brief answer.


  “Forgive me, my lady.”


  Jean bowed. It was the least he could do for the one who had awaited him for so long, had shared written affection for so long.


  “I have been aware of it. Since the moment we met.”


  Ariel mumbled.


  “I knew it the moment you thanked me for appearing before you, that I should not have appeared, indeed, in many ways, more than one.”


  “...”


  “I do not think it is a fault of mine—”


  Jean kept silent. Ariel paused, as if choosing her words before continuing.


  “—yet I could not help but taste the meager bitterness of failure.”


  Ariel held Jean’s hand, and the two briefly shook hands without promising their reunion to come. The farewell was far too simple to be bid to someone that had been longed for so long.


  Jean opened the door for her. Ariel strode out, quickly mounting on her horse. Her movement was quick, and Jean watched his patron ride into the night before turning his back. Far across, he saw the flame kindled, and he thought that it was time to head to the palace. That was when he felt it—something cold touched his face and disappeared, akin to an illusion. Jean lifted his head and looked up at the sky. Snow was falling.


  *


  He could hear roars, threatening to shake the ground. The fire was on the other end of the palace. It was said to be the place where the portraits of former emperors and members of the royal family were being kept. Jean joined his brethren. Wickham winked at him.


  “Quite unlike you to be tardy.”


  Cornell seemed to have left the capital without speaking about what had happened the night before. Jean nodded, feeling the weight of his guilt heaving on him. From afar, he could see the forces of the Grand Duke moving in unison. They were donned with armor engraved with the royal symbol. They must be the revolutionist spies planted in the ducal army.


  “How fares us?” Jean asked.


  “Our brethren with the flag of Joachim had gone inside and wreaked havoc. From the outside, it would surely look like the doings of the Crown Prince. Soon, the Grand Duke will arrive, with the pretense of quelling the situation.”


  And when he slays the prince, we shall initiate our plot. Jean’s old friend whispered to him. Jean kept silent. They were surrounding the palace of the Crown Prince. They stood upon the very spot where Jean had so often walked, the pathway encircling the dry fountain. The short orange trees and shrubs concealed the revolutionist brethren.


  The Grand Duke was approaching not from this side, but from the path that led all the way back from the grand palace. Outside, the sound of horse hooves and gunshots rang aloud. The duke’s cavalrymen must have arrived. Jean could see some who laid down their guns and flags in pretense.


  Among them, the Grand Duke Robert Joachim walked forward, clad in his armor. He was carrying someone in his arms. Some of the brethren, who had lifted both arms in the air, were seized and brought behind the duke. Jean heard guns being cocked, accompanied by the sound of swords being drawn. And when Wickham gestured with his hand, all of those who had gathered moved together. They silenced their steps and crawled behind the ducal forces to position themselves. The Grand Duke looked at Jean for a sign. Their eyes met, and Jean nodded, giving him the sign he had been waiting for.


  “Maximillian!”


  The Grand Duke’s voice roared, reaching the high vaults of the palace with its commanding presence. Donned with the war suit of the past, he was flanked by two men with guns. Jean recognized the one on the right with ease. It was de Palatine.


  “Maximillian, my nephew! What monstrous atrocity have you wrought!”


  Robert Joachim yelled as he fell to his knees. That was when Jean saw the man in the duke’s arms, the lifeless face and limbs. The man was old, and the crown was still resting on his head. It’s the emperor, Wickham mumbled.


  “Open the door!”


  Robert Joachim bellowed, his voice heavy with lamentation. The acting was quite convincing. From his back appeared two men, running to hold the doors open. They grasped the twin colossal door knockers fashioned in the likeness of wolves, and everybody held their breath. The creaking of the doors followed slowly.


  Jean ever so slightly tilted his gun to the side, which had been pointed toward Maximillian’s chamber. It was now pointing at the Grand Duke. The doors would be opened to show an empty chamber. Jean plotted to shoot the duke ahead and eliminate the commander first. That would aid his brethren. They would face no confusion and channel their efforts into eradicating the ducal forces.


  One. Jean began counting silently. It would not take more than a few seconds to reveal the chamber’s vacancy. Two. He felt the light disperse. It was precisely the time of the day when the light knocked on the window of the prince’s chamber. Three... He must have left the windows open in the dawn, for Jean felt the wind pass through. Along with the sound of the curtains bellowing in the air, the doors were pushed, slowly revealing their secrets.


  The shadow stood long, reaching the feet of the Grand Duke. It was as long as the height of the sun, and behind the shadow, the light was as glorious as ever, threatening to blind those who dared to look straight at it. Everything radiated light under its glory—the huge tapestry draped on the wall, the painted ceiling, plated ornaments, and meticulously crafted tables. And so did the chandelier in the ceiling, fixed sturdily in place with fabric.


  Right under that very chandelier he sat, on a great chair with faces of wolves carved on its armrests.


  “Has a snake that knows no shame nor conscience made its way to the palace again?”


  His face was as radiant as ever.


  Jean’s fingers, ready to pull the trigger, stopped. He blinked. Before he knew it, he was lowering his gun. He seemed to be entranced in an illusion. He seemed to be dreaming. Is this the moment I once saw in my dreams? Jean asked himself. His mouth, slightly ajar, parched without his knowledge.


  “You have held Father with those filthy arms of yours all these years. ’Tis now time that he be set free. He has suffered long to seek his comfort. He deserves no further disgrace.”


  This had to be a dream, or so Jean thought. However, the sight before his eyes appeared so vivid. It was a stark and apparent impasse. The table next to Maximillian, the gun above it, the chair Maximillian was sitting on... Jean could see everything so vividly. He could not even dare blink his eyes.


  Maximillian was sitting on his chair as usual. The prince was as elegant and poised as he was whenever Jean came to visit him to be painted. He was wearing the white justacorps Jean had gifted him.


  “Mind your tongue, Prince Maximillian! The Grand Duke is in great grief for the patricide you have committed. Hold your tongue if you possess the smallest modicum of shame and honor!”


  Jean heard the Count de Palatine’s voice echo, ringing in his ear, and the lighthearted laughter Maximillian let out in response.


  “’Tis you, de Palatine.”


  The prince scoffed. His tone was absent of the once-present kindness. Jean stared as if he would bore a hole into Maximillian’s face, who had brought his hand to his head. Jean was clearly staring at the prince, but his face was absent of any explanation. He simply continued speaking fluidly. The prince spoke once again.


  “Pray, did you pleasure yourself before the blind, for you possess but the smallest modicum of shame and honor?”


  He spoke in a tone of genuine curiosity, beneath which was hidden a clear air of mockery. Yet, at the same time, the sentence presented a challenge to decipher. The blind? Wickham mumbled, having witnessed de Palatine’s flaming red countenance.


  “Nonsense... ’Tis not—with what devil’s tongue do you accuse me! I-I have done my best to serve you...”


  “Do you suppose that the lack of sight would bring with it a lack of hearing and smelling as well?”


  “Th-that is merely your surmise! You speak of an act you have not seen...”


  And at de Palatine’s words, Maximillian burst into laughter. The sound cut across the silence, hanging heavily in the air. He laughed so hard that tears dangled in his eyes. He wiped at them before speaking again.


  “Oh, my dearest Count de Palatine. And should I assume that you yourself are here, for you have witnessed me slaying my father with your own eyes?”


  “...”


  “As are you, the Grand Duke Robert Joachim?”


  No one made any answer. Moments ago, the Grand Duke had cradled his brother’s body tenderly in his arms. Now, he was staring daggers at his nephew, who sat solitary, with not one soldier by his side. De Palatine was staring just as murderously. The blind. Jean ruminated the words in between. It was a strange statement. Who was blind? Who—


  “De Palatine, I indeed possess the smallest modicum of shame and honor, and it is for my possession of these virtues that I sit here. I sit here today to accept responsibility for all, great and small, that I have trampled upon in my living, to repent for the sole duty imposed upon me at birth, which I have failed to fulfill.”


  Maximillian’s face was directed straight at his listeners, as though he was looking at something. However, his eyes moved not, as though they were broken, as though they had failed to discern Jean or, perchance, were unable to perceive him from the outset.


  “I sit here at the cost of that which I hold dearest to my heart.”


  ‘’Tis a Spitting Cobra. A snake that spits poison, blinding its adversary.’


  Jean recalled the void that had filled Maximillian’s voice. The way he oft lowered his gaze, and the way he had stiffened when Jean approached him at the masquerade.


  ‘I would prefer the darkness for a while.’


  Jean felt as though he could hear the strangely strained voice, the prince’s body trembling slightly, the way he clutched onto Jean’s clothes, squeezing the seam tightly... It was the memory of that one particular day that forced itself through the heap of Jean’s memories. Each fleeting scene bore greater truth than the entirety of that day, than that entire remembrance. Jean’s hands began shaking. At the same time, he had recalled Robert Joachim’s introduction of de Palatine.


  ‘A good lad. Since the Lady de Palatine’s demise, he has faithfully tended to his blind brother for over a decade.’


  Alas, Jean understood. He understood now why Maximillian had chosen de Palatine. He understood how the count had still managed to be invited into the Grand Duke’s residence.


  The surroundings soon fell into silence. And everyone present held their breath at once, as though they had agreed upon prior. It was not solely for the Crown Prince’s clear and apparent words. Rather, it was because of the way he maintained his unperturbed and graceful demeanor in the face of impending peril. His grace bore an innate authority, and perchance, it is this quality that should be held accountable as the true cause of the reigning silence.


  It was that which no physical or earthly force could diminish. The atmosphere was imbued with a solemnity that prevailed when one steadfastly upheld their dignity against hunger, against desires, and against threats to their very life. It was a strength that only one born with dignity and who strove to maintain its sanctity could exhibit.


  “I cannot comprehend a single word of the gibberish you speak, Maximillian Joachim. I was inclined to heed your final words, as a mark of respect for your status and lineage as the Crown Prince of this empire, but—”


  It was Robert Joachim who first regained his senses, though his voice emerged in a mumbled tone. Maximillian responded with a scoff.


  “Oh, my uncle, the Grand Duke Robert. I have nothing to say to you, nor do I seek your pardon.”


  “What—”


  “I need only speak to those who shall recount the chronicles of history and preserve them for the generations to come.”


  And lo, the prince arose from his seat. The entire army in standoff recoiled as one, bearing the likeness of a colossal beast gripped by terror. Jean found himself fixing his grip on his gun. He was bewildered by the events unfolding before him. Everyone was unsettled, murmuring, and those who had been aiming their guns at the prince also flinched. If I shoot now, Jean thought to himself. Three men stood in the front, including the Grand Duke. If I shoot now—


  “I command you to relay the tales of the past to posterity.”


  Would I be able to save him?


  “And let it be known that the final heir of the House of Joachim faltered not from where he stood, not even a single stride.”


  The Crown Prince spoke, while taking in the scene around him. His gaze moved slowly with much caution. Meanwhile, Jean adjusted his gun, aiming precisely at the head of Robert Joachim. If I shoot Robert Joachim first, then exploit the ensuing chaos to eliminate others, perchance... Jean was having such a thought when he heard it. The prince had begun speaking again.


  “I stand at the end of ends...”


  The message began elusively.


  “...and you at the vanguard of beginnings.”


  But Jean knew at once for whom the words were spoken. He looked at the prince, who was staring straight at him. The reaction was instant, as though he had been burned, touching fire. The prince’s gaze was no longer pointed downward. He looked straight ahead, proud and fearless, with naught to hide. Their eyes met, or so Jean thought, when he saw the prince’s lips parting again in anticipation of speech.


  “With my hand, in yours.”


  The voice was tender, the tone was sweet, but the gaze in the air remained stern. It did not falter. The only thing faltering was Jean’s eyes. His mouth was dry. The moment he had seen Maximillian seated on the chair, Jean was seized by dread and foreboding, which swelled in magnitude until they overwhelmed him entirely, engulfing him in their vast and formidable presence. All the while, Maximilian’s gaze held steady. Far too steady. And Jean knew the reason.


  “...You remember your last vow?”


  Maximillian was looking for Jean in the darkness he was entrapped.


  ‘Do not let go of my hand.’


  Maximillian knew that Jean would grasp onto the words he had uttered the previous night, seeking to hold onto them.


  Jean was the sole being who could respond, and because he did not, there came none. Everyone had a look of confusion on their faces, still retaining vigilance, while they looked at each other. Jean barely took notice that his arms were trembling uncontrollably. He saw the prince lay his hand on the table next to him, and at that moment, Jean discerned the object on the table. It was what he had given to the prince once. It was what he had given to the prince once they had liberated themselves from the long darkness, hoping it would protect the prince. When Jean had come to his conclusion, he yelled the prince’s name before he could even stop himself.


  “...Maximin!”


  A blinding ray of sunlight streamed through the windows, glaring and precise, as if it were daring to split Maximillian in half. Just as the light and glass aligned, a gunshot echoed and tore through Jean’s heart. Then, someone, seemingly startled by the preceding sound, fired at the prince.


  At that moment, Jean saw the body of the most beautiful being he had ever held in his arms and savored in his tongue crumble. Gunshots began cracking all at the same time like fireworks, but they all sounded distant to Jean’s ears. He shot all those before him and ran forward with all his might, pushing through with his body. Like a horse in blinders, Jean saw nothing else in his surroundings. He could see nothing else. He only had eyes for the man far from him. The crimson stain of blood marred the immaculate coat donned by the prince. The sight resembled a red camellia blooming defiantly amidst the cold of winter. That flower alone captivated Jean’s gaze, as it always had, from an obscure moment in time.


  *


  The gunshots rang in the air. The ducal army, with arms poised forward, swiftly collapsed as the revolutionist forces advanced from the rear. It did not mean that there was no resistance, however. With each scream and groan, torrents of blood erupted into the air, along with its distinct odor of metallic tang. Someone, then the next someone, kept holding on to Jean from his back, but he did not stop. He shot anyone who dared to hinder his advance, and he did not look who it was. He could not look, for his eyes only held one person.


  “Maximin...!”


  As if in a deep nap, steeped in slumber, the prince sat askew in his chair, so very askew. Had it not been for the blood in the coat and the leather, Jean might have believed the prince had merely been asleep. Jean hurriedly took off his own coat.


  “Maximin, open your eyes, please.”


  Jean cooed, wrapping the coat around the prince’s chest, the flesh on it blown and diminished. No response came back. Maximillian seemed to be deeply asleep.


  “I have come, Your Grace.”


  Could he not hear amidst all the raucous? Jean brought his lips right before the prince’s ear. He drew his face near to feel the prince’s breath, but alas, only the dreadful silence enveloped the prince. Jean’s hands were shaking. He pressed his cheek against the prince’s. It felt cold.


  “I...”


  The prince had always been cold, after all.


  “Maximin, your Montespan has come.”


  Jean clasped Maximin’s hand, intertwining their fingers. It seemed that at any moment, he would grasp Jean’s hand in return, as he had done the night before. Or at the very least, at any moment, he would inch his eyes open and return Jean the gaze. But Maximillian made no answer. He was simply sound asleep, as he had always done.


  “Jean! Jean?”


  Someone shook him. And along with him, his hand that held Maximillian’s shook as well, but the prince stayed still yet. Jean defied the grasping hands that sought to drag him away. Maximin. Jean called out, but the heartless prince only returned silence. Jean shook his head.


  When Jean pulled Maximin, he came along so easily, yet so heavily. Jean brought him down from the chair and held the prince tight in his arms. The coat he had swathed around the prince felt dense, burdened by the weight of the blood it had absorbed. Jean lifted the body, along with the garment. No sound of life came from the prince.


  “Why?”


  It took Jean a long while before he could inquire.


  “...Why?”


  It was a question that none were able to answer. Jean found the surroundings silent. Gunshots could still be heard, though they now rang from a distance. His brethren who had been dragging him were also gone. All that remained was the sprawled corpse of the Grand Duke and the stillness. Jean felt the prince’s face. Even as he kissed the forehead, his entire body rattled.


  “Why!”


  Unanswered questions raged in him. Why was the prince here? Why had he not gone? Why had he said naught of his sight? ...Why had he sworn his promise to Jean, and why had he sought Jean out the night before, only to make this choice? Resentment pursued each of his questions. Wrath commingled with grief, yet even so, Jean held the slumbering prince tighter in his arms, for he feared that the prince might forsake him once again, his very presence slipping from Jean’s grasp for all eternity.


  “Maximin.”


  ‘I ought not to have visited you this day.’


  The murmured words rippled in Jean’s memory as though they were spoken by the man whose eyes were closed. Jean recalled the manner in which the prince had asked, his tone akin to one that spoke of love. Did he not ask for forgiveness? Aye, he had asked Jean to forgive him.


  “Did I not beg you? Your Montespan pleaded with you...”


  ‘You need not seek forgiveness, Your Grace.’


  He was a fool to have said those words.


  ‘For every sin and folly, I shall bear the burden.’


  He ought to have denied the request. He ought to have declared that never would he forgive the prince should anything go awry. At least then, the prince would have entertained doubts regarding his decision. Jean ought not to have helped alleviate his guilt, not that way, not even if it was what the prince dearly sought.


  “Your catamite...”


  Jean could speak no more. He simply held Maximillian to his chest. He held him so close, so tight, as though to crush him within his embrace. That the prince had embraced him just the same way the night before felt like a dream. Indeed, Jean would have greatly preferred it to be a sweetly woven dream, conjured after his mortal surrender to the long, bitter night of frosting winter.


  “Your catamite has been a fool once again...”


  Then, he could dream anew. Then, he could tell the prince that he shall forgive nothing.


  “And trusted you once again...”


  And Jean shall whisper his love. He shall whisper his love a thousand times so that it would be the shackles that bound the prince to this life.


  Footsteps dotted the silence, echoing across the quietness of the space. Jean did not lift his head to see who it was. Perhaps his comrades had come back after leaving him alone prior. He cared not whether they had returned to blast his head from his shoulders. He simply pulled the prince closer in his embrace. Jean was ready to depart with him.


  “Jean Erhardt.”


  However, what he heard was no gunshot but a voice. Jean looked up to find the face of someone he had not anticipated to see. The man looked down at Maximillian as he lowered himself and reached out his hand. Jean pulled Maximillian closer, shielding his prince behind his arms. The man let out a brief sigh.


  “His Grace has tasked me with the care of his mortal remains.”


  Instead of responding, Jean picked up the gun on the floor and aimed at the speaker. The man showed no change in his countenance. He was merely indifferent, as though facing a circumstance he had well foreseen.


  “Should you stay in your state, your brethren shall return, and hang him in the square. Is that what you want?”


  “Why? Why did you not take him?”


  The two stared at each other. Neither had responded to the other’s question. The face of the man holding the gun was stained with tears, and the face of the other appeared distant, though shaded with darkness.


  “His Highness wished for another to be brought to safety.”


  The speaker’s usual demeanor of politeness was nowhere to be found, yet his current manner of speech suited him better than anything else, and so did the hardened look on his face, which had been wiped of his customary soft smile.


  “He was a man of keen intellect. Even as a child, he was astute, bright.”


  “...”


  “’Twas an honor to serve him as my liege. It was such a privilege, and he was such an honorable man that I was beside myself when he appeared with your hand in his.”


  Jean slowly lowered his gun. Liege. It was a word perhaps too outdated to be spoken by a member of the revolutionaries.


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


  Jean suddenly recalled the words Maximillian had said to him long ago, along with the memory that Cornell was particularly quick in recognizing Maximillian’s identity.


  Cornell, Jean tersely spoke the name of his comrade, as though he was seeking confirmation through the action. Cornell, who was kneeling on one knee, did not make any answer but simply beheld Maximillian in reverence.


  “The tides of history are fated—”


  He lifted the limp hand and brought his lips to its back, kissing it.


  “—and all that the leader of a despondent nation could do is to bow before that destiny, striving to reduce the shedding of blood.”


  “...”


  “’Twas the words he spoke upon his realization of his fading vision, after having thought for a long, long while.”


  Cornell said, as he pulled the prince’s body toward him. Jean did not let go, however. Cornell shook his head, and their eyes met. Before he knew it, Jean was crying out loud in anguish.


  “He knew everything?”


  Cornell did not respond, for there was no need. That the man, who had dwelt among the brethren of the cause, had acknowledged Maximillian as his liege, sufficed as an answer. Jean simply did not want to believe.


  “He... everything... from the beginning...” muttered Jean to himself.


  He recalled the prince, strolling with his own hands clasped behind him and jestingly calling Jean’s name. Jean recalled the vile words that had forced him to climb onto the prince’s bed, the hands that touched his body, the humming tone in which the prince spoke—everything returned to him with such vividness that it was agonizing.


  “When I bade him my last farewell,” Cornell began.


  “I met him in the passage by the hill.”


  His voice was low and dark. Jean recalled at once the place the man was speaking of.


  “He was surprised.”


  It was the passage of blackness into which Jean had entered, holding onto Maximillian’s hand.


  “And he seemed greatly saddened that you did not bar the passage.”


  Jean said naught. He could not. He remembered how Maximillian had come to him and led him to that place. It was Maximillian’s way of giving Jean a chance—the chance to serve his cause. The chance to block the path, bar the prince’s escape, and bring glory to himself.


  “...He made the wrong judgment.”


  You brought me to the place and showed me the way to kill you. Alas, realization dawned upon Jean.


  “It would have served you better to have never met each other—for you, and for His Grace.”


  Cornell was right, for it was not the way to slay the prince that Jean had learned at the end of that path. At the end of pervasive, blinding darkness, he came to realize only his own emotions. The love he wished to harbor and nurture, even at the cost of many an excuse and rationalization.


  “He knew... who I was?”


  After much time had passed, Jean finally spoke, his mind having pondered and deliberated extensively.


  “Before he even met me?”


  Jean’s mouth was parched dry, and in that instant, he perceived discomposure in Cornell’s eyes. Jean’s entire body began shaking like a twig caught in the whirl of a tempestuous storm.


  “How?”


  Jean asked, and no response came back. Cornell merely lowered his hand and made another attempt to take Maximillian. And Jean asked once more, steadfastly refusing to release his prince.


  “How!”


  At that very moment, from a distance, the sounds of footsteps and voices carried through the air—people were proclaiming the words liberty and freedom. Cornell’s eyes shook apprehensively, and Jean did not relax his grip on the prince until finally, Cornell parted his lips to tell his tale.


  *


  Montespan stared outside and saw that the snowfall was heavy. With time, it would amass high enough to reach a man’s knees. She sighed. In recent days, the weather had been exceedingly severe, and it was growing increasingly difficult to endure the winter solely by the fireside. She exhaled into the air, summoning a white fog of breath, and observed as it dissipated. Frost had gathered on the window pane, and she gently wiped it away. It was a task her servant would have performed for her in times past, but it was a luxury she could no longer afford.


  ‘Head eastward, and steer your carriage toward the domain of the House of Baden. You shall be spared your life, but beyond that, I make no promises.’


  Montespan remembered the Crown Prince, who had visited her suddenly one night, commanding with both softness and sternness that she gathered her possessions. The prince had always been courteous, even toward the woman who had been his mother’s archenemy, lost to him in his youth. Would his life have been spared? She asked herself as she brought the teacup to her lips. She had been informed that the palace had been dominated by those who referred to themselves as revolutionaries. Alas, the prince would not have been spared. She clicked her tongue, and as she distanced her person from the window, she heard a horse neigh.


  Montespan looked down from the window. From a distance, she saw a horse, yet too far to be anything more than a small black dot. A person was above it, riding and approaching her. It was a man, enveloped in a voluminous cloak. The garment appeared inadequate to shield him from the chill, however. She need not wonder whether the man had come to seek her, for in this humble forest endowed to her by the Count of Baden, there dwelled none but herself.


  Montespan trod down the stairs. She pondered whether it might be the count’s servants, arriving to notify her of her next abode. But their usual arrivals were marked by ox-pulled carriages laden with provisions for her sustenance. On the contrary, the rider was solitary and carried no belongings. She opened the door, and snowflakes danced their way into the home. The horse was approaching slowly, along with its master. The man was exceedingly handsome, towering with broad shoulders, his golden hair adorned with flakes of snow that shimmered in the sunlight.


  “...Pray, are you Montespan?”


  The man seemed weary as he dismounted from his horse. Montespan nodded. And she expected her confirmation of identity to be met with the introduction of the man’s own. However, he did not speak of his name, nor did he speak of any matter pertaining to himself. Merely, he spoke the following words as he removed his cloak.


  “I have been told that... Maximillian requested that you keep something for him.”


  Montespan was first surprised at the name Maximillian and, secondly, at the word keep. Montespan observed the man with vigilance, but the man who was bold enough to speak of the Crown Prince’s name remained nonchalant. He looked back at her, seemingly just as observant, albeit his gaze slightly forlorn. After some hesitance, Montespan responded.


  “He had told me to set it ablaze and let it not see the light of the day.”


  ‘Take it with you. Dispose of it or set it ablaze.’


  Montespan could hear the prince’s words above her own. She remembered the prince, who had been unable to withdraw his gaze from the object even while he uttered those words. By the time they bid their farewell, he could discern only something very near or an intensely bright light, which rendered his action all the more peculiar. He acted as though he could see the entirety of the object. He smiled to himself, and in the end, he bestowed upon it a gentle kiss, as if he were cherishing something dear before him.


  “And did you follow through?”


  That was the last Montespan had seen of the Crown Prince. He led her through the secret passage of the royal family and walked back to the palace. His demeanor appeared entirely natural, as if he were merely returning to his rightful place.


  Montespan hesitated for a bit before shaking her head in response. She had nearly brought herself to destroy it on several occasions. Yet, each attempt ended in failure as she remembered the Crown Prince’s countenance as he graced it with a kiss. She found it incomprehensible that he would wish to destroy something he cherished so dearly. She also anticipated that should he survive and they meet again, he would seek out the object.


  “Show it to me.”


  “...I could show it to no man who had not made himself known. Who are you?”


  Montespan spoke, as she slightly hid her person behind the door. She was scared upon realizing that there was no expression upon the man’s countenance. His face bore a vacant expression, seemingly detached from all earthly concerns. He seemed to be devoid of any sentiment, capable of any deed—particularly toward the mistress of a deceased monarch, unprotected and alone.


  “He was...”


  However, in the next moment, the man’s voice began to falter. It was subtle, yet unmistakably revealed a touch of sensibility.


  “He was meant to be in that carriage.”


  An indiscernible emotion stirred in his blue eyes, akin to a wave, ebbing and flowing. His response was no answer to her question, yet Montespan grasped his meaning instantly, along with his identity.


  “Pray, how fares the Crown Prince?”


  She inquired with care, and the man did not make an answer. He merely raised his hand to his mouth, partially concealing it, and averted his gaze. That was all the answer she needed. Montespan gasped. She could still vividly picture the prince’s back as he disappeared down the shadowed path toward the palace, as if tracing the course of the setting sun and its diminishing light.


  She opened the door and stepped back. The man stalled briefly, hesitant in his entrance to her home. Then, he bit his lip and entered. Montespan led him to the drawing room. With every step of the man, snow fell, which melted on the floor. She left her guest to stand alone briefly, then went to her chamber. She fetched a garment and returned.


  “Before we parted, he draped this over it, telling me that it was his most prized coat. ‘Tis of such value that I have been tending to it since my arrival here.”


  With these words, Montespan presented the Crown Prince’s justacorps. The memory of the pale rose hue appearing exquisite against the prince’s fair complexion remained striking. The golden embroidery and shimmering opal fasteners were of inestimable value, and the coat fitted the prince, as it should, having been tailored expressly for his person. Montespan had asked the prince how he had come to possess it. He replied that he had acquired it, alas, after a promise made to him long ago, his smile resembling that of a mischievous boy.


  The man stared at the coat. He clasped it with both hands, seemingly at a loss, not knowing what to do or how he should act. Turmoil flickered in his eyes, appearing and disappearing repeatedly.


  Montespan watched as he bit his lip and let it go. He remained thus for a long while. Then, he regained his composure, wiping away any distress from his countenance, and firmly grasped the garment. He looked at Montespan, his gaze appearing to convey his readiness. Their eyes met, and Montespan rose from her seat.


  “He had bidden me to burn it, but... I did not, for in the mere chance that he finds me in some way, somehow, I deemed that he would dearly wish to be reunited with it. He had cherished it greatly, after all...”


  Of course, what painter would regard his work with any less esteem... She mumbled her excuse. The object that Maximillian had instructed her to hold, the final painting upon which he had labored, hung in her chamber. She had hung it as soon as she had arrived in this house. The canvas was of considerable size, its presence in the chamber of a noblewoman quite fitting.


  Montespan cast a brief glance behind her as she opened the door. The man stood still. She gently took a step aside. The painting hung in the center of the chamber, easily visible from where the man stood before the open door. She stepped behind the door and awaited the gentleman’s entry. However, he remained by the threshold, his chin slightly raised, his eyes unblinking, his gaze fixed upon the painting.


  A ray of light shone upon the man. The sun appeared to glide past the twin large windows flanking the canvas, and the ray of light shone particularly bright, likely intensified by the reflection of the snow. Montespan studied the light, waiting for the man’s reaction. He stood motionless, as if rooted to the spot. The light grew too bright for comfort, yet his gaze remained fixed. Montespan found herself unable to speak. More so, for his eyes began to shed tears in silence.


  The man did not speak but simply stood where he was for a long time. Only after a while did Montespan realize that he was clenching the pale rose justacorps in his hands. She saw the creases in the garment, brought forth by the tightness of his grip.


  Montespan had not foreseen this. She observed the tears that had been dropping from the man’s eyes, which fell further down to dot his cravat. Before long, the man buried his face in the coat of the Crown Prince. He made no sound, but Montespan could see his shoulders shaking, and his hands as well, which were clutching onto the garment.


  Montespan gently pushed the door to take a peek inside. She found the painting looking down upon the man. The painting, as if it were a reflection of its creator’s state at the time, bore a roughness, rendered in oil colors. There was nothing particular about it. She observed the canvas once again.


  At first glance, it presented a depiction that might appear surreal. It portrayed the lofty ceiling of the prince’s chamber, and below, pearls trailed and scattered the floor like beads of water. Strands of pearls cascaded over the bedposts, resembling molten clockwork, and similarly adorned the carpeted floor and the bedsheet. There were other precious stones drawn as well, but the presence of the pearls far outshone any of them.


  And above them all, a beast lay. It was lying indolently, its body fully extended. The creature gazed fixedly ahead, as if locking eyes with the painter through its own blue orbs. Its fur gleamed, adorned with light. Its eyes glinted fiercely. The air around it was warm, aglow with a shimmering haze. The depiction of the tiger was so intricate and sophisticated that it might even cause one to doubt Maximillian’s failing eyesight. Perhaps, that was why that at times, the painting captivated its viewer in a fearsome manner, just as it did now.


  After alternating between looking at the man and the painting several times, Montespan slowly stepped inside the chamber. In the lower right corner of the canvas, the title, together with the painter’s autograph, was inscribed. She had failed to understand its meaning despite her repeated readings. Upon seeing it with the gentleman, however, it seemed as though she could almost discern the significance.


  ‘Ma Petite Perle.’


  Montespan read it silently. And she could foretell the man’s name, for she had glimpsed the minuscule inscription following the heading.


  ‘My Jean.’


  -『Perle』 fin-
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