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      There Eckles was, begging at my feet, face pressed against me.


      It was with reverence that he looked up at me, turning his head from side to side, rubbing his cheek against my hand—the one that wore the ring that controlled him.


      “I’ll never defy you again, Mistress,” he said. “I’m sorry. Please forgive me just this once.” The rock-hard surface of the enormous ruby caught on his soft skin.


      He could take the ring and shamelessly cling to me, insisting on staying at my side. At least then he would be free from this shackle, the pervasive threat of it choking him at any time.


      But despite my cold, closed-off expression, Eckles made no move to stop behaving like a dog obediently wagging its tail at its master.


      I can’t figure out if he’s naive or cunning… I watched in bemused silence as he essentially handed his leash back to me.


      Eckles was still pressing his face into my hand, but with a light push against his ardent force, I brushed him off and placed the ring on the table. Its clink, cutting through the quiet, rang of finality.


      Before Eckles had the chance to whine or protest, I leaned in and grasped his face, my palms flush against both of his cheeks.


      “Eckles,” I said quietly, my eyes locked with his gray gaze. “The moment I gave you that sword, you became my knight. And I your one and only lady. Don’t you ever forget that.”


      Eckles was smart and would catch on to any falsehoods immediately, so I smiled at him with my eyes almost closed. That way he had no way of reading from my face if I was being insincere or not.


      In turn, his ashen eyes grew momentarily dreamy. “Yes…Mistress.”


      [Affection: 54%]


      His affection had gone up a little.


      Finally. I was past the halfway point.


      Smiling with satisfaction, I lowered my hands from his cheeks. “Good. Now it’s time for you to attend to your knightly duties.”


      After scooping the ring from the table and sliding it back onto my finger, I held my hand out to him expectantly. “Escort me to the ground floor.”


      And as he always did, Eckles took my hand.


      We’d just reached the bottom of the stairs when I encountered the duke, who was dressed to the nines and accompanied by the butler.


      “Father.”


      They’d been headed for the door when they saw me and came to a stop.


      “Good afternoon,” I said, a smile upon my face.


      The duke stared at me in silence.


      “Father?” I repeated, perplexed at his lack of response.


      After clearing his throat, he finally replied, “Why are you dressed like that?”


      “Like what?” I asked, offended that he had ignored my greeting and appeared to be criticizing me.


      What’s wrong with my outfit? Though I’d worn only very modest clothing since entering this body, this dress, on the contrary, was exactly the sort that the real Penelope had always liked to wear—the kind that drew stares and raised eyebrows.


      The duke clucked his tongue, evidently displeased. “You haven’t even had your coming-of-age ceremony. How can a young noblewoman—?”


      “Good afternoon, Miss! You look splendid today. The pearl earrings complement your dress particularly well,” the butler suddenly interrupted before the duke could finish his admonition. The man was astute, I had to give him that.


      “Really? I put a lot of effort into choosing the right outfit, so I’m glad to hear you say that. Are you sure it looks all right?” I accompanied my pointed words with a beaming, innocent smile.


      The butler was once again quick to respond. “Of course. I’m positively dazzled.”


      “Aw, thank you, Pennel. You’ve really brightened my day.”


      “Ahem!” the duke interjected, making it known that he was uncomfortable with our decidedly wholesome conversation.


      Hmph! I’m never going to greet you so warmly ever again! I thought, shooting a furtive glare at the duke.


      Perhaps guessing what I was thinking, the duke changed the subject. “Anyway, why did you come down with him?” he asked, turning his sour mood on Eckles with an unfriendly glance thrown in as the cherry on top.


      I shrugged. “He’s my personal guard. I asked him to escort me to the palace.”


      “Escort? Don’t be absurd! We will be going as a family, seeing as we haven’t done so for too long. Send him away. Your brothers will escort you.”


      “…We’ll be going together?”


      “Yes.”


      Ugh… Things are looking bad already…, I bemoaned internally, my smile becoming wooden. I felt stifled just imagining the four of us riding in the same carriage.


      “That sounds lovely, Your Grace,” said the butler, clapping his hands once in satisfaction and completely unaware of my gloom. “But since Miss Penelope is having some difficulty walking due to her high heels, why don’t you accompany her to the carriage?”


      “Ahem. How bothersome.”


      “I’m all right—”


      The duke held out his hand before I could finish my polite refusal. “Hurry up, take my hand. We don’t have time for this.”


      No more than a second had passed before he was changing his tune. What happened to it being “bothersome”? His total 180 left me unsure as to what I should think. Still, my bafflement at his shifting moods changed nothing, and I had little choice but to accept.


      “Eckles,” I whispered, feeling bad for summoning him. “Be a good boy until I get back. I’ll buy you lots of nice things with the prize money if you behave.”


      He didn’t answer, just looked at me with an unreadable expression. Then he nodded softly and let go of my hand.


      [Affection: 55%]


      There was something odd about how it had risen only a single percentage point, and the way he maintained eye contact with me.


      Why do I get the feeling he’s mocking me? I thought as I gave my hand to the duke instead.


      When I finally climbed into the carriage with the duke’s help, I realized my other two love interests were already inside.


      You should have sat next to each other, not like that! I despaired when I saw that they were seated opposite one another.


      The manor’s carriage was large enough to hold four people without any issue. However, since I’d arrived late, I was forced to sit next to one of them no matter what. I alternated glances between them and considered for a moment.


      [Affection: 22%]


      [Affection: 25%]


      Oddly enough, Derrick’s affection, which had been 20 percent last time, had risen by five percentage points. Was it because of that day at the training field with the crossbow? Perhaps running away from him without siding with Eckles had positively affected his affection. And Reynold, surprisingly, had almost caught up to Derrick. The difference was only 3 percent.


      “Go on, sit down,” the duke pressed. Making up my mind, I chose to sit next to Derrick. My dislike for Reynold aside, affection was all that really mattered.


      Two pairs of blue eyes zeroed in on me. For a brief moment, both of their expressions shifted imperceptibly, then suddenly, the letters above their heads changed.


      Affection –1%, Affection +2%


      [Affection: 21%], [Affection: 27%]


      Their affections had changed simultaneously—Reynold’s had dropped 1 percent, and Derrick’s had risen by 2 percent.


      “Oy, what are you wearing?” While I was occupied with staring at the opposing percentage changes, Reynold did the predictable and started nitpicking the moment I sat down.


      My tone was cold as I retorted with a curt “What?”


      “What do you mean, ‘what’? You’re too young to be wearing that kind of dress. Might as well go around naked,” mocked Reynold.


      “I thought you’d matured a little after the last celebration, but I guess I was mistaken,” said Derrick, joining in with his disapproval.


      Why are they picking a fight over nothing again? I looked down at my dress, wondering if their criticism was warranted. The V-neck revealed a bit of collarbone, but that was all. It was hardly indecent.


      “That’s enough,” the duke rebuked, getting into the carriage just as I was about to lash out at them. “It looks fine. Why are you criticizing her?”


      “Ha! Are you for real, Father?” Reynold seemed unable to believe that the duke would take my side.


      I was also surprised, of course, since just minutes ago he, too, had criticized my dress. What. The. Hell? I shot him a puzzled look, but he spared me no explanation save for a cluck of his tongue and the turn of his head, avoiding my gaze.


      “Let’s leave,” he said, continuing on casually with two raps on the carriage roof.


      The enchanted carriage began to move without a sound, and as I’d expected, an oppressive silence fell over us. We could have just gone separately. Why insist that we go together? I pressed myself close to the window so that no part of me came in contact with Derrick and sighed. It brought back memories of how terrible it had been last time I’d gone to the palace, sitting as still as possible and staring fixedly out the window.


      To my surprise, it was the duke who interrupted the protracted silence, clearing his throat as was his habit. “Did neither of you receive a token for the hunting tournament?”


      We all turned our gazes on him. Reynold seemed puzzled. “What token?”


      “You know, a charm of sorts to wish you safety…like this!” the duke said, pointing at his collar and encouraging us to look. The brothers’ eyes fell on his clothes, and I looked as well, wondering what all this was about. Then my eyes widened.


      Wait, that’s…


      “An amulet? Where did you get it, Father?” Derrick asked, speaking for the first time since we started moving.


      I was dumbfounded. The duke had pinned the silver amulet I’d given him to his chest as if it were a medal.


      Hold on, why is he wearing it like that? It was designed to easily attach anywhere on one’s clothing, but still—why would someone wear a charm like that so openly? The weapons trader had told me that it was popular because it could be worn secretly, and yet, the duke almost seemed proud of it.


      I gaped, confused. I’d given only the duke an amulet and had done so for a good reason. Of course I hadn’t gotten one for Reynold or Derrick.


      But the way the human mind works, people get easily irritated and jealous if they realize they missed out on something. And if he decides to brag to these idiots…


      The duke, unaware of my mental panic, actually looked somewhat excited as he explained. “Well, you see, just a few days ago Pene—”


      “F-Father!” I interrupted him hurriedly. The brothers swung their attention to me, and I smiled awkwardly as I struggled to think of something to say. “Whoever it was who gave it to you, it looks great.”


      “Is that so? Hmm.”


      The duke’s lips twitched, as if he were pleased by the compliment. Biting back a sigh, I suggested in a roundabout manner, “Still, you should have hidden it on the inside of your clothing. Someone might say something disrespectful if they see it.”


      I was thinking someone might bounce off what I said and imply that the head of House Eckhart was a coward for wearing a magical amulet to keep himself safe. Reynold, however, misunderstood what I was trying to say.


      “She’s right,” he said spitefully. “It would be disgraceful if people were to assume you had taken a mistress in your old age.”


      “Let them talk!” the duke suddenly shouted. “Then I’ll know the faces of those audacious enough to spout hogwash about a present from my daughter!”


      The ensuing silence was icy cold, as if a blizzard had blown through the carriage. Ha-ha. I’m done for. All I could do was laugh internally.


      “Did…Penelope give that amulet to you?” Derrick asked in a low voice. For some reason unknown even to myself, I shivered.


      The duke was oblivious as he grinned, taunting them. “Ahem. You two should have taken a page from my book and cleaned up your act. Then you might receive a pledge like I did. It’s your personalities that make you so unpopular with the ladies, you know.”


      Reynold only laughed incredulously, and Derrick, who had been regarding the duke silently, turned his stare on me. There was an emotion I couldn’t read in his blue eyes.


      “You didn’t give me…,” he began tensely, before abruptly falling into a sullen silence and turning stubbornly away from me. His affection meter shimmered and changed.


      Affection –1%


      [Affection: 26%]


      Oh, come on! What’s the big deal? I only gave the guy some dang jewelry! I felt a surge of resentment for how ridiculously easy it was to send affection down in Hard Mode.
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      The carriage slowed as we approached the palace, and I glanced out the window to see a long line of other carriages, starting at the front gates.


      “Why is it taking so long?” I murmured. The holdup was strange, since there had been no such line last time.


      The duke soon sated my curiosity. “They’re searching the carriages for lethal magical weapons or monsters, sorcerers, and the like.”


      “Searching?”


      “Yes. This hunting tournament is being hosted by the crown prince himself. If he has any regard for his own life, he’ll ensure the security is flawless.”


      I nodded, agreeing with this assessment of the situation. The crown prince was a war hero with enemies both in and outside the empire. The attempts to attack or assassinate him probably wouldn’t ease until he ascended to the throne.


      No wonder he’s so unhinged, I thought, acknowledging that his crazed personality wasn’t all that surprising. Not that I sympathized in any way, of course. I was the one who deserved the sympathy out of the two of us. But if they’re also checking for sorcerers…does that mean Winter can’t take part?


      Our carriage reached the gate, interrupting my train of thought. We were allowed through rather quickly, as was expected. Though the magic-detecting crystal balls flagged the magic marbles in my crossbow, it wasn’t a problem, since they were nonlethal and clearly meant for hunting.


      After a palace sorcerer completed the inspection, he returned my crossbow and its case to Emily, who had arrived in a separate carriage.


      “What lunacy are you planning this time? You seem thoroughly equipped,” Reynold mocked, stubbornly gazing out the window.


      Derrick glared at me accusingly and sighed, obviously in agreement with his brother.


      “Ahem!” The duke, who had prepared the crossbow himself, cleared his throat uncomfortably.


      Yet again, I was left feeling unfairly judged.


      The Eve party was to be held in a large garden located not far from the forest that would later serve as the hunting grounds. As was to be expected of the Imperial Palace, even located outdoors as it was, the venue was beautifully decorated. There were fine fabrics and ribbons draped artfully, complementing the natural beauty of the colorful flower beds. There was also a high, dense wall of vegetation that surrounded the venue, protecting it from prying eyes, and gorgeous lights hanging from various points all around.


      It seemed as if many of the guests had already arrived, as the attendants were flitting between the round tables, of which there was one allocated to each house. The duke and my two brothers left to check on the cabana and horses they’d be using during the hunt, leaving me to enter the garden alone save for Emily trailing behind me.


      Where is he? Is he not here yet? I wove between the countless nobles, searching the many faces around me almost desperately. I needed to know where the crown prince was so I could not be there. With no way of knowing when he might suddenly appear, my heart was racing. Maybe I should have just gone with the others…


      The prince might be a crazy, arrogant bastard, but even he wouldn’t try to kill me while the duke and his family were present. I felt regret wash over me but was soon distracted as I noticed people whispering nearby.


      “The gall of that girl! Even if her ban was lifted, I’m surprised she was brazen enough to show her face here!”


      “Exactly. How on earth is Duke Eckhart educating his children…?”


      “Oh, my lady, don’t say that. No amount of education can change the fact that she is of low birth.”


      They were obviously gossiping about me. Scowling, I cast my eyes around in search of the ones responsible for the trash-talking, but I couldn’t pick any one person out—the entire crowd was staring furtively at me.


      I suppose it’s to be expected. I was infamously badly behaved last year. Knowing this didn’t make the experience any more pleasant, though. I realized I was in no position to judge the crown prince’s situation as all that different from my own. Penelope was also surrounded by enemies inside and out—there was good reason for her aggressive attitude toward life.


      “Ugh! She looks like a harlot in that dress!”


      “She hasn’t even had her coming-of-age ceremony. Has she no shame?”


      Emily’s face fell—she had been responsible for choosing the dress that would best complement my looks, along with the other maids. This was the fourth time today someone had criticized my clothing.


      We have a parable back in Korea about a man who endured the same grievance three times but was able to realize the situation wasn’t what he thought, saving him from murdering someone in his haste. In other words, patience is bitter, but its fruit is sweet. Well, I’ve been subjected to this unsolicited name-calling more than three times, yet my patience still hasn’t rewarded me with any virtues. Am I cleared to raise hell now?


      “Emily,” I said in a voice loud enough for everyone to hear. “Be a doll and fetch me my crossbow.”


      Emily shot me an alarmed look but nodded. “Yes, Miss! I’ll go right away!” she replied, turning to leave. Her voice was much louder than mine.


      Her eager compliance was in stark contrast to earlier, when she’d asked me not to bring up using the crossbow again. Seeing her rush toward the cabana made me grin. The ugly muttering around me had gone completely silent.


      Say one more word. I dare you. I held my head high and scanned the crowd. Every pair of eyes that met mine flinched and glanced away hurriedly, much to my amusement. Even though my maid was gone, leaving me alone, nobody seemed willing to mock me again. I guess they don’t want to get shot by the crazy Eckhart chimpanzee, huh?


      I decided to look for the crown prince later. Thankfully, he didn’t seem to have arrived yet; if he was here, I was sure he would have approached me by now. Relieved, I moved to the Eckhart table, which was toward the front. I fell into my seat, crossed my legs, and called one of the passing attendants.


      “You there.”


      “Y-yes!”


      “Bring wine. I want a bottle, not a glass.”


      Gasps were heard all around as I confirmed the notion everyone no doubt had that I was some kind of a hellion.


      Emily soon returned with the crossbow case. “Miss!” She was out of breath, seemingly having run the whole way.


      “Good work, Emily,” I said, and Emily grinned with pride. It was the same nasty expression I’d seen on her face when she’d woken me using a needle way back when.


      The case clanged loudly as I dropped it onto the table, before removing the crossbow. I began slotting in the small marble-like pellets that served as ammunition in full view of a rapt audience of onlookers. The loud sound the pellets made as they were loaded echoed unpleasantly through the silent venue.


      “My goodness! Someone stop her!”


      “Shouldn’t we call the guards?”


      I could hear whispers, but I ignored them, turning the crank on my weapon.


      “Hah! What the hell are you doing?” came a confounded voice. Following the sound, I glanced up and found that the duke and his sons had arrived. People were openly sighing with relief.


      “You look like you’re itching to pull the trigger. Was being called a chimpanzee not enough for you? You’re already trying to shoot someone?” Reynold continued, mystified.


      The crossbow clicked, indicating it was loaded and ready to go. I slung it over my shoulder, not bothering to turn and look at him. “It’s none of your concern.”


      “Do you not see everyone staring at you? I can’t let you bring shame to our family again!”


      “Reynold,” the duke warned, his voice loud and sharp.


      Reynold glanced around at our audience and leaned toward me to ask viciously, “Are you just going to sit there looking ridiculous, you psycho?” The way he clenched his teeth and spat profanities at me sent a chill down my spine.


      I knew I must have painted quite the silly picture, sitting with the huge crossbow against my fancy dress, but I refused to respond to him. He wouldn’t believe me even if I told him I was only doing this as a means of self-preservation.


      “Penelope Eckhart,” Derrick said, joining in on the rebuke. Seems like I can add another name to the list of people who think I’m out of my mind. “It took a year for them to lift your ban. You’d better think carefully before you act.”


      “I have permission from Father to use my crossbow,” I was finally forced to reply, choosing the most effective excuse I had at my disposal. Reynold’s eyes gleamed unpleasantly. He whipped around to the duke, gaze accusatory.


      “Is this true, Father?”


      “Ahem! Hem!”


      I flinched as the duke glared at me, but thankfully he didn’t deny it. He simply clucked his tongue.


      “There is no rule that forbids a person from carrying a weapon at the party. Stop making a scene and sit.”


      “But, Father! She has a legit criminal record—”


      “Silence! Why are you so distrustful of your sister? She told me she has seen the error of her ways, so let’s give her grace. And you, Penelope,” the duke warned seriously. “If you cause another disturbance, I will not lift a finger even if you’re locked in the palace prison.”


      “Of course, Father! You can trust me,” I said with a giggle.


      Reynold seemed to have a lot he still wanted to complain about, but in the end, he kept his mouth shut and fell into the seat next to me. He wore a savage glare as he studied my derisive smile.


      Ha-ha! If you think this is unfair, you should get him an amulet, too! I was able to mock him to my heart’s content internally, very satisfied with the outcome of my gift to the duke. I’d been very wise to “bribe” him.


      I was still grinning happily to myself when I felt someone sit down to my right.


      “Don’t do anything stupid,” came a cold voice. I turned to find Derrick sitting next to me, speaking so low that only I could hear. “If you damage the family reputation once more, I won’t let it end with only imprisonment.”


      The duke sat opposite me, and with that, the Eckhart table was finally full. I had somehow ended up seated between two love interests who loathed me. Why me? I glanced between them, unpleasantly surprised by the tight spot I’d found myself in. Why do these assholes have to sit beside me?


      Though it would likely keep the crown prince from trying to kill me, I wasn’t happy about it at all. In addition to the crossbow at my back, in my vicinity there were forks, knives, and even the hunting rapiers that many of the men in attendance were wearing. Each of them posed a significant threat to my life. And to think I was trapped between the very people who could use any of those instruments to kill me, purposefully or not. This is not good.


      A foreboding feeling was beginning to creep over me when someone suddenly called out, “Announcing His Highness the crown prince!”


      My gut feeling had taken tangible form already. I whipped around, startled by the loud voice, and noticed the man quickly striding down a red carpet laid out through the center of the venue.


      [Affection: 2%]


      Lustrous golden hair shone against the inky night sky. The first thing I usually noticed when one of the love interests appeared was the white letters floating above their head, but the crown prince’s hair always stole my attention. I was staring blankly at his shimmering blond locks when he began to turn in my direction, perhaps feeling my gaze.


      Oh gosh! His red eyes were about to find me. Panicked, I ducked to hide behind the table. I could feel the brothers staring down at me oddly, but I had more pressing concerns. Please, dear game! If you’re listening, tell me he didn’t see me! I beg of you!


      I usually cursed the game at every opportunity, but now I was praying that it would spare me. I heard the crown prince’s voice ringing out in the distance.


      “As His Majesty the emperor has gone south to recuperate,” he began, “I will be hosting the hunting tournament this year.” The crown prince, Callisto, had arrived to deliver the party’s opening speech. Surprisingly, he sounded like a perfectly normal human being.


      I slowly returned to my seat as though nothing strange had occurred, and I saw the crown prince confidently sitting upon a raised golden throne. At the foot of the platform sat a variety of people dressed in strange outfits, no doubt the royalty who had come from other nations to attend the event. Thankfully, the prince wasn’t looking in my direction. I breathed a sigh of relief.


      “This year we are honored with the presence of many guests from the empire’s allied nations. I’d wager their participation will cause the competition to be fiercer than ever before. There have been many unique beasts brought from their distant lands for the hunt, so I hope you all enjoy yourselves to the fullest.”


      True to his character, the crown prince gave a brief, half-assed speech, then immediately made to take his leave.


      However, a voice calling from a table to the side of the venue prevented his escape. “Your Highness! My apologies, but I have a question.” I glared in the direction of the voice, wondering which damned idiot had dared to stop His Imperial Highness from leaving the party.


      “Ah, Marquis Ellen. Look who it is—it’s been a while.” House Ellen was the empress consort’s family, but even so, the crown prince should have shown a little respect to someone who was akin to his grandfather. Instead, he’d chosen a haughty tone. “What is your question?”


      “Wh-why is it that the empress consort and the second prince are not in attendance?”


      There were actually seats prepared for the Imperial family at the very top of the platform, but the only person seated there was the crown prince. A dangerous smile appeared on said man’s lips at his enemy’s foolish query.


      “She, just like His Majesty, seems to be ill. She did not respond to my invitation.”


      “Sh-she was fine when I met with her not too long ago. You mean to say she suddenly fell sick?”


      “I don’t know the details. Perhaps learning that I was to host the event made her sick with rage,” Callisto responded with a careless shrug.


      Marquis Ellen’s expression hardened. “Th-then what of the second prince…?”


      “My dear little brother was crying at the thought of how terribly he’d miss Father while away at the tournament, so I sent him south. If a clingy, tantrum-throwing child wants to remain with their father, who am I to deny them? Isn’t that right?”


      The second prince was not young enough to be referred to as a child by any stretch of the imagination. I knew instinctively that Callisto was taking his revenge for the events of the second prince’s birthday.


      “Ha-ha-ha! That sounds about right!” Someone laughed, loudly agreeing. The voice came from where the families that had supported the crown prince in the war and joined him in battle were seated.


      No matter how you looked at it, the prince was the perfect predator—verbally crushing his political foes while everyone, including the leaders of other nations, watched. I supposed a struggle for the throne would be a heated, dirty battle, but such struggles felt out of place since this was meant to be a dating simulation game. I hadn’t seen any scenes like this in the game when I’d been playing previously. It was a uniquely strange feeling, becoming one of the characters in the game and witnessing the politics of the situation unfolding for myself.


      I was staring blankly at Callisto when his red eyes suddenly darted to mine. Oh no. Our eyes met before I could react. I wanted to lower my gaze, but it was too late. His lips formed a twisted grin the second he recognized me.


      [Affection: 3%]


      The letters above his head blinked. Shit. The anxiety that had sat quietly simmering in the pit of my stomach now roiled, completely overwhelming me. The crown prince held eye contact for a long, agonizing moment, but he soon turned to regard Marquis Ellen once more.


      “I think that answers your question, Marquis.” He was warning the man in a roundabout manner to know his place.


      “Y-yes… Thank you, Your Highness,” said Marquis Ellen, having no choice but to bow despite how soundly he had been humiliated.


      I assumed the crown prince would leave then, since nothing was stopping him from doing so. Or maybe it was more accurate to say I desperately wanted him to. But the universe had it out for me.


      “Originally, I had planned to give the opening speech and take my leave,” he said. “But I’ve changed my mind.” His red eyes peered down at me, glittering with the excitement of finding a new toy. “I will remain until the Eve party is over.”


      Boxed in on either side by impossible assholes with the crown prince in front of me—I honestly wanted to cry.


      Having finished his speech, the crown prince descended from his throne, seemingly intending to speak to the nobles who made up his supporters. I couldn’t shake the feeling, however, that he was slowly but surely making his way to me. At the same time, the duke left to rub elbows with his fellow nobles.


      “Miss? Do you feel sick?” asked Emily.


      Maybe I’d made my distress too obvious, since she was regarding me with a worried look on her face. “I’m fine,” I said, trying to school my expression to seem unconcerned. Then I said, “Actually, Emily, would you get me some more water?”


      In an effort to quench my anxiety, I’d been drinking water, and my cup was now empty. I could have called for an attendant, but I was afraid of doing even that in case I attracted the crown prince’s attention.


      “I’ll also ask if they have any chamomile tea,” Emily whispered quietly. Chamomile had a calming effect on the mind. It seemed to me that she was taking her role as my right-hand woman very seriously based on how attentive to my needs she was being.


      “That would be nice,” I said, nodding with a faint smile. A minuscule warmth spread through my heart.


      Emily had not been gone for long when Reynold rose from his seat.


      “Wh-where are you going?” I asked, impulsively grabbing his sleeve.


      He frowned, looking down at my hand. “…To say hi to my friends.”


      “Must you go? Can’t you just stay with me—?”


      “A-are you insane?” he stammered, snatching his arm back and storming away from the table.


      [Affection: 22%]


      The rapidly retreating letters blinked above his head. Though I’d recovered the tiny drop in affection from earlier, I wasn’t at all happy about it. Now two of my shields had disappeared, and I was more nervous than ever.


      You’re all I have now, I thought, turning to my right with a desperate look on my face. Derrick was the only person remaining at the table. But as it turned out, he’d already been preparing to leave with someone else while I spoke with Reynold.


      “…and it would be nice to finish discussing that project I mentioned last time. What do you say? All the relevant parties are in attendance.”


      “That sounds fine.” Derrick left without a single backward glance, following the man who’d approached him.


      No! Don’t leave me here alone! Unlike with Reynold, I didn’t even have time to try to stop him. I was suddenly alone at my table, all my human shields gone and exposed to the risk of death.


      I looked around me, noticing that everyone was gathered in groups of three to five, engaged in amicable conversation. No one seemed interested in me other than the crown prince.


      What do I do now? I was scanning the place hopelessly when something caught my eye. There was a group of women clad in peculiar clothes, not at all similar to the dresses worn by the noble ladies of the empire. Some of them were wearing more provocative, translucent clothing, while others were covered from head to toe in dark fabric, only their eyes visible.


      There was also a group of women donning outfits with a distinctly Eastern look to them. These were the royals and nobles visiting from foreign countries—or more precisely, from nations conquered in the war.


      One of the women draped entirely in black removed something round the size of a soccer ball from a small cage.


      What is that? It had a smooth, opaque surface not dissimilar to a ball of bubblegum, and an enormous eye that took up half of its face. It also had no hands and only two thin legs that resembled those of a chicken. Is that one of the exotic animals people will be hunting?


      Though it was a strange creature I’d never seen before, I found the way it waddled about quite cute. I could see tiny canines peeking out of the strange creature’s mouth as it chirped.


      “Kyoo, kyoo!”


      “Oh my, it’s so cute!” someone exclaimed.


      It seemed I wasn’t the only one who thought so; I could see some of the other young nobles glancing in the creature’s direction.


      That was when I received a notification.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        ~Main Quest: Become the Queen of the Tournament!~


        [First Objective: Save the People from Danger]


        Would you like to proceed?


        (Rewards: All Love Interests’ Affection +5%, Reputation +50)


        [YES / NO]

      


      What the hell? I was flustered to see the white system box appear from nowhere. Since I hadn’t attended the hunting tournament while playing in Normal Mode, I had no way of knowing a quest like this even existed.


      While I frantically tried to figure out what to do, more letters appeared in the rectangular dialogue box.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        As this is a Main Quest, the event will be auto-accepted in 5 seconds.


        <SYSTEM>


        5


        <SYSTEM>


        4


        <SYSTEM>


        3

      


      The countdown mercilessly ticked lower, and I quickly pressed [NO], since I had no more time to think about it. The window vanished immediately, leaving something worse in its place.


      “It’s been a while, daughter of the duke.” Red eyes met mine.


      Shit. I forced down the scream that begged to escape my lips, eyes darting around for some kind of exit instinctively. When did he get so close?


      I’d taken my eyes off him for only a moment to check the system notification, and in that time the crown prince had approached without a sound. He was leaning over the table and smiling like a predator that had cornered its prey. I could see white teeth gleaming from behind his red lips, and the sight frightened me more than any ghost ever could. All of a sudden, I was finding it hard to breathe.


      “G-greetings, Second Sun of the Empire,” I finally managed to say with great effort, my voice trembling.


      “It’s near impossible to gain an audience with you, did you know that? I heard you were running a high fever from metal poisoning. Are you feeling better now?” he asked in a mocking tone, ignoring my greeting altogether.


      It was true I’d been ill for a few days after he cut me. I wanted to snap back that I wasn’t feeling better at all, but I knew better than to risk my neck like that.


      “No doubt thanks to your well wishes…I recovered without issue,” I said, forcing myself to smile.


      His next words made my stomach drop. “If you’d but asked me to visit while you were ill, I’d have dropped everything and flown to your bedside. I waited with great anticipation only to be met with utter silence on your end.”


      “Huh? Wh-what—?” I started. What fresh load of bullshit is this? I shook my head vehemently, forcing words from my lips I neither felt nor believed. “I—I could never ask someone as busy as you to come just because I was sick. I’m really all right, Your Highness. Good as new.”


      “That hurts my feelings. What’s so wrong with a simple house visit between two who may one day end up as lovers?”


      “What?!” I felt dizzy as if I might faint. What the hell is he talking about? Abandoning my fake smile, I spoke with quivering lips. “‘Two’? Who do you mean?”


      “Me and you, of course,” he said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.


      It was as though I could hear my tenuous mental stability cracking clean down the middle, almost like a thunderstorm rumbling in my ear. Unfazed, the crown prince straightened, strolled around the table, and flopped into Derrick’s seat before I could protest. My whole body tensed. Cupping his chin lazily with one hand, he gazed at me with ruby-red eyes.


      “You haven’t forgotten your promise already, have you?”


      “What do you—?”


      “The next time we met, you were to regale me in full detail why, how, and when you started to fall for me,” he said, repeating precisely the words he’d said as he let me go all that time ago. “I assume you’ve come well prepared?”


      “…”


      “Go on, then. I’m listening,” he said, nodding in encouragement. The letters above his glorious blond hair began to blink.


      [Affection: 3%]


      There was only 3 percent. One wrong move, and he wouldn’t even need to lift his sword—it would be game over if his affection dropped into the negatives. My mind went blank.


      “I…I don’t…”


      “No need to be shy, now. No one’s dropping any eaves on us anyway,” he said.


      He was right. There was no one within a meter’s radius all around us. Everyone had distanced themselves, content to watch the meeting between the Mad Dog of Eckhart and the hellion of the Imperial family from a distance.


      “Go on, I said,” the crown prince prompted again.


      “Well… You see…” I felt tears coming to my eyes as I desperately searched for something to say.


      I know I was afraid for my life, but why did I say something so stupid? My mind was completely blank. I’d only met him twice now, and there seemed to be not a single good thing about the crazy prince other than the fact that his hair color was so uniquely vibrant.


      “Hello?” the crown prince called. His voice had grown cold, since I was no doubt taking too long.


      “I…I’m sorry, but…” I clamped my eyes shut. Ugh, screw it! “I—I don’t like you anymore.”


      “What?” he asked, one of his eyebrows arching upward.


      I was afraid he might draw his sword at any moment. My words tumbled out of my mouth, sounding more as if I were rapping than speaking.


      “I came to understand that it’s only common decency to give up on unrequited love that can never be realized. I’m sorry to have bothered you with my feelings like this, Your Highness! I plan to look for someone more befitting my station, someone who is more realistic.” I wasn’t really sure what I was saying, the fear making everything a hazy mess. Somehow managing not to stammer, I murmured, “I’m sorry for what I said before. I really am…”


      Everyone around us must have heard. My voice had rung out loudly, as was my intention. Love is a fickle thing, isn’t it? Having a change of heart about a crush should come across as normal.


      Though the crown prince was unpredictable, he wouldn’t try to kill a lady for apologizing so sincerely in front of all these nobles. This game might have the least tangible grasp on reality I’d ever seen, but surely his character couldn’t be that unhinged.


      I was wrong, however. After mentally parsing through everything I’d said, the crown prince gave a loud, fake laugh.


      “So you’ve got another man, is that it?”


      “…I’m sorry?”


      “Who is the bastard?”


      The sound I’d been dreading most—the ringing of his blade—echoed in my ears as he shot to his feet and drew his sword. Indeed, he was the type of lunatic who would bring a long sword meant for combat to a hunting tournament.


      “Tell me who you whispered sweet nothings to this time, woman,” he spat, glaring at me with his ruby eyes. His sword gleamed as he pointed it in my direction.


      What the hell is wrong with this game? I cried inwardly.


      “Patience is not my strong suit. I suggest you answer me—quickly now.”


      “W-well, I haven’t set my eyes on anyone else yet…,” I replied reluctantly, sweating profusely.


      [Affection: 4%]


      My answer seemed to be to his liking, since his affection rose by 1 percent. But I wasn’t at all happy. Despite his score, the crown prince was still scowling at me.


      “Tell me… Is love such an easy and shallow thing to you?”


      “Yes,” I said immediately, afraid he’d find something else to criticize if I hesitated too long. “I’m rather quick to fall in love—”


      “It sounds like you think there exists a man in this empire who is a better catch than I.”


      “Uh…” It was true. In fact, I’d take anyone over you. I had a feeling that honesty wouldn’t be the best policy in this instance, though. Occupied with glancing above his head at the gauge, I was unable to speak.


      The crown prince clutched at his chest with great exaggeration. He did so with the hand that held his sword, no less.


      “How heartless you are, really. I’ve been waiting for this day, unable to sleep at night from anticipation.”


      The blade of the sword hovered dangerously close to his face, as if threatening to resort to extreme measures in the face of my rejection. As I stared at him as if he were a madman, I heard a familiar voice.


      “What are you doing?”


      My savior had arrived, one of the human shields who had left earlier with no pity for my plight.


      “B-Brother!”


      It was almost as if I could see a halo around Derrick as he approached. Why are you only just coming now?! I thought tearfully as I rushed to hide behind him. The prince’s red eyes watched me curiously before he seemed to finally recognize my eldest brother.


      “Ah, if it isn’t the young lord Derrick.”


      I was surprised to see that the eldest Eckhart brother seemed to be harboring some hostility for the crown prince.


      “I asked you what you were doing, Your Highness.”


      “I was having a friendly conversation with your sister.”


      “With your sword drawn?”


      “Oh, this?” The crown prince glanced at his blade and grinned. “This is nothing. You see, some flies were flitting about, perhaps because we’re close to the forest.”


      He swung his weapon a couple of times in the air as if he were really trying to swat a nonexistent fly before sheathing his sword once more in a single, smooth motion. From afar, he might have appeared impressive, cool even. I simply thought him crazed.


      “Did…Penelope disrespect you in some way?” Derrick asked in his usual cold manner, no doubt wondering at the prince’s mental state himself.


      “Disrespect me…,” the crown prince repeated, rubbing his chin. He suddenly clapped his hands together. “Indeed, she did. She greatly disrespected me.”


      “I—I didn’t—,” I very nearly shouted, but then I clamped my lips closed—I hadn’t meant to react so loudly. You’re the one who came over here and started picking on me!


      Derrick’s head whipped around, his cool blue eyes pinning me in place. The letters above his head glittered.


      Affection –1%


      [Affection: 25%]


      I hadn’t done anything to deserve a drop in affection. I shook my head urgently, looking at him with eyes that begged him to understand. N…no! I’m innocent! His warning that things “wouldn’t end with only imprisonment” seemed to ring in my ears. He sent a sharp glare at me as I fruitlessly continued to shake my head, then sighed so quietly only I heard him.


      “My sister isn’t entirely herself, Your Highness. She’s only recently left her sickbed, you see. I’m not sure what she’s done to offend you, but pray be generous and—”


      “She deceived me.”


      Deceived…? My jaw dropped as he continued to spew nonsense as if they were facts.


      “She failed to keep a promise we made, and she trampled on my heart with no remorse.”


      I hurriedly tried to intervene and refute the drivel pouring from his lips, but Derrick was faster. “What do you mean by that?” He was frowning in deepening displeasure.


      The crown prince shrugged. “Perhaps she doesn’t remember? I, on the other hand, remember precisely what she whispered to me in the maze garden—”


      “Y-Your Highness!” I snarled despite myself, interrupting his dramatics. The duke and my brothers didn’t know the truly stupid things I’d said to him. They simply thought I’d been attacked by the crown prince for no reason.


      Things have gone completely off the rails. I need to get this bastard somewhere isolated and knock him out with the crossbow! Plan in place, I spoke quickly. “It seems I may have misspoken. I need to speak to you in private. Will you come with me for a moment, and—?” I was about to drag the prince away, no longer able to bear the ludicrous accusations coming from his lips, when a piercing noise rang out.


      It was the cry of some sort of animal. Someone shrieked loudly, and then the venue was filled with screaming. Everyone turned to look, me included.


      “Wh-what is that thing?”


      There was a huge balloon floating in the air, probably as tall as a two-story building. It reminded me of the giant rubber duck I’d seen on Seokchon Lake back in the real world.


      “Kyooo! Kyooo!” cried the balloon suddenly, and I realized something.


      Wait a second. It was that strange creature one of the foreigners had released from its cage earlier. The gigantic monster screeched and landed, beginning to waddle about.


      “Kyooo! Kyooo!”


      “Oh god! A monster! Get out of the way!”


      The nearby guests shouted and began to scatter, eager to escape from underneath the creature’s giant feet. I’d thought the thing cute before, but now its enormous size and piercing shrieks made me shudder.


      “Please! Save me!” One of the ladies who’d been running away from the monster had tripped and fallen.


      “Kyooo!”


      The woman wailed in fear—the shadow cast by the balloon creature was slowly settling over her.


      “Dammit,” Derrick muttered quietly. He darted forward, unsheathing his sword and rushing the monster in an instant. He then plunged his blade into the bottom of the gigantic creature’s foot, just as it was about to fall on the woman.


      “Kyeeeee!”


      The creature’s foot was forced to a stop in midair by the iron wedged against the dirt, hovering just barely off the ground. The sword made an ominous sound, bending dangerously as if it might break at any second. Fortunately, there was more than enough time for Derrick to snatch the woman’s arm and drag her to safety.


      She was limp in his hold—no doubt unconscious. A resounding crack indicated the sword had been crushed underfoot.


      “The guards! Call the guards!” someone shouted.


      “Kyooo! Kyooo!” The creature seemed enraged by Derrick’s attack, and the quiet outdoor venue was thrown into chaos.


      “There’s the crown prince!” I heard someone shout amid the havoc, the words carrying oddly clearly.


      My eyes widened as I turned to find the speaker.


      “Kill him!” The woman dressed in black—whom I’d seen free the monster—stood among a crowd of people all pointing at the crown prince and chanting some kind of spell. The monster turned as if compelled by magic.


      Shit. It was heading right at me and Callisto. It’s not supposed to be this kind of game! What is a monster doing in a dating sim? I froze in place, stunned by the sudden turn of events.


      “Kyooo! Kyooo!” The monster, having received its new orders, stomped its feet like a bull readying itself to charge.


      “Your brother seems to value the life of some stranger over that of his only sister.” The crown prince stepped forward. He’d been just standing and watching until then, calm even though the monster had evidently been released for the purpose of killing him. “If it were me, I’d never leave my sister alone with someone who’d nearly killed her before, especially amid such danger.”


      “…”


      “What if I’d found our conversation just now so upsetting that I decided to throw you into the monster’s path as a distraction?”


      I stiffened—if he pushed me, I’d be unquestionably trampled to death. Seeing that I was speechless, the crown prince grinned.


      “Relax. It was a joke. I wouldn’t do such a thing while everyone was watching.”


      “I…”


      “Now then—it’s time I go reap what I sowed.”


      I was about to snap at him, demanding to know if he really thought it a proper time to be joking, but he drew his sword and dashed forward much like Derrick had moments earlier.


      “Kyooo! Kyooo!” The monster had ceased its stomping and galloped at him. The ground rumbled under the creature’s enormous footfalls, and Callisto—rushing at it with an almost impossible speed—launched himself high into the air just as he was about to collide with the creature. He drove his sword into one of its gigantic eyes.


      “Kyooo!”


      The monster screeched in pain, flailing, and the crown prince’s body was tossed about, dangling in midair like a piece of fabric.


      H-he’ll fall at this rate! I didn’t have to worry for long. The prince, who’d been holding on to the sword with one hand, planted his feet on the monster’s back before wrenching his blade along the creature’s spine, metal still buried in its flesh. By the time his feet touched down on the ground, the monster had ceased its writhing.


      “Kyooo!”


      The vast body of the monster collapsed into two pieces, attached only barely at the top of its head. It flopped limply to the ground, resembling a piece of bubble gum someone had chewed up and spat out.


      Huh? I blinked. It had all happened so fast. Having dispatched the monster in a matter of minutes with nobody’s help, the crown prince turned his ruby eyes on the clear perpetrators of the attack.


      “Strange,” he said. The group dressed in black, who had been controlling the monster, was gathered in a circle. Each member was holding a glowing crystal ball and stood ready to fight so that the few nobles with weapons could not divide and overwhelm them. The strategy was proving effective, as even Derrick—who had retrieved the pieces of his broken sword from nearby—hung back without approaching. The woman he’d rescued from the monster had vanished.


      The crown prince said as if to himself as he eyed the group, “Why is it so quiet? The guards should have arrived by now.”


      Those of the nobles who had taken cover a distance away began to murmur to one another. He was right. There was no way the guards had failed to notice something was wrong with all this noise, even if they hadn’t been summoned. It was very odd that none of the guards had shown up at all. If reinforcements weren’t expected any time soon, that made this the perfect time for the attackers to strike, since most of the guests did not have any weapons save for the few individuals like Derrick and the crown prince who had come armed.


      “Don’t be so sure of victory just yet, Callisto Regulus!” shouted one of the individuals dressed in black. The voice was husky and male. I’d assumed they were a woman based on the person’s diminutive frame, but apparently, I’d been wrong. “You will not escape with your life!”


      “Ah, remnants of the Holy Nation of Laila. I never thought you’d stoop so low as to disguise yourselves in Setina clothing.”


      Setina was a small desert kingdom far away from Eorka. It appeared the crown prince had identified them accurately, since the assailants in black seemed to flinch as if caught red-handed. I couldn’t be sure, but I guessed they were from one of the countries that had been defeated by Eorka in the war.


      “It can’t have been easy to get past the inspections. Who helped you?” asked the crown prince.


      “A monster like you must not become emperor!” the man cried, ignoring the question.


      The crown prince looked perplexed. “Why not?” Callisto asked, his tone suggesting he was genuinely curious as to why he couldn’t. His puzzled response triggered great fury among them.


      “You have caused tens of thousands of deaths with your war! Do you not fear divine punishment, you godforsaken heathen?”


      “Well, I don’t know about that. I’d be more concerned about my own actions if I were you. Seeing as you’re the ones who were responsible for using humans as test subjects and then feeding them to monsters, after all.”


      “B-bite your wicked tongue!”


      “Why, if I heard correctly, you even kidnapped magically inclined children recently only to subject them to horrible abuse.”


      “A-all done in the name of the great goddess Laila! Only when the filth who defy our god are expunged will the true emperor rise…”


      That phrase tickled my memory. I’d heard something similar from Winter.


      
        —“Some of the heretic sects have made the absurd claim that only when all ‘wicked’ magic users have been expunged will the true god-ordained emperor be born.”

      


      So these are the people Winter was talking about? I examined them more closely following this realization.


      The crown prince continued in a mocking tone, “So how are you feeling about the Ger Clan these days? You know they thanked me most enthusiastically for usurping your unwanted occupation of their country?”


      “H-how dare those trifling worms reject our holy nation—”


      “You know what, I don’t actually care to hear it,” the prince said as he raised his hand to halt the zealot’s ranting. “You’ll all die by my hand today regardless, just like that monster you brought.”


      With those chilling words, he drew his gigantic sword and held it level with his glinting red eyes.


      A chilling bloodthirsty aura emanated from the crown prince in waves. He looked ready to pounce and annihilate the group in black, just as he had the monster.


      He really is a war hero, huh? I’d known he was a lunatic, but it seemed he was even more dangerous and terrifying than even I’d imagined. I watched the confrontation with mixed feelings.


      “You’re the one who will die!” shouted the zealot. Then, with a creepy laugh, he screamed, “Look behind you!”


      There was an odd, fleshy ripping sound, and the person in black pointed as the frightening noise filled the air.


      “Wh-what the hell is that?” someone shouted.


      All eyes traveled to where the man was pointing. Everyone could hear that same fleshy ripping again. The monster, split in two by the crown prince save for the top portion of its head, was tearing apart the last few strands holding it together. With a final wet rip, its body—which was incredibly sticky—stretched and split into two different pieces.


      “Kyooo!”


      “Kyooo! Kyooo!”


      There were now two monsters instead of one.


      “How do you like the vitality given by a god?!” the person in black cried, snickering at the shocked disgust on the crowd’s faces. “You can cut it down all you like! It will only keep multiplying!”


      Someone shouted dramatically, “I-I’ve never seen a monster like that before!”


      Though the crowd had calmed considerably after the crown prince defeated the first creature, people once again descended into frenzied screaming and shouting. They rushed toward the single exit to the venue, but no one was able to actually leave—there seemed to be some kind of unseen barrier that didn’t allow anyone to pass through.


      The wall of brush that surrounded the garden was smooth and high, so few could even attempt to scale it. The two monsters began chasing the guests who were unsuccessfully trying to flee.


      “Kyooo! Kyooo!”


      “Kyooo, kyooo!”


      Gigantic chicken feet stomped around, destroying the soft grass under their heavy steps. The crown prince and Derrick exchanged a silent look before each charging at a different monster. Other nobles in possession of weapons joined the attack, including Reynold. It was no use, however, as every monster they defeated only multiplied. More and more people were getting hurt in the process.


      A woman near me screamed, “Somebody help us!”


      “Oh god!” another shouted.


      Brief respite over, the garden was a hotbed of chaos once more. What in the world is going on? I thought, staring around me in shock. I had no idea where the duke was, and the way everyone was fleeing from the monsters that chased them reminded me of a demented game of tag. I stood alone in the middle of it all, feeling very much as if none of this was real. As screams and cries filled the air, I spotted someone standing alone in the distance, just as I was.


      Winter? I didn’t have time to wonder how he, a sorcerer, had managed to get inside.


      “Please! S-save me!” A man directly next to Winter was being attacked by a monster.


      Why isn’t he getting out of the way? I wondered. At the same time, I noticed he had one hand shoved into the folds of his coat. I realized he was conflicted, wanting to remove the staff hidden beneath his clothing to save the people around him, but at the risk of revealing that he was a sorcerer.


      Why is he considering helping at all? He had nothing to gain from exposing himself in a society where sorcerers are oppressed. Not only that, but this entire incident had been masterminded by the very group who persecuted sorcerers. No matter how good a person you are, how can you take that kind of risk for strangers?


      I felt strange as I watched him struggling to decide, remembering the masked children I’d seen at the Guild of the White Rabbit. I didn’t want him to reveal that he was a sorcerer—I wanted him to keep it a secret until the end. However, Winter seemed to have arrived at a decision that was contrary to my wishes. His hand twitched as if he was about to draw something from his robe when a voice cried out.


      “Penelope!”


      Hearing my name, Winter glanced over, and our gazes met. His navy eyes slowly widened as he recognized me. I looked away from him, though, realizing that something was wrong.


      “Kyooo! Kyooo!”


      I turned, only to find one of the balloon monsters charging at me, the ground rumbling under its pounding footsteps.


      “Penelope! Run!” Reynold shouted. He was behind the monster, sprinting as fast as he could to catch up, the veins in his neck visible from the strain. Time seemed to slow down as Derrick and Callisto turned to me, faces pale as they fought other monsters, unable to help. At that moment, my vision was filled with a flash of brilliant light.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        ~Main Quest: Become the Queen of the Tournament!~


        [First Objective: Save the People from Danger]


        Would you like to proceed?


        (Rewards: All Love Interests’ Affection +5%, Reputation +50)


        [YES / NO]

      


      The quest I’d refused had popped up again.


      “Ha!” I laughed, speechless. So this is what they mean by the illusion of choice, I thought cynically.


      New words appeared in my vision.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        As this is a Main Quest, the event will be auto-accepted in 5 seconds.


        <SYSTEM>


        5


        <SYSTEM>


        4

      


      Back when I’d played the game in the real world, the main quests had been unavoidable since they were needed for the progression of the story. Having to experience it firsthand like this, however, left me in a foul mood. If I had just been playing the game on my phone, all I’d have to do was accept the quest and I’d instantly get a notification that said, “The monsters have been defeated!”


      Simulation games are composed of illustrations and dialogue, so they can’t be expected to depict much in the way of action, after all. But sadly, this was no game—it was reality. Reality.


      “Kyooo!”


      I had no other choice. The monster was nearly on top of me, and the conquerable male characters were all staring at me. I managed to press the [YES] button right as the monster was bearing down on me.


      The moment I did so, my body moved of its own accord. My right hand grabbed the crossbow slung across my back and easily swung it up and over my shoulder at a speed I knew I wasn’t capable of moments earlier. I supported the tiller with my left hand and pulled the trigger without hesitating. The crossbow clicked as it released the string, twanging.


      “Kyooo!”


      The metal pellet buried itself in the hard foot of the creature, and the monster fell onto its back, its entire body convulsing.


      “Kyoo…” It fell limp, and its opaque, rubbery body suddenly liquefied and pooled like melted ice cream.


      “Wh-what?! What was that?!”


      The figures draped in black gaped, struggling to believe what had happened to their monster. They weren’t the only ones stunned and standing still—my love interests and the other guests were frozen, gawping in shock, the danger they were in completely forgotten.


      What the hell? Of course, I was more shocked than all of them combined. I’d been so flustered by the chaos that I’d forgotten I even had the crossbow.


      “Th-the duke’s daughter, she shot the…” As those around me tried to wrap their heads around what had happened, my body spun in a different direction. Of course, my movements were not my own.


      I easily went down on one knee and aimed the crossbow again, then fired. The click and twang of the weapon were followed by a dying screech. The monster that had been attacking the man near Winter quivered and fell. I couldn’t confirm if it melted away, too, because my body was already in motion, standing and aiming the crossbow yet again. The bowstring made a satisfying sound as I fired once more.


      “Kyooo!”


      Every shot I took was immaculate, and the monsters fell one by one, even as they still attempted to hunt their prey. I remained in the game’s iron control, moving without any conscious thought.


      “K-kill that girl! Quickly!” one of the zealots screamed, pointing at me.


      The multiplied hoard of monsters that had scattered all around the venue began converging on me. It was better this way, since when they were spread out, I had to keep pivoting to line up a shot. There was something deeply satisfying about the repeated click, twang, thump of the process.


      I shot like a woman possessed—before long I was killing the last two as they rushed at me, and all the monsters were dead. They hadn’t multiplied as much as I thought they had, and their enormous size made them easy targets.


      I huffed and gasped with exertion, finally lowering my crossbow, trying to catch my breath. My arms trembled violently. I wasn’t even able to lift the crossbow properly when I was practicing at home… Holding it up for such a prolonged period left me feeling as if my arms were about to fall off.


      This isn’t a quest. This is torture! I looked around, blinking tears from my eyes. An eerie silence had fallen over the garden, its occupants all staring at me uncomprehendingly, including the culprits responsible for this mess.


      Ha-ha. Looks like I’ll go down as the chimpanzee of the year again, I thought with a hollow laugh. Some of those nearest flinched at the sound, but then I began to hear scattered applause. Slowly, the clapping grew to a thunderous roar.


      “My god! Lady Penelope saved us!” someone exclaimed.


      “Oh my goodness! If the lady hadn’t been here…”


      “Thank you so much, Lady Penelope! You saved our lives!”


      I was astounded at the sudden outpour of loud cheering. Another window popped up in front of me then.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        ~Main Quest: Become the Queen of the Tournament!~


        [First Objective: Save the People from Danger]


        Quest cleared!

      


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have acquired [All Love Interests’ Affection +5%] and [Reputation +50] as your reward.


        (TOTAL POINTS: 80)

      


      The reputation I didn’t really care for or need had soared. Whoa. I wish the affection meters would go up like that. Five percent for all love interests wasn’t too bad, though, as a reward for my efforts. This meant the crown prince’s affection, the one that posed the most threat to me, was a little further away from causing my death.


      I’m totally wiped from being puppeteered by the system, but considering that hellride, being rewarded like this isn’t too shabby.


      Despite the crowd of people surrounding me, I could find my various love interests thanks to the white letters above their heads.


      [Affection: 27%]


      First was Reynold, who was closest to me because of his attempted mad dash to my rescue.


      [Affection: 30%], [Affection: 9%]


      Then there were Derrick and Callisto.


      [Affection: 20%]


      And finally, Winter.


      Unlike the unimportant extras, who were showering me with thanks and praise, the male protagonists were all just staring in shock and catching flies, not approaching. If I were the heroine from Normal Mode, they’d have rushed to me like men possessed.


      Come to think of it, none of them had tried to protect me, not even my adoptive brothers. I wasn’t all that disappointed, though. I don’t need them.


      [Affection: 60%]


      I’d already chosen which male protagonist I’d be going all-in on.


      Why was it that backup always only arrived when things were already basically wrapped up? I watched as the guards rushed in through the garden’s only entrance. There were three or four men wearing gold robes among the regular guards in silver armor—the palace sorcerers. They quickly moved from one partially liquefied monster to the next, confirming they were all dead.


      “This type of beast is weak to magical attacks and almost never used for battle…” The sorcerers were implying that the attackers had only brought this particular monster, capable of multiplying infinitely, because they knew both lethal magic items and sorcerers were prohibited in the hunting tournament.


      Very few nobles chose to come armed to the event—most of them were dressed elegantly, not expecting a fight. Because of the inspections before entry, guests in possession of magical weapons were even rarer. The aristocrats took pride in wielding only non-magical weapons during the yearly hunting tournament—they preferred to win using only their intuition and skill, without the aid of an enchanted weapon.


      This was why only my crossbow, with its shock magic, had succeeded against the creatures. The situation had worked out very conveniently for me, no doubt thanks to the game’s carefully constructed backstory.


      But how did Winter get in? I wondered again. Unfortunately, there was no way to know. Perhaps because they’d expended great energy in trying to control the monsters, the robed figures did not put up much of a fight. Trapped without any hope of escape, they were soon rounded up by the guards.


      “Let go! Let go of me! Do you not fear the wrath of the gods, you heathens?!”


      Curious about who was responsible for this mess, I watched from a distance. The crown prince was moving between the attackers, roughly wrenching away the cloths that covered their faces.


      “This isn’t over, Callisto Regulus!”


      Their leader, as one might expect, was an old woman. As the faces of the five remaining figures were revealed, I was shocked to see they were three bone-thin women and two young boys who looked to be only ten or so.


      “The gods are watching, you atrocious heathen! We will tear you limb from limb and restore our destroyed kingdom!” The old woman spat curses at the crown prince, struggling with no signs of tiring.


      Callisto was calm in the face of her violent threats. In fact, he waved a dismissive hand, wearing a bored expression. The old leader and the women were dragged away by the knights, leaving the two mangy children. The knights made to take them away as well, but the crown prince raised a hand. He regarded the captain of the guard.


      “Why were you so late?”


      “W-well, you see…there was a powerful magical barrier surrounding the entire venue. We summoned the sorcerers as soon as we could to try and break the spell, but it was too strong…” The man trailed off, clearly stricken with guilt.


      The crown prince didn’t seem too bothered, however. “It must have been the work of these two.” His frightening red eyes landed on the children. If they had been normal kids, they would have no doubt been terrified to be accused of such, but these children did not react despite the great many eyes watching them. Something was disturbing about the way their empty gazes stared into space.


      “Search them,” Callisto commanded, and the guards hurried to roughly frisk the children.


      It wasn’t long before one of the knights shouted, “I found a magic amplifier!”


      The knight was referring to the tiny black chips attached to the skin behind the children’s ears. Magic amplifiers… Does that mean they’re sorcerers? The palace sorcerers carefully removed the chips, and the children, who were still not resisting in any way, suddenly slumped to the ground like puppets whose strings had been cut.


      I flinched, surprised, but the crown prince had no mercy for even children. “Take them to the underground prison,” he ordered.


      “Yes, Your Highness!” The knights took the children by their collars and were about to drag them away when someone stepped in front of them.


      “Please, just a moment!” It was Winter, his silver hair shifting gently in the night breeze.


      “What is it, Marquis Verdandi?”


      “Your Highness. Please leave these children in my care,” Winter requested with a deep bow as he stood before the children.


      The crown prince tilted his head. “Why?”


      “They have obviously been subjected to long-term hypnosis and are incapable of thinking for themselves.”


      “And?”


      “I can reverse the brainwashing. I believe it would be beneficial to recover their memories and perhaps learn the enemy’s location rather than executing innocent victims as was the case during the kidnapping on Viscount Hail’s estate.”


      Winter was the picture of calm composure as he made his argument as to why he should be allowed to take the children. However, it wasn’t hard for me to see how desperate he was to save them. After all, he hadn’t hesitated to threaten me, a lady of House Eckhart, to protect the children he’d rescued from the Anti-Magic Association.


      “Marquis, this is much more serious than a simple kidnapping,” replied the crown prince, his voice as cutting as a knife. “These people attacked the Imperial Palace. Anyone involved will be summarily executed without exception.”


      “But, Your Highness, it is too cruel to punish them equally when they were recruited against their will. Pray have mercy and—”


      “Enough. Take them away,” Clearly not wanting to hear any more, the crown prince cut Winter off.


      Winter watched, openly devastated, as the children were dragged away.


      Why is he so determined? I found myself puzzling over his actions, unable to understand. However, I remembered the children in animal masks, and I couldn’t bring myself to look down on him for wanting to save them.


      The knights were making their way through the crowd, the children in tow, when I moved gracefully into their path.


      “I agree with Marquis Verdandi.”


      Everyone turned to stare when they heard my quiet voice, including Winter, the crown prince, and my two brothers. Two sets of blue eyes resting on my face seemed particularly caustic, those of a stiff Derrick and a scowling Reynold. I could feel them both silently demanding I not cause any more trouble. I ignored them and spoke.


      “Your Highness, please allow the marquis to take the children and cure them of the brainwashing.”


      “What?” the crown prince asked, his eyebrows twitching upward in surprise.


      I glanced at the letters shimmering above his blond head, which were starting to blink, and replied slowly, “It’s clear to me that they were abused. I don’t think they deserve the death penalty.” I gestured at the children, whose collars were still fisted in the knights’ hands. The fabric of their shirts was gaping open around their collarbones, revealing the skin around their throats covered with bruises and scars.


      The crowd began murmuring to one another, finally noticing the poor state of the children, and I could feel sympathy for them growing.


      “Ha!” laughed the crown prince coldly. His red eyes gleamed unpleasantly as if to tell me he was far from happy with my intervention. “Since when did the duke’s daughter get any say in the nation’s affairs?”


      “Don’t I get to say at least this much, since I’m the one who killed all the monsters?” I asked, turning to peer around the garden at the palace attendants as they struggled to remove the melted corpses littering the ruined grass. I was embarrassed to have to point it out, but we were surrounded by the evidence of my incredible deed.


      The crown prince’s mouth snapped shut, and he glowered at me. Of course you have nothing to say to that. His affection meter blinked precariously, so I quickly bowed and repeated my demand disguised as a request.


      “They’re just children. Please be merciful, Your Highness.” I wasn’t trying to help Winter necessarily, nor was I some incredibly benevolent soul. It was just that…I found it hard to watch children being taken advantage of only to end up with their lives tossed away like trash. That was why I’d intervened, though it wasn’t like me.


      I could feel the crown prince’s stinging glare. Finally, he spoke. “Tie them up…and place them in Marquis Verdandi’s carriage,” he ordered reluctantly.


      My gaze immediately darted up to check his affection and found that it hadn’t dropped from 9 percent.


      As relief washed over me, a white window appeared.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Your standing among the people has risen.


        Reputation has increased +10 points.


        (TOTAL POINTS: 90)

      


      Though it hadn’t been my intention, my reputation had increased again. I stared in blank surprise at the message. I was woken from my daze by the words of the crown prince.


      “I didn’t realize you were such a bleeding heart.” His tone was one of pure sarcasm. “I had intended to reward you, but I suppose that won’t be necessary now.”


      He strode past me. Tsk, stingy jerk. I don’t need a reward from you anyway, I grumbled inwardly as my eyes followed his retreating figure. Suddenly, an odd feeling washed over me.


      [Affection: 10%]


      His affection had risen by 1 percent. Well, I suppose this episode is over without any dire consequences this time, at least. Though the rampaging monster had taken me by surprise, I was fairly content with the results. Not only had the crown prince’s affection risen unexpectedly, but I thought it likely that the hunting tournament would be canceled after today’s events.


      Please let things continue like this… And I don’t want to see one of these stupid main quests ever again. Even if another one appeared, I wasn’t going to accept any more. Aside from how uncomfortable it was to lose control of my own body, it was just too much for me to handle. After the crown prince was gone and some of the tension had left me, I found that my body ached all over.


      I need to lie down now. I’ll die if I don’t. Glancing around, I saw that the situation appeared to be under control. There were some injured people in the process of being carried away on stretchers, but thankfully, no one seemed to have died.


      I need to find Emily. I didn’t know where the cabana was, but I had no desire to deal with my two elder brothers, who had suddenly vanished from sight. Because access to the venue had been sealed off to anyone but the guards, I had to go outside to locate Emily.


      After recounting their versions of events to the palace guards and sorcerers, the other nobles began to trickle out through the main gate. I slung my crossbow over my shoulder and trudged along the garden path, intending to follow, when a voice called out.


      “Lady…Penelope.”


      I turned slowly when I heard someone calling my name. I wasn’t all that surprised—it was only natural given the flow of the game’s plot that one of the love interests would come to find me now. The event had begun at sunset, meaning the garden was now blanketed by the dark night sky. The monsters had destroyed most of the lanterns, but the few that remained dimly lit the face of the person who’d said my name. Despite the lack of visibility, I never had any trouble identifying love interests, even in the dark.


      [Affection: 20%]


      “Marquis,” I said. The word felt strange on my tongue, since I’d never addressed him this way before.


      I was pretty haughty the last time we met… Since we were no longer wearing masks, behaving that way now would be a disaster. While I was occupied with how his title sounded in my head, Winter approached me with quick, sure steps. Unlike his title, the color of his eyes was familiar to me.


      “Thank you from the bottom of my heart…for your help today,” he said with a polite bow.


      Well, I can’t say I didn’t expect this. Fairly used to the way things unfolded in Hard Mode by now, I replied offhandedly, “I didn’t interfere for your sake, Marquis. You don’t need to thank me.”


      The words came out smoothly, despite how awkward I felt about the whole thing.


      “Be that as it may… At great personal cost, you managed to save everyone, including myself.”


      Head still bowed, his eyes found the hands I was holding carefully at my sides. I glanced down as well, and my eyes slowly widened as I realized what he was saying—my hands were trembling intermittently without my realizing it.


      He’s right. I worked myself too hard. Ordinarily, my arms were not strong enough to wield a crossbow. However, I wasn’t trembling only from exertion. Though I was pretending I was unaffected, I’d been completely terrified. The shadow from the monster’s gigantic foot when it was about to squash me; the countless monsters that had converged on me; my hands moving like lightning, completely out of my control. It was enough to make me want to clamp my eyes shut against the terrible scenes replaying in my mind. Doing my best to bury my emotions, I hid my quivering hands behind my back.


      “I’m sure anyone would have done the same in my place. Please don’t worry about—”


      “No,” Winter interrupted my desperate attempt at acting as if I was okay. “There is no one here as brave as you, my lady. Even though the monster was so easy to kill…” He trailed off, frowning like a tormented man.


      Does he feel guilty for not revealing himself and doing something about the monsters? I couldn’t really understand why it was bothering him so much. What was wrong with being a little selfish if it was for your own safety? He’d done what he needed to do under the circumstances, just as I’d relinquished control to the system to save my own life as well as that of everybody else.


      “We each did the best we could in the given situation. There’s nothing more to be said, is there?” I shrugged easily. “I would have run away just like everyone else if I didn’t happen to have my crossbow on hand.”


      “…”


      “You also did your best to save the children, didn’t you? I couldn’t have spoken to the crown prince like that. He scares me.”


      I was amused by how perfectly true my words were. If Winter hadn’t come forward first, and I hadn’t also just killed all those monsters, I wouldn’t have dared to cross the crown prince as I did.


      His quiet navy eyes shimmered as he watched me laughing to myself. Then I saw a change in his affection.


      [Affection: 24%]


      The letters blinked softly above his head. Four percent. The large increase instantly returned me to my senses.


      He’ll abandon me as soon as he meets the heroine anyway. Nothing good will come of getting involved with him. The smile slowly faded from my lips.


      “…Thank you for your kind words. If you’ll excuse me,” I said, hurriedly bringing the conversation to an end. I was too tired to stand any longer.


      Come to think of it, Winter’s the only one who bothered to thank me for saving him. It was a shame he wasn’t a viable option, since he was the most normal of the bunch.


      I’d turned away with a brief bow when he spoke.


      “My lady.” Warm palms grasped my arm, and when I turned back in shock, Winter was watching me with an unreadable look on his face. “I received the thank-you message…you sent me.” He hesitated for a moment, then whispered so only I could hear, “May I…also repay you in kind for helping me tonight?”


      Before he or I could say anything else, someone shouted my name in the distance.


      “Penelope!” The voice was as stiff as rigor mortis.


      [Affection: 27%]


      The darkness made his affection meter easier to see than his face, but his disgruntled voice I had no trouble recognizing.


      “Excuse me. What are you doing with my little sister?”


      “Reynold,” I said. It seemed today was the department meeting for all the male love interests, and it was Reynold’s turn now.


      I thought he’d already left without me… When I’d tried grabbing his sleeve earlier, he had shaken me off coldly, but his timing was immaculate now. I was surprised to see the pink-haired man staring at me and Winter in turn.


      “Come here, Penelope,” Reynold ordered, warily eyeing Winter, who was still holding my arm.


      Winter didn’t let go of me, however, and Reynold’s scowl deepened. Why am I getting a sense of déjà vu? I was reminded of a similar standoff that had occurred recently at the training field.


      Caught between them, I glanced cautiously at both before softly shaking my arm.


      “Marquis…,” I started.


      Unlike how my other love interests held on to me, Winter wasn’t squeezing me half to death. I’d be able to free myself if I shoved him with all my strength, just as I’d done to Derrick and Eckles. But I didn’t want to go so far as pushing the only male protagonist who was actually polite to me.


      “Marquis?” I tried again, peering up at him with wide eyes. Still, Winter made no move to release me.


      “She’s telling you to let go,” Reynold said angrily. “Are your ears not working?”


      The ever-hot-tempered Reynold gritted his teeth. He began stomping over to pull me away, but Winter’s hand was already slipping from my arm, his grip going limp as though he’d reluctantly resigned himself to letting go.


      Reynold snatched me up as soon as Winter released his hold, shoving me behind him as if he were trying to hide me. Now that I was tucked safely behind him, his lips twisted into a grin and he began mocking Winter.


      “Look here, Marquis. From where I’m standing, it appears you’re trying your luck with an innocent, inexperienced girl. Why don’t you do some self-reflecting on your age, hmm?”


      My jaw dropped at his audacious rudeness, and I’d already punched him in the shoulder before I even realized I was moving.


      “Are you insane? It wasn’t like that!”


      “You be quiet! Girls shouldn’t act so brash!” Reynold shouted.


      I felt a wave of irritation wash over me. “If you’re going to say that kind of garbage, let go of me. I’ll leave by myself,” I said coldly, twisting my hand free.


      He seemed flustered and scrambled after me, shouting back at Winter, “Anyhow, stay away from her from now on! You’ve got no chance with her!”


      “Ugh, seriously…,” I mumbled.


      “All right, let’s go, darn it! You and your temper…,” Reynold grumbled, charging ahead of me as though I were the one who’d been delaying him.


      I should be the one saying that! The curse words I wanted to spit at him were on the tip of my tongue from having to hear him criticizing my temper, but I swallowed them back, since I could still feel a pair of eyes gazing at the back of my head.


      As I was practically dragged away by Reynold, I glanced behind me. Winter was standing in the same spot, watching me leave. He spoke when our eyes met.


      “I’ll be waiting for your reply, my lady.”


      He was more tenacious than I expected him to be. I slowed to a halt, looking at him with wide eyes.


      Reynold had also turned and shrieked, “Enough, dammit! She won’t ever be sending you a reply, so don’t—”


      “No, please don’t,” I said to Winter, cutting off Reynold.


      My brother’s terrifying tongue finally fell silent, perhaps only because I was refusing Winter.


      “I believe I informed the messenger that I wasn’t interested in any further replies,” I said, reminding him of what I’d said all that time ago with a smile. I hadn’t been able to smile at him when I’d been wearing the mask.


      His navy eyes shimmered once more.


      [Affection: 26%]


      I’d noticed this before, but it always surprised me that his affection tended to increase the more adamantly I turned him down.


      Reynold all but dragged me out of the venue, and before long I heard voices in the distance.


      “Miss!”


      “Penelope!”


      Emily and the duke, who’d been crowded nervously around the entrance, visibly brightened when they saw me and approached at a run.


      “Are you all right, Miss?”


      “You’re not hurt anywhere, are you, Penelope? Hmm?”


      I just stood there as they both examined me up and down, confused at the unexpected welcome.


      “I’m all right. And I wasn’t hurt,” I assured them.


      “There’s no need to worry about her. You wouldn’t be saying that if you saw her wipe out those—,” Reynold began in his usual sarcastic tone, but he shut up very quickly when the duke glared at him. The disgruntled look on his face was immensely satisfying.


      I turned my attention to the duke again. “You’re not hurt, are you, Father? Emily?”


      “Fortunately, I was outside when the attack began, since I was briefly visiting the cabana,” said the duke.


      “I’m okay, too! Thanks to the errand you sent me on!” Emily said.


      “I’m glad… And Brother?”


      “He went with the crown prince to interrogate the prisoners.”


      I didn’t actually care where he’d gone but thought it was only polite to ask.


      “I’m so relieved you weren’t hurt. Do you know how worried I was when I heard what was happening?”


      The duke certainly seemed deeply concerned, fretting over me and peering down with a distressed expression.


      I found the duke’s reaction quite strange and was only able to smile awkwardly in response.


      “Sorry to have made you worry. Things just happened so fast…”


      “Those bastards! How dare they!” the duke—seemingly relieved to see that I was safe and sound—suddenly exploded with rage. “I’ll set our soldiers after them as soon as we get home. I’ll capture them all and break all their bones before wiping them from the—”


      “Father, Father,” I called softly, cutting him off. I had a feeling that if I didn’t head him off now, he would launch into a detailed explanation of his plans to annihilate the remnants of the Holy Nation of Laila. “I’m really tired. I’d like some rest.”


      “Right. Of course. Let’s go, then! That crossbow must be heavy. Give it here.” Thankfully, upon hearing my request, the duke immediately began moving across the lawn. I had no intention of letting the duke carry my crossbow, however.


      “I’ll carry it, Miss. Please give it to me!” To my relief, Emily offered to take it when she saw my reluctance.


      “Thank you, Emily. It was getting so heavy, I thought my arm might fall off.” I smiled playfully, slinging the crossbow strap over my head and handing it to her. I hadn’t realized how much it was weighing me down when it was on my back, but I felt so much lighter without it.


      “Tsk. Penelope Eckhart, don’t get yourself mixed up in anything like this ever again,” the duke ordered, glancing over at me. “You should have hidden until the guards arrived. A young lady shouldn’t be so fearless in the face of danger! I thought I was going to faint when I heard what you did from the nobles who came out before you!”


      “But I did a pretty good job, Father,” I said, the duke’s disapproving nagging causing me to pout. “I learned a lot from the teacher you assigned me. Thanks to those lessons, I was able to defeat all those monsters.”


      The reality was that I had been helped by the game’s system, but regardless, the final outcome was the same—I was tonight’s hero.


      Come on, compliment me when I do a good job for once! How long until they stopped treating me like a pariah or just a troublemaker? I was unhappy with the state of things but wasn’t holding on to any hope that things might get better. It was hard to change people’s perceptions once they were set, after all.


      There were those who’d seen me defeating the monsters with their own eyes who still didn’t trust me. No doubt there were also many who believed the chimpanzee girl had just gotten lucky. They’re not exactly wrong to be suspicious—though it was the system that was on my side, not luck.


      “…Indeed,” the duke said, suddenly stopping in his tracks. “I’m very proud that you are my daughter, Penelope.”


      There was an unexpected smile stretched across his face. The feeling of someone patting me on the shoulder, whether as encouragement or praise, was wholly unfamiliar. I was left feeling a peculiar storm of emotions.
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      There were a total of five separate tents pitched on the portion of the campground assigned to House Eckhart. They were huge and luxurious, all of them indicative of the house’s great wealth and influence. No matter how comfortable they attempted to be, however, the campground was only meant to be used as temporary lodgings. As it posed some uncomfortable logistics for any lady, the duke kept offering to secure a room for me in the palace if I wanted as we made our way to the tents.


      “I’m all right, Father,” I said. Staying in the palace was more trouble than it was worth. The hunting grounds located in the forest were pretty far from the main palace, and I’d have to travel quite the distance by carriage. I’d have preferred to just be sent home, but apparently, they were still interrogating the attackers, and the fate of the hunting tournament had yet to be decided.


      Please, game, please let it be canceled, I prayed earnestly—I’d already had more than my fill of the male love interests.


      The way the tents were set up in a circle around the campfire was reminiscent of camping sites I’d seen in the real world. Under normal circumstances, I might have lingered and had a look around, but I was feeling faint from fatigue.


      “Father, I’m going to go to bed now.”


      “Of course, rest well.”


      I parted ways with the duke as soon as we arrived at the campground.


      “This way, Miss,” Emily said. My accommodation was the one farthest from the entrance. I was about to follow Emily when I noticed Reynold also saying goodbye to the duke.


      Is he staying in the one next to mine? If the hunting tournament went ahead as planned, I’d end up running into him the most often—the guy who mocked me at every opportunity. I found myself praying once more, this time that such a thing wouldn’t come to pass.


      Reynold continued to follow me, however, even after I had arrived in front of my tent. I frowned slightly and whirled around to face him.


      “What do you want?”


      “What?” he asked.


      “Why do you keep following me?”


      “D-don’t be absurd! I’m not following you!” he began raging at me. He pointed to the accommodation next to the one assigned to me and said, “That’s mine.”


      My worries had been well-founded, apparently. Tutting inwardly, I replied glumly, “Good night, then.”


      I made to follow Emily when he called, “Hey! W-wait!” He stepped in my path, preventing me from leaving.


      I grimaced. “What is it this time?”


      “Why are you in such a hurry? I’m not trying to start a fight.”


      “I’m tired. If you have something to say, then say it quickly,” I snapped irritably, but uncharacteristically he seemed hesitant to say what was on his mind.


      What’s his problem? Even Emily noticed something odd was brewing, tactfully retreating into the tent. I turned to escape again when he remained silent. “If you have nothing to say, I’m going.”


      “Dammit, you’re hurt, you idiot!” Reynold exclaimed, grabbing me and pointing at my neck.


      “…Hurt?” I asked, puzzled.


      Reynold used his finger to cautiously prod at the area, so softly that I barely felt it. “Right there.”


      “Ow,” I said automatically, surprised. There was a slight prick of pain that I somehow hadn’t noticed before.


      “A-are you in pain?”


      I’d cried out in reflex when he’d touched the wound, and Reynold, who was clearly startled, flinched. It hadn’t really hurt that much. If the wound had been serious, I’d have probably noticed it before then. It seemed I’d gotten a little scratch while I was busy fighting the monsters.


      “I’m fine. It’s not that bad,” I said truthfully.


      Reynold, however, winced as if he were the one in pain. “Give me a moment.” He then rummaged around in his pocket and took something from it after a short search. It was a small, flat container.


      “What’s that?”


      “Ointment.”


      I was shocked that he had something like that in his possession. “You carry that around with you?”


      “I got it from the infirmary myself !”


      This made me pause. I realized I’d politely asked after the duke, Emily, and even Derrick, who hadn’t been present during our debrief. But I’d said nothing to Reynold.


      Aware of my mistake, I cautiously asked, “Were you…injured earlier?”


      He sighed, looking at me with deep pity as if I was beyond any hope of saving. With another heavy sigh, he said, “I went to the infirmary for you, idiot.”


      “I don’t need any—”


      “Stay still.” He opened the cap and scooped some of the sticky green gel out with his finger. It smelled nasty, and I backed away uncertainly.


      He followed me, grumbling grumpily, “I said stay still. It’ll get in your hair.”


      I froze upon hearing this, and he leaned in, rubbing the sticky ointment over the scratch on my neck. “Uh…”


      Reynold’s face was very close to mine, and I could feel his breath ghosting over my nose and lips. Dazed, I stood there stiffly as he applied the cold ointment. It felt odd.


      “Did that bastard notice you were hurt? He didn’t, did he?” he suddenly asked.


      After a moment’s hesitation, I replied, “The…bastard?”


      “That old guy.”


      I tried to recall how old Winter was supposed to be in the game. Twenty-five, was it? Or maybe twenty-six… Though the age gap wasn’t all that big, it was true that he was the oldest of the love interests.


      However, the only person who needed to worry about the age gap was the heroine, since considering how things would develop in the future, I couldn’t afford to become close with Winter, nor could I make an enemy of him.


      “You’re being pretty rude to the marquis,” I scolded, recalling how impolitely Reynold had behaved earlier.


      His handsome face contorted into a frown, inches from my own. “Rude, my ass! What’s that crossbow for anyway if you’re not gonna shoot the creeps who try to hit on you?”


      “He isn’t that kind of person.”


      “And how do you know that? Men are all the same, dummy,” he said crankily, tugging on my hair with his free hand.


      “Ow!” I glared at him. “The hell is wrong with you!”


      “Aw, are you talking back to your big bro?”


      I hadn’t meant to yell at him, but Reynold didn’t actually seem all that angry. He grinned playfully and straightened, the whisper of his breath vanishing from my nose.


      “Tell that maid of yours to put a bandage on it,” he said, gazing at my wound. He appeared to be finished treating me.


      Who’d have thought a day would come when we’d joke around like this? We’d been at each other’s throats not too long ago, after all. A laugh escaped me despite myself as I thought about it.


      “Thank you…Brother.”


      Though he was usually a spiteful person, he’d helped me. I could thank him with sincerity for that much at least.


      At that moment, Reynold’s expression suddenly went curiously blank. His cheeks flushed red as they had when he’d delivered his sudden apology on the way to the training field.


      “I d-don’t…,” he stammered.


      “…”


      “I—I don’t need anything from you, least of all thanks!” he hollered, whipping around and storming to his cabana.


      What’s his problem now? Then the space above his roughly bouncing pink hair flickered.


      [Affection: 31%]


      My eyes slowly widened in surprise. Reynold’s hopeless affection had somehow risen above Normal Mode’s base score.
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      “What?” I exclaimed. We were having breakfast in the duke’s tent. My face twisted into an expression of surprise at the news Derrick had just delivered. He’d finished interrogating the attackers, but they had held out deep into the night. “B-but why? Why is it going ahead as planned after what happened yesterday?”


      “No one died, and we are hosting visitors from other nations. If the hunting tournament was to be called off, think of what it would do to the empire’s reputation,” Derrick replied bluntly.


      Sounds ass-backward considering we had literal freaking monsters rampaging about! I gaped, stunned.


      “Good. Showing hesitation in response to such a trivial matter will only give trifling individuals cause to hold us in contempt,” the duke nodded gravely.


      Dammit. This is a disaster in the making. I’d been expecting to return home after only a night here, not for the hunting tournament to go ahead as if nothing had happened. I chewed my lip, scrambling to think of an alternative plan.


      “I…don’t feel well. I don’t think I’m up to taking part in the tournament,” I said.


      “Of course. Yesterday was a very taxing ordeal for you.” The duke conceded immediately, much to my relief. “This is an opportunity for you to reestablish your position in high society, Penelope. It just so happens Countess Dorothea sent her maid over early this morning.”


      “What? Countess Dorothea?”


      “She requested that you attend the tea party to be held at the opening of the hunt.”


      As I’d never been to a private tea party after entering this world, the invitation was puzzling.


      The duke, however, looked very pleased for reasons unknown to me. “You’ll be bored if you just stay in your tent all day. Doll yourself up, enjoy the tea party, and socialize with other young ladies your age for once.”


      “She only packed hunting clothes, Father,” Reynold said in between bites of food, his words accompanied by mocking laughter.


      How did he know that? I didn’t feel particularly offended by his words, since they were true. I’d known how irritating it would be to wear an unwieldy dress while trudging through the forest, so I’d told Emily to pack only casual clothes and hunting outfits.


      As I stared at Reynold questioningly, the duke began to scold him. “All the better, then. An enterprising woman is the norm these days, you dunce! Tsk.” He also added, “This is why you’re so unpopular with the ladies.”


      “What do you mean I’m unpopular?!” Reynold replied quickly, but the duke had already turned away from him to regard me instead.


      I relished the sight of him sitting there, fuming and unable to talk back.


      “Who knows? Maybe one of these louts will have been taken with your bravery last night and offer you their game—you may end up the queen of the hunt yet.”


      “Father, that’s enough,” Derrick, who had been eating silently until then, finally said with a sigh. His blue eyes ghosted over me for only a moment. “If you start bragging about such an improbable outcome, it will only lead to people gossiping about you even worse than before. People are finally starting to notice how much better behaved she seems these days.”


      “Ahem…” The duke cleared his throat and resumed his meal. Apparently, he couldn’t refute his son’s statement.


      I was stupefied that he’d come at my throat mid-meal when I hadn’t said or done anything to invite such a dressing-down. In fact, Derrick’s words offended me more than Reynold’s constant nitpicking.


      Improbable? I have no desire to be the queen of the hunt anyway! I glared at him indignantly, but Derrick didn’t look at me. You bastard! You’re out. Out, I tell you! Clenching my trembling fists under the table, I vowed I’d have my revenge.
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      “Miss, are you sure it’s okay to go out dressed like that?” Emily said, looking over my outfit with an unsatisfied expression.


      “What does it matter? It’s a hunting tournament. Even if I’m not participating, I can still look the part.”


      “Yes, but…” The look on her face told me she had a lot she wanted to say to that.


      I checked my reflection in the mirror again. I’d worn this outfit whenever I practiced with the crossbow: hunting clothes and a ponytail. Dark pink hair fell down my back in waves—it suited my new dark-gray jacket embroidered with the Eckhart coat of arms in gold, and the shorts that went with it, nicely.


      I look just fine. I swung the crossbow I’d already loaded with metal pellets over my shoulder.


      “Why are you taking the crossbow with you, Miss? You said you weren’t feeling well…,” Emily said nervously. I got the feeling she was trying to dissuade me from bringing it.


      “I heard there’s a hunting area with only small animals intended for women and children. I’m going to check it out later.”


      “You’re going to go hunting?”


      “I’ll get bored out of my mind just sitting around at the tea party,” I said glibly. At the same time, I remembered the promise I’d made to a certain someone I’d left at home.


      It would be embarrassing if I didn’t manage to kill a single rabbit after I was so confident. I recalled the soft laughter that had escaped his lips and the way his eyes had danced with amusement. You think you can laugh at me? Just you wait. Your mistress will hunt something that’ll make you a nice little scarf, I thought resolutely.


      Suddenly, I heard Reynold’s voice calling from outside the tent. “Hey, how much longer are you going to take?”


      I hurriedly shoved a cloth package of crossbow pellets and a velvet box into my pocket. “See you, Emily.”


      The Eckhart family men were ready and waiting when I stepped outside my lodging.


      “What took you so long?” Reynold demanded angrily.


      Whoa. Most of the time I didn’t pay Reynold any mind, but I found myself scanning him from head to toe. He looked very handsome in his dark-brown outfit, as did Derrick in his elegant black one. As expected from a pair of love interests, they were both tall and attractive, and the striking hunting clothes only accentuated their good looks—so much so that I momentarily forgot about their terrible personalities and just enjoyed the eye candy.


      This would be much more enjoyable if I were in the real world just playing the game. That the game had been made a reality for me left a bitter taste in my mouth.


      “I told you to wear something pretty. And why are you bringing that damn crossbow again?” the duke said with a frown when he saw the weapon. He also didn’t seem to approve of what I was wearing.


      “I’m not entertaining any improbable outcomes, like a certain someone advised,” I said with a sidelong glance at the person who’d said those words.


      Derrick didn’t even blink, but the duke cleared his throat as if he were the guilty party. “Hem! I thought you said you weren’t going to be doing any hunting. You said you weren’t feeling well.”


      “Since I’m here, I thought I’d try my hand with the small animals, at least.”


      The duke flinched, then suddenly bent his head close to mine and whispered so that his sons couldn’t hear what he was saying. “You remember what I told you, right?”


      “What?”


      “If you want to shoot someone, get them alone first.”


      “Oh…” I remembered the conversation I’d had with the duke when he gave the crossbow to me, and why he’d replaced the bolts with magical pellets instead.


      “You understand what I’m saying? Hmm?” he said, demanding a verbal response. His nervous blue eyes were filled with wariness. I’d seen a similar look on Emily’s face just moments ago when I had picked the crossbow up.


      I grinned at him. “Of course.”
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      When we arrived at the entrance to the forest, where the opening ceremony was to be held, many nobles were already gathered.


      “We’ll go check on the horses,” the duke informed me, before disappearing into the crowd with his sons.


      I skirted around those busily preparing for the hunt and moved to the group no doubt waiting to see the participants off. Most of the people sitting in the shade of a canopy were women. The moment I appeared, the quiet dissolved into furious murmuring. I could feel more and more eyes boring into me, but I was more than used to it by now.


      Villains get this kind of attention wherever they go. However, I soon realized it wasn’t simply curiosity or contempt that had people whispering about me. Glancing around, I realized why Emily had seemed so displeased earlier.


      I’m the only one wearing a hunting outfit. I was standing in a sea of fancy dresses. Be it other ladies my age or high-ranking noblewomen, everyone present seemed to be in a competition over who could wear the puffiest dress. They reminded me of peacocks trying to fluff up their feathers.


      They were all clutching fans or parasols, not weapons. Since I was the only one wearing hunting clothes, with an imposing crossbow on my back, it wasn’t surprising that I stood out. My confidence wavered.


      I thought the hunt wasn’t a gendered event! Why was I the only one wearing this style of clothing, sticking out like a sore thumb? I began to regret not listening to Emily. No. They can’t move around as comfortably as I can, I thought, trying to find the silver lining in this situation.


      “If you are ready, please make your way to the center!” someone shouted from the podium.


      It was time for the hunt to begin. The nobles who’d finished inspecting their equipment began to gather, and it didn’t take me long to find the duke.


      Apparently, rank was reflected in even something so insignificant as where one stood in line; he was at the very front. He sat atop an impressive-looking horse clad in imposing, ornate magical armor, as one might expect from him as the head of his household. He was occupied with talking to someone next to him. His sons hadn’t arrived yet, it seemed.


      “Huh?” My eyes traveled over to the person positioned next to the duke as I searched for Derrick and Reynold—and they widened in surprise when I registered who it was.


      “Oh my! Look! It’s the marquis!” someone said.


      “He didn’t participate last year, but it seems he will this year. He’s carrying a bow! Doesn’t he look so cool?”


      I could hear excited whispering all around me. The man the duke was speaking to was none other than Winter.
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      “Your Grace, it’s good to finally see you again.”


      “Ah, Marquis Verdandi. Nice to see you,” the duke replied, pleased to see Winter as he guided his horse closer. “You haven’t taken part in a hunting tournament for about a year now, yes? You should come more often. I’m worried I might start to forget your face.”


      “Ha-ha. Hunting just isn’t really my forte, I’m afraid.”


      “You can improve at anything with enough practice.”


      The duke liked the young marquis—he was polite and well-mannered. Though his father had passed away early, forcing him to become the head of his house, he was more than capable of the role despite his age.


      If only he had a woman by his side. Then he would be perfectly positioned… Many nobles dismissed the young marquis as a child since he was yet to be married. The duke, who had been dear friends with the previous marquis, was worried that the younger man still had not found someone even after several years had passed.


      “Have you received any gifts from the ladies?” the duke asked.


      “I’m empty-handed, unfortunately. I chalk it up to this being my first outing in some time,” Winter replied with an awkward laugh. The maidens who had arrived in droves at the marquis’s campground that morning would have had a thing or two to say about this reply.


      The duke, not knowing that Winter had refused every gift offered to him, tutted sadly. “Tsk. You’re just like my sons. You should be thinking about getting married and starting a family.”


      “You must have received a good-luck gift for the hunting tournament, then, Your Grace,” Winter said, glancing at the left side of the duke’s jacket. “I noticed the amulet you’re wearing even at a distance. It seems to be the work of a fine craftsman.”


      “Ahem! Y-you think so?” Winter had been astute to mention it, it seemed, for the duke’s face turned red with a pleased flush. He puffed out his chest so that the amulet could be seen more easily. “My sons didn’t even notice—perhaps they need their vision checked. You’ve got quite the sharp eye.”


      “You’re too kind, Your Grace. It’s a fitting accessory considering your dignified station. I’m sure many others have taken note of it as well.”


      “Ha-ha! And quite the silver tongue, too!” the duke replied with false modesty and a big smile. “Hmm. My little girl really does have good taste.”


      Winter’s hands tightened on the reins, though the movement was too slight to catch anyone’s notice. “It was a gift…from your daughter?”


      “Yes, well, I did tell her I didn’t need any additional protection, but she insisted. Who in the empire of Eorka would dare attack me, after all? It was very expensive and imbued with a teleportation spell, of all things!”


      It was hard to tell if the duke was bragging or angry based on his tone, but he certainly seemed eager to emphasize how pricey and valuable the token was. The nobles around him began to shoot glances at the duke and the amulet upon hearing his overly loud voice.


      “Your daughter has a good eye,” Winter said, his face a mask stretched into a polite smile. “It’s a meaningful gift. You can tell she put a lot of thought into it.”


      “Indeed? You think so as well?” The middle-aged duke’s face split into an even wider grin, which contrasted with his supposedly angry outburst only moments ago.


      “Of course,” Winter said, knowing precisely what the duke wanted to hear.


      The duke, smiling contently since he’d successfully bragged about his daughter’s gift, turned his eyes on the marquis to return the compliment. He noticed something bright glinting from Winter’s wrists.


      “Your cuff links are quite nice, too. The color suits you very well.”


      His cuffs were decorated with lapis lazuli, which was exactly the color of Winter’s eyes. It was Winter’s turn to visibly brighten. “Do you think so? They were a gift as well, as a matter of fact. I’m happy you noticed them.”


      “I thought you said you hadn’t received any gifts. Have you started seeing someone?” the duke asked, surprised. Then he grinned. “Which house is this lady from? Come now, out with it. Your father would be so pleased!”


      “It’s…not that sort of relationship,” Winter replied somewhat mysteriously. It was true, but the duke didn’t seem to believe him at all.


      “Absurd! You wore them here of all places, which must mean she’s someone special to you. Come, give me a hint as to who it is.”


      The duke’s eyes glittered with curiosity like a young lady who had just discovered a juicy piece of gossip. He appeared to have no idea that it was his daughter who had gifted them. Winter was wondering how he might avoid answering when he suddenly felt eyes on his face.


      A great many people were watching him—young ladies peering at him dreamily, and many nobles who were curious about what the empire’s only duke was up to—but strangely enough, the girl with the dark-pink hair and turquoise eyes stood out among the crowd. Their gazes locked the moment he looked up.


      “…She rarely smiles,” Winter found himself saying.


      “Hmm? Rarely smiles, you say?”


      “She likes to keep her distance and always refuses me.” Winter realized after he spoke just how correct that statement was.


      Perhaps I made a bad impression on her at our second meeting…, Winter thought, recalling how it had ended.


      
        —“…I’m not sure about that. What reason would we have to cross paths again?”

      


      Her voice had been cold as she denied that they had any chance of meeting again. However, she had no way of knowing that he was the sorcerer wearing the rabbit mask.


      
        —“No, please don’t.”


        —“I believe I informed the messenger that I wasn’t interested in any further replies.”

      


      Which begged the question: Why had she been so distant yesterday when he was meeting her as the marquis? People generally took a liking to him very easily thanks to his unfailingly good manners. Younger ladies in particular would blush and smile when he paid them the slightest attention. And that didn’t change much even when he wore the rabbit mask.


      But that young lady… Winter somewhat belatedly realized that Penelope’s attitude had been on his mind for a while. She has never smiled at me. The duke’s daughter, who was mired in countless rumors, was much colder, sharper, and more beautiful than said rumors could ever capture.


      “And so…” Her face was just as indifferent as ever, and a faint smile came to his face. “…I guess that’s why the fleeting half smiles I sometimes catch are all the more precious to me.”
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      My gaze only flitted across Winter’s face momentarily.


      [Affection: 32%]


      Seeing his affection meter go up for no discernable reason, my jaw nearly dropped. I blinked repeatedly, wondering if my eyes were playing tricks on me, but it remained unchanged.


      Huh? Six percent for just making eye contact? This wasn’t Normal Mode, so there was no way this damned game would be so generous with giving out affection. I stared at the duke and Winter, perplexed.


      The duke, who had been listening carefully to Winter as he spoke, suddenly grinned and slapped Winter on the shoulder.


      “You…fell hard!” he hollered, though the noisy surroundings made it impossible to hear exactly what he had said.


      Fell hard? What are those two talking about? Winter gave a mysterious smile in response.


      I was still puzzling over the strange boost in his affection when someone exclaimed, “Oh my! Look! It’s Young Lord Derrick Eckhart and his brother!” One of the women nearby was pointing somewhere behind me.


      I found myself turning to look and discovered the brothers approaching their father. Ha! I guess a male protagonist is given that role for a reason —they gotta have the looks to match… Riding a white horse and a black horse respectively, they were more imposing and confident than any other noble in attendance. A sigh escaped my lips.


      “My god! He is so dashing!” exclaimed one voice.


      “Do you think Young Lord Derrick will accept my embroidered handkerchief ?” asked another.


      “I brought a protection bracelet for Lord Reynold!”


      The ladies around me squealed as they gazed at the brothers. Approaching the men cautiously, the girls fluttered with the excitement that is universal to young women when it comes to their crushes.


      I looked around and noted that this must be considered the correct time for giving gifts. Many of the women were hurrying forward, most of them flocking to Derrick or Reynold.


      I wonder if they’ll still call them dashing after they learn about their god-awful tempers, I thought, laughing coldly to myself. Then I began rummaging in my pocket, remembering the little velvet box I’d brought with me. I stared down at it, falling into deep thought. Who should I give this to?


      I’d bought a total of three amulets from the weapons trader: One for Emily, one for the duke, and one extra just in case I needed it. If I didn’t have to participate in the hunting tournament, I had intended to give it to Eckles, and in the case that I did have to, I had wanted to use it as protection for myself.


      I was beginning to think it would be wise to go for one of the other love interests, though. As I tried to figure out who to present it to, I immediately excluded Derrick for all the nasty things he’d said that morning.


      I was a little touched by the ointment yesterday, so I should probably just give it to Reynold… But seeing Winter next to the duke made me hesitate. [Affection: 32%] and [Affection: 31%]—there was only a 1 percent difference in their affections.


      If I gave the gift to Winter, my plan to avoid getting involved with him would immediately go down the drain. Should I risk positioning him as my backup plan, or just go with Reynold and endure his no doubt endless mockery?


      At that moment, I was pulled roughly from my contemplation.


      “Is that for me?”


      Like a bird catching its prey, a hand shot out and snatched the velvet box from me.


      “What—?”


      Shocked, I turned to find my assailant. Golden hair shone under the noon sun.


      “Ooh, an amulet.”


      Far from being a viable candidate, the last man on earth I would have considered giving the amulet to was opening the box that wasn’t meant for him. “You must have chosen it to match my hair color,” said the crown prince, examining the golden amulet I’d picked that was imbued with a defensive spell.


      What the hell is he going on about? I gaped at him for a moment, then my face twisted into a scowl. “Give that back, please,” I said, reaching for the box.


      He suddenly raised it above his head, holding it high enough that I could barely reach it.


      Dammit, you asshole! Enraged, I stood on the very tips of my toes and jumped to try to grab it, but he only held it higher when I almost succeeded. I grunted and tried a few more times to snatch it, but he was just too tall—I found myself just jumping up and down with nothing to show for it.


      “Like a child playing a game.” His laughter came from above me, very close, and tickled my forehead. When I stopped and looked up at him, I noticed that his eyes were full of mirth and he was smirking.


      I flushed and asked, “What do you think you’re doing?”


      “It’s mine, isn’t it? No need to play hard to get.”


      No! It! Isn’t! I wanted to shout at him, but I had no choice but to restrain myself.


      [Affection: 10%]


      That 10 percent had been hard-earned after enduring the events of the game’s predetermined storyline, and it was an affection that didn’t guarantee I was safe from being killed just yet.


      “I’m sorry to have to tell you this…,” I said, gritting my teeth and smiling only through great effort. “But that gift wasn’t meant for you.”


      “Which bastard did you intend it for, then?”


      “…Pardon?”


      “Tell me who it is. I’ll give it to him myself,” he said, glaring around him with his creepy red eyes. I didn’t know if it was just a habit, but his hand went to the sword at his waist, and I got the impression that if I told him someone’s name, he would use it—either on me or the person I named.


      Come on… He wasn’t this insane in Normal Mode. I bit back a sigh.


      “It’s meant for my second brother, Reynold.”


      Sorry about this, Reynold, I apologized inwardly as I threw him under the bus, thinking that he stood a better chance than someone like Winter, who was unrelated to me. Hearing that I’d intended to give the amulet to a member of my family seemed to mollify the crown prince somewhat since he didn’t actually draw his sword.


      “Well, it seems to me, sadly, that your brother is rather preoccupied at the moment and couldn’t care less about your gift,” he said tauntingly, glancing over at Reynold.


      I turned, wondering what he meant, and immediately frowned at what I found. Reynold and Derrick were being practically swarmed by ladies approaching them to offer gifts.


      “Look, Father! Who are you calling unpopular?” Reynold shouted excitedly, finally able to mount a comeback against the criticism he’d received that morning from the duke.


      The crown prince was right. I wasn’t sure I would be able to wade through the crowd of women to actually give the gift to Reynold. And I don’t really want to go through all that effort for him, either… But by no stretch of the imagination did that mean I wanted to give it to the man in front of me.


      “I’m sure you have plenty of other people eager to give you gifts, don’t you?”


      “I like this one,” he said as he fished the amulet out of the box and pinned it to his chest. “Let’s say it’s a token of affection for the man you once loved deeply.”


      “A t-token of affection?” I repeated, gaping at him. “I just told you it was for my brother.”


      “Or perhaps think of it as a tribute owed to the crown prince, from my loyal subject,” he threatened, red eyes gleaming.


      If I didn’t offer it as a gift, he intended to take it as tribute. “Ha! Well, do as you wish, then.” What could I really do to stop him if he wanted the amulet that badly? I hadn’t decided who I wanted to give it to anyway, and technically speaking, the crown prince was one of the love interests.


      Eyeing the amulet pinned to the crown prince’s chest, I muttered hollowly, “It…looks good on you.” The compliment was forced, and I didn’t mean a word of it.


      However, the crown prince grinned as if he was pleased to hear it. “You think so?”


      [Affection: 12%]


      Well, that could have turned out worse, I suppose. His affection had risen by 2 percent.


      Just then, a loud horn sounded from the platform, signaling that the hunt was about to begin. The crown prince jumped easily onto his chestnut horse before staring down at me with his usual arrogant airs.


      “In return for your gift, I’ll make sure to personally snare a beast worthy of the daughter of the duke.”


      “Huh? N-no! You don’t need to—”


      “Look forward to it.” Before I could refuse him, he steered his horse to the duke and my two brothers.


      If you wanted to give me a gift, you could try staying away from me… As I was thinking of the words I desperately wanted to say, the crown prince greeted the duke in a loud voice.


      “Hello there, Duke Eckhart.”


      Suddenly, tension fell over the participants waiting for the hunt to begin. Thanks to the abrupt quiet, this time I could hear the conversation clearly.


      “Greetings, Second Sun of the Empire,” the duke said with a bow.


      Callisto seemed to study the duke closely for a moment, before saying with an overly pleasant smile, “It seems you and I both received the same gift from the lady.”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “Come to think of it, I wasn’t able to ask her what my amulet was enchanted with. What spell is yours imbued with, Duke Eckhart?”


      That lunatic! Shut your mouth! My jaw was hanging open. At the prince’s casual words, the duke, Derrick, and Reynold all turned to look at me.


      Then it happened.


      Affection –1%


      [Affection: 29%]


      Affection –1%


      [Affection: 30%]


      Derrick’s and Reynold’s affection meters, which had been at 30 percent and 31 percent respectively, dropped one after the other. If the duke had had an affection gauge as well, no doubt his score would have also decreased.


      I trembled with rage as I glared at the crown prince. He must have felt my furious glower, since he turned and shamelessly waved at me. I seriously contemplated giving him the finger. Unfortunately, the horn indicating the beginning of the hunt sounded once more before I could put my thoughts into action.


      “Hyah!”


      “Yah!”


      The nobles galloped toward the forest entrance, and the steady rumble of horse hooves against dirt drowned out any other sounds. When the dust finally settled, the clearing was completely empty.


      I didn’t get a word in with anyone but the crown prince… Though I’d set my mind on avoiding the male protagonists, I hadn’t intended for their affections to suffer. I was staring in the direction my love interests had disappeared, filled with a mysterious sense of regret, when a voice called my name.


      “Lady Penelope Eckhart?” A woman I’d never seen before was giving me an elegant smile. “I was afraid you wouldn’t come. I’m so happy you did.”


      “Ah…” I immediately realized who this was and wondered what to say in response. Though I was of a higher rank than her, she looked older than me. In addition, there was an unspoken custom in the empire to regard those who were married as of a higher station than those who weren’t.


      “Hello, Countess Dorothea,” I finally said in a courteous tone, bowing slightly.


      The real Penelope would have said something arrogant like “Who the hell are you?” or “You should be honored I came.”


      
        —“This is an opportunity for you to reestablish your position in high society, Penelope.”

      


      But I recalled the expectation the duke had looked at me with over breakfast.


      “Thank you for inviting me. I’m looking forward to spending a pleasant afternoon with you and the other ladies,” I said politely. I hadn’t really wanted to accept any invitations, but since I’d run into the host, it was hard to refuse.


      She seemed a little surprised by my greeting, perhaps finding me less insane than the rumors about the “Mad Dog of House Eckhart” had suggested. She pulled herself together, though, and gave me a peculiar smile.


      “The tea party began at noon, actually. We’ve already gathered. Would you like to join me?” Countess Dorothea said, turning and beginning to lead me away. I considered her mysterious smile as I followed.


      Something doesn’t feel right… But then again, it wasn’t as if there would be any male protagonists a hair trigger away from murdering me in attendance. How could anything bad happen among noble ladies drinking tea? If things turn out boring, I’ll just find an excuse and make my escape, I thought offhandedly.


      As was always the case in the game, the tea party wasn’t at all what I expected it to be.


      Next to the broad clearing at the entrance of the forest where the hunting tournament was being held, there was a second, smaller clearing. It looked as if it had been designed to give the women somewhere to socialize amid greenery while they waited for the tournament to end. As the countess had informed me, the long table decorated with flowers at the center was already mostly filled.


      “Everyone!” called the hostess, clapping her hands together once sharply. “Can I have your attention? Look who I brought with me!”


      “Oh my.”


      “So she came.”


      The women each exclaimed softly as I followed behind Countess Dorothea, though it was hard to tell if they were reacting positively or not since many of them spoke from behind fans.


      You don’t need to censor yourself on my behalf. I didn’t recognize any of them. The tea party consisted of a wide variety of guests of all ages. I was puzzled to find that most of them were accompanied by a maid, unlike me, as I’d left Emily behind.


      I only needed a brief glance to see that none of them were wearing hunting clothes like I was. Though I’d noticed it earlier, it was a reminder that I alone stood out because of my outfit. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.


      Should I have brought Emily with me? Nobody said anything about coming with my maid. I was starting to regret not bringing her and was afraid that the ladies would judge me as rude for not recognizing any of them.


      I decided to refrain from speaking as much as I could. “Thank you for having me,” I said, bowing only slightly so as not to appear too docile. I felt many eyes on me, all filled with strange emotions I couldn’t put my finger on—their expressions reminded me of the odd look I’d seen on Countess Dorothea’s face when I’d greeted her.


      “Now, please have a seat over here, Lady Penelope.”


      Thankfully, she didn’t childishly leave me to stand there but instead quickly suggested I take the seat right next to her own. It also just so happened to be the seat that would put me at the center of everyone’s attention, which was unexpected given Penelope’s terrible reputation.


      “Pour her some tea,” Countess Dorothea instructed the maid standing behind her. A steaming yellow tea was poured into the cup in front of me. “This is a rare tea my husband brought back from his diplomatic mission to Setina. Please try some.”


      The countess had suggested it softly, so I politely picked up my cup. I’d shown so little interest in attending these kinds of social events that the duke had chided me, encouraging me to spend more time with my peers. Now that I found myself sitting at a tea party, I felt both awkward and a little…


      Dammit, I’m a bit nervous. I sniffed the tea carefully and pretended to take a sip, before placing the cup back down carefully. “It smells lovely, Countess.”


      In actuality, it didn’t smell very good at all. Perhaps because it was from a country unfamiliar to me, there was a faint aroma to the tea that didn’t agree with my stomach. I knew, however, that saying so out loud probably wasn’t appropriate in my current company.


      “Is that so? I’m so glad to hear you say that! I’m sure you all agree?” said Countess Dorothea, laughing loudly and turning to the rest of the ladies.


      “Of course.”


      “That’s great to hear.”


      Some of the women replied with their fans fluttering over their lips once again. I internally breathed a sigh of relief, glad that I’d successfully maneuvered the social niceties thus far.


      Someone called out to me then.


      “Lady Penelope! I heard you were incredible last night at the party!”


      It was the young lady seated opposite me who had spoken, perhaps fifteen or sixteen years old, her chair tucked in close to the table so she could peer at me more closely with great eagerness. She looked very young, her large eyes shining with curiosity.


      “Oh. Well, I wouldn’t go that far…” I smiled and waved my hands around awkwardly as if to deny any spectacular heroics on my part. Modesty is a noble virtue, I thought, somewhat pleased with myself.


      The young lady seemed enamored by my blasé response since she blushed and continued excitedly, “Stories were spreading all over the palace about you yesterday!”


      “Oh, is that so?”


      She suddenly pouted and said, “Yes. I had to retire to my tent early because I wasn’t feeling well, and I missed it all…”


      “Wait, Miss Alice. You mean to tell me you missed that delightful scene?” someone questioned in a surprised tone before I could respond.


      I glanced over in an attempt to find the owner of the voice, but it seemed to be one of the many ladies hiding their faces behind a fan. I turned away, uninterested.


      So her name is Miss Alice…, I thought, committing to memory the name of the lady who’d taken an interest in me. I wanted to memorize her name to avoid making a fool of myself later, but I also had every intention of making some friends among the other ladies as the duke had suggested.


      The women seated at the table began to chat about my deeds from the day before.


      “Lady Penelope shoots so well! It was truly a wonder to watch her defeat the beasts so quickly,” one lady said.


      “Really? I wish I could have been there…”


      “Of course. Miss Alice, you may very well regret not being there yesterday for the rest of your life.”


      “But, Lady Penelope, how was it that you were able to improve so quickly in such a short period?”


      Most of the ladies speaking were older than me, and they were starting to adopt a slightly condescending tone, though I was of a higher rank than them all. I noticed it right away but didn’t bother calling them out on it. That kind of social back-and-forth was only human nature.


      Besides, my reputation is in tatters—this isn’t all that bad, all things considered. There was no need to ruin the relaxed mood of the tea party by getting worked up about something that didn’t really matter. Instead, I reacted with polite laughter.


      “Anyone can improve very quickly if they practice hard and have a good teacher.”


      “My goodness… I wonder who you were planning to shoot this time that motivated you to practice so diligently?” muttered the woman seated diagonally across from me, covering her mouth with her gloved hand. Her tone was mocking, and her voice was surprisingly loud.


      “I’m…sorry?” I stared at her, wondering if I’d misheard. She seemed to be about my age, and the blue of her hair wasn’t easily forgotten. Her eyelashes blinked at me prettily, as if in greeting, as we made eye contact.


      Huh? She looked so gentle and sweet that it was hard to believe such a jab had come from her lips.


      “Ha. Miss Kellen, were you there to witness Lady Penelope’s performance yesterday?” asked the host, effortlessly initiating conversation once more amid the sudden awkward silence. A sense of déjà vu washed over me.


      Miss Kellen? I’ve heard that name before…


      The blue-haired woman beamed. “Of course, Countess.”


      “What was it like? Please share the details!” Miss Alice begged, bouncing in her chair. Even though I was the topic of conversation, I had the feeling I was rapidly losing control of the situation. Nobody else seemed to think anything was strange, though, as they waited eagerly for Miss Kellen to speak.


      “Actually, I felt very safe since Lady Penelope was there with her crossbow,” Miss Kellen said.


      “Safe? How so?”


      “Oh, come to think of it, you’ve been praising her skill with the crossbow since last year, Miss Kellen.”


      The other ladies chimed in. She’s been praising my skills? That can’t be right… I tilted my head, confused by her absurd claim. Something occurred to me. Wait a second.


      I suddenly remembered who the blue-haired lady was. I’d forgotten about her altogether since I hadn’t actually been responsible for the incident the previous year, and I had assumed I would never cross paths with her.


      She’s the girl from last year! She was the lady who’d become the queen of the hunt after Penelope threw a fit and aimed a crossbow at her. I’m screwed. A chill traveled down my spine, and I had a feeling this tea party wasn’t going to turn out too well for Penelope—and, therefore, me.


      “I was reminded of her behavior during last year’s hunting tournament,” Miss Kellen continued while I worked through the stormy emotions that this turn of events had summoned. “She aimed her crossbow right at me and told me she was trying to kill a mosquito that was flying near me.”


      “Good heavens!”


      The women seated around the table began throwing sidelong glances my way as they exclaimed dramatically.


      “You mean that rumor was actually true?” Countess Dorothea asked, making a huge fuss.


      “Oh, I couldn’t possibly comment on any rumors floating about, but Lady Penelope here didn’t aim her weapon at me for an undignified or irrational reason, I’m sure. Please don’t misunderstand. She was only attempting to do me a kindness by offering to kill that pesky mosquito.” She grinned cheekily at me, and I realized what a hateful creature this girl was.


      Hey. If you wanted me to curse you out, all you had to do was ask. She was very talented at twisting words, insulting me to my face under the guise of casual conversation. I was beginning to grow angry, even if I wasn’t the one whose actions she was making a mockery of. No wonder Penelope had wanted to shoot her.


      “I felt so bad for Lady Penelope because of all the rumors that went around after last year, but I’m so relieved I’m able to clear everything up now.” Apparently, she wasn’t done with me yet. She peered over and continued slyly, “Yesterday she was against a monster as big as a house, not some tiny mosquito. Of course, I wasn’t worried that she might accidentally hit someone. She’s not blind, after all.”


      In other words, she was suggesting it would have been pathetic if I couldn’t shoot a monster that big at close range.


      Why were my terrible gut feelings always correct? I now knew why the countess had been so eager to invite me to this little gathering. No wonder I felt like there was something odd about their smiles… With the blue-haired lady in the lead, the women had lured me in and sprung their trap—now it was time for them to bare their venomous stingers at me, their freshly caught prey.


      “I took some archery lessons myself, back in the day. Maybe I should practice using targets as big as monsters next time, just like you, Lady Penelope.”


      “Come to think of it, Lady Penelope’s little hunting getup today really suits her well, don’t you think?”


      Now they were even attacking my clothes. “Thank you,” I said, ignoring the way everyone’s eyes were now scanning me up and down.


      Someone snorted, which triggered a round of snide laughter coming from all directions. Ugh. These gossipmongers… It was annoying to listen to their thinly veiled insults, but it was bearable since they weren’t mocking me for anything I’d actually done. There was little I could do about the past actions of the person previously occupying this body.


      And if I cause a scene and the duke or Derrick hears about it… If that were to happen, this might evolve into a life-and-death issue. I also felt a little apologetic toward the duke, who’d looked far more excited than I had felt when he told me about the tea party. I planned to stay only as long as I needed to avoid appearing rude and then take my leave.


      The blue-haired lady seemed to grow impatient the longer I failed to react to her taunts. She made another attempt: “You look like you’re planning to take on some more monsters!”


      “Huh? Wait a second. Is that crossbow the same one you used to defeat all those creatures yesterday?” Miss Alice asked, pointing at the crossbow slung across my back. Even this felt rude, perhaps because I now knew the true purpose of this tea party.


      “Yes,” I replied soullessly. I’d already given up on maintaining a polite smile for appearances’ sake.


      “Oh my, that’s fantastic!” said Countess Dorothea, clapping her hands together. “Lady Penelope, you have no idea how disappointed Miss Alice was to have missed your amazing performance yesterday. Since you have your crossbow, couldn’t you please give us a short demonstration of your skill?”


      “You’ve even dressed appropriately for it, so it must be okay!” Miss Kellen chimed in, her voice saccharine sweet. “I actually received an enormous stuffed bear for my birthday. I brought it with me to show everyone at the tea party today. I think it would serve well as a target!”


      “Oh my, Miss Kellen! Isn’t it important to you? What if it gets damaged?” the countess replied with false concern.


      “It’s much smaller than yesterday’s beasts. She probably won’t even be able to hit it,” Miss Kellen replied.


      “Hee-hee, you’re right. That might very well be the case.”


      The ladies waved their fans furiously and burst into obnoxious laughter.


      “Bring me the things I prepared earlier,” Miss Kellen said to a maid without bothering to ask my opinion.


      “Yes, Miss.”


      Interesting. So you went as far as preparing a target for me to shoot at? Wondering where she was going with this, I leaned back in my chair and watched with crossed arms. I could feel people begin to glare as they took notice of my increasingly uninterested demeanor.


      The maid soon waddled back, struggling with a gigantic stuffed bear that was as big as she was. She stopped a short distance behind Miss Kellen and asked, “Where should I put the target, Miss?”


      “Lady Penelope, where would you prefer it to be placed? I think this might be the perfect spot,” Miss Kellen said, doing her best to hold in her laughter as she indicated where the maid was already standing. “It’s right in front of you, so there will be less risk of accidentally shooting someone like you nearly did last year. Don’t you think so, everyone?”


      The women all nodded in agreement.


      “Miss Kellen is correct. That close seems about right. If we place it too far away, she might miss, and we wouldn’t want that,” the countess interjected.


      “Please stand up and show us your skills, Lady Penelope,” the blue-haired lady simpered.


      “Yay! I’m so excited!” Miss Alice said, clapping her hands together with glee, her demeanor reminiscent of a little girl. I felt stupid for mistaking her inquisitive curiosity as genuine earlier.


      I suppose she is curious, in a way. The glimmer in her eyes was similar to that of someone gazing at a chimpanzee in the zoo or a clown onstage. Since she’d laid the initial trap, so to speak, she was now using that same enthusiasm from earlier to make it so that I couldn’t refuse. There was no need for me to look at any of the other ladies, as I knew I’d find the same mocking in their eyes as I was finding in Alice’s.


      Instead, I turned my gaze on the host, who was responsible for planning this event and had invited all these noble ladies to come in the first place. Her smile broadened when she saw my expressionless face.


      “Go on, run amok like you did last year,” her derisive, triumphant eyes seemed to say. In the scenario the game was presenting, Penelope had two options. She could either play along or succumb to rage and threaten to shoot everyone.


      The real Penelope would have been annoyed by both options. It wouldn’t be difficult to comply with their request and show them my skills with the crossbow, but if I just went along with them, then the story of “Lady Penelope’s silly crossbow show” would be on everyone’s lips by tomorrow.


      And if I got upset and caused a scene, demanding to know if they were mocking me… She’s trying to win everyone’s pity just like last year so she can become queen of the hunt again. That’s what seemed to be Miss Kellen’s endgame. She would love to take things far enough that she could trample the eyesore that was Penelope into the mud so that she was never able to show her face in high society ever again. Both scenarios would be ideal for her.


      I made my decision. In that case, I might as well have it both ways.


      Miss Kellen looked puzzled when she saw that I was making no move to rise from my seat, where I sat with my arms crossed. “Lady Penelope?”


      I gazed back at her for a moment, then laughed. “I don’t think the teddy bear’s going to cut it.”


      “…I’m sorry?” she said, taken aback. She seemed unable to believe that I wasn’t throwing a fit as she’d expected I would. “Wh-why is that?”


      “Unfortunately, there’s no way I can prove my skills with a target that size,” I replied lazily, casting a sidelong glance at the stuffed bear.


      “My goodness!” Countess Dorothea said in a shrill voice. “How big a target do you need if we want to see you in action, then? Something as huge as those monsters you shot yesterday?”


      The blue-haired lady gave an exaggerated shrug and muttered, “What a shame. I don’t think we could find a craftsman capable of making something so big…”


      “Ho-ho! You’re right. A pity, truly!” exclaimed another lady. Her words were followed by a round of laughter from the surrounding women.


      “Well,” I said. My chair made a loud screech as I shoved it back noisily, silencing them as I stood up. With an elegant, smooth motion I swung the crossbow off my shoulder and into my hands. “I wonder if shooting that fruit fly buzzing around those loose lips of yours would be enough to put my name in everyone’s mouths?”


      The weapon made a metallic clunking sound as I brought it around in a flawless arc and aimed carefully. “What do you think, everyone?” I asked, looking around at the assembled ladies through my eyelashes.


      The giggling slowly died down, since no one had expected me to aim at Miss Kellen as soon as I stood. I’d done so with no warning, after all. Miss Kellen and the other nobles, slowly realizing what was happening, began glaring in my direction.


      An older noblewoman waving a fan, whom I’d found increasingly unpleasant as the day wore on, suddenly hollered at me. “Look here, lady! How dare you! How could you threaten to shoot someone again—?”


      “‘Lady’?” I said coldly, cutting her off. I glanced over without moving, as if she wasn’t worth the trouble of turning. “Since when were total nobodies allowed to speak with such disrespect to a member of the Eckhart family?”


      “Th-that’s…” The lady turned bright red, humiliated at the suggestion that her family was too insignificant to warrant my knowing. She wasn’t able to argue, however. She might have been well respected among those attending the tea party for her age, but the empire operated as a strictly class-based society. An unnatural, stifling silence fell over the beautiful forest setting.


      “Lady Penelope… Please calm down,” Miss Kellen said, her voice more subdued than before. “If you persist, I’ll have no choice but to summon the guards again. I don’t think your reputation would survive another incident.”


      It was a provocation designed to upset me. The guards were stationed in the clearing right outside the forest where the tea party was being held. I could picture last year’s Penelope screaming at the top of her lungs and swinging the crossbow she didn’t even know how to use around wildly. No doubt the noise had been enough to mobilize the guards immediately.


      It wasn’t hard to figure out that she’d suddenly resorted to pulling out a weapon both to threaten people and protect herself. After the few crossbow lessons I was able to take, I realized this body had no preexisting talent for such things. If Penelope had been in possession of even the tiniest bit of skill in archery, her fingers would not be this smooth, nor would her arms be so devoid of muscle.


      Idiotic girl. Why had it never occurred to her that a little bit of wit was all she needed to establish dominance?


      Miss Kellen began to look nervous when she saw that mentioning the guards didn’t seem to faze me. “This time I won’t be as lenient as I was last year. You’d better lower that crossbow, or—”


      “Call the guards, if you wish,” I said, grinning at her and gesturing with my chin. The women all looked shocked.


      They’re all thinking, “She should be hysterical by now. But instead, she’s inviting Miss Kellen to bring the guards upon her.” The blue-haired girl stared at me in astonishment.


      “But consider this…,” I said with an innocent smile and a slight tilt of my head. “What will take longer—you getting the guards, or me shooting a moving target?”


      I heard loud gasps from all directions. Perhaps it was because of how differently I was behaving in comparison to the fool Penelope had been last year.


      “Call for the guards, then. Chop-chop,” I said.


      Even the maids, who’d been tensing as if they might go running at any moment, suddenly refused to budge. The forest was quiet enough to hear a pin drop. The sound my finger made as it found the trigger rang out among the trees.


      “L-Lady Penelope! Y-you can’t…” Miss Kellen’s words came out in an awkward rush. I could practically see her thinking, The Mad Dog of House Eckhart is really trying to shoot someone dead. No doubt finally realizing the gravity of the situation, the blue-haired girl’s eyes were now full of fear.


      There was a loud clicking sound as I pulled the trigger.


      “Eeek!” Miss Kellen and the others gasped, faces pale as they clamped their eyes shut.


      “Bang,” I said, imitating the sound of a gun. I hadn’t actually fired anything, of course. With a grin, I lowered the crossbow and said, “Just kidding.”


      Miss Alice, seated opposite me, started to hiccup. The ladies, who had all been wearing expressions of derision and mockery seconds before, now stared with eyes brimming with terror.


      I guess I’m a natural at playing the villain. Instead of feeling sorry for them, I was rather enjoying how things were unfolding.


      “What are you all so scared of ?”


      “…”


      “Everyone, it’s not even loaded.” I lifted the crossbow and pulled the trigger a couple more times.


      Though I meant to reassure them they were safe, each click of the trigger made them flinch. I slung the weapon over my shoulder again and glanced around the table as if nothing was amiss.


      “Relax, why don’t you?” I said, playing the tomboy disappointed by the lukewarm reaction to her little prank. I crinkled my nose. “You’re making me feel like a villain who crashed a party. Remember, you invited me. Isn’t that right, Countess Dorothea?”


      At being so suddenly addressed, she nearly jumped out of her seat. “O-of course!” she scrambled to reply. “Oh, everyone, y-you should be laughing. L-Lady Penelope simply prepared an amusing joke for us, you see?”


      No one laughed.


      “I want to do some real hunting, so if you’ll excuse me,” I said, stepping away from my chair.


      The party’s previously good mood had definitely evaporated because of my actions, so it was only right that I excused myself. Preparing to leave, I finally added with a wistful look, “It’s too bad I can’t show you some real target practice. My crossbow shoots enchanted pellets, you see, not bolts. If the opportunity arises next time, I’ll be sure to give you a demonstration.”


      As I was turning away, I deliberately paused, as if I’d forgotten to impart something important.


      “Oh, right,” I said, turning back to my captive audience. “If any of you were curious what I mean by ‘enchanted’…”


      “…”


      “Shots fired from my crossbow will lay waste to the mental functions of anyone they hit, effectively leaving them batshit loony,” I lied casually, making eye contact with each and every person sitting at the table, starting with the instigator of this whole spectacle. “I’ve been itching for a good hunt, you see, since I was banned for a year on account of a certain someone. I was so eager, in fact, that I had these pellets made specially.”


      My eyes found the lady with blue hair. I grinned and offered one final quip: “They were made for small animals, of course, so they won’t kill a person…but I can’t help but wonder if the magic works on humans.”


      Miss Kellen was deathly pale by now—she looked ready to faint at any second. I turned away, assured that they’d keep their mouths shut thanks to my parting words, and began down the path that led to the central clearing.


      A flash of white filled my vision.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Your standing among the people has sunk.


        Reputation has decreased -10 points.


        (TOTAL POINTS: 80)

      


      So my reputation had dropped. I pouted for a moment but ultimately breezed past the notification window without another glance. Only affection had any bearing on my survival. I didn’t care what happened to my reputation.
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      “Hey. Which way is the hunting area with the smaller animals?” I stopped a passing guard, and after getting directions, I was finally able to accomplish the goal I’d set that morning.


      There was a fork in the road past the entrance to the hunting grounds, and I took the path on the right that would apparently bring me to my destination. What should I catch for him? I wondered, my steps light as I thought of Eckles’s unnaturally gray eyes. However, upon arrival, I found something completely different from what I’d expected.


      “What the…?” I stared blankly at the trees and lush shrubbery that stretched in all directions around me. What I’d been expecting was a fenced area filled with a few small creatures to allow beginners to try out hunting. “I thought kids were supposed to be able to hunt here. This is just a forest.”


      It was no more or less—just a normal forest. I couldn’t see a single creature, small or otherwise, no matter how hard I looked. It seemed the organizers had taken the lazy approach and simply designated two locations where game would be set loose—one for larger prey and the other for smaller. Children were seldom brought along, and most noblewomen did not bother to hunt.


      “Hah! Nothing ever goes to plan in this game!” I muttered, trudging along the wooded path.


      One minor consolation was that the path was very easy to make out—I wasn’t likely to get lost. However, even if I followed the path deeper into the forest, I wasn’t sure I would even be able to spot any of the agile animals hidden among the trees, let alone catch one.


      Well, I already came all this way, so I’ll just go for a walk. I gave up on the idea of hunting altogether as I strolled along, but it wasn’t long before I realized I’d been hasty in giving up so soon.


      Whoa! A rabbit! Snow-white rabbits were bounding about not far from the path, and there were not just one, but four. It seemed the organizers had released a considerable number of creatures in the forest. They’re so cute…


      This was my first time seeing an animal that wasn’t a cat or a dog or one of Winter’s cursed bunnies, since I’d never been to the zoo, unlike most people my age. Therefore, even though I’d been successful in finding a creature to hunt, I didn’t think to raise my weapon until it was too late.


      No! Don’t leave! The rabbits had noticed me lingering, occupied with staring at them as I was, and quickly dashed away. I continued to wander down the path with a pout. The same situation repeated itself before long, as I spotted squirrels, raccoons, chickens, wildcats, and even small deer.


      I began seeing game wherever I looked, which assured me that I was indeed in the right place after all. Sadly, all I managed to do was watch them. They would all vanish as I stared, fascinated, or as I reached for the crossbow on my back.


      Dammit… It’s really obvious I’m totally new to this. I was glad I was alone—I would have been humiliated if I’d dared to accompany the duke in the official hunting tournament. Despair washed over me. Close to giving up entirely, I trudged on, crossbow in hand.


      I found myself walking deeper and deeper into the forest. At last, I found a creature more perfect than anything I’d seen so far. No way. It was a fox with ashen fur the color of Eckles’s eyes. That one has Eckles’s name written all over it!


      I was immediately certain it was the prize I wanted to bring home to Eckles. The fox was drinking from a small stream at the bottom of the slope I found myself standing at the top of. It had a rare coloring and, unlike the other creatures I’d seen that day, was alone.


      It’s this or nothing, I thought as I carefully crept along the path. A tree growing on the slope was positioned perfectly to block my line of sight, meaning I had to get a bit closer. I tried to make as little noise as possible as I sneaked closer, hiding behind the trunk of the tree. I slowly turned the crank on my weapon.


      The fox’s ears twitched, but it continued to lap at the water. Apparently, it hadn’t noticed me yet. The crossbow clunked, indicating it was loaded. I raised it slowly and aimed, and just as the crosshairs were aligned perfectly over the fox’s body, the creature’s head shot up. It sprang away just as I pulled the trigger. The pellet made a thrumming sound as it rocketed forth but—surprise, surprise—missed. The fox dashed away, recognizing danger.


      No! I can’t let it escape! This must be what it felt like when a hunter was about to catch their prey, only for it to slip away at the last second. I began to pursue the fox, frustrated and upset that I’d missed it by such a narrow margin. I should be able to catch up to it!


      I was wrong, of course. The fox was incredibly fast—so fast that I wondered how such a small body could contain so much stamina and speed. I wanted to run after it, but my weak physique was soon worn out after only a short distance. I huffed and gasped for breath, disappointed that I’d let my quarry get away. The fox was the least of my problems now, however. By thoughtlessly chasing after it, I’d wandered deep into the forest.


      “Where in the world am I?” The path I’d been following was now nowhere to be seen. “Ugh… Let’s look for a marker first.”


      The forest was located in the locale of the palace, after all, and I knew that visual guides had been placed throughout the hunting grounds just in case anyone got lost.


      My attempt at hunting a complete failure, I trudged along, searching. I was relieved when I quickly found the golden-colored cloth tied around a tree trunk that served as a marker.


      “What a relief…” I just needed to follow the trail of cloth until I met up with someone else or found my way out of the forest itself. However, I’d made an unfortunate error—I’d forgotten what the color of each marker represented.


      Before long, a low growl rumbled through the trees, followed by a beastly roar. I had encountered another creature—though it would be more accurate to say that this time, I was the one being hunted.


      “Oh god! What in the world?!” I gaped at the massive bear that had leaped out of the brush opposite me, suddenly remembering that the golden markers indicated the big-game zones where predators like lions and tigers had been released.


      A notification popped up in front of me.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Surprise event unlocked!


        An angry brown bear has appeared!


        Would you like to hunt the [Gigantic Bear] and lay the foundation for becoming the [Queen of the Tournament]?


        (Time limit: 30 seconds)


        (Rewards: Gigantic Bear’s Hide and Gallbladder, Reputation +50, [???]’s Affection +5%)


        [YES / NO]

      


      I trembled, speechless. This game is totally insane! Why is hunting a bear even a thing in a dating sim?


      The beast, which was twice my height, recognized that it had found a human and snorted gustily, wary. It was so big that it more resembled a monster than a simple animal.


      This is absurd… Trying to keep my composure, I eyed the space between the animal and me. There was enough distance that I could take a shot at it with my crossbow. I knew, of course, that the distance didn’t necessarily matter much given how fast and dangerous bears were.


      The game had seemingly decided to be generous for once. The bear was already bleeding, an arrow lodged in its shoulder and another in its leg. Apparently, it had stumbled across me—easily the weakest among those roaming the forest—while running away from the other hunters.


      The bear snarled viciously, extremely threatening despite being wounded. Its eyes gleamed with hostility, and it seemed prepared to lunge. I could see that it was limping, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel relieved.


      Dammit… I despaired. Why do I have to hunt a freaking bear? This is a dating sim, for crying out loud!


      Wanting desperately to break out into tears, I pressed [YES]. I had no other choice.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Use your equipped weapon to shoot the [Red Circles]!


        ~START!~


        Time remaining: 30 seconds

      


      The bear roared and charged as soon as the new message appeared in the window.


      “Holy crap!” I had no time to read anything before I was forced to hastily take aim. There were red circles about the size of a soccer ball positioned on the bear’s head, body, and one of its legs. I watched as the countdown in my vision dropped to twenty-nine.


      The timer was familiar, given that it was a staple feature in minigames, of which Normal Mode had plenty. But in Normal Mode, they were just puzzles or “spot the difference”! As if it wasn’t already bad enough that I had to live in the body of the despised villain. Why, in addition, were all the Hard Mode quests so tough?


      Thankfully, the wound in its leg seemed pretty serious. The bear wasn’t able to move that quickly. Remembering my practice sessions, I aimed at one of the blinking red dots, deeply thankful that the targets were so big. I started with the one on its body, which seemed the easiest to hit. With a heavy clunk, the pellet shot forth.


      The bear bellowed before stopping in its tracks and writhing in pain. The pellet had hit the target and delivered a painful electric shock.


      I hit it! I thought, greatly relieved. Huffing, I tried to get my panicked breathing under control. I was so nervous that the back of my neck was drenched in sweat. It’s over now, right?


      I watched with bated breath, waiting for the bear to collapse. However, I received no notification saying I’d succeeded in the quest. And the huge countdown marker floating above was still ticking down.


      
        Time remaining: 21 seconds

      


      I turned my attention to the struggling bear as it panted loudly, appearing dazed. Its head shot up, it roared thunderously, and our eyes met. Far from collapsing, the massive animal bared its teeth at me. The red circle on its body disappeared, and the remaining two continued to blink at me.


      “Wait a second…” Cold sweat trickled down my forehead. Do I have to hit all three?


      As I stood there, confused, the bear charged. It roared again, moving much faster than before, and I suddenly understood why. The magic pellets had erased its memory, making it temporarily forget the pain in its leg.


      “Oh no…” Frightened, I backed away, squeezing the trigger wildly in a panic. The crossbow clicked, firing rapidly. Multiple pellets hit the beast’s torso, one after the other. It roared each time it was struck, the same process repeating itself over and over. The shock caused the bear to squirm, then huff loudly as it tried to reorient itself, before noticing me standing nearby and charging once more. The ground shook under its immense weight.


      What the?! What am I supposed to do now? Only fourteen seconds were remaining. I trembled but kept my gaze steady on the bear as it prepared to lunge at me again. I took aim. This is getting pretty dangerous.


      Overwhelming terror was beginning to creep over me. I was so shaken that I wasn’t even able to hold the crossbow steady. I wasn’t an experienced archer, and I couldn’t hit a target with any kind of accuracy if I wasn’t able to keep completely still. I stood my ground even though it meant the bear would reach me more quickly.


      With a heavy clunk, the pellet shot forth. I somehow managed to hit the target on the bear’s head. It roared, furious. This time I seemed to have dealt it a more crippling blow, as it collapsed to the ground with an enormous thump.


      “Ugh!” I took a few steps back, breathing hard.


      
        Time remaining: 9 seconds

      


      Not ten seconds remained on the timer, and I only needed to hit the red circle on its leg.


      I hefted the crossbow up, but the bear was already struggling to its feet. Considering how it had managed to get up again and again despite how many times it had been shot, it was clear the beast was terrifyingly strong.


      
        Time remaining: 5 seconds

      


      Five seconds now. I had to finish this.


      Steeling my nerves, I aimed as quickly as I could—I just needed to take the final shot, but as expected, the last target was by far the most difficult to hit. It was made all the more challenging by the way the bear was staggering around, unable to control its own massive body. The leg I needed to hit kept moving around.


      I fired twice more, both pellets missing the animal’s thick leg by a hair and burying themselves in the ground instead.


      
        Time remaining: 3 seconds

      


      The countdown was nearly over. Wait, what happens if I run out of time? I wondered, a chill running down my spine. If the game system required that I hit all the red targets to successfully kill the bear… That means the bear might survive if I fail the quest.


      Unlike the quest window, the bear represented a very tangible threat. No matter how many times it had been shot with the crossbow, the giant beast refused to die.


      
        Time remaining: 1 second

      


      The countdown finally ended. The crossbow clicked, only to miss again, as I was unable to focus beyond the maelstrom of worries clouding my thoughts.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        [Hunt the Gigantic Bear]


        Event quest failed!


        Try again?


        (Time limit: 10 seconds)


        (Rewards: Gigantic Bear’s Hide and Gallbladder, Reputation +50, [???]’s Affection +5%)


        [YES / NO]

      


      I’d failed. And to complete the quest this time, I’d have to succeed in a drastically shorter time frame. I quickly pressed [YES] before I could question myself.


      The bear opened its jaws wide and bellowed, readying itself to charge once more. I had no time left to think. My progress wasn’t lost, since the only target that remained was the one on the bear’s leg. I felt no relief, though.


      If I miss, I’m dead. I was sure of it. I hadn’t been able to put much distance between me and the bear, busy with attempting to aim the crossbow. Trying to delay the bear a moment longer, I pulled the trigger again. My weapon made a hollow clicking sound.


      “Huh?” Nothing happened. I… I’m out of pellets. The ammo slot was empty. I gaped at the crossbow in horror. There was more ammunition in my pocket, but I had no time to find it and reload.


      The gigantic beast was right in front of me now. It lifted one of its feet, tipped with sharp, pointed claws. Its foot was bigger than my face. I knew I needed to roll out of the way, but my body was refusing to listen. I could hear its heavy foot falling, rushing through the air toward me.


      A horse whinnied nearby. “Get down,” a low male voice called.


      Hearing another person so unexpectedly shocked me from my frozen terror. I ducked, and the bear’s foot missed the top of my head by mere centimeters. My hair was swept up in the gust it generated.


      Then I heard the chilling sound of a blade slicing through the air. The bear grunted loudly. By the time I’d gathered myself, everything was over. The massive bear slumped into the dirt, letting out a final wounded cry. The impact of its huge body hitting the ground seemed to shake the entire forest.


      Blood pooled around it, and I still stood so close that crimson red wet the tips of my shoes. I tore my eyes from my feet and looked around, noticing the huge sword buried in the bear’s neck.


      “What in the world are you doing here?” Golden hair glittered in the sunlight streaming through the leaves. “I know people like to compare you to a mad dog, but this is beyond crazy. Were you trying to kill this enormous bear on your own?”


      The man effortlessly leaped down from where he’d been seated on his horse. His eyes were a similar red to his beautiful steed’s coat, I noticed as he approached me—it was the crown prince.


      
        Time remaining: 2 seconds


        Time remaining: 1 second

      


      The countdown came to an end behind the tall prince.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Because you ran out of time, [Callisto] has appeared and defeated the [Gigantic Bear].

      


      
        <SYSTEM>


        [Hunt the Gigantic Bear]


        Event quest failed!

      


      Dammit, the game was counting down until he appeared? Panting, I glared up at the white window floating behind the crown prince.


      “What are you gawking at? You look like an idiot,” the crown prince said, coming to a stop alarmingly close to where I stood. He smirked. “Don’t tell me you fell in love with me all over again.”


      I immediately came to my senses and frowned at him. “Of course not…”


      “You wound me. After all, my dearest lady, I saved your life,” he said, not sounding particularly hurt. Strange as it seemed, his familiar sarcastic banter calmed my racing heart.


      Haah… I thought that bear would really kill me. I recalled that feeling when I realized my crossbow was out of ammo and the way the bear’s great paw had loomed over me, poised to crush my head, and my legs trembled as I was overcome by a wave of nausea. I took slow, deep breaths, trying to win control over my own fear and stop it from overwhelming me. It occurred to me that it wasn’t likely that a failed special quest would end in my death. This was true of both Normal and Hard Modes.


      I hadn’t died when I’d failed the “[Check Out the Festival] with [Reynold] or [Derrick]” quest, after all. Since the hunting tournament was one of the major plot points in the game, it was only natural that I would encounter one of the male protagonists in a dramatic emergency—like failing to kill the bear, for example.


      But why him, of all people? I pretended to bow if only to mask the scowl on my face. Then I forced myself to offer my gratitude. “Thank you…for saving me, Your Highness. I don’t know what I’d have done without your help.”


      “How courageous of you to wander around alone among the most predatory of the hunt’s animals,” Callisto said, clapping slowly instead of accepting my reluctant appreciation. “Honestly, I’m very curious to know what’s going on in that pretty little head of yours.” When I failed to answer him, he continued, “Regardless of how crazy you are, no woman is capable of taking down a bear that size on her own.”


      The way he spoke as if lecturing a small child rankled me. Do you really think I wanted to fight a bear?! It was a dumb quest! Frustrated, I wanted to shout at him, but the [Affection: 12%] hovering above his head stopped me, as always.


      “I know that,” I said glumly.


      The crown prince held his hand to his chest in an overly exaggerated gesture meant to convey his deep shock. “You do?”


      “Yes.”


      “Oh, so you were perfectly in control of the situation. Don’t tell me I just stole your kill?”


      “I wasn’t trying to hunt the bear,” I retorted. “I was—” I stopped and made a concerted effort to reel my temper back in. I muttered unhappily, “Haah… The bear appeared out of nowhere. Honestly, I was surprised, too. I was pursuing a fox and lost my way…”


      The fox had gotten away. Now, not only had I failed to shoot down the crazy bear, but I’d also run into the one person I least wanted to meet during the hunting tournament…again. My mood was decidedly in the dumps.


      This is all that cheeky Eckles’s fault. Trying to earn some damned affection from him was what had landed me in this mess. I swallowed back tears, lamenting my terrible luck.


      “In any case, thank you very much for saving me. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” I bid the prince a hurried goodbye. Just because there was a little more leeway with his affection, making my imminent death less of an immediate concern, it wasn’t enough reason to tempt fate by hanging around him.


      I was prevented from turning away by his hand shooting out to take hold of my arm.


      “Wait. Take this with you.”


      “Huh?”


      I turned around, puzzled, and watched as the crown prince strode over to the bear’s carcass. He took hold of the sword still lodged in the bear’s neck and bore down on the blade with his whole body. The sound of its spinal cord cracking apart was terrible, and before long the bear’s head had been separated from its body.


      Son of a… I gaped at the absurd scene that had unfolded right before my eyes. The crown prince flicked the remaining blood from the tip of his blade and sheathed it easily before picking up the severed head with one hand and approaching me with it dangling from his fist. The blood had yet to coagulate and therefore left a line of crimson splattered along the ground.


      “Here. Take it.” The prince gestured for me to receive the monstrous bear’s head.


      Panicked, I merely stared at the head. The creature’s death at the crown prince’s hands had been so sudden that the bear’s eyes were wide open, and I felt as though it were still glaring at me.


      Is this…a request for a duel or something, and the game just hasn’t explained it? If it wasn’t some strange culturally significant act, why else would he cut off its head and present it to me? Racking my memory, I couldn’t recall seeing a scene like this during my playthrough.


      Glancing above his golden head, I finally replied, voice trembling, “I’m sorry, but I don’t have a sword with me right now—”


      In other words, I had no way of dueling him since I had no weapon. The crown prince’s reply was unexpected.


      “That’s why I severed its head for you.”


      “Huh?”


      “The body is too heavy for you to drag back by yourself, so just show the head to the palace attendants and have them recover the carcass.”


      I realized then that his offer of the head wasn’t a challenge. Since I’d said I wanted to leave, he was apparently sending me on an errand so he could continue to hunt.


      You jerk. How could he make a tiny woman lug a bear’s head on his behalf ? I had no confidence that I could carry the huge, dripping thing out of the forest.


      “Must I…take it?” I asked cautiously, hoping not to make him angry.


      “What are you talking about?” He frowned. “You need to take it so you can show them that you were the one who killed it.”


      “Huh?” My eyes went wide. To prove I killed it? It took me an embarrassingly long moment to understand that he meant for me to claim the bear as my kill. “I…” I found this development so unexpected that without meaning to I responded somewhat unenthusiastically. “That’s not necessary, really.”


      People were already gossiping about me everywhere I went. I didn’t want to show up with a gigantic bear head and be called the “crazy chimpanzee who shot a bear.” And even if I could get past all that, the problem remained. “Why would I tell them it’s mine? You’re the one who killed it, Your Highness.”


      “You had all but finished the bear off by yourself. I only delivered the killing blow. Therefore, you should be the one to take credit.”


      It’s so strange hearing him talk like a normal person… I found myself looking at the prince through new eyes, but regardless, I continued to refuse politely. “That’s all right. Thank you for the gesture, but it’s truly not necessary. And I certainly don’t consider it my catch anyway.”


      “Then think of it as repayment for the gift you gave me earlier,” he insisted.


      I was confused, trying to recall what I’d supposedly given him that he felt the need to repay me for.


      
        —“In return for your gift, I’ll make sure to personally snare a beast worthy of the daughter of the duke.”

      


      Then I remembered his parting words after he’d taken the amulet. I did my best to hide my involuntary scowl. “No need for that, either.”


      “A bear is worth much more than a fox. Stop acting like a stubborn mule and just take it.”


      “I’m not a mule… Whoa, please be careful!”


      The crown prince, irritated by my repeated refusals, glowered at me. Shaking the head wildly by the hold he had on its ear, he took a step closer, sending blood splattering everywhere.


      I grimaced and backed away quickly. “Your Highness, the blood will get on my clothes!”


      “A hunter should be proud to wear proof of their work.”


      “I don’t need to feel proud of—”


      “Don’t tell me you’re scared of blood? How unexpected,” he said.


      I had no chance to deny it since he was already grinning and shaking the bloody head about.


      “Eeek!” I screamed, retreating from him. Though I’d moved swiftly, I wasn’t quick enough to avoid a few crimson drops landing on the white shirt under my jacket. The smell of it immediately reached my nose. I’d always had a weak stomach, and it wasn’t just the blood that was getting to me—the head of the dead bear he was waving around sent shivers down my spine.


      I looked up at him, terrified. “What do you think you’re doing?”


      “Go on, take it.”


      “Darn it! I said stop!”


      He was shaking the head around again, the absolute lunatic, forcing me to flee down the path. I hid behind a tree after putting some distance between us.


      I could hear his laughter follow me, though. Turning, I found him smiling at me gleefully. The affection gauge flickered above his head.


      [Affection: 15%]


      Ha…! Shocked that his affection had somehow risen by a whole 3 percent, I stared blankly between him and the gauge. His red eyes were full of mirth as they peered at me in unison with the bear’s bulging dead gaze. Callisto resembled a demon fresh out of hell.


      “Do you…find this amusing?”


      “Yes. I never expected the Mad Dog of House Eckhart to run away from me. I’m having quite a good time.”


      “Must you play around with a dead animal like that?”


      “You have no room to talk—you were the one attempting to kill it in the first place.”


      You bastard. My fists quivered as I clenched them tightly, and as I glared at him, I felt a cold droplet of water fall on my forehead. “Huh?” I heard the rumble of thunder, and our surroundings suddenly grew dim. The sky had darkened menacingly while I’d been quibbling with the crown prince, and rain clouds now covered the sun.


      “A downpour,” the crown prince muttered.


      It wasn’t long before his ominous forecast came true. I could feel individual drops of rain against my skin, and soon enough, the droplets were coming faster and faster.


      “Your Highness, once again, thank you for saving me. If you’ll excuse me,” I said to the crown prince in a great rush. I had to get out of this forest before the rain really started coming down—I didn’t want to stay in the hunting grounds a second longer than I had to.


      It was as I was turning to leave that he strode toward me, still carrying the head. “Where are you going?”


      “Out of the forest.”


      “But it’s going to start pouring soon.”


      “That’s why I need to leave quickly,” I replied, gritting my teeth.


      He tilted his head, the corner of his mouth twisting up in a grin. “You seem to have forgotten that you’ve found yourself deep inside a forest full of big-game predators.”


      I tried to ignore him and just go on my way. If the developers have anything resembling a conscience, they won’t have added more than one crazy hunting quest. That was what I was counting on anyway. Something suddenly occurred to me, though.


      
        [Rewards: Gigantic Bear Hide and Gallbladder, Reputation +50, [???]’s Affection +5%]

      


      Wait, “[???]’s Affection”?


      I lurched to a stop. I’d met the crown prince, but the quest reward hadn’t mentioned anything about him at all. That was why I’d had no idea he would appear.


      Which means…more of these surprise quests might be waiting for me throughout the forest. And if the love interests aren’t specified in the rewards, I could very well run into another one of them. Son of a…


      The thought of having to meet multiple male protagonists felt less appealing to me than having to complete quick-time events that forced me to kill a bear. I shuddered just thinking about it.


      I slung the crossbow off my shoulder and, after quickly pulling out the extra pellets from my pockets, began reloading it. The pellets rolled and clicked into place one by one.


      “What are you doing?” the crown prince asked, coming to stand beside me.


      I suppressed the urge to tell him to get lost. “I’m loading the crossbow, as you can see.”


      “Why?”


      “Who knows? As you said, I might run into something real dangerous on my way back.”


      “Ha!” His laugh was incredulous. “You can’t take down any of the larger creatures around here with such an inadequate weapon. Did your experience just now teach you nothing?”


      “I appreciate your concern, but I can take care of myself,” I said, my tone aloof—I had no intention of allowing him to accompany me. I would simply complete all the quests if I had to. The beasts roaming about would no doubt want to get out of the rain as well, so I hoped I wouldn’t have to use the crossbow anyway.


      “You seem overly confident after your little stroke of luck with the monsters yesterday.” The crown prince—who had no idea what I was thinking—seemed to find me overly rash. “That crossbow will only work against humans and smaller creatures. And it certainly isn’t lethal.” Then, with a grin, he said, “Looks like I’ll get to watch you be eaten alive by a bear yet. If I want to be blessed with such a sight, I’ll have to tag along.”


      His cruel words, delivered with such a devilish smile, made me frown. Then I realized with surprise that he somehow knew how my crossbow worked.


      “…How did you know?”


      “Know what?”


      “That my crossbow isn’t meant for killing.”


      “The mana just isn’t strong enough. That’s probably the only reason it was allowed into the palace at all.”


      I found myself staring at him. Then, as if on cue, the sky began to really pour.


      I sighed, looking up despairingly. Why am I so damned unlucky today?


      Any hope I had of escaping the forest before it started to rain was gone since it was already coming down so heavily. The urge to cry hit me again as I stared at the dark clouds above. I hated being caught out in the rain.


      Unsure of what to do, I stood there, letting the rain soak through my clothes. Something heavy fluttered over my head.


      “Come with me.” I felt a warm hand around my wrist. The crown prince had closed the distance between us and taken my arm.


      “Uh…,” I muttered, unsure.


      He led me to his horse, which was cleverly taking cover under some dense overhead foliage. He hung the bear’s head from the saddle before pulling himself gracefully into it. Then he held his hand out for me to take. “Get on.”


      Rain dripped from the strands of his damp golden hair. Since he’d taken off his red cloak and draped it over me, he was now drenched.


      “If you walk, you’ll catch your death from the cold before any predator can get you. That cloak is enchanted to be waterproof and insulated. Wear it and come with me.”


      I stared blankly at his large hand, then down at the red cloak he had thrown over me. I felt strange. I hadn’t expected to ride out of the forest with the crown prince.


      “Are you sure…it’s okay if I wear it? What about Your Highness?”


      “Is the little mouse worrying about the cat? Walk back with your damned crossbow if you hate the idea of it so much,” he said rudely, turning his head away.


      You’ll never ask twice, huh? I thought sarcastically. Nevertheless, I hurried to sling the crossbow over my shoulder and tightened the cloak around me. Though I’d already known he was much taller than me, his cloak felt big enough to be a bedsheet. If I rode the horse without wrapping it tightly around my body, the trailing folds of it might get caught.


      “Thank you…,” I muttered quietly, after tying the cloak under my chin. I looked up and found that he was still holding out his hand for me to take. I was slowly reaching for his large palm when I heard it—the whoosh of something slicing through the air, coming from somewhere in the surrounding forest.


      Whatever it was plunged into the crown prince’s chest. Surprised by the sudden attack, the horse whinnied, stomping its feet nervously. The prince’s hand jerked out of my reach.


      “Your…Highness?”


      The crown prince fell as if in slow motion from the horse’s back, and I could only watch with wide eyes.


      “Y-Your Highness!”


      When he hit the ground, I rushed to his side. I wasn’t sure what had just happened, but his face was deathly pale, and his eyes were closed—the prince was about to die. My heart sank, and a terror washed over me far greater than what I’d felt when facing the bear.


      “Your Highness! Your Highness! Open your eyes!” I shook him desperately, but he was unresponsive. A large arrow was buried in the left side of his chest.


      I’m scared. I’m scared. This is just a game, isn’t it? So why is this happening? I was beginning to cry—it was my first time witnessing something so brutally violent.


      “Your Highness! P-please wake up!”


      “You’re so loud…” Thankfully, he seemed to be alive. His eyelids twitched open, revealing his distinct crimson eyes. “Don’t be dramatic. I’m not dead yet.”


      “Y-Your Highness!” I cried, truly relieved. Belatedly, I realized the game wouldn’t just kill one of the male protagonists. Seeing Callisto being shot, however, had shocked me so deeply that I’d been unable to think. Even though I had no intention of choosing him, I didn’t want to watch anyone die.


      The crown prince smiled faintly when he saw the tears on my cheeks. “It seems your gift came in handy.” He pulled the arrow from his chest easily and handed it to me.


      “Wait, this is…”


      The arrow had struck a small gold medallion—it was the golden amulet he’d taken from me.


      The amulet itself was too thin to have blocked the sharp arrowhead by itself. However, the defensive magic it was imbued with had apparently been extremely effective—the soft golden light it had once glowed with was gone, replaced with charred black. I gazed at it, feeling slightly strange.


      “You…didn’t throw it away?” I had assumed he would just chuck it, of course, since he’d surely only taken it in the first place just to be mean.


      When he saw my surprised expression, the crown prince’s eyebrows shot up. “Throw it away? I could never throw away a romantic token given by someone who once shared deep feelings with me.”


      “Please don’t say that. I hate how it sounds—”


      I was interrupted by the sound of something whistling through the air. Another arrow cut through the rain and buried itself in the tree trunk behind us, right above our heads.


      “Eeek!” I screamed without meaning to, shocked.


      The crown prince shot to his feet. “The empress consort’s having another one of her psychotic urges, I suppose. Up you get—we need to get out of here.”


      “Huh?”


      He grabbed me by the shoulder and dragged me behind him roughly. Even though I’d gotten to my feet as requested, I was struggling to understand why he was insisting on taking me along. “Why am I coming?”


      “Do you intend to stay here and be skewered by one of those arrows, then?”


      “If the empress consort sent the assassins, they’re after you, aren’t they? That means if you leave, I’ll be— Eeek!” Just as I was telling him to leave without me, the crown prince interrupted by sweeping me into his arms, cloak and all. I couldn’t believe that someone who’d just been shot, and consequently fallen from his horse, was still so strong.


      He perched me on the back of his saddle as easily as if I were a piece of luggage. My harried arrival in the saddle caused the bear’s head to tumble to the forest floor, but neither of us paid it any mind.


      “Wh-what are you doing?” I demanded to know, confused.


      “Do you even hear yourself? Sure, the people sent to murder the crown prince would definitely let the sole witness survive,” Callisto pointed out sarcastically, gracefully mounting behind me.


      “Hyah!” With me encased in his arms, he tugged on the reins firmly. The chestnut horse whinnied and broke into a gallop. I felt the air displaced by two daggers as they flew at us from either side.


      The crown prince ducked and avoided them effortlessly, clicking his tongue in annoyance, and the daggers buried themselves in the trunks of nearby trees. He held me closer as if to protect me. Perhaps because of how dangerous the situation at hand was proving to be, however, I couldn’t find it in myself to feel all that touched by his actions.


      Dammit… Now I’m caught up in an assassination attempt, of all things? The absurd ups and downs dictated by the game’s plot made me want to cry. I should have walked away without a backward glance as soon as the rain clouds began to form.


      It was difficult to gather my bearings, between the galloping of the horse and the pouring rain pelting me in the face. I could faintly make out a group hot on our tail, arrows and daggers flying at us from their direction. The crown prince’s sword made a loud metallic sound as he unsheathed it and cut the projectiles down in midair.


      “Dammit,” the prince cursed quietly. It was no easy feat to escape while also defending against the barrage coming from behind. As he blocked another arrow, the metal tip clanging noisily off his blade, Callisto muttered in a low voice, “Don’t move. You don’t want to get hurt.”


      I could feel his body against mine, muscles rigid with tension, and I was equally anxious. One of the main protagonists wasn’t likely to die, of course, but he could still be severely injured.


      And this isn’t even a quest. Without a reset feature available to me, this was not a game as far as I was concerned—this was reality. Fear began creeping its way into my heart.


      The furious chase continued through the forest, rain pouring down around us. Our mysterious pursuers slowly closed the distance between us until I could finally begin to make out more details about them. They were all dressed in identical black clothing and masks, and it was obvious to anyone who laid eyes on them that they were assassins.


      I suddenly recalled the shocking scene at the second prince’s birthday celebration, when the crown prince had dragged in and beheaded an assassin. Does he…go through this sort of thing often? Nothing like this occurred in Normal Mode, that’s for sure.


      Suddenly, my vision flashed with brilliant light.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        ~Main Quest: Become the Queen of the Tournament!~


        [Second Objective: Protect the Crown Prince from Assassins]


        Would you like to proceed?


        (Targets: 20 assassins)


        (Rewards: Token of the Assassins, Callisto’s Affection +10%, Reputation +50)


        [YES / NO]

      


      The white window floated behind the crown prince’s head.


      “Ha… Ha-ha…,” I laughed hollowly to myself, utterly flabbergasted. My face twisted into an angry scowl.


      I don’t want to be the stupid queen! Not only that… There are twenty of them. I wanted to spam the [NO] button immediately but knew I couldn’t. The reward was an additional 10 percent in affection. Ten percent was a huge amount in Hard Mode, since unlike in Normal Mode, you couldn’t always gain affection just through conversation.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        As this is a Main Quest, the event will be auto-accepted in 5 seconds.


        <SYSTEM>


        5


        <SYSTEM>


        4

      


      Choosing to swallow the bitter pill of necessity, I spun the crossbow around in front of me and prepared to shoot.


      “I told you not to move,” the crown prince warned stiffly, seemingly bothered by my squirming.


      “Your Highness…,” I called, despondent. “I think I can help.”


      “What?”


      “My crossbow.” I lifted the cloak slightly so he could see the crossbow I was now holding at the ready. “I’ll shoot them down, so please cover me.”


      “What are you talking—?” Callisto began, but I didn’t have any time left to listen. The five seconds were up.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        This quest has automatically been accepted.


        Eliminated: 0/20

      


      The white letters vanished, replaced by numbers, and my body—which had been peacefully cradled in the prince’s arms—suddenly climbed up into a crouch. Resting my elbow on his broad shoulder, I turned the crank quickly, triggering the mechanical movement that loaded the crossbow.


      I heard the pulley drag the string into place with a clicking sound and promptly aimed, squinting through the sight with one eye. The heavy rain that obstructed my vision and the shaking of the horse were no match for me—or rather, no match for the system.


      One of our pursuers saw me over the prince’s shoulder and aimed with his bow, but I’d already pulled the trigger. The bowstring made a satisfying sound as it released.


      “Ugh!” The assassin vanished, falling from his saddle.


      Got him! The pellet had hit its intended target with total accuracy. The man who’d fallen was sprawled on the ground, shaking too hard to get up. I had no time to revel in my small victory, however. The string latched on to the trigger with a click and then released with a twang, over and over. My body was in constant motion, shooting down more and more of them.


      
        Eliminated: 7/20

      


      Every time I pulled the trigger, another of the assassins behind us went down. I’d already dispatched seven of them—those I’d hit were now collapsed on the ground. They seemed dazed, as if they hadn’t expected anyone to counterattack. I didn’t have time to contemplate, though, as I could hear the whoosh of air as a fresh wave of arrows was launched at us.


      I could hear them burying themselves solidly into the surrounding trees, only barely missing us. My body wasn’t mine to control at the moment, however, so I didn’t pause in my attack with the crossbow. My weapon fired with a twang, again and again.


      
        Eliminated: 10/20

      


      An arrow missed my temple by a hair as I took down three more of our attackers.


      Give it a rest, will you?! At this point, I was beginning to wonder if the quest was designed for me to kill the assassins, or if the actual goal was for them to kill me. My instincts were suddenly screaming at me, an icy chill going down my spine, and the system forced my body to lunge out of the way. An arrow sailed past me.


      Our assailants had been attempting to surround us, so the shot meant for me instead struck a man lying in wait for us in the trees. He fell to the ground with a scream. At that moment, the prince suddenly tugged me down and into his arms, wrapping me in a tight embrace.


      “Daughter of the duke!”


      I felt a gust of air, and then the prince grunted quietly. There was a dagger embedded in his left shoulder.


      “Your Highness!” I shouted. One of the assassins had gained on us and thrown their dagger at the crown prince’s left side, which was undefended by the sword clutched in his right hand.


      I fired, shooting the new attacker down before balancing upright in the saddle again and taking aim.


      “A-are you all right, Your Highness?” Even as I continued to fell our pursuers without pause, I felt myself beginning to feel faint. I wanted to tend to his wound, but the game refused to surrender its merciless hold on my body.


      “What if I say I’m not?” the crown prince asked irritably, voice strained, no doubt in a lot of pain. But then he softened his tone. “Don’t worry about it. I’m wearing lightweight armor, and the wound isn’t deep.”


      He swatted away another dagger, and it clattered, disappearing into the tree line. I was hugely relieved to hear this and felt some of the resentment I held toward him for getting me involved in this damned mess dissipate. If he hadn’t pulled me out of the way earlier, the dagger might have ended up in my head instead.


      “Thank you…,” I mumbled, feeling shy. I was thankful once more that the game no longer limited what I could and could not say.


      The prince said in an ornery tone, “So how about it? Isn’t all this more than enough reason to fall right back in love with me?”


      “I seldom change my mind about such things,” I replied promptly.


      “What a pity,” he said, clicking his tongue. There he goes again with this bullcrap—I guess he really is okay. It felt like a weight had been lifted off my chest.


      The forest path was filled with the sound of fire being exchanged. I shot without rest as the crown prince covered me. The assassins were quick, which was a stark contrast to the huge, lumbering monsters I’d fought before. Thanks to the system’s hold on me, each shot I took was flawless. I’d loaded twenty pellets, and each one I fired dispatched another assassin. There were only four remaining now.


      
        Eliminated: 16/20

      


      Bang!


      I took another shot.


      “How many of them are left?” the crown prince asked suddenly.


      Having felled one more, I gasped, trying to drag air into my heaving lungs. “I think maybe three more… Why do you ask?”


      “We’ve reached a dead end.”


      The horse, which had been galloping as fast as it was able, neighed and skidded to a stop. I took stock of my surroundings and realized we had reached a cliff, and the path we found ourselves on was too narrow to turn the horse around.


      “They won’t be able to shoot at us in such close quarters. We’re better off dismounting and taking a stand,” Callisto muttered as he lifted me off the horse, then leaped down himself once I was safely on the ground.


      Since there was currently no one in sight, I temporarily had the freedom to move around. I knew there were still three assassins remaining, however, so I kept my crossbow at the ready and eyed our surroundings.


      “It’s going to get dangerous, so stay behind me,” the crown prince ordered, stepping in front of me. It was an unexpectedly male protagonist thing for him to say, but the objective of the quest had been “[Protect the Crown Prince from the Assassins].” Therefore, I stepped around the prince and planted myself firmly beside him.


      “It’s all right. I’ve got myself covered. Just focus on defending yourself.”


      He stared at me as if I’d said something completely ridiculous. “How reliable of you. Weren’t you the one who tried to leave earlier since the assassins were only after me?”


      Feeling slightly guilty, I ignored him and gazed into the trees. It was silent, and I couldn’t hear anything other than the soft pitter-patter of the rain, which was slowly dissipating. Sweeping aside the damp hair plastered to my face, I glared at the white numbers floating in midair.


      
        Eliminated: 17/20

      


      I wanted to take out the remaining three and get this stupid quest over with. There was a sudden whoosh, and several daggers flew at the prince from the brush located near the cliff edge. The crown prince had no trouble blocking them with his sword.


      However, the attack had no doubt only been meant to distract him—two of the assailants suddenly jumped into view as soon as he’d turned to block. Brandishing knives, they charged at the crown prince, who’d just deflected their attack.


      “Your Highness!” I shouted, surprised. The system seized control of my body, and I was moving before I’d even thought about it.


      One of the assassins crumpled to the ground, shaking violently. With a metallic clang, the crown prince blocked an attack from the remaining assassin. I took aim, determined to take him down, but in the chaos, I’d forgotten there was one final opponent lying in wait.


      The last assailant burst from the brush with their sword drawn the moment I’d shot their ally, no doubt waiting until I was occupied.


      “Die, bitch!”


      It was me they were after, not the crown prince. Not even the game was prepared for this eventuality, and my body turned a moment too slow to aim properly. It was already too late.


      “Dammit! Get down!” the crown prince shouted.


      My crossbow clicked as I pulled the trigger, and the pellet cut through the air as the assassin’s sword came down on my head. The man would succumb to the pellet’s magic, but he was already too close—his sword would reach me, too. I knew from prior experience it didn’t really matter to the system if I lived or died. All it cared about was completing the mission and using my body to do so.


      I wasn’t able to move and avoid the sharp blade slicing down, so I clamped my eyes shut in anticipation of the blow. At the last moment, someone large and muscular embraced me, and I was pulled roughly out of the way.


      There was a wet slicing sound, and after the chilling noise, I heard someone groan. When I opened my eyes, I saw blond hair soaked from the rain. Callisto had rushed to me, abandoning the assassin he’d been fighting to protect me. There was a sword buried in his back, as the man I’d shot dropped limply to the ground.


      “You’ll go no farther!” The remaining assassin ran at us, determined to finish us off.


      Time seemed to move in slow motion. The crown prince had hurtled into me in his haste to shield me, and now I couldn’t support his weight. We were slowly tipping toward the edge.


      “I’m sorry,” Callisto whispered in my ear, his arms wrapped tightly around my waist. “I think we’re going to fall.”


      The hairs on my arms stood on end, and dizziness swept over me as the ground fell away. Even as we fell, my hand moved without conscious thought and aimed over the crown prince’s shoulder. I took the shot.


      “Aaargh!”


      
        Eliminated: 20/20

      


      I’d eliminated the final attacker.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        ~Main Quest: Become the Queen of the Hunt!~


        [Second Objective: Protect the Crown Prince from Assassins]


        Quest cleared!

      


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have acquired [Token of the Assassins], [Affection: +10%] for [Callisto], and [Reputation +50] as your reward.


        (TOTAL POINTS: 130)

      


      Son of a…


      The white letters filled the sky above me as the crown prince and I hurtled ever faster toward the distant ground below. I screamed.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      I could hear the gentle crackle of a fire burning as I groaned and struggled to open my eyes. The first thing I was able to make out through my blurred vision was a dancing campfire, then an unfamiliar rock wall looming over me.


      “Where am I…?” I sat up slowly, and the cloth draped over my body slid away. I gasped as I realized I could feel the cool air on my shoulders. Looking down, I saw that they were bare. Upon further inspection, I found I was wearing nothing but my underwear underneath the cloth that covered me, which was unmistakably the crown prince’s red cloak. “Wh-what in the world…?”


      “Oh, you’re awake,” came a heavy baritone voice from across the fire.


      My gaze shot up immediately, and I felt my jaw drop. My eyes roamed from a bare muscled chest covered in scars down to a set of sculpted abs. Indeed, I noticed that the crown prince was completely naked above the waist as he strode toward me.


      I shrieked. “Wh-what the hell are you doing?” I screamed, belatedly covering my eyes.


      “What do you mean?”


      “Why are you walking around naked?” I demanded.


      He dumped the firewood he’d been carrying on the forest floor next to the fire. He then flopped down in front of it, replying easily, “Should I be walking around in damp clothes, then? I’m sorry, but that doesn’t sound very appealing.” He glanced at me with a grin. “And you’re pretty scantily clad yourself.”


      “Y-you pervert!”


      “That’s rich. I can see you peeking through your fingers. You don’t have to cover your eyes like that, you know.”


      “Ahem!” I cleared my throat loudly and slowly lowered my hands. He smirked at me, and I felt indignation bubbling in my chest.


      I was just making sure you didn’t try anything depraved while I had my eyes covered! I hadn’t wanted to peek at his body at all. Far from it. Believe me, I thought, though there was no one to convince but myself. I pulled the cloak tight around me and stared at him warily.


      “D-did you take off my clothes?”


      “Well, yes,” he said with a shrug. “Now we’ve seen everything there is to see about each other.”


      “Could you please quit saying such gross things?” I said with a shudder.


      The crown prince looked at me incredulously. “That’s hardly any way to treat someone who went to such great lengths to save you.”


      “Regardless, why would you touch a lady’s body without her permission?”


      “Should I have left you to die from a cold, then?” he asked.


      “Yes.”


      “What?”


      “If that’s what it takes to uphold your duty as a gentleman. Or you could’ve woken me up.”


      “Ha. Really?” he asked, laughing incredulously at my firm response. “It’s not like there was much to see anyway.”


      “Wh-what did you just say?” I stammered, shocked that he’d said something so horrible.


      “I said there wasn’t much to look at.”


      “Th-that’s not true!”


      “So you’re something special, then? It was too dark for me to get a good look. Should we check again together?”


      “You…” I bit back the urge to curse at him with great effort.


      I need to show restraint… This is the crown prince I marked as a no-hope candidate for a reason. He has an affection of only two percent… As I struggled to remain calm, my eyes suddenly widened in realization.


      [Affection: 25%]


      The crown prince’s affection had changed, reminding me of the quest notification I’d forgotten about.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have acquired [Token of the Assassins], [Affection: +10%] for [Callisto], and [Reputation +50] as your reward.


        (TOTAL POINTS: 130)

      


      His affection was now a decent number away from causing my immediate death. I’d actually completed the damned quest successfully.


      I gazed blankly at the affection meter above Callisto’s head, belatedly thinking to ask what was going on.


      “We… What happened? We fell off the cliff.”


      “There was a waterfall below us. We fell into the water, which is how we survived,” Callisto replied indifferently as he poked at the fire with a tree branch. “You fainted, so I carried you out and then luckily discovered this cave nearby.”


      I finally took stock of my surroundings. The fire was crackling away not too far from the cave entrance. The rain seemed to have stopped, but the sun had set outside, making it pitch-black. The sound of gurgling water was the only thing that confirmed what he had said about the waterfall. I turned to inspect the interior of the cave. It appeared to be pretty deep—the cave walls stretched farther than my eyes could make out, disappearing into the darkness.


      Wait… What if some kind of beast has made its home in here? Or maybe a snake? Realistic worries about the situation I’d found myself in bounced around in my head. I fumbled for the crossbow next to me but remembered that I’d used the last of my ammo on the assassins.


      “Nothing is living in this cave,” Callisto assured gruffly, noticing the anxious look on my face. “I searched the area while you were asleep, and it was empty—eerily so.”


      “Do you know where we are?” I started with the most important question.


      Though it was now pitch-black outside, we’d have to make our way out of the forest as quickly as possible once the sun rose. As he was someone who lived in the palace, I was relying on him to know our location, but my hopes were dashed with a shake of his head.


      “The hunting tournament has always been held in the northern forest, but I never knew the forest had a cave like this.”


      I sighed. Everyone must be going crazy right about now. I stared at him with mixed emotions, imagining the chaos that must have descended outside the forest thanks to the crown prince’s disappearance at the same time as my own. Then I noticed the wound on his shoulder, made visible by the shifting firelight—there was a gash surrounded by dried blood where the dagger had struck. I remembered that the final assassin had also stabbed him in the back right before we fell.


      “Your wounds… Are you all right?” I asked. Though it was on his account that I’d nearly been assassinated, I was still concerned about the injuries he’d received while protecting me.


      “You’re finally asking? I thought you’d forgotten. Gosh, I’m so moved,” he mocked, his sarcastic response causing me to feel embarrassed.


      I hadn’t actually been too worried, since I knew that as a male protagonist he was unlikely to die. “Are they serious? Let me see.”


      “That won’t be necessary,” he said coldly as I made to get up and check on him. “My armor prevented the attacks from cutting too deeply. There was just a little blood, that’s all.”


      I was relieved. That he’d bled at all, however, brought a frown to my face. “We should return quickly so you can have your wounds tended to…”


      “You seem very worried.”


      “Of course I am,” I confirmed immediately, though it wasn’t him I was worried about. “Please don’t die in front of me.”


      I was the one I was worried about. If you must die, go and do it somewhere else, not while I’m watching…, I thought, before glancing up. He was giving me an odd look. Realizing my words could have easily been misunderstood, I blushed.


      Wait, that sounded like I was telling him not to die under any circumstances. Flustered, I quickly changed the subject.


      “And…I know it’s a bit late, but thank you for saving me.” I had to give credit where credit was due—regardless of whether it was because of the damned quest or not, Callisto had been injured because of me. He’d also brought me to safety after we fell even though he could have easily abandoned me.


      Maybe running into him from now on won’t put me straight into the danger zone? I could still clearly envision in my mind’s eye the way he’d held his sword to my throat and bade me deliver my final words.


      As I gazed at him wonderingly, his red eyes locked with mine. He still wore an expression I couldn’t decipher, and feeling a little awkward, I made to look away, but then his affection meter shimmered and changed.


      [Affection: 27%]


      It had gone up again.


      He smirked at me. “If you’re truly grateful, might I suggest falling back in love with me?”


      Hearing the stubborn man once again bring that up made me scowl. “You’re still on about that?”


      “If this isn’t a good enough reason, then what is?”


      “Nothing—once a no, always a no,” I replied. Feeling quite frustrated, I asked, “Why are you so obsessed with my reasoning anyway?”


      He was so occupied with it that he’d gone so far as to send me a threatening letter. At this, the crown prince looked even more astonished than I felt.


      “I’m the one who’s dying from curiosity, ever since you arrived out of the blue to confess your feelings for me that day.”


      “W-well…” I couldn’t tell him I’d been trying to die so I could check if the game I was trapped in had a reset button. Sorely regretting the foolish words I’d only blurted out to save myself in an emergency, I said, “I must have been out of my mind then. I’m sorry, Your Highness.”


      “Ha!” the crown prince laughed coldly. “I waited several weeks for you to recover from metal poisoning so I could hear why you’d fallen for me directly from your lips, only for you to claim you’d changed your mind about me and hated me. Wouldn’t you be upset in my shoes?”


      I wanted to shout at him that he’d been the one who’d given me metal poisoning in the first place, but I also no longer wanted to remember anything about that terrible day. I chose to correct his overstating of my feelings instead.


      “I…never said I hated you.”


      “Does that mean you still like me?”


      “No!” I said with a shudder. “How come you haven’t fixated on what caused me to have second thoughts in the first place?” I could spend all day listing those reasons!


      The crown prince gave me a terrifying smile full of teeth. “That’s the perfect topic for us to discuss alone in the palace’s underground torture chamber, where I’ll have you held for contempt against a member of the Imperial family, wouldn’t you agree?”


      You scary bastard… I was struck dumb by his words, and a cool silence fell over the cave. I stared into the dancing flames, trying to figure out where things had gone wrong.


      “Why don’t you love me anymore?” the crown prince asked abruptly.


      “Huh?”


      “What made you change your mind about me so abruptly, I mean?” he asked.


      “…You literally just said it was a crime.”


      “I’ll let you off the hook this once. So talk.”


      I studied him, puzzled, then frowned. Does he really not know? If that was the case, he was actually scum.


      “You tried to kill me,” I said bluntly, since he’d said I could speak without repercussions. That had been the reason I’d crossed out his name on my list of potential love interests. What woman would be crazy enough to have romantic interest in a lunatic who tried to kill her?


      However, based on his expression, this response hadn’t cleared things up for him at all. “When did I do that?”


      “When did you…?” I couldn’t believe the absurdity of the situation. After gaping for a moment, I finally shouted, “At the second prince’s birthday celebration! You tried to cut off my head in the maze garden! Do you have any idea how…?”


      I’d been bedridden for days, plagued with nightmares. Even the duke and Derrick had let me be since I’d looked so sickly, my neck wrapped tightly with bandages.


      “I…” The crown prince had a rare moment of embarrassment. “I wasn’t really going to kill you.”


      Bullshit. Unable to say it out loud, I stared at him and let my eyes tell him exactly what I thought of that. When I’d played the game in the real world, I’d died so often in that darn maze garden while attempting the crown prince storyline that I hadn’t been able to make any progress.


      “I was in a terrible mood that day. I wasn’t thinking straight—I’d have drawn my sword on anyone who approached me.” Unaware of what I was thinking, the crown prince tried to excuse his actions. “But you caught my interest when you claimed to have feelings for me, and I let you live, didn’t I?”


      “I’m so grateful for your generosity that my hands are shaking and I have tears in my eyes, Your Highness.”


      “Are you being sarcastic?”


      “Of course not,” I replied brusquely, turning away. But despite clearly signaling I no longer wished to talk, the crown prince wasn’t done.


      “Then tell me why you fell in love with me in the first place.”


      I sighed. “I told you, didn’t I?” I muttered tiredly. “You’re handsome, brave, and good with a sword…”


      “Don’t feed me those lies. Do you think I’m blind?” the crown prince demanded to know, eyes flashing. “I can see the expression on your face whenever you look at me. Do you really think I’d believe any of that?”


      “What expression are you talking about?”


      “It’s like you just ate a mouthful of manure.”


      It was so accurate to how I actually felt that I didn’t know what to say. The prince’s expression softened when he saw that I had no words.


      “Be honest. Did someone threaten to kill you unless you confessed to me?” he cajoled.


      I wish that were the case…, I thought. The truth was, I had no idea why I’d said something so random. No matter how many times he asked, I didn’t have a reason for him. I stared blankly at the crown prince, who looked increasingly as if he would shoot me, and finally just said the first thing that came to mind in a resigned tone.


      “…I was captivated by the color of your hair.”


      Callisto’s eyes widened slightly. “What…did you say?”


      “When…I saw you at the celebration for your return,” I said, not mentioning our actual first meeting to avoid raising suspicion. After all, the first time I’d really seen him had been at the second prince’s birthday celebration. I could easily picture in my mind’s eye how he’d looked that day—his statuesque figure striding down the red carpet proudly, crimson cloak fluttering behind him. “Your hair glistened in the light of the chandeliers…like gold shimmering in the air.”


      I’d thought he was the perfect handsome prince until I’d noticed the assassin he was dragging behind him. I’d only seen him in illustrations before then, and upon laying eyes on him for the first time in person, I’d found him worlds more imposing and noble. I drew on my memory of how I’d felt at that moment.


      “Your eyes were reminiscent of two precious rubies… So to me, you looked rich.”


      “Rich?” the crown prince repeated. “That’s why you fell for me?”


      “You have to appreciate a person who looks wealthy, you know,” I said vaguely instead of giving him a straightforward answer, since I hadn’t really fallen for him. “I’ve always liked precious stones and the like. Gold, too, of course.”


      The crown prince exhaled incredulously as though my reasoning wasn’t quite what he’d expected, despite waiting so long to hear it.


      “You’re…,” the crown prince said, giving me an unreadable look. “You’re a strange woman. Very strange.”


      As he said this, the letters above his head twinkled.


      [Affection: 29%]


      Why was his affection rising if he thought me so strange? Pot calling the kettle black. Feeling weirdly offended, I confirmed glumly, “Are we done? I answered your question, so please stop pestering me about it.”


      The prince gazed at me for a long moment, then laughed. He gestured with his chin. “We’ll leave the forest as soon as the sun rises. We should sleep.” It seemed he’d been convinced by my lies this time.


      “Good night, Your Highness,” I said. I turned over and lay down as soon as he delivered the dismissal I’d been waiting for. I heard him clicking his tongue in disapproval but ignored him.


      I’m finally free! It felt as if a weight was off my shoulders now that I was free from his obsessive questioning. I closed my eyes. Belatedly, I realized he would have to sleep without a blanket, in only his pants, since I was using his cloak—but I paid it no mind.


      That’s none of my business. Even though I’d just woken up, I still felt dead tired. Today was completely ridiculous. So many things had happened since I’d awoken in the early morning. If every day was like this going forward, I’d likely die a premature death from exhaustion before I earned enough affection.


      No! I can’t think like that! I willed myself to ignore such grim thoughts and fall asleep. Sleep eluded me for a long time, however. Clamping my eyes shut, I imagined sheep grazing in a grassy field and began counting them. Nine, ten, eleven, twelve…


      I grew more and more drowsy as I counted. Eleven…ten…nine…


      The sheep I’d conjured up were disappearing, sick cracking, crunching noises echoing in my mind. Something huge was devouring them, starting with the one farthest from me. The sheep were quickly vanishing, and once the gigantic creature had finished gobbling them up, it stalked toward me. Blood was dripping from its mouth. It lifted a huge leg, looming over my head.


      With a great rush of air, the paw was coming down on me. The creature howled awfully, its jaws wide open, ready to swallow me whole—it was the bear’s enormous head.


      It opened its maw and roared—


      
        —“Grooaaar!”

      


      I gasped, my eyes flying open. They darted around, desperately searching, but there was no bear. The fire was still crackling, and I was still in the dark cave. What a relief. I sat up weakly, my breath coming in faint gasps. Then my gaze locked with that of the man poking at the fire.


      “Y-you’re awake, Your Highness?”


      The crown prince was sitting exactly as I’d last seen him. He shot me a look of surprise before replying in a deadpan tone, “How amusing it would be if we fell asleep together and got eaten where we lay.” He had a talent for making everything he said sound caustic.


      I was taken aback by his unexpected reliability. He suddenly asked, “Trouble sleeping?”


      “What? Oh… I guess so.” Not willing to admit that a nightmare had woken me, I answered vaguely.


      Since he was seated in exactly the same position and the world was still dark outside, it seemed I had fallen asleep only briefly. Though I was fully awake now, my head still felt fuzzy.


      It’s cold… I felt a sudden chill. It seemed as if falling into a river after getting drenched in the rain was too much for my frail body to handle.


      Tugging the cloak tight around my shoulders, I crouched in front of the fire to try to get warm. The crown prince raised an eyebrow at me but didn’t comment. The chill that had settled into my body refused to retreat even though I was sitting right next to the flames.


      What’s wrong with me? Far from feeling better, my body began to tremble even more. I couldn’t control it. Belatedly, I realized it wasn’t the cold making me shiver. Maybe I should take a sedative or something when I get back…


      I was always slow to process my emotions and often only discovered how affected I’d been much later—like the day before, when after defeating the monsters, my hands had started shaking uncontrollably in front of Winter. The trauma caused by recent events was finally making itself known. Honestly speaking, everything about today had been awful. There had been the terrifying bear, the crown prince had been shot, and assassins had chased us…


      “Are you…cold?” the crown prince asked. It seemed he had noticed my shaking almost immediately, though I’d thought the cloak would hide it.


      “Huh? No,” I said. No good would come of confiding in him about what I was going through. The prince looked unconvinced, adding a few more pieces of firewood to the pile. The fire crackled and flared hotter, but the shaking refused to stop.


      “Tsk. You really are a piece of work.” The crown prince abruptly rose to his feet, and his muscular upper body, which had been hidden in shadow, was suddenly very visible.


      I shrieked. “Wh-what do you think you’re doing?” I demanded to know, covering my eyes. Of course, I peeked through my splayed fingers to make sure he wasn’t up to any funny business.


      The crown prince circled around the fire in several easy strides. “Stop being ridiculous and move aside.”


      I was extremely confused by the prince’s actions. “Wh-what are you doing?”


      “I said move aside,” he ordered, glaring at me. Seeing that I was making no move to comply, he flopped to the ground and nudged me aside with his body.


      “Excuse me?” I said, shooting to my feet. I made to escape to the other side of the fire, to where he’d been sitting. That didn’t happen, however, since he pulled me back by the cloak I still wore draped over me. I yelped at the tug, falling over. I squeezed my eyes shut as I braced for impact. It wasn’t the cold stone that greeted me, though…


      Huh? I found myself, instead, cradled in the crown prince’s arms. I could feel the heat emanating from him, our bodies pressed together, only the cloak between us.


      Oh no. Wh…what the hell is this? I gaped, body stiff as a log.


      “L-look here. What do you think you’re doing? L-let me go!” I said, unfreezing and struggling to escape his embrace. But his arms were tightly wound around my waist and back.


      “How rude. Is that any way to speak to the empire’s crown prince?” he said, expression completely unchanging. “Just stay still. It’s not as if I’m doing this because I like you.”


      “S-so let me go, then! This is sexual harassment—”


      “I don’t know what ideas have gotten into that head of yours, but cast them aside.” The crown prince’s hard expression told me he was displeased that I would dare accuse him of molesting me. “When isolated during war, sharing warmth among comrades and maintaining one’s body temperature is of the utmost importance. One or two hours will make all the difference if you underestimate the cold.”


      I paused. It seemed he actually had a logical explanation for coming into my personal space and holding me so suddenly. Gazing at his face, I realized he looked pretty uncomfortable—almost as if he really didn’t want to be doing this.


      I suppose it would be absurd if he were to try anything weird when he was threatening to kill me not that long ago… If I were Normal Mode’s heroine, maybe things would be different, but there was zero chance that anything sexy or romantic would happen between us.


      Wait a second. Why do you look so annoyed when I’m the one who was forced into this humiliating situation? Even though I reluctantly understood his reasoning, I still found his expression strangely insulting.


      I grumbled, “This isn’t war.”


      “Then continue being stubborn and fall victim to hypothermia in an hour, for all I care.”


      I willed myself to stay silent, lest I curse him out. If I opened my mouth now, I’d probably say something that would obliterate the 29 percent affection I’d worked so hard to earn. A silence fell over the cave after our little spat, and I sat awkwardly in his arms, glaring at the dark wall across the fire.


      “Why are you still shaking like a dog?” he asked with a puzzled frown. The arms around my waist tightened.


      I’d tensed every muscle in my body to try to stop my trembling, but it seemed he’d still been able to feel it even through the cloak. Shaking like a dog? I scowled at his offensive choice of words but lacked the energy to get angry at him. Instead, I said weakly, “It’s not only because I’m cold.”


      “What is it, then?” Callisto immediately demanded.


      “It’s just…”


      “Just what?”


      I wanted to be vague about it, but he was too persistent. Clasping my cold hands together under the cloak, even as they continued to shake, I tried my best to sound unconcerned. “When I close my eyes…I can’t stop thinking about it.”


      “Thinking about what?” He frowned as he thought, then made a triumphant sound as if something had occurred to him. “Falling off the cliff ? Though that can’t be it, can it? You fainted before we actually fell. Or are you thinking about being mauled by that bear because of your own recklessness?”


      I was too tired to muster much of a response. “Hah… Yes. I was reckless, and it nearly got me killed by that bear. It keeps replaying in my mind, which is why I’m shaking like a dog,” I said, my voice much too dry for someone who was still quaking in fear.


      Upon hearing my sarcastic acknowledgment, the crown prince sighed but said nothing more. I’d expected him to have something sardonic of his own to say for sure—his silence was unexpected. There was a brief peaceful moment in the cave, made cozy by the soft light of the fire.


      I realized I’d come to feel a little better as I talked with the prince—the bone-deep chill and shaking seemed to have abated some. Fatigue bore down on me instead as I laid my head against his thick bicep. He’s holding me without asking for my permission, so I’ll use him as a pillow.


      As I blinked drowsily, Callisto spoke in a voice so soft it was almost a sigh. “You know, when I was little…”


      Too tired to even turn my head, I looked up at him sleepily.


      The prince gazed down at me with an odd expression before continuing. “I think I was nine, or maybe ten. I encountered a bear in this very forest, one that was about the same size as the bear you encountered today.”


      “Really?”


      “Yes.”


      I wondered why he was suddenly bringing this up, but I listened quietly regardless.


      “The second prince’s birthday once coincided with the hunting tournament. That was the day I saw my brother for the first time.” His expression was wistful, and it made him seem a little more human. The moment didn’t last long, however. Callisto’s face twisted into a vicious scowl. “The empress consort was so convinced that I, a young child, would hurt her newborn baby that she kept him away from me, and I didn’t see so much as a hair on his head until several years had passed.”


      “…”


      “All the nobles had gathered for the hunt, but that wasn’t the real reason they’d come. There was a long line of gift givers waiting to see the second prince for the entirety of the tournament.”


      “…”


      “I was the only one who showed up empty-handed,” he muttered, his expression strangely bereft. He almost looked a little put out. “I wanted to give my one and only little brother an amazing gift. Despite my father’s warnings, I sneaked into the hunting grounds with a bow. Like you, I wanted to kill a small animal, something like a rabbit, and gift it to my brother.”


      Callisto’s strangely melancholy mood disappeared. When he looked at me again, he was smiling mischievously. To think a rascal like him was once so innocent and sad… A weird feeling settled in my stomach thinking about it. It was as if I was seeing a whole new side to him.


      I’d been so busy playing the game, only to die over and over, that I had very little information about the male protagonists in Hard Mode. If I wanted to better my chances of surviving, I had to use every bit of information at my disposal. That was why I listened closely as the crown prince described his younger years.


      “I found an animal I wanted to kill, but it was so quick on its feet that I had no hope of actually hitting it. I chased it, and before I knew it, I was deep in the forest,” he went on. “That’s when I encountered the bear.”


      I was a little surprised. His story closely resembled my experience earlier that very day. Perhaps sensing he had an attentive audience, the crown prince continued speaking without delay.


      “Unlike you, I wasn’t able to take a single shot at it when it charged at me. I was scared out of my mind. I only just managed to roll away, narrowly avoiding being crushed by its paw,” Callisto said, his tone derisive as if mocking his past self.


      “But you were much younger than I am now, weren’t you?” I replied, blinking slowly.


      My coming-of-age ceremony was on the horizon, and yet even I was still trembling from the shock of my bear encounter. If he had been only nine or ten, he had to have been terrified to face such a huge beast. Somehow I’d found myself trying to console him, but Callisto shook his head firmly.


      “Age is no excuse when you’re the heir to the throne. An emperor must always be flawless.”


      “Still…”


      “I didn’t manage to avoid the bear’s attack entirely. I was stupid enough to let it graze my arm with its claws. If I’d moved any slower, my arm would have been torn off altogether. I was lucky.”


      I shuddered while I watched him lift his left arm as if he could feel the sensations from that time.


      The crown prince grinned, finding my repulsion funny. “I ran like crazy, trying to get away from the monster…when an arrow flew at me coming from up ahead.”


      “Was it the guards?”


      “That’s what I thought, too, at first.” He frowned. “When I ran to them, however, I found assassins dressed in black lying in wait, aiming their bows at me.”


      “A-assassins?”


      “There were a lot of them, too, considering I was just one ten-year-old child.”


      My jaw dropped at how calmly he was recounting such an awful story. It was one thing to send a group of assassins to kill a grown man, but was it normal to do the same for a child? I recalled the twenty assassins we’d encountered earlier that day.


      So it’s a common occurrence for him… No wonder he had been so calm when he realized they were trying to kill him on the hunting grounds. The tyrant’s childhood, the details of which had been omitted from the game, was more tragic than I’d imagined it to be.


      “Who sent them?”


      “Well, the investigation ended with no conclusive answers, and it was never determined who hired the assassins, but…” He rubbed his chin with one hand, red eyes glinting. “I don’t need an investigation to know that it was the empress consort or one of her relatives. The second prince was only a dull, underachieving idiot at the time, who hadn’t even learned to read properly.”


      I couldn’t sense any affection in his voice as he unflinchingly referred to his only brother as a “dull, underachieving idiot.” Suddenly I was worried.


      “But is it okay for you to…tell me all of this?”


      “What does it matter? It’s not as if you’re likely to suddenly side with the second prince now. And even if you did, I doubt you’d be of any use to him.”


      I was slightly offended, but he wasn’t wrong. I couldn’t help the way my fists clenched, though. If his life has been like this since he was a child, no wonder he grew into such a nasty character… All at once possessing a deeper understanding of why he was the jerk he was, I sent him a look to encourage him to keep talking.


      “And so?”


      “Well, I was running toward the assassins sent to kill me, trying to get away from the bear. One of them shot me in the chest, and I fell down a slope.”


      “Th-the chest?”


      “That’s right. Thankfully, I was wearing a keepsake from my mother, and it saved my life.”


      I looked at Callisto’s upper chest, but all I could see was bare skin stretched over firm muscle.


      “I don’t have it anymore. It was damaged that day, so I stored it away for safekeeping.” The crown prince grinned and teased suddenly, “Decided to drop the blushing maiden act?”


      I cleared my throat awkwardly, feeling my cheeks redden. I quickly turned away. “S-so? What happened after that? What about the bear?” I asked, trying to change the subject.


      He smirked but let me have my way. “Funnily enough, because I fell, the bear went after the assassins instead.” His lips twisted into a grin at the memory. “It was a bloodbath. That bear was damned intelligent. It had no trouble defeating fifteen armed men all on its own.”


      The memory of how the bear roared came to me. I could picture a young Callisto watching the assassins being torn apart by the rampaging, monstrous beast, hardly daring to breathe.


      “So…who won?”


      His reply was immediate and cold. “There were no survivors on either side.”


      “Either…side?”


      “The assassins had the advantage of numbers, but they were not armed with close-range weapons, no doubt hoping to reduce the risk of being detected. On the other hand, though the bear made quick work of them all, the poison on the arrow tips eventually spread through its body.”


      In the end, the only person to survive the extremely violent scene had been the young crown prince.


      “What do you think I did after that as the lone survivor?” Callisto asked.


      I opened my mouth to reply but realized I had no idea. What could he have done? If it were me, I’d have fled from the forest the moment the bear attacked the assassins.


      “I cut off the bear’s head.” The young crown prince, however, had done something I would never have even dreamed of. “And that head led to me confidently claiming victory in the hunting tournament. After the award ceremony, I threw the head on the pile of gifts meant for my brother. It was quite the spectacle to behold, the way its still-warm blood dripped and ran.”


      Hearing the conclusion to his story, I was stunned into silence. What kind of things had he already been through that made him capable of cutting off a bear’s head at such a young age? It was as though the peaceful flow of our conversation had been rudely disrupted by a powerful storm. The crown prince read my silence for what it was and laughed, the sound jeering rather than joyous.


      “Still, your courage is certainly something, isn’t it? I only took advantage of the situation presented to me, but you actually fought a bear,” he said, back to his usual self.


      I watched the nasty smile spread across his face and suddenly wondered if it wasn’t me he was mocking, but himself from his childhood.


      “You’re much better with the crossbow than I thought you would be,” Callisto continued. “Not even experienced hunters react as calmly as you did when faced with a bear. If you’d tried to run, the bear would have easily caught you and torn your limbs off. You should put aside useless anxieties and take pride in your instincts and reflexes.”


      It was unexpected that he would seek to comfort me. I stared at him with wide eyes and found my heart at ease as I listened to the gruff, careless delivery of his words—perhaps it was because we’d experienced something so similar. I found it ironic that it was the crown prince, of all people, who was trying to reassure me.


      “Thank you for the compliment,” I said awkwardly after a long moment. “It seems to me that you were incredibly brave yourself, and at such a young age.”


      I didn’t have much else to say in response to the story he’d told. Though I pitied him for his rough childhood, that feeling was fleeting. I’d changed my mind as soon as I heard him recount how he’d cut the bear’s head off and used it to win the tournament.


      This asshole had the makings of a scumbag even at that age. However, even though I’d praised him, the crown prince’s face twisted into a scowl as if he were displeased.


      “That’s it?”


      “What? What do you mean?” I asked, puzzled.


      His frown deepened. “That’s all you have to say about my story?”


      “Yes. That’s it.”


      “Do you have no capacity for emotion?”


      “…Sorry?” I said, taken aback by the sudden personal attack.


      His ruby eyes glared at me. “How could you be so coldhearted?”


      “I…I don’t understand,” I said, my eyes wide in astonishment. What?! That’s rich, coming from you.


      I gaped, at a loss for words, as he added crossly, “When I tell this story to the soldiers shivering around the campfire, they’re always reduced to tears. Do you feel no pity for my younger self ?”


      I laughed incredulously. No, I don’t pity you. Not even a little. What was there to pity about him anyway? I was the most pitiful character in this damned game. At least he didn’t have to grovel before people he hated while worried that their affection might drop.


      His red-eyed gaze told me he was waiting for some kind of answer, so I chose to reply as vaguely as possible.


      “Well…in any case, you’re alive and well now. The truly tragic stories are the ones that end with death.” He certainly had no idea how hard I was working to avoid exactly that sad ending.


      “Ha!” he muttered, clicking his tongue. “I guess the rumors were right about you being a heartless villain.”


      “Well, look who’s talking…” I didn’t have it in me to take condemnation from him, even if I’d put up with endless insults from the other male protagonists. I was about to explode with rage when I noticed that his red eyes were gleaming at me tauntingly. I took a deep breath and reminded myself to have patience.


      Son of a… Closing my mouth tightly, I glared daggers at him, cursing him to hell and back in my mind. The severe expression on his face suddenly relaxed, and a laugh escaped his mouth.


      “You know, when I’m with you, there’s truly never a dull moment,” he said, just before…


      [Affection: 34%]


      His affection had risen, the surge accompanied by a faint smile on his lips. My eyes widened slowly. Five percent. That was quite a generous increase. I stared blankly at the number hovering above his golden hair. I’d reached the base 30 percent affection that was awarded in Normal Mode, and it was now safe to say that the crown prince was unlikely to be the cause of my death any time soon. It felt unreal. Perhaps it was because I was relieved, but a strange feeling washed over me as I gazed at his smiling face.


      “The trembling is gone now, I see,” he suddenly remarked, releasing his viselike grip on my waist. He let go of me carefully, unlike the abrupt way he’d scooped me up earlier. He rose to his feet and retreated to the other side of the fire, saying, “Now you should get some proper sleep.”


      The warmth that had surrounded me quickly faded away, but as he’d said, my shaking had completely stopped.
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      “Father,” Derrick said, entering the tent.


      “There you are.”


      Duke Eckhart, who’d been tapping his finger against the desk nervously, brightened upon seeing his eldest son. Derrick was shaking his head, however, making the duke’s hopeful expression fall into a frown.


      “So no news yet?” the duke asked.


      “Reynold’s taken the hunting dogs into the forest again. We’ll hear from him soon.”


      “Who was the last person to see her?”


      “We found a knight who claims she asked the way to the hunting area for the smaller animals.”


      “And? She went in that direction?”


      Derrick nodded quietly. The sound of the duke’s fist slamming down on the desk in frustration was loud in the ensuing silence.


      “The sun’s all but set. What the hell is a girl who’s not even come of age yet going to do alone in the forest at night?”


      Though Penelope had mentioned that she wanted to go see the hunting grounds, the duke had not expected her to actually go through with it—Penelope was a fickle girl. And even if she had done so, the area designated for smaller game was not too far from the clearing where the tent that served as headquarters for the hunting tournament was set up.


      The guards stationed there should have been able to locate her quickly in the event of an emergency. However, if she had wandered into the part of the forest where the dangerous predators had been set loose, they would have a problem on their hands. The duke massaged his aching temples.


      “And the crown prince?”


      Derrick’s eye twitched ever so slightly, but the duke was too busy rubbing his head to notice the hard set to his son’s mouth.


      “The palace…has also sent out a search party.”


      As it happened, Penelope wasn’t the only person missing. Though the horn had sounded quite some time ago to signal the end of the hunt, the crown prince hadn’t returned, either.


      “I’ve requested they inform us if he is found, so all we can do now is wait.”


      “Don’t tell me that hellion has dragged Penelope off again, threatening to kill her—”


      “Father,” Derrick said, cutting the duke off. “The walls have ears.”


      He had also considered the possibility, of course. However, they were surrounded by nobles of all sorts of affiliations, and there was no knowing if spies were listening to them.


      “Reynold was the first to search for her and says he saw something strange,” Derrick continued quietly. “There was a dead brown bear in the gold-marked region, where the worst of predators were set loose. It had no head.”


      “A dead bear?” The duke’s voice was also low as he processed this serious news.


      “Yes. Interestingly enough, the severed head was found some distance from the body.”


      “Hmm.”


      “The fur on the body was also burned in several places in roughly the size and shape of a small round pellet ammunition.”


      “Wh-what?!”


      The marks had to be made by Penelope’s enchanted ammo. The duke’s mouth fell open as he realized what Derrick was saying.


      “Could the bear have harmed—?”


      “I was assured that, without question, no evidence of that was found,” Derrick said firmly.


      The duke relaxed, relieved. “And? What did they do with the bear’s carcass?”


      “Marquis Ellen’s servants arrived first and were tending to the carcass, so we were forced to leave it to them after being allowed to examine it briefly.”


      “House Ellen?” the duke asked, his thick eyebrows climbing upward upon his unexpectedly hearing that name. “Do you mean to say that Marquis Ellen killed the bear?”


      “That is impossible. The beasts prepared to suit His Highness’s violent tastes were likely modified to be accordingly vicious.”


      “I suppose it’s absurd to think an old man who can’t even shoot a bow properly would be capable of killing a bear…,” the duke mused. “And if he had, he’d have brought back the head.”


      Marquis Ellen had returned with only two deer and no bear’s head.


      “Haah… I can’t figure out what’s going on,” the duke grumbled, heaving a deep sigh. “Why did Penelope have to wander into that dangerous area? I shouldn’t have given that wretched crossbow back to her…”


      “Father,” Derrick said when the duke’s muttered rant had trailed off. “What kind of spell did you have that crossbow imbued with? What magic could have made that girl rash enough to shoot a bear?”


      “Ahem.” The duke cleared his throat and turned away, clearly uncomfortable with this new topic of conversation.


      Derrick’s eyes narrowed. “Wait, don’t tell me you disguised a lethal weapon as harmless using magic?”


      “Lethal? Don’t be absurd. It’s nothing like that,” the duke said, his head whipping around at the accusation. He added gruffly, “It just makes anyone hit by it pass out momentarily. No doubt it passed inspections because it’s suitable for hunting.”


      “Is that really all there is to it?”


      He’s too perceptive for his own good. The duke groaned, faced with his first son’s tenacity.


      “I…also had a spell added that will erase the most recent memories of anyone hit.”


      Derrick’s emotionless face suddenly contorted into a scowl, and a weighted silence filled the tent. Then Derrick asked, “Why did you give her a weapon like that?”


      The duke glanced at his son and said calmly, “I told her that if there was someone she really needed to shoot, she should make sure there were no witnesses. The magic would ensure that whoever she shot wouldn’t remember upon waking.”


      “You gave her a dangerous weapon, knowing her temperament?” Derrick said, his voice deep with carefully repressed anger. “What if she throws another fit like last year and starts shooting people? If people suddenly showed up with no memories after being shot, how were you planning on dealing with the fallout?”


      “Tsk, don’t put the cart before the horse,” the duke protested weakly. “It was a last-resort measure. She said she had reflected on her foolish behavior, so I’m sure she was careful.”


      “Is it not enough that Count Kellen took ownership of one of our mines? Do you plan to dole out the rest of our fortune to any noble she attacks?”


      “Derrick Eckhart,” the duke warned, voice sharp.


      Count Kellen had made a huge fuss over Penelope’s attack on his daughter, and the duke had been forced to hand over an entire diamond mine to placate him—it had been an immense loss for House Eckhart. However, as Penelope was a noble lady officially registered on their family tree, he could not let her go to prison over such a childish mistake.


      Finally, the duke said, “That’s enough. I had my reasons for giving her that weapon. She’s endured a lot lately, given recent events in our household.”


      “Father!” Derrick raised his voice—something he rarely did. He ground his teeth together, the muscles in his jaw clenched. “What a ridiculous reason to give her a magically modified crossbow!”


      “She was quite upset regarding the matter with Mrs. Dona and the incident at the training field.” Derrick looked ready to continue shouting, but the duke cut him off. “Her slave choked that knight because he insulted Penelope while everyone stood watching. Did you know that?”


      “I…”


      Derrick abruptly fell silent. He’d learned about the details of the confrontation after the fact. That was why he’d gone to the training field upon hearing from the butler that Penelope was there practicing with her crossbow—to give her the news that the irreverent bastard who’d insulted her had been dismissed. He’d been overcome with rage upon finding her holding her crossbow essentially wrapped in the arms of her slave; thus, he’d been unable to say any of what he’d intended to.


      “After suffering such humiliation, she told me she’d rather stay confined in her room than take part in the hunting tournament,” the duke continued. “What was I to do, scold her? So I gave her the crossbow to try and make her feel better. She can’t stay cooped up in the mansion for the rest of her life, can she?”


      Derrick was quiet for a moment. “I fired Mark and the other knights involved in that incident immediately,” he said, voice extremely cold. “If she’d told you or me, or even the butler, the matter could have been handled easily. But the one who never fails to make things worse than they have to be is none other than…” That Penelope.


      “Derrick,” the duke called, not allowing his son to continue that train of thought. “Don’t be so quick to hate her. In a way, it’s my fault she has grown to be such an unruly girl. I was the one who insisted on bringing her home with me to satisfy my own greed, and I didn’t do my due diligence in taking proper care of her. She seems to have seen the error of her ways and matured some, so take good care of her from now on. She is your one and only little sister, after all.”


      Derrick clenched his fist angrily. “The only sister I have is Ivonne,” he said through a tense jaw and gritted teeth.


      The duke stared at him for a long moment, then looked away with a sigh. “…It’s time to let Ivonne go.”


      “Father.” Derrick’s head whipped around to glare incredulously at the older man. How could he say such a thing—he was Ivonne’s father.


      “We lost Ivonne in an accident we had no control over,” said the duke, continuing. “We’ve not once given up on looking for her since then, but we haven’t heard anything or found any leads. It’s time we came to terms with the fact that she is no longer of this world.”


      “Father!”


      “It’s already been six years since Penelope came to the mansion.” There was pain in the duke’s eyes as he watched his son’s contorted expression. “It’s true that I didn’t ask either of you for your opinion or think things through before adopting her. I also chose not to comment on what was happening in the household. But how much longer do you intend to harass and despise Penelope to relieve your guilty conscience regarding Ivonne?”


      Derrick’s blue eyes were wide like saucers. The idea of bullying his adopted sister had never even occurred to him, and if he were to retaliate against her in some way, he would have chosen to just ignore her. If anyone had behaved in that manner, it was Reynold. There was no way Derrick was childish enough to pick on a girl for taking his sister’s place.


      “I…,” Derrick replied, his tone subdued. “I’ve never despised Penelope or harassed her, Father.”


      The only reason he’d grown to dislike her was because of her wicked behavior and reproachable comportment. Which meant he had little reason to dislike her now that she seemed to be acting like a civilized human being. That was why he hadn’t been as hard on her as before.


      Suddenly, memories of Penelope’s dry voice came unbidden.


      
        —“No need, Young Lord.”


        —“Emily didn’t ask you to carry that for her, did she, Young Lord?”


        —“Whatever punishment you see fit, I’ll accept it without a word of complaint, Young Lord.”

      


      The girl who’d always called him “Brother” or “Derrick” had begun to call him “Young Lord” at some point. Though she behaved the same as before in front of others, she made this distinction very clear when they were alone. He’d shuddered with revulsion whenever the girl had affectionately referred to him as “Brother”…


      
        —“I’ll do my best to stay out of your sight and avoid causing you concern from now on.”

      


      But now she grew cold and stiff whenever she saw him and kept her distance. The realization shocked him. “In fact, I believe I’m the one despised by—” He was reluctantly about to admit it when someone threw the tent flap aside violently.


      “Father!” Reynold rushed inside.


      “Reynold,” the duke said in acknowledgment.


      “We have a witness claiming they saw Penelope.” Reynold spoke quickly, his breath coming in short, ragged gasps.


      “What? Who is it?!”


      “Baron Tulitte.”


      “Baron Tulitte? He’s…”


      “The fiancé of Count Kellen’s daughter, Miss Gloria Kellen,” Derrick filled in immediately as the duke trailed off, unable to remember. The baron was such an insignificant player that the duke hadn’t recognized his name immediately. He was a distant relative of Marquis Ellen, a connection which he had used to worm a title out of the empress.


      However, early in the year, a sudden engagement between the house of the baron and the house of the count had been announced, to the surprise of many in high society. Rumors swirled that the Ellen and Kellen houses, possessing only female heirs, had made use of a distant relative to force an alliance. Since both houses were united in supporting the second prince, it was a plausible hypothesis.


      “So? Where did this Baron Tulitte see Penelope?” the duke demanded urgently.


      Reynold wore an odd expression and after a brief moment of hesitation said, “In the forest. He’s gone bonkers after being shot by her.”


      “Wh-what?”


      “He’s been drooling like a fool since he was found, babbling about a hunting goddess with dark-pink hair.”


      The duke gaped, unable to say anything. But that wasn’t all.


      “Not only that, but he’s not the only noble to wake up in the forest acting like a madman—more keep showing up, one after another.”


      The very situation Derrick had feared was coming to pass.
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      A breeze rushed through the cave, causing me to feel a sudden chill and jolt awake.


      It seemed to be early morning, judging by the faint blue light filling the cave. The campfire that had been burning all night had gone out, and smoke was softly spiraling from the remaining coals. Beyond it, I could see Callisto sleeping with his back to the wall.


      I should get dressed before he wakes up. I was still practically naked under the cloak, meaning I could feel the soft, cold breeze acutely against my bare skin. Doing my best not to make a sound, I got to my feet. To my relief, my clothes—which had been set out next to the fire—were completely dry. I was quickly pulling them on, attempting to finish before the prince woke, when there was another cold gust accompanied by the ghostly wail of the wind.


      Another breeze rushed through the cave, causing my hair to flutter ominously. Pausing in buttoning my jacket, I hesitated, realizing what had been bothering me. The breeze… It was sweeping outward from inside the cave. I squinted into the darkness with bated breath until it came again. The great gust of wind made me stumble back—I wasn’t mistaken. The cold draft was definitely coming from inside.


      Is there another entrance at the other end? I wondered. If a wind blowing from the other side could be felt from my position, that meant the cave itself was short and likely a straight tunnel. All I could see, however, was complete darkness, which seemed to suggest it couldn’t be that shallow.


      Wind swept around us, causing the ghastly voice of the wind to cry once more. I rushed to the crown prince.


      “Your Highness, wake up.”


      He seemed to be deeply asleep, however, and didn’t stir. I didn’t want to touch his bare skin, but with no other choice, I shook him by the shoulder.


      “Your Highness.”


      Callisto’s eyes didn’t open. I realized his skin felt extremely cold under my fingers. Is it because he gave his cloak to me and slept without a blanket? And perhaps in consideration of me, the crown prince was still wearing his damp pants.


      “Your Highness? Your Highness?”


      I shook him several times, but he wouldn’t wake. I suddenly grew scared, remembering that he’d also been injured by both dagger and sword yesterday.


      D-don’t tell me he’s dead! I pressed my ear to his chest. His heartbeat was steady, meaning he was still alive. After removing my head from his chest, I hit his cheek lightly in an attempt to wake him.


      Well, there’s nothing for it, since shaking him doesn’t seem to be doing anything. I promptly slapped him.


      “Your Highness! Open your eyes!”


      I smacked him again, over and over, my soft slaps growing more forceful with time. Of course, I wasn’t motivated by anything other than the desire to wake him. There was nothing else to be done about it. Since the restrained hits didn’t seem to be working…


      “Your Highness? Your Highness!”


      Attempting one final time to check if he was awake yet, I slapped him so hard the sound rang throughout the cave.


      “Mmm…” The crown prince groaned, his face scrunching into a scowl. His eyelids twitched, and then he blinked open red eyes.


      “Are you all right? Do you feel sick?” I asked worriedly, quickly hiding my hand behind my back. I’d been preparing to slap him again.


      “Hey…”


      “Yes, Your Highness?”


      “Did you…just slap me?”


      “What? Don’t be absurd! I would never dare do such a thing.” I shook my head, eyes wide. My eyes were glued to his cheek, which was cherry red.


      “Odd. I was fairly certain someone was smacking my face.”


      “You must have been dreaming. Please get up.” I shot to my feet before he could put together what I’d been doing and kindly brought him his clothing and armor. Perhaps I was feeling a touch bad for my actions. “This is no time to be leisurely chatting about dreams. A wind is blowing from inside the cave.”


      “A…wind?”


      “Yes. I don’t think this cave is shallow, and yet…”


      Another great gust of frosty wind blew past at that very moment. The crown prince, who’d been pulling on the clothes I’d given him, paused and stared into the cave.


      “Wait…,” he said, his expression rigid.


      “Wh-what is it?”


      “I feel someone’s mana.” His serious eyes met mine. “There seems to be someone else inside this cave.”


      “Someone’s…in here?” I said, blinking in shock.


      Rather than being shocked that we weren’t alone in the cave, I was more surprised that the crown prince somehow knew someone was there.


      That’s pretty scary… Unlike Callisto, whose eyes were flashing with alarm, I wasn’t really worried. If this was a dangerous episode planned by the game, a damned system window would have appeared by now. And I didn’t care if this was one of the surprise events that had nothing to do with the story, either, since the invincible crown prince would no doubt mince any attackers into tiny pieces.


      “I have to check it out.” The crown prince, having draped his cloak over his shoulders once more, picked up his sword and rose to his feet. However, he grunted as soon as he had risen. “Ugh!”


      “Y-Your Highness!” I said, this time truly startled as I caught his arm, trying to support some of his weight. He didn’t look well at all. “Your Highness, what’s the matter? Please sit down again.”


      “I’m fine. I was just dizzy for a moment.”


      “Maybe your wounds are infected? You look as white as a ghost,” I said, the worry audible in my voice.


      The crown prince suddenly grinned. “Come, now. The way you were slapping me, I got the impression you’d break out in song and dance if I was dead.”


      “Y-you knew?”


      “If we’d been near the palace, you’d have been dragged away for attempted regicide.”


      “Regicide?! That’s absurd!” I protested emphatically. “I had to wake Your Highness, so I had no other choice…” I fell silent as my embarrassing attempt at an excuse was cut short by the icy wind, which wailed once more from somewhere deep inside the cave.


      Callisto appraised the darkness with sharp eyes and darted forward as soon as the breeze had swept past. He approached what remained of the fire and struck the flint a few times, causing a new fire to flare quickly to life. Then he took the longest and thickest piece of firewood he’d brought the night before and lit it. His impromptu torch flared to life.


      “Wh-what are you doing?”


      “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”


      “Y-Your Highness!” I hurriedly clung to his cloak before he could disappear into the dark cave. “Is it…really necessary to look into it now?”


      He arched a brow. “What do you mean by that?”


      “It might be dangerous. Shouldn’t we get out of the forest first and bring back reinforcements—?”


      Suddenly, a glaringly bright rectangular window slid into view in the darkness behind the crown prince.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Hidden quest discovered!


        Would you like to explore the [Mysterious Cave]?


        (Rewards: unspecified)


        [YES / NO]

      


      I stared blankly at the notification. I realized I might have jinxed myself with my earlier thoughts—that I wouldn’t need to worry until a system window appeared. The timing of it gave me goose bumps.


      “What if whoever it is disappears before we can return?” the crown prince said, glancing back at me, no doubt finding it strange that I’d suddenly stopped talking. “No one near the palace is allowed to use magic except the sorcerers under oath. Anyone who disobeys is executed on the spot. I can’t sense much mana, which suggests there’s only one person. I’ll kill them quickly and return.”


      His sword slid out of its scabbard with a metallic sound as he readied himself to rush into the gloom.


      I didn’t have time to consider things properly. “I-I’ll go with you, then!” Feeling as if I might burst into tears, I pressed the [YES] button. I desperately wished I could press [NO] instead, but I had no choice. If I let him go alone and something bad happened, who knew if it would cause his affection to drop? And the rewards from every hidden quest I’d done so far had ended up being very useful.


      “Aren’t you out of ammunition?” the crown prince said sardonically when he saw me retrieve the crossbow from the ground. He seemed to be suggesting I was useless without the weapon.


      “Two is better than one, isn’t it?”


      “I think you’ll only be deadweight.”


      “Don’t worry. I’ve got no way of shooting anyone now, so I’ll just run away by myself if we encounter another assassin.”


      “Ha! Your impudence never fails to surprise me. Doesn’t the Eckhart family teach their children the proper etiquette for addressing a member of the Imperial family?” the crown prince said, tutting as if I were an unruly child.


      You started it! I thought irritably. As I straightened from picking up the crossbow, something shiny caught my eye. Huh? Two unfamiliar weapons were lying next to where the crossbow had been: a bloody dagger and a short sword.


      “Wait…” I realized they were the weapons that had been used to injure the crown prince yesterday. Oddly enough, however, it wasn’t the sharp blade of the throwing knife that shone in the dim light, but the rough-looking hilt of the dagger. But why…?


      I moved closer, and it glimmered more fiercely in the firelight as if encouraging me to pick it up. I grabbed it, puzzled, and at the same moment, a system window appeared.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have acquired a [Dagger Imprinted with Emblem] as your reward.

      


      This took me by surprise. Does that mean this is the “Token of the Assassins”? I was staring dubiously at it when the crown prince called out to me, annoyance clear in his voice.


      “How long are you going to just squat down there like that? If you don’t want to come, then just say so.”


      “I-I’m coming!” You need to learn a little patience. Taking the dagger with me, I hurried back to him.


      “Why are you bringing that with you?”


      “I’ll use it to defend myself since I can’t use my crossbow.”


      “Do you know how to wield a dagger, too?” the crown prince asked, bemused.


      I didn’t, of course, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. “Let’s go,” I said instead.


      And so I went with the crown prince to explore the [Mysterious Cave].


      The cave grew narrower and more winding as we progressed. The air was damp from the water sporadically dripping from above, and the breeze blowing toward us was only growing stronger. The icy wind wailed once more, and Callisto’s torch flickered violently when the breeze blew past again.


      There must really be something inside. I forced myself to continue walking forward, though the creepy sound the wind was making made my hair stand on end. Every time I started to regret accepting the quest, I turned anxious eyes on the back of the prince’s head.


      Please let everything be all right. Honestly, I was more frightened of his affection dropping than the creepy wind. We’d been walking for a good while, following the curving tunnel, when the crown prince came to an abrupt stop.


      “Look,” he said.


      I squinted at where he was pointing and saw a faraway and faint point of light.


      “That has to be the source. I can feel the mana getting stronger.”


      Another breeze swept past, this time much stronger than before. The flickering torch finally went out, and we were suddenly plunged into darkness. When the wind passed, the light we’d seen in the distance went out as well. I couldn’t figure out why.


      “Let’s hurry!” I said, wanting to get this quest over and done with as soon as possible. I wished I could run ahead, but the cave was now so narrow that we had to walk single file, and I was unable to get past him.


      “I don’t understand…,” Callisto said, his voice puzzled as he continued to walk. “Are you really a noble lady?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Most ladies would be screaming and jumping into my arms in a situation like this…”


      Realizing what he was hinting at, I scoffed. In your dreams. “Sadly, Your Highness, the tunnel is much too narrow for that. The next time we find ourselves on a wider road, I’ll be sure to throw myself into your arms.”


      “I look forward to it,” he said with a mocking laugh.


      Yeah, you do that. Once we were free from this forest, I would ensure that I was never alone with him ever again. I followed briskly behind him, and soon enough we arrived at the source of the light. It was a crack in the stone, much narrower than the tunnel itself.


      “The edges are sharp, so be careful not to cut yourself,” the crown prince said. He pushed himself through the crack with some effort.


      Since I was smaller than him, I had much less trouble passing through. When I got to the other side, I found myself looking down at him from where I was standing. Am I supposed to jump down? I wondered, taken aback.


      He held out his hand. “Hold on.”


      I stared at him in surprise for a moment before reaching for his hand. He supported my weight, easily helping me to the floor. The strongest gust of air yet buffeted us as a bright-blue light suddenly erupted in front of us.


      “Ugh!” I squeezed my eyes shut automatically, and my ponytail was tossed around by the wind, feeling as if it might come loose from its tie at any second. The gust died down quickly, however, and I opened my eyes, which were starting to water—the blue light was gone.


      The crown prince darted forward without saying a word, and I followed, taking in my surroundings. We found ourselves in a pretty large space—a stark contrast to the narrow tunnel from earlier. It appeared to be a man-made room, and there was a round, flat podium in the center. It looked as if it had been carved from a single slab of large stone and stood taller than most grown men. Because of its height, I couldn’t see past it.


      The crown prince used the jagged rocks around it as footholds to climb on top of it with ease. I followed suit, and when I finally reached the top, my eyes felt as if they might fall out of my head at what I found.


      “Wait…”


      In the center of the flat surface was an upright skeleton with no lower body. Its arms were raised in the air as if it were cheering, and there was a large, mysterious scroll clutched in each hand. The blue light suddenly flickered to life around the skeleton, and another gust blasted outward.


      The blue flash of light blinded us, and a massively strong gust of wind blew past us.


      “Ugh.”


      Since I’d only just climbed over the edge after Callisto, the sudden wind caused me to lose balance. My body tensed in anticipation of falling, but a strong hand gripped my wrist firmly.


      “Careful.”


      The crown prince didn’t seem at all fazed by the wind, holding on to me effortlessly as he stood steady in place. As the wind whooshed outward again, I held down my hair with one hand and pried my eyes open with considerable effort.


      “Wait…”


      There was a large circle surrounding the skeleton on the altar. A complicated pattern began to form inside as if an invisible person were drawing on the floor, and before long the blue light erupted again above the circle. There was a formless energy that whirled around the skeleton like an invisible, rippling flame. It also seemed to be the source of the powerful gusts of wind. The tattered clothing that the skeleton wore fluttered around wildly.


      “It’s a magic circle,” the crown prince said after gazing at it for several long moments.


      A magic circle? I stared blankly at the blue light coming from the design, unsure of what he meant.


      The wind died down again, and the rippling energy seemed to follow suit. The pattern on the floor slowly faded, and the cave was silent once more.


      “So someone was using magic inside the palace grounds without permission, though they obviously died a long time ago.” The crown prince, who’d been holding my wrist tightly to keep me from falling off, now let go.


      Sure enough, the skeleton standing in the magic circle looked very old. The cave was a damp environment, though, which meant remains as old as these appeared to be would usually have rotted away by now.


      Has it been preserved by magic? I was curious how the skeleton was able to stay upright even though the blasts of wind were strong enough to knock a living person off their feet.


      “Why is there only an upper body?” I asked. Mummies were sometimes discovered in a standing position, but that was only possible when the skin and muscle on the lower body had been preserved. The remains in front of me couldn’t be described as a mummy. There wasn’t a single hint of flesh on the ribs and the severed backbone, and it looked as though it was almost fused with the rock at its base. Peering at it with great interest, I wondered aloud, “Did the water trickling down cause the bones to fuse with the stone?”


      “The skeleton has remained intact because of residual mana.”


      “Huh?”


      “It seems this person used their own body as a sacrifice to the magic circle in order to bind their soul here,” the crown prince said.


      I realized I’d been musing out loud without realizing it.


      “From the looks of it, you’ve seen your fair share of bones? You don’t seem all that fazed.” He watched me peering at the remains curiously with some amusement. “Sometimes animals are used for this kind of ritual instead… But this body was pulverized while they were still alive, and they died halfway through the process.”


      “Their body was pulverized?” I repeated, shocked.


      Callisto nodded and said grimly, “A powerful life force must be supplied to the magic circle in order to activate it.”


      “Powerful life force?” I knew nothing about magic circles or life forces.


      What the? There wasn’t any information about this sort of thing in Normal Mode. And his explanation wasn’t at all what I’d been expecting, leaving me confused. What is this, a fantasy movie? How do you bind your soul to something?


      After a moment’s puzzlement, I abruptly remembered that this wasn’t reality, just a game world where magic was commonplace, so I needn’t try to find logic in it.


      “Why…did that person try to bind their soul here?”


      “They probably wanted this magic circle to operate even after their death. I wonder what kind of spell they cast. Quite a nasty individual, I’d say.” Callisto scowled and added, “For the sake of those residing at the palace, it’s probably a good thing this bastard died before they could succeed.”


      I nodded. It was pretty terrifying that this random person had tried to secretly carry out some kind of magic rite deep inside a forest on the palace grounds.


      The crown prince walked around the outer rim of the magic circle, eyeing the skeleton. “It looks like the soul has been consumed and only the mana inside the body remains trapped inside the magic circle. If that is enough to keep the magic circle active after all this time, they must have been a pretty formidable sorcerer when they were alive.”


      I understood this to mean that the remaining mana inside the dead body had preserved the skeleton. So mana is all you need to preserve a corpse, not some complex mixture of chemicals? Magic made the world such a convenient place.


      Suddenly, I felt a faint vibration. There was a deep buzzing sound, and the blue magic circle began to reappear on the rock floor once more. It was about to activate again.


      “It could be dangerous, so back away from it for a second,” Callisto said, gesturing for me to step back. I did as I was told, climbing down from the rock altar carefully.


      The skeleton’s mana surged from within the magic circle once more in a great blast of wind. Callisto pulled out his sword and plunged it ferociously into the invisible whorl with a sickening crunch. Immediately, a loud booming sound—like that of an explosion—filled the entire cave as the cluster of mana resisted the sword that the prince was using to cut through it. His luxurious golden hair danced wildly in the wind, but the crown prince didn’t seem fazed—he just held the sword firmly in place piercing the rock altar, red eyes staring into space as if bored.


      Blue sparks began to fly around him. Loud cracking, crunching sounds rang out as the rock developed fissures, beginning in the spot he’d thrust his sword into. The thin cracks widened and spread rapidly, filling the entire magic circle.


      With a great cracking noise, the violent gusts of wind died away, the billowing mana and the violently surging magic circle suddenly disappearing with a flash.


      “Phew…” The crown prince yanked his sword out with a deep sigh. There were droplets of sweat beading on his forehead, so I assumed disrupting the spell must have been quite strenuous for him.


      “Is it…over, Your Highness?” I asked, taking my hands from my ears since the deafening noises had faded.


      “I’ve destroyed it completely,” Callisto said with a careless nod. “Now let’s find out what kind of spell they meant to cast.”


      Sword in hand, he strode across the cracked surface toward the skeleton—his targets the arms, which each held a thick scroll.


      “Hmm.” He paused in front of it and rubbed his chin, thinking, before raising his sword. He looked prepared to strike the skeleton.


      Realizing what he was doing, I shouted, “Y-Your Highness!”


      “Huh?” Callisto paused, turning to me.


      I rushed to him. “What are you doing?”


      “I’m going to cut off its arms.”


      “Why?”


      “Examining these scrolls is the only way to find out what they were scheming.”


      “That doesn’t mean we have to ruin the remains to get them!”


      The crown prince’s eyebrows twitched; he clearly didn’t understand what I was trying to say. “So what? Are you going to handle the skeleton and retrieve the scrolls for me?”


      “Yes.”


      “Wh…what?”


      “I’ll get them for you,” I said with a quick nod, excited. I’d always wanted to excavate a human skeleton, and I didn’t want the remains to be destroyed by the crown prince’s sword-happy solution. It had been preserved for a long time in such an interesting position, after all.


      “Step aside for one moment, Your Highness. And put away that sword,” I said, softly pushing the dangerous man backward.


      “Ha!” he laughed incredulously but complied, sheathing his sword in one elegant motion. His mocking expression seemed to say, “Show me what you can do, then.”


      After confirming that he’d moved out of the way, I stood in front of the skeleton and clasped my hands together as I bowed my head. Sorry about this. I need to disturb your final resting place.


      Archeologists were always the most nervous when excavating human remains or tombs. It was hard to believe for most people, but supernatural incidents were more common than one would think during such undertakings. Sometimes even rituals or prayers were done prior. I’d just finished my silent apology when the crown prince spoke.


      “What…are you doing?” He was right next to me, peering down at me as if I were some kind of interesting specimen.


      “I’ll be touching human remains, so I’m just paying my respects.”


      “Why?”


      “I wished peace upon the soul of the deceased and prayed that nothing strange will happen when we take the things that belonged to them.”


      “How pointless,” the crown prince said, glaring at me with a frown. “I never took you for the superstitious type.”


      I ignored him. A general investigation into the state of things was always required before an excavation. I bent down and studied the scrolls, and the hands holding them, carefully. The paper was rotten and black where it was in contact with the bones, perhaps because the person had died holding the scrolls. Around the blackened areas were deposits of dust, sand, and other debris.


      Do we have a brush or something? Of course, there was nothing like that inside the cave, though. Oh! I know! I was looking around for something I could use in its place when an idea came to me. I placed my crossbow on the floor and took out the dagger I’d found earlier. Then I grabbed a handful of my own hair and cut it, though I was immediately interrupted in my actions by the crown prince.


      “Watch it!” His hand darted out to grab my own, the one holding the dagger, and he forced me to spin around. “What the hell are you doing?”


      Wide-eyed, I stared up at the crown prince’s fierce expression. “I’m…cutting my hair?”


      “With a knife? It’s dangerous—and nothing’s wrong with your hair in the first place.”


      “I need to use it as a brush.”


      “A brush?”


      I was just about fed up with his constant questioning every step of the way. “Just let me handle this. I asked you to wait, remember?” I said in an audibly tired voice, tugging my hand from his. “I’m busy trying to get this done, so don’t get in my way. Just wait.”


      “How rude… Are you suggesting the crown prince of the empire is bothering you?”


      I pointed at the spot where I wanted him to stand, and he grumbled but did as he was told. I tucked away the dagger and took the clump of long hair I’d cut off. The dark-pink hair curled lusciously. It would have been better if my hair were straight… Disappointed, I shot a glance at the crown prince’s blond hair but decided I’d have to be content with my own if I wanted to live.


      I went to the skeleton again and used the hair to gently brush the debris from the finger bones on the left hand—the first step of excavation being the removal of foreign substances. My hair was too soft to actually scrub everything away like real bristles might have, but it was better than nothing.


      Soon enough, most of the debris I could see was gone, though the job was far from perfect. I couldn’t retrieve the scroll yet, though. Thanks to the liquid that had oozed from the rotting corpse and the damp air of the cave, parts of the paper were stuck to the bone.


      What do I do now? The paper could tear if I tried to force it. I needed to remove the moisture somehow first. Thinking deeply, I attempted to find a way to free the scrolls. Since paper artifacts were very easily damaged, they had to be handled with extreme care. The correct procedure would be to move it to an aseptic chamber, apply preservatives, and allow it to dry, but I couldn’t do any of that given the circumstances.


      I glanced around, hoping to find something I could use to remove the moisture, then spotted the extinguished torch the crown prince had cast aside.


      That’s it! I allowed my handful of hair to fall scattered to the floor and went to retrieve it. After picking up the piece of wood, I smashed the tip against the rock, and the burned parts broke apart easily. Once I had ground enough of the burned wood into a kind of charcoal powder, I threw the torch aside, crouched, and gathered the powder with my hands. Returning to the skeleton, I began softly rubbing the powder onto the scroll.


      “What are you doing now?” The crown prince, who’d watched silently as I scurried about, once more edged closer.


      “I’m drawing out the moisture so I can more easily remove the part stuck to the bone.”


      He regarded me with an unreadable expression for a long moment before saying, “I don’t see why you’re going to all this trouble. Why can’t we just cut the bone?”


      “This is the best way to preserve both the skeleton and the scrolls as much as possible. It would have been nice if I had some pincers or forceps, though…,” I murmured to myself, not paying much attention to his ill-tempered commentary. Crouching down and applying the powder with my bare hands, I suddenly wished for some latex gloves—they had been so commonplace in my real world.


      “You’ve studied archeology?” Callisto suddenly asked, making me pause in my careful application.


      “I…” I resumed my movements, hoping to appear casual. “I just read a few books about it at home, that’s all.”


      “An eccentric one, you are. You seem to only take an interest in things other noble ladies wouldn’t be caught dead doing.”


      “Thank you, I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said through gritted teeth, choosing to concentrate on finishing up with applying the powder to both scrolls.


      Now all I had to do was wait for the ash to absorb the moisture. My hands were a mess from the charcoal and I stared down at them, wondering how I was going to get them clean.


      “Here,” Callisto said suddenly, holding something out for me to take. “Wipe your hands.”


      The crown prince was offering me his handkerchief. I stared down at it in surprise before gathering my wits and accepting it with a muttered thanks.


      “I didn’t know you carried this sort of thing around,” I said, only as an afterthought, but the crown prince scoffed as if my words offended him.


      “Ha! What kind of man do you think I am?”


      “Well, obviously…” …you’re a lunatic. The words I wanted to say came to mind easily. “A…brave crown prince, of course,” I said weakly, just barely managing to hold on to good sense and keep my real thoughts to myself. “I just didn’t think…handkerchiefs were usually carried when one goes hunting. My brothers often forget theirs.”


      Honestly, I didn’t really know if this was the case. The crown prince eyed me suspiciously but finally settled on saying, “Probably because they know they’re likely to be receiving gifts.”


      “Huh?”


      “A noble lady gave that to me before the tournament,” he said with a grin, and I stared blankly at the cloth in my hands.


      The white handkerchief was now grimy and dirty with soot. I belatedly realized there was a daffodil embroidered in one corner.


      “Shame, I won’t be able to use it now thanks to you. I unwittingly rejected her feelings for me by letting you get it dirty. Isn’t that so?” The crown prince clutched at his heart in mock agony. He was just trying to make fun of me again, I was sure of it, so I shoved the used handkerchief at him.


      “Just have it washed, and it will be as good as new again.”


      “You simply refuse to offer me one of your own handkerchiefs, huh?” he said with a scowl. It sounded as though he’d only offered me the handkerchief to trick me into promising one of my own later, so I ignored that comment completely.


      “Thank you for letting me use it.”


      “Why are you so mean to me?” The crown prince pouted, taking the handkerchief with a disappointed expression.


      You’re the meanest of them all, you jerk! My ill temper didn’t last long, however, once I realized I could probably try my luck at removing the scrolls. I took off my jacket to use in place of gloves since the heat of my bare hands could very easily damage the old paper. Though I wasn’t particularly happy with the arrangement, I was forced to use the thinnest part of the jacket to take hold of each of the scrolls and tug them free carefully.


      To my great relief, I found I’d been correct in using the soot to draw away the moisture. Though it wasn’t exactly an easy process, I was quickly able to pry them from the skeleton’s hands. I finally breathed, since I’d hardly dared to before, afraid that the paper might crumble. A sigh escaped my lips as I placed the jacket down carefully, the two scrolls wrapped inside.


      “Are you done?” Callisto asked.


      “Yes.”


      “Why are you being so careful? We just need to read what they say,” the crown prince said, tutting and coming closer as I gingerly opened my jacket. Not responding to his grumbling, I studied the scrolls.


      They were bound with a crumbling red and blue leather string, respectively. Other than a black rotten patch in the center of each, the paper seemed to be in good condition. I saw no signs of mold or damage caused by insects.


      Maybe the mana preserved the paper like it did the bones? Though I couldn’t be sure until I was able to check inside, the paper was folded into many firm layers, which meant the rotten spots might still be legible.


      Now that I’d successfully removed them, I expected that they’d be kept in a safe place, since relics like these were usually first preserved, then researched.


      “Go on, open them.” The crown prince tugged roughly on the blue string on the second scroll.


      “W-wait!” The knot came loose before I could stop him, and the scroll fell open on its own. “You can’t just—” I was about to scold him angrily about his careless treatment of relics when my vision filled with a flash of light.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Hidden quest complete!


        [Explore the Mysterious Cave]

      


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Reward acquired: [Ancient Magic Map]


        Accept the reward?


        [YES / NO]

      


      Huh? I stared blankly at the notification.


      “This…this is a map of the northern forest,” the crown prince said stiffly, studying the map. I turned to examine the scroll and was surprised to see a moving map etched across its surface.


      When the crown prince touched the map in different places, the image moved and zoomed in to show more details, like the gently waving trees and brush. It felt like watching black-and-white footage.


      No way. It’s almost like a tablet. The discovery of this odd magical map took me completely by surprise, but the crown prince seemed unmoved.


      “Our dead guy was trying to create a portal into the palace grounds, it seems.”


      “A portal?”


      He reached for the red-tied scroll and unfurled it before I could protest. It was another map, this time showing a location I couldn’t identify.


      “And this…this is a map of the ancient nation of Valta.” The crown prince’s red eyes slowly grew wider as he studied the map. “A relic of Valta… That is very surprising.”


      “Valta?”


      “Yes—the present-day Arkina Archipelago. I suppose you wouldn’t know much about it, since most of the history of Valta has been erased.”


      I didn’t even know what Arkina was but just nodded along, assuming it was a neighboring country or something. “I see.”


      “You know that sorcerers often face persecution these days, correct?” he asked suddenly. This was a topic I was well aware of, on account of Winter. “Valta was where that persecution began.”


      I stared with wide eyes upon processing the crown prince’s remark. “Where…the persecution began?”


      “That’s right. Back when magic wasn’t as widespread as it is today, several sorcerers came together and formed the nation of Valta,” he said. “They somewhat ambitiously planned to conquer the world. At the conclusion of a fierce war, those who defeated Valta erased it from the map and turned against all sorcerers. I thought the whole story was just another myth, but…this map suggests otherwise.”


      The crown prince laughed incredulously and waved both scrolls in the air. “It appears this sorcerer was trying to create a portal between Valta and the palace and chose to establish it here, since transport scrolls are limited by distance.”


      I turned my attention to the skeleton with no legs, slightly taken aback. The crown prince’s theory was convincing. If this ancient sorcerer hadn’t died while casting the spell… Maybe the Eorka empire would have been conquered long ago and replaced with a realm of sorcerers… I pictured Winter and the children in animal masks whom he protected.


      History had always been a fascinating subject to me, which was why I’d developed a love for archeology. It sometimes transpired that very trivial events were the ones upon which the history of the world hung.


      “If I knew the activation phrase, we could use this scroll to teleport out of the forest,” he said, interrupting my reverie. He made an annoyed sound before continuing, “Alas, this is nothing but a worthless scrap of paper as it stands. We can still use the forest map to find our way out, I suppose. We won’t be needing this, though.”


      He tossed the map of ancient Valta onto my jacket. The notification window was still floating in front of me. I stared at it, then at the scrolls that were supposed to be my reward.


      Will they actually come in handy, I wonder? Regardless, I had nothing to lose by taking them with me for now. In this crazy game, you never knew when something was going to be useful. After a moment of thought, I pressed [YES], and the text shifted.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Reward item acquired: [Ancient Magic Map Scroll x2]


        You are able to use the scrolls three times each.

      


      
        <SYSTEM>


        To use, point to your desired location and yell out the activation phrase.


        (Activation phrase: Yeta thoo t’ashi poshi)

      


      What is with these weird words? I thought, kind of creeped out by the strange text written on the screen. There was nothing to be done for it, though, since I wanted to get out of this damned forest as quickly as possible.


      “I think…I could activate the scroll,” I said, pointing to the map of the northern forest he was holding.


      “…You?”


      “Yes.”


      “You…you can speak the ancient magic language?” the crown prince asked, turning to me with a skeptical look on his face.


      I felt a little offended by what his tone seemed to be implying.


      “Why are you looking at me like that?”


      “Well… You don’t possess even a drop of mana, no?”


      “I learned a few ancient activation phrases just in case. Transportation spells are common no matter where you go, after all,” I lied casually. I didn’t actually know if such spells were common, but what did it matter? All that mattered to me was getting out of here. “This is basic knowledge for anyone who calls themselves a noble.”


      However, I couldn’t stand being snubbed, so I chose to imply he was lacking somehow for not knowing something so simple, and an odd look appeared on his face.


      “…The education standards for nobility must have changed quite a bit while I was away at war,” he allowed reluctantly. “Well, give it a try, then.”


      “Where should we go?”


      “The fewer people who know, the better, when it comes to this sort of thing. I think we should choose somewhere that’s not too close to the entrance of the forest since it’s likely to be too crowded there.” He unfurled the map, studied it carefully for a moment, and then pointed. “Here.”


      As soon as he touched the map, the image zoomed in, and soon we could see a fully rendered black-and-white image of the forest. A rabbit suddenly hopped into view, and I was once again surprised by how realistic the image was.


      “The small-game zone,” Callisto said, elaborating on the location he’d chosen. It was where this entire two-day shitshow had begun.


      I rolled up the map of Valta, tied it closed, and quickly put on the jacket I’d spread out on the floor, not forgetting to retrieve my crossbow as I went. “I’ll give it a try, so keep your finger on the map.”


      Callisto nodded, despite the suspicious look on his face. Count yourself lucky I’m here with you, I thought with an inward groan, wishing I could leave him behind.


      Then I said the silly spell: “Yeta thoo t’ashi poshi.” As soon as I did so, a white notification window appeared.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to use the [Ancient Magic Map Scroll] once and teleport to your desired location?


        [YES / NO]

      


      I pressed [YES] without hesitation, and immediately there was a blinding flash of light.


      “You weren’t lying, huh?” I heard the crown prince’s voice, and I opened my eyes again. We were no longer in that stupid cave and instead were sitting in the middle of the quiet forest.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        [Ancient Magic Map Scroll: Northern Forest]


        You have been teleported to the location through the use of the item.


        (1/3)

      


      “That’s some useful knowledge you possess—color me surprised. You’re nothing like what the rumors about you suggest,” the crown prince said, and as he looked at me, real shock was in his eyes.


      [Affection: 35%]


      His affection had risen as he stared. I’m not sure whether to take that as a compliment or not… His backhanded flattery didn’t make me feel good at all. I eyed his blond hair, which was glistening in the early-morning sun, with stony eyes.


      “I need to conduct an official investigation, so I’ll be taking these,” the crown prince said, rolling up the map of the northern forest.


      “You do that,” I said, handing him the map of Valta as well. I didn’t really have any use for the maps anyway. Looking around, I spotted the path I’d been traveling on before I’d gotten lost the day before. “Let’s go back now, Your Highness.”


      I was relieved we had managed to return so quickly without getting lost. I stood and began dusting myself off, as did the crown prince—the scrolls shoved in his pocket. He suddenly put a hand to his forehead and wobbled.


      “Ugh.”


      “Your Highness!” I shouted, grabbing his arm to try to steady him. In the cave, it had been too dark, but I could now see that his face was deathly pale. “Are you all right, Your Highness?”


      How long had his condition been deteriorating? Cold sweat was dripping down his pallid face. I reached out to wipe away some of the moisture and found his skin so cold that I shivered in sympathy. I recalled how hard it had been to wake him earlier that morning.


      “Your wounds are infected, aren’t they?”


      “You…told me not to die in front of you. I guess because you don’t fancy the idea of having to dispose of my corpse, eh?”


      “This is no time for jokes!” I practically screamed at him.


      The pale prince smiled faintly. “Don’t worry. I’m not dying.”


      “That’s not reassuring. Lean on me. We need to go back quickly!”


      “Wait,” the crown prince called, halting my attempts to drag him away. “Don’t go showing your villainous nature now by leaving me to die. Make sure you go and tell somebody to come and get me, you hear?”


      “What? I don’t understand—”


      “If you don’t, you’ll regret it when I wake—” He continued to threaten me, voice increasingly frail, then suddenly slumped like a puppet whose strings had been cut.


      “Y-Your Highness!” I yelled, his sudden deadweight causing me to sink to the ground with him. “Your Highness! Your Highness!” I shook him hard, but his red eyes remained closed.


      Scared to death, I pressed my ear to his chest. His heartbeat was slow and quiet, unlike this morning. Though I knew a male protagonist couldn’t necessarily die, I was still horrified.


      “I need to do something.” I stood up. “Your Highness, I’ll bring someone back to help. Please hang on! Do you understand?”


      He didn’t respond, so I turned and dashed down the path with clenched teeth. I need to get someone, anyone! Fortunately, the area we’d teleported to wasn’t too far from the forest entrance. We’d been very lucky to find the scrolls when we did.


      I arrived at the fork in the road that I’d seen when I’d first come to this part of the forest, and after that, it took me only a few minutes to arrive at a clearing filled with guards.


      “Hey! The crown prince…in the forest…,” I gasped, trying to catch my breath as I addressed two of the closest knights.


      They looked surprised to see me but soon recovered and seized me by the arms. “Lady Penelope has returned!” one of the knights shouted into the tent that served as the hunting tournament’s headquarters. Their cries brought a slew of knights running, surrounding me quickly.


      What the? This almost feels like an arrest. An ominous feeling of foreboding crept over me.


      “Listen!” I shouted at the knights, frowning, as they kept a firm grip on my arms. “There’s no time to waste. The crown prince is in the forest, and he’s—”


      The knights parted suddenly to make way for someone, and I recognized the captain of the guards, whom I’d first seen a couple of days ago.


      “Penelope Eckhart, daughter of the duke. You’re under arrest for attempting to murder several members of the nobility.”


      My jaw dropped. I’m being arrested? Out of nowhere? When would my bad feelings ever prove to be wrong?
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      “Marquis!” Marquis Ellen’s aide rushed into his lodge. “The duke’s daughter has just emerged from the forest alone! She was arrested on sight and escorted to a cell.”


      “Alone? What about the crown prince? What happened to him?”


      “She provided the knights with an account of where they could find the crown prince, and he was found unconscious and brought to the palace.”


      “How is he doing?”


      “He hasn’t woken yet. And if you would lend me your ear…”


      Marquis Ellen leaned closer, and the aide whispered, “An informant told me they haven’t determined yet whether his condition was caused by poison or by various minor wounds that have been found all over his body.”


      “Really? Is that so…” The old man visibly brightened.


      He’d been smart to instruct that the weapons be poisoned in preparation for the attack. He’d searched far and wide for the poison they’d eventually used, even resorting to sourcing it from a faraway desert kingdom. Since the symptoms did not appear right away—thanks to the poison’s slow spread through the body over a couple of days—it was perfect to prevent facing any scrutiny should the attempt to kill the prince fail.


      Perhaps we’ll be having a funeral soon. Marquis Ellen imagined this joyous outcome before suddenly turning sharp eyes on the other man. “And you left no trace of our involvement? I heard their tracks ended at the cliff.”


      “Yes. We searched along the forest path and recovered all the weapons we found lying on the ground. As for the Holy Nation of Laila citizens, they’ve been hidden away beneath the empress consort’s part of the palace.”


      “Well done. And those who have awakened still don’t remember what happened prior to losing consciousness?”


      “No, Marquis.”


      “I suppose it’s for the better,” he said, eyes gleaming. He’d put an incredible amount of work into planning this rebellion.


      The first thing the crown prince had done after returning from war was to scrub clean any connections between the criminal underworld and the second prince’s supporters. It made it impossible to hire assassins as they had done before, leaving the marquis with no choice but to call upon any man of some ambition from the six houses that made up the bulk of the second prince’s allies.


      The hunting tournament was set as the date of the crown prince’s death, and the selected men were disguised as nobles of the capital after receiving training that would aid them in the assassination attempt. One of these men was a distant relative of House Ellen, Baron Tulitte.


      However, five or six men weren’t enough to pull off killing the crown prince. This was where the Holy Nation of Laila had come in, their plans conveniently lining up with the marquis’s. Even the empress consort had been prevailed upon to help by facilitating the transportation of their forces through the palace.


      In the end, he had successfully sent as many as twenty assassins after the prince…


      
        —“Wh-what? They’re all unconscious?”

      


      Marquis Ellen had nearly fainted when he’d heard from the attendants he’d sent to tidy up after the assassins that the would-be killers had been found unconscious. Thankfully, it hadn’t been that difficult to figure out who the sole witness accompanying the crown prince was.


      
        —“She threatened me, saying the crossbow would turn me into a simpleton. It has to be that woman who did this to the baron!”

      


      First, there was the account of Miss Gloria Kellen, who’d screamed at the top of her lungs upon seeing her fiancé in such a state. In addition, the duke’s daughter was nowhere to be found. If the crown prince had been responsible, he would have simply massacred the attackers with his blade.


      The second prince’s supporters had despaired, realizing that not only had the assassination attempt failed but there was also a living witness. However, there was a solution to every predicament.


      “Now, then… All that’s left is making a scapegoat of Eckhart’s little brat.”


      Marquis Ellen planned to pin the entire thing on the girl, who was the only witness. Her good reputation was practically nonexistent—people already called her the “Mad Dog of House Eckhart.” It would be easy enough to fool the masses into believing his version of events.


      His initial plan had been to confuse the issue by having the girl arrested on sight for “attempted murder of members of the aristocracy,” but now the crown prince had also turned up unconscious. Apparently, the deity Laila was smiling down on him this day.


      “Looks like I’ll be able to deal some damage to those damned Eckharts, too! Thorns in my side, they are.” Marquis Ellen snickered to himself, satisfied. Regardless, though, his first priority was making sure he was free of any suspicion regarding the incident, since he had bigger plans yet to come.


      In that sense, Penelope—the very reason for this attempt’s miserable failure—was the perfect prey. While everyone was occupied with the crazy girl from House Eckhart, he would send out the assassins provided by the holy nation and have them destroy any evidence. The most ideal outcome would see the crown prince dying because of the poison, but it didn’t matter even if he survived for now. Any accusations he made meant nothing without proof to back them up, just as with the countless attempts on his life that had come before.


      “In fact, I’ll have her charged with the attempted murder of a member of the Imperial family as well.”


      By the time the prince awoke, those involved in the assassination attempt, witness or otherwise, would have been effectively silenced. It was the perfect plan, and the marquis burst into delighted laughter just thinking about it.


      “What about Tulitte, by the way? Is he still acting like a simpleton?”


      “Yes. He hasn’t recovered yet…,” the aide said.


      “What a waste of resources!” Marquis Ellen tutted, annoyed. “I spent a lot of money procuring dragon’s blood for him to improve his prospects, but he’s even more of an idiot now than he was before!”


      Baron Tulitte had never been the quickest, even as a child. It was unacceptable that the empress consort’s family had no male heir to represent the family at large social events. After considerable searching, the marquis had found a distant relative who at least possessed a healthy body, if a rather slow wit.


      He’d given the man an intelligence potion brewed with expensive dragon’s blood—which was full of concentrated mana—and arranged for his engagement to House Kellen in order to make him a respectable member of the capital city’s nobility.


      And I thought he’d finally start using his brain… Tsk. Marquis Ellen’s lips twitched. He stood from his seat.


      “Let’s go see Baron Tulitte.”
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      Baron Tulitte’s lodge was still in chaos.


      “He’s exhibiting side effects that indicate he’s come in close contact with mana,” said the court physician, shaking his head, after examining the baron.


      “Side effects? Wh-what is that supposed to mean?”


      “His body was exposed to an excessive amount of mana in a very short period, which has reduced his brain functions abnormally. It will likely take a considerable amount of time for him to recover fully.” The physician, upon expressing his regret that nothing could be done, quickly left the lodge.


      “Heh-heh. I s-saw the hunting goddess in the forest. Eh-heh-heh…,” mumbled the baron, drool trickling down his chin.


      “Please pull yourself together already!” screamed his fiancée.


      Count Kellen, standing nearby exuding a nervous air, tried to console his daughter. “Gloria, my child, calm down.”


      “What in the world is happening, Father? I’m humiliated! I can’t bear to be seen in public ever again.”


      “Gloria…”


      “Why did you allow that psycho to take part in the hunting tournament at all this year?” Gloria shouted, tugging at her blue hair in rage. Count Kellen couldn’t bring himself to confess that he’d accepted a diamond mine on the condition that he “never mention the affair” ever again.


      “Heh-heh. Eh-heh-heh. Goddess! Oh, goddess…,” muttered Marquis Ellen’s nephew, saliva continuing to dribble out of his mouth.


      At that moment, a man stepped into the lodge. “Count Kellen.”


      “Welcome, Marquis.”


      “Don’t get up for me,” he said, waving off any attempts to rise and greet him from the two of them. “You’re here as well, Gloria. That’s good.”


      “We heard a ruckus outside. What’s happened?”


      “The duke’s daughter has returned,” said the marquis, and Gloria immediately shot to her feet.


      “Where is she right now?”


      “She was arrested straightaway and locked up. The gods are on our side,” said the marquis, soothing the girl—her immediate reaction making her fury obvious. “The most important thing now is your testimony, Gloria. Can you deliver it convincingly?”


      “Of course. I wasn’t even the only person in attendance at the tea party,” Gloria said with a firm nod, shaking with rage. It seemed obvious something had happened between her and Penelope Eckhart, since she was so furious it was as if steam were pouring from her ears.


      “I’ll leave it in your capable hands, then.”


      “House Eckhart will retaliate. Are you sure we can handle it? And what if the crown prince wakes too early?” Count Kellen asked, looking worried. The Eckharts were not easy prey.


      “Don’t you worry. There’s no evidence against us, and the only witness to the entire thing—the crown prince—is dying.” Marquis Ellen’s smile was deeply satisfied as he patted Count Kellen on the shoulder reassuringly.


      “The emperor isn’t in the capital right now, either. If necessary, we can blame the assassination attempt on House Eckhart and do away with those bastards altogether.”


      This crisis was turning out to be a good opportunity. The marquis had already fabricated a story to explain the failed assassination attempt. At first, he’d intended to claim that the crown prince, after killing the bear, had gone on a rampage and attacked Baron Tulitte and the other nobles. There were a number of nobles who could corroborate the story, and only one crown prince, after all.


      Since the incident was to take place deep in the forest without any witnesses, it wouldn’t have been hard to argue that this was truly what had happened. But then the duke’s daughter had appeared, and the crown prince was unconscious, thus creating an advantageous situation for the marquis.


      “Even if the crown prince wakes up, he won’t be able to derail things like last time. Everything will already be over by the time he comes to.” Marquis Ellen’s eyes gleamed insidiously as he gazed into the distance, plotting.
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      My crossbow was confiscated, and I was dragged away to be locked in a tower located in the northern part of the palace. Thankfully, it wasn’t an underground dungeon—the kind violent criminals were usually kept in. It seemed to be a space reserved for nobles awaiting trial, so the room was quite clean and dignified. I’d have been hard put to describe it as a prison if not for the iron bars that covered the exits.


      What in the world is going on? I glanced around the room, sitting on the bed with a deep sigh. Derrick will blow a gasket over this… Frankly, I was more worried about Derrick’s reaction than any accusations against me that I’d tried to murder some nobles.


      
        —“If you damage the family reputation once more, I won’t let it end with only imprisonment.”

      


      He had threatened me with harsh punishment if I brought shame to the family again, and yet here I was.


      “Ha-ha.” Laughing to myself and resigned to my fate, I had no idea where this crazy game’s plot was headed next. There was one thing I was sure of, however—this whole situation was surely just another plot point laid out by the game.


      Retrieving the short sword I’d tucked inside my jacket pocket, I could tell that House Eckhart’s influence was at work once again—though my crossbow had been taken away, they hadn’t dared to search me. This was probably why I was able to remain so calm even in the present situation.


      “A Token of the Assassins…” I hadn’t had time to examine the reward properly when we’d been in the cave. The poisoned short sword that had been used to stab the crown prince was decorated with a mysterious pattern. I had no idea what it represented, but I recognized it as the crest of a house unknown to me.


      
        —“Watch it! What the hell are you doing?”


        —“With a knife? It’s dangerous—and nothing’s wrong with your hair in the first place.”

      


      I recalled how the crown prince had grabbed my arm when I’d tried to cut my hair so that I could use it as a makeshift brush. I’d thought he was overreacting at the time, but…


      Perhaps he already knew at that point that the blade was poisoned. I turned the weapon around in my hand, studying it with a somber expression. In addition to the pattern, there was a small braided ornament attached to the hilt, made of blue silk thread. The sword’s appearance was like a gift from someone wishing me well.


      “Now then, if I find out which house this family crest belongs to, will I be able to come out of this mess a hero?” I muttered to myself before putting the weapon away for now. It wouldn’t do me any good if someone found out I had evidence of the assassination attempt.


      At that moment, someone called to me through the bars. “Penelope Eckhart.” In the dim light of the torches, I could see a pair of stony blue eyes.


      “…Young Lord?”


      It was, indeed, my eldest brother. Startled, I stood and slowly approached the door. Perhaps it was because of the unfamiliar environment I found myself in, but even though I knew he was going to be angry with me, I was glad to see his face again following the two miserable days I’d spent lost in the forest. I checked the score above his head.


      [Affection: 29%]


      The score hadn’t dropped since I’d last seen him, which was a massive relief.


      “I heard you shot a bear,” Derrick said, presumably preparing to begin his diatribe.


      “Oh, yes. I was—,” I said, suddenly forced to think of an excuse.


      “You…you’re not hurt?”


      I couldn’t believe my ears. My head shot up, and I stared at him in shock. He wore no expression on his face, making it hard to guess what he was thinking. Regardless, I felt as though I might cry, since the first thing he’d said to me was actually something caring, rather than reproachful. Perhaps I hadn’t realized just how hurt I’d felt about being accused of trying to murder all those nobles.


      “Are you and Father all right as well? And Reynold—”


      “Reynold left the palace to quickly retrieve the sorcerer responsible for imbuing your pellets with magic. The first thing we need to do is prove that they were not meant for killing anyone.”


      “I’m sorry. Things got out of hand,” I muttered weakly. My brain, on the other hand, was in overdrive. In the game, the members of the Eckhart family had only protected the “fake” until the real daughter appeared. Their patience had run out in the end, of course, leading to Penelope’s death.


      Maybe giving him the weapon right now is the solution. I decided to do just that.


      “Young Lord,” I began, intending on telling him everything that had happened over the past two days. “I’ve been falsely accused. I have a way to prove it. In my pocket—”


      “Penelope Eckhart,” Derrick interrupted, cutting me off. “There are over half a dozen separate people claiming that you shot them using your crossbow.”


      “Huh? I don’t understand—”


      “At the tea party on the day of the incident, you aimed your weapon at the other ladies, threatening to turn them into idiots.”


      My eyes widened. Had the rumors spread so much already? “W-well…”


      “Your pellets are designed to create an electric shock that causes a person to fall unconscious and activate a spell that erases their memory. However, Baron Tulitte—Miss Kellen’s fiancé and the nephew of Marquis Ellen—went completely insane after you shot him.”


      “Huh?”


      “I hear he won’t stop drooling and demanding to see the hunting goddess with dark-pink hair he met in the forest.”


      “What?!” My jaw dropped upon hearing this absurd accusation.


      What’s going on? Does this mean that the blue-haired girl’s fiancé was one of the assassins? I frowned, trying to think. I had no idea which political faction Count Kellen belonged to or who Baron Tulitte was, but I could make an educated guess based on the fact that he was Marquis Ellen’s “nephew,” who was related to the empress consort on her maternal side.


      “So tell me why you lied to the other women at the tea party, or rather…” Derrick paused. He seemed to have arrived at his own conclusion already. “Tell me what angered you so much this time that you felt you had to take up arms against those noblemen. I need to prove there were extenuating circumstances at the very least so we can try for a reduced sentence.”


      My mind went completely blank. I’d expected Derrick to ask for my side of the story—I’d assumed this series of events would end with the accusations against me being proved wrong and my past notoriety erased—but Derrick’s words suggested something different.


      He makes it sound like it’s an established fact that I shot those nobles out of some twisted inner evil of mine. It was true I’d used the crossbow, of course, but I’d been shooting at masked killers, not noblemen whose faces I could make out.


      I gaped, unable to find words, before finally replying, voice hollow, “It doesn’t occur to you that I might’ve had a reason? That I was defending myself ?”


      “Viscount Garboyle, who was carried back unconscious by an attendant, testified,” Derrick replied immediately, his tone as cold as ice. “According to him, you appeared in front of them as they hunted the bear together. You claimed you were taking the bear for yourself and shot at them with your crossbow.”


      “What…did you just say?”


      “The bear was already attacking them, so he had no way to avoid your attacks as well.”


      “Ha! And you believe that?” I asked, laughing incredulously. The story was absurd, even by the real Penelope’s standards. How could a single noble lady defeat all those men by herself ?


      Though I did do just that. If not for the game’s systems, however, the crown prince and I would be dead and buried.


      “What I believe isn’t important.” Derrick didn’t seem to see things the way I did, however. “The bigger issue is that there is a strange rumor going around, accusing you of silencing any witnesses so that you could assassinate the crown prince.”


      “Assassinate?” These accusations were getting more and more outlandish. Not bothering to hide my indignation, I said, “And what do I have to gain by killing the crown prince?”


      “They mean to launch an attack on the Eckhart family and use you as their weapon.”


      “Young Lord. First of all, I wasn’t the assassin. They were.” I knew I needed to start with the truth after realizing we were straying from the main subject. “I was the one hunting the bear. The crown prince, who happened to be passing by at the time, saw me struggling and helped me to kill the bear and behead it. How could I have possibly shot down all those men on my own? I’m surprised anyone believes such a ridiculous story in the first place. An investigation is bound to bring the truth to light—”


      “The truth?” Derrick said in a low tone, interrupting me again, “The truth is whether you actually did shoot the bear and those nobles.”


      I dragged my gaze from his lips to his eyes. “Young…Lord,” I breathed.


      “Another truth is that the crown prince—the only person capable of corroborating your testimony—is currently at death’s door.”


      His unfeeling blue eyes made me cold all over. Ah. I understood. He hadn’t had the slightest bit of faith in me from the get-go.


      “If we call this a mischievous prank played by a stupid, reckless girl, sweeping it under the rug isn’t entirely out of the realm of possibility,” he said. In other words, he was telling me he wasn’t going to help me if the accusations turned out to be true.


      A hollow laugh escaped my lips. Here I was, ignorant of what he was really thinking and actually grateful that he’d come to visit me. I’d even considered giving him the only article of evidence I possessed.


      “Young Lord… You never believed I was innocent. No—you never even intended to check whether the horrible things being said about me were actually true.”


      “…Penelope. Your best option here is to get this dealt with before the rumors get out of hand,” he said, adopting a placating tone. He was merely pacifying his angry little sister in a way he seemed very used to. “That way you can get released quickly. If we pointlessly let this drag on—”


      “No,” I said, glaring at him frostily. “You’re only saying this because it’s easier for you to make me out as some attempted murderer.”


      “Penelope.”


      “I know what you’re thinking—I’m just a crazy bitch who has always created nothing but trouble.”


      “Wait a second, you—”


      “You know that if you paint me as scum—regardless of the truth—and use money to silence everyone’s wagging tongues, the public would buy it and forget about this whole thing.”


      “Watch your mouth,” Derrick said, his jaw tense in the face of my brutal accusations. “We’re in this mess because of you. How dare you throw around such utter bull—”


      “No, you’re the one who’s doing the bullshitting.” I spat the words through gritted teeth, almost not even meaning to say them out loud.


      Derrick’s blue eyes—visible only through the bars—widened slowly.


      At the same time, the number above his head dropped.


      Affection –3%


      [Affection: 26%]


      I watched it go down without any expression. Despite the change in affection, he still didn’t understand what I was saying to him.


      “What…did you say?” he asked, looking a little dazed.


      “Go away,” I said. I’d managed to silence him, but I felt no satisfaction. “I have nothing more to say to you.”


      “Penelope Eckhart,” he said, his voice dropping lower.


      Affection –2%


      [Affection: 24%]


      It had taken only moments for his affection to crumble from nearly 30 percent. I didn’t have any regrets, however. I’d crossed out his name a long time ago. I could confidently say I’d had zero expectations for him, but I was still having trouble keeping my expression free of emotion.


      “I’ll take care of this matter myself. I don’t need your help, Young Lord. Just leave me to deal with it alone, as you’ve always done. Whether I die or rot away in prison, it’s none of your concern.”


      “What the hell are you saying, Penelope?!” Derrick was growing increasingly upset thanks to the arrogant tone I’d adopted, but I spun away from him, unwilling to hear any more.


      I knew my behavior had potentially dangerous consequences, but I had no intention of taking back anything I’d said now. As long as I didn’t die, I didn’t care if his damned score dropped. I irritably turned my back on the door and sat on the bed. I heard his soft footsteps fading away.


      “Ha,” I laughed, flabbergasted. I was the one who’d told him to go, but he hadn’t hesitated to leave his little sister alone in a cell. Fine… That’s how you’ve always been anyway.


      When I’d carefully stored away the second present given to me by Derrick in one of my jewelry boxes, I’d actually dared to think our relationship might be improving. Though I hadn’t really tried to wipe the slate clean so to speak, I at least hadn’t done anything more to warrant being called a “stupid, reckless girl.” I’d hoped that perhaps we could form a good relationship as siblings, even if we couldn’t develop a romance like the one the game called for. Maybe having family kinship would have made working toward an ending less painful. I’d been delusional to hope for that, of course.


      I don’t need your charity. I can handle this on my own. I glared through the bars stonily. At that moment, it was almost as if I could hear one of the red strings of fate that I was clutching snap.
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      After spending a night in my cell, I was given a simple meal early in the morning and led by knights to a meeting room of sorts. They were treating me pretty generously given that I was supposedly a vicious criminal who’d shot seven noblemen without rhyme or reason. I guess I’m getting the VIP treatment.


      The ropes tying my wrists were knotted pretty loosely, too. They still hadn’t searched me, either, even though I’d been brought to a meeting hall located inside the palace.


      They must think I’m a completely harmless child without my crossbow. The way their behavior seemed to contradict itself was funny to me.


      “Announcing Lady Penelope Eckhart, daughter of the duke,” cried an attendant as the gigantic door to the meeting hall slowly opened.


      My footsteps were audible as the murmuring voices inside quickly fell silent. The high-ranking nobles in charge of managing state affairs were all seated in the hall. As I walked past them with my head held high, I discovered something that made my eyes glitter triumphantly: I could see little plaques in front of each seat that were engraved with the symbols of each family. That’s good.


      The plaques grew fancier depending on the importance of the person they sat before. I studied them intently out of the corner of my eye and finally found the one I was looking for when I’d almost reached the last of them.


      There it is! The crest was the same one that decorated the sword. I felt the tension bleed out of me in an instant as I saw who was seated behind the crest, since I was now certain that things were going just as intended according to the game’s designs. I sighed in relief and turned away to regard those in the opposite high-set seats—the duke and his eldest son.


      The duke’s face contorted when our eyes met; he was likely offended by the sight of his adopted daughter being brought in with her hands bound. Derrick, on the other hand, was expressionless.


      [Affection: 22%]


      His affection had fallen another 2 percent since I’d seen him last, which made for a total of 7 percent in lost points. Losing that much wouldn’t spell the end of the game just yet, so I wasn’t overly concerned, though that was likely only because I’d been trapped in this game world for quite some time now. Had this happened when I’d just arrived, I’d have been scared stiff by such a huge drop.


      I don’t care. At the sight of his dark hair, I turned coldly away. Clearing this episode was worlds more important than the affection of trash like him.


      “Please be silent, everyone.” A solemn voice rang through the room. It seemed the trial was about to start. There was a lectern placed one level below the emperor’s seat, and in front of it stood an old man with white hair and a beard. “As His Majesty is currently not present in the palace and the crown prince is currently unwell, I will be presiding over this trial as the minister of justice. Anyone who has any objections, please raise your hand.”


      This was a similar process to how they’d dealt with things while the crown prince was gone fighting the war, so no one spoke up. The game had described the old man as fair and of good moral standing. He was well suited to the task, and I had nothing to lose by allowing him to lead.


      “Lady Penelope Eckhart.”


      “Yes.”


      “You stand here today accused of attempting to murder seven noblemen during the hunting tournament. I must ask that you swear honorably as a subject of the great Eorka empire to speak truthfully for the duration of this trial.”


      “I swear to tell the truth and nothing but the truth,” I replied simply.


      The minister turned and addressed someone else. “We’ll start with the victims’ accounts. Viscount Garboyle?”


      A man seated at the far end rose and came to stand next to me. He bowed briefly to the minister and began giving his testimony without hesitation.


      “The seven of us ventured deep into the gold hunting area yesterday so that we could hunt a bear. We were lucky enough to find one. After an extended struggle, we were about to deliver the killing blow when Lady Penelope suddenly appeared out of nowhere, threatening us with her crossbow and demanding that we hand over the bear!”


      “Oh no…”


      “What has the world come to? Tsk.”


      I could hear people making sounds of disapproval all around. I glanced at the duke’s face, which was now looking more pinched than before.


      “We tried to reason with her that since we’d come upon the bear first, we would help her find another. She refused to listen. Baron Tulitte approached her to try to talk some sense into her, and the lady shot him without warning!”


      “My goodness!”


      A violent, loud bang rang through the room. Marquis Ellen, seated opposite the duke, had slammed both hands down on the desk angrily. “How could a girl behave so wickedly?!”


      The nobles seated around him all nodded and cried out in agreement. Encouraged, Viscount Garboyle continued delivering his performance with greater pizazz. “While we stood frozen in shock and confusion, the lady took aim and shot at each of us. We all were knocked unconscious. When we came to, we were back at the campground, and my only friend, Baron Tulitte, was…” Viscount Garboyle pretended to stifle a sob, covering his face and turning away.


      The pieces were slowly starting to come together in my mind, and I began to understand how it had come to be that I was being accused of attempting to murder the crown prince. I observed the proceedings as if I were watching a play. The most effective strategy for me would be to turn the tables at precisely the right moment.


      Just then, someone stood to speak on my behalf.


      “I object, Your Honor.”


      [Affection: 22%]


      Derrick continued in a calm voice, “Penelope’s crossbow is not intended for killing anyone.”


      I was surprised since he’d walked away from me without an ounce of hesitation yesterday. I stared at him blankly.


      “The pellets were designed for use when hunting small animals, and the only magic they were imbued with was a spell that causes its target to fall unconscious and erases the target’s short-term memories. It puzzles me that these men, supposedly shot by Penelope with pellets enchanted in such a way, so clearly remember the events leading up to the attack.”


      “But th-that’s… Don’t you lie!” Viscount Garboyle shouted, his face going red.


      It seemed Derrick had found a critical weakness in their story. In the face of the viscount’s rage, he didn’t so much as blink. “I’m doing nothing of the sort. I have the very sorcerer who enchanted the pellets waiting outside in the hall right now, ready to verify my statement.”


      “Young Lord Derrick. We understand you only want to defend a member of your family, but don’t you think you’re being unreasonable? How are we to know that you haven’t bribed this sorcerer?” the viscount asked.


      Derrick responded immediately, obviously expecting to hear this sort of objection. “I have the contract we signed when issuing the commission—”


      Viscount Garboyle cut him off, his voice booming. “And there are witnesses who heard Lady Penelope herself explain that her weapon makes simpletons of its targets! Your Honor, please allow us to hear these witnesses’ testimonies!”


      The audience murmured. A member of the aristocracy was clearly regarded as more honorable, and therefore their word was to be trusted more than that of a sorcerer, who could apparently be bribed.


      “They may speak,” the minister allowed with a nod.


      The door to the hall opened as if on cue, and three people entered.


      A wheelchair was pushed inside, rattling loudly and filling the quiet chamber with noise. A thin man was sitting reclined in the chair, and a familiar blue-haired lady wearing a haughty expression was pushing it. Countess Dorothea was walking beside her primly. The blue-haired girl was glaring at me, her eyes burning with rage even as her lips were stretched wide in a mocking grin. I could feel the animosity coming off her in waves from across the room.


      And they call me the villain… I was starting to feel more and more bitter about this whole damned circus. I thought Penelope was supposed to be the worst villain in the game, but it had to be that it was actually this evil bunch, who were trying to have me locked away in prison even though I’d done nothing to deserve it.


      “Eh-heh! Tee-hee! The g-goddess! Goddess!”


      My indignation shattered at the sight of the man suddenly squirming in the wheelchair.


      “Oh, goddess! Eh-heh! G-goddess!”


      Drool running down his chin, he flailed and reached for me.


      “S-stay still!” Gloria blanched, grabbing on to her fiancé.


      “Oh my god!” Looking disgusted, Countess Dorothea backed away.


      An attendant was forced to come forward and tie Baron Tulitte’s hands with a length of cloth and gag him to silence him.


      “Ahem. Miss Kellen, you may speak,” said the minister, silencing the murmurs in the room.


      “Lady Penelope pointed her crossbow at us at the tea party and told us it was enchanted. She said it would turn anyone she shot insane.” The whole time she was speaking, the blue-haired lady glared daggers at me. “Present at the time was the hostess, Countess Dorothea, as well as wives and daughters belonging to many of the noble houses. Isn’t that right?”


      “Y-yes. I heard her say that, too…,” Countess Dorothea said timidly, glancing fearfully at me. She flinched when our eyes met and fell silent. I smirked at her.


      Looks like my threat must still be pulling its weight. This was a good sign for me. When the woman with the blue hair had finished delivering her angry testimony, the minister turned to me.


      “Lady Penelope. Do you have any objections to the facts presented in Miss Kellen’s testimony?”


      “I do not, Your Honor,” I said briefly. As expected, jeers could be heard immediately from Marquis Ellen’s side.


      “Ha!”


      “And after what happened last year, too…”


      “What has the world come to? The duke seems to be educating his children so poorly.”


      Suddenly, the trial appeared to be going very badly for me.


      “Your Honor!” Derrick cried urgently, surging to his feet. “My sister has been sick and bedbound, and she has only just recovered.”


      I frowned at hearing this. I was in perfect health, and I didn’t like the lie he had chosen to use as an excuse.


      “And it’s only been a day since she went missing and was found again. Of course she can’t be expected to be in her right mind—”


      “I’m perfectly fine and am in full possession of all my faculties.” Unable to listen to him any longer, I cut Derrick off. “If every one of the witnesses has finished speaking, I’d like to have my turn now.”


      “Penelope…,” Derrick growled warningly, but I ignored him and turned to the minister.


      He nodded, giving his consent. “You may give your statement.”


      “First of all, with the exception of Miss Kellen’s testimony, nothing that has been said today is remotely true.”


      The viscount tried to protest immediately. “But th-that’s—”


      “Calm yourself, Viscount Garboyle,” warned the minister, causing him to promptly shut up. I was allowed to continue without interruption.


      “And what Miss Kellen spoke of was just a silly joke, the kind you’d expect to hear at any tea party,” I said, shrugging casually as I glanced around, deliberately projecting a cheeky air. “I can’t say I appreciate being slandered in this way.”


      “S-slandered?” Gloria screeched, glaring at me. “You are completely out of line, Lady Penelope! How is it just a silly joke to aim your crossbow at someone?”


      “But you were the one who requested I show off my skills, were you not? And I’m sure Countess Dorothea can attest as to whether it was just a joke,” I said calmly, turning to the countess, who was standing nervously to the side. Beaming at her and making eye contact, as if daring her to lie, I said, “In the end, she was the one who laughed the loudest. Isn’t that right? Am I making anything up thus far?”


      “N-no! Y-you’re right… I did… You did tell us you were joking…”


      “Countess Dorothea!” the blue-haired woman screamed.


      The countess stammered with a stunned expression for a moment before eventually falling silent once more. I’d only attended the tea party for a short time, but I’d been there long enough to get a feel for the woman hosting it. She enjoyed making fun of other people, but she was also the despicable sort who never did so openly. That had been easy enough to discern from the way she’d quietly encouraged things but only added little comments of her own.


      No doubt Gloria had convinced her that this was the perfect opportunity to crush me forever, and she’d come to get revenge for the humiliation she’d suffered at the tea party and lend a hand. However, this was the exact kind of person who crumbles when the roles are reversed.


      Not to mention, I scared her shitless. The unspoken threat I’d made at the tea party had worked wonders. I couldn’t hide my smile as I watched her standing there stiffly, unable to meet my eyes.


      “But, Your Honor! You must remember that she nearly shot me last year as well—”


      “Your Honor. The bear Viscount Garboyle claims he was hunting was my quarry to begin with,” I interrupted before Gloria could attempt to muddy the waters any further. I was completely contradicting the viscount’s claims, and in response, the minister’s eyes immediately gleamed with interest.


      “Hmm. Continue.”


      “I shot it with my crossbow but wasn’t able to subdue it completely, and the crown prince was the one who beheaded the creature for me.”


      “Th-that’s not true!” Viscount Garboyle shouted, shaking his head frantically. “She lies! Everything she says—”


      “I’m sure we can discover who’s telling the truth by checking the carcass,” I said rigidly. “If, as Viscount Garboyle claims, many men attacked the bear at once, there should be evidence of that on the body, correct?”


      In response to my suggestion, the minister called a knight who was standing nearby. “We’ll confirm one way or the other right away. Sir Dennis? Go with the coroner and check the bear’s corpse.”


      “Yes, Your Honor!”


      Things were going smoothly. Viscount Garboyle, who’d been giving the performance of his life, failed to hide his anxiety. “B-but that’s…th-that’s because we cut the bear’s throat almost immediately…”


      This new claim was both absurd and self-contradictory. He also seemed to lack confidence in what he was saying, his voice trailing off into a whisper. At that moment, an elderly voice spoke from the left.


      “But why is it, then, Lady Penelope, that you were in the forest with the crown prince?” So the puppet master finally speaks. Marquis Ellen, seemingly unsatisfied with the direction his pawn’s testimony was taking, gazed down at me with some concern. “As far as I am aware, you and the crown prince have never been properly introduced. I find it hard to believe that you suddenly decided to go hunting together.”


      I could see members of the audience nodding their heads in response to the question posed by the marquis. However, I’d expected this to come up from the moment I’d heard that I was being accused of attempting to assassinate the crown prince. Even if I had the Token of the Assassins with me, I had to provide a plausible explanation for how we’d ended up killing a bear together, since, in reality, it had been the game developers who’d brought us together.


      I couldn’t hope to clear up any doubt if I simply called it a coincidence. That would only give those making accusations a chance to find fault in my story. To stamp out any and all doubt once and for all, I chose to employ a painful but necessary tactic.


      “I had arranged to meet with the crown prince…for a rendezvous.” I don’t want to be saying this. The system is forcing my hand, I told myself, clenching my teeth and making myself smile. “His Highness and I actually… We had…”


      No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t keep the tremor from my voice. I can’t do it! I was in huge trouble. If I choked and didn’t finish explaining, it would surely cause suspicion. I had to do something to overcome the predicament I’d found myself in, one way or another.


      “Ahem… We had romantic feelings for each other,” I finally managed to say.


      “Wh-what?!”


      There was a deafening bang on the table to my right. The duke was staring down at me with eyes the size of saucers. “Penelope Eckhart! Wh-what in the world are you—?!”


      “Your Grace, please remember that you are in a court of law,” the minister warned the duke, who appeared seconds away from screaming bloody murder.


      The duke restrained himself with great effort, silently fuming. I could understand his emotional reaction. His youngest child, who’d been attacked by the crown prince not so long ago, had suddenly confessed to being in love with the same man. I, too, would have gone completely mental in his shoes.


      “Th-the crown prince and Lady Penelope are…,” someone stammered.


      My bold declaration had an incredible effect on the audience. The once-silent hall was suddenly filled with noise, and amid the ruckus, I found a pair of blue eyes set in a face stiff with shock. Derrick’s eyes were boring into me, his fists clenched.


      He looks ready to storm over and grab me by the collar… The affection meter hovering above his black hair blinked precariously, the hostility rippling off him sending shivers down my spine. It would be rather dangerous if his affection fell below 22 percent. I couldn’t help but glance at the gauge above his head. A voice interrupted my worried musings.


      “Silence! Order in the court!” The minster rapped his gavel against the block, and the murmuring slowly tapered off. “Lady Penelope, please continue.”


      “Not too long ago, I ended things with His Highness,” I said with a decisive nod, once again adopting an unaffected demeanor as if I weren’t seemingly airing all my dirty laundry for the world to see. “I’m sure those of you who were present on the eve of the tournament saw the confrontation between the crown prince and me over this.”


      “I think I did see them together…” A few members of the audience tilted their heads as if recalling the incident.


      Good thing I made a point of being so loud at the time. What mattered most now was making the huge scandal I was concocting seem as real as I possibly could. I quickly steered the story back on track. “After we killed the bear, we encountered assassins who’d been sent after the crown prince.”


      “But th-that’s—”


      “As the assassins pursued us, he was injured. There were too many for us to take on by ourselves, and they ended up driving us over the cliff.”


      The surrounding nobles appeared terribly confused by my testimony, which alleged the polar opposite of what Viscount Garboyle had claimed.


      I pressed my advantage, turning to the viscount and saying, “I shot at no one but the bear and the assassins. So it doesn’t quite add up how there are nobles who supposedly fell victim to my crossbow.”


      “Sh-she lies! Sh-she shot me… I m-mean, us…” Viscount Garboyle was stammering so much, it would raise the suspicions of even the most foolish of men.


      Marquis Ellen wasted no time intervening, his expression rigid. “But there remains something that doesn’t make sense about your testimony, Lady Penelope.”


      “What would that be?”


      “His Highness is currently in a coma, cause undetermined. The court physician who diagnosed him said that his external injuries were only minor and that there must be a yet-undiscovered reason for his illness.”


      “Yes. And?” I adopted a tone that was overly bored, especially for someone who’d allegedly been lovers with the man in question.


      “If things unfolded as you claim they did, and the crown prince was injured by assassins before falling off the cliff, you would have been forced to wait until a search party found you, unable to move him alone. But both you and the crown prince were able to walk to the entrance of the forest the next day. The prince only passed out immediately prior to when you were found, almost as though…” Marquis Ellen trailed off, tone pointed.


      You’re suggesting I lured him into the forest and tried to poison him. It wasn’t hard to guess what he was implying. Marquis Ellen seemed confident that no proof of the assassination attempt remained.


      Well, he’s right, in a sense. If the crown prince had fallen unconscious before we were able to find the magic maps, we would probably still be trapped in that cave even now. A stifling silence settled over the room and was finally broken by the duke.


      “Look here, Marquis Ellen!” he cried angrily, banging his fists down on the armrests of his chair. “You expect me to stay silent whilst you try to frame my daughter? How dare you imply she conspired to harm the crown prince?”


      “We can’t be sure she was acting alone, of course.”


      “Y-you impertinent old—”


      “That is inappropriate, Your Grace. I’m just exploring every reasonable explanation, that’s all,” Marquis Ellen said with a smile that was obviously designed to provoke the duke. He turned his attention to me again. “Lady Penelope, please tell us. How is it that the crown prince came to fall unconscious?”


      “It seems as though he was poisoned,” I said, not batting an eye.


      The look on Marquis Ellen’s face changed very quickly—he hadn’t expected me to be so direct. “H-how can you be sure of that? I-it’s almost as though you poisoned him yourself !”


      “Well, I’m sure we can get to the bottom of exactly what happened when we investigate the evidence I obtained from one of the assassins.”


      “Wh-what?” The marquis, who’d been completely relaxed throughout the proceedings, suddenly shot to his feet. “You have proof ?”


      “Wait, does that mean she was really attacked by assassins?” The ruckus was now louder than ever before.


      “I-it’s a lie! All lies…” Only Viscount Garboyle was tactlessly trying to deny my words.


      “Your Honor. I offer as proof a dagger belonging to one of the assassins who tried to hurt the crown prince—” I was reaching for the dagger tucked inside my jacket with my loosely bound hands when my vision was filled with light.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        ~Main Quest: Become the Queen of the Tournament!~


        [Third Objective: Expose the Assassins]


        Would you like to proceed?


        (Rewards: All Love Interests’ Affection +7%, Reputation +70)


        [YES / NO]

      


      My eyes glinted with glee as I read the message. A seven percent increase for all love interests! Among all the rewards offered for completing the game’s damned quests, this was the most generous yet.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        As this is a Main Quest, the event will be auto-accepted in 5 seconds.


        <SYSTEM>


        5

      


      I clicked [YES] before even a single second had passed.


      The rewards were great, and the difficulty less than in any of the quests I’d completed so far. I had no reason to refuse. The text in the window changed.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Select the owner of the [Token of the Assassins] you obtained as a reward from the quest [Protect the Crown Prince from Assassins].


        [Options]


        1. Marquis Ellen


        2. Viscount Garboyle


        3. Baron Tulitte


        4. Count Kellen

      


      The sudden quiz took me by surprise, since I’d just assumed the marquis to be the guilty party. House Ellen’s crest, which I’d seen as I was being led inside, had matched the design on the dagger. But the damned game could never make it that easy.


      “Lady Penelope. Please continue,” the minister said. He looked worn out from struggling to silence all the noisy nobles, and thanks to that, he didn’t seem to have noticed that I’d suddenly fallen silent.


      I mentally conjured up the appearance of the dagger in my jacket. Who would be stupid enough to use a dagger marked with the Ellen crest, a weapon that had obviously been a gift based on the silk tassel attached to the hilt? The coloring of the silk had been a familiar blue as well.


      It wasn’t hard for me to arrive at an answer. Number three! I pressed the option with little hesitation. The person who’d tried so persistently to kill the crown prince was none other than Gloria’s fiancé—Baron Tulitte.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Correct!


        Now expose the [Assassins]!

      


      As soon as I’d processed this new message, I began speaking.


      “I would like to submit into evidence the dagger that was used to stab the crown prince by one of the assassins.” I produced the dagger confidently, finishing the motion I’d paused midway through thanks to the system notification earlier.


      “H-how can you be certain that it is from one of the assassins?” came a stuttered protest.


      “Its hilt is engraved with the insignia of House Ellen.”


      “Wh-what?”


      I lifted the blade so the hilt was visible to both the minister and the high-ranking nobles in the upper seats. Marquis Ellen’s jaw dropped.


      “If we can discover the origin of this silk decoration, we’ll be able to find out who was responsible for organizing the assassination in the first place,” I continued, gently shaking the dagger above my head to punctuate my words, causing the attached blue silk tassel to flutter.


      “I—I recognize it… Miss Kellen showed it to me and said she’d just finished making it… Oh my,” Countess Dorothea gasped, then fell abruptly silent after her seemingly involuntary observation, both hands shooting up to cover her mouth. But it was already too late—the cat was out of the bag.


      “Th-that’s a lie!”


      “Sh-she’s lying!”


      Marquis Ellen and Gloria spat their accusations at almost exactly the same time.


      “How do we know she didn’t shoot Baron Tulitte and his companions and take the sword from them herself—”


      “I saw Lady Penelope hunting the bear with my own two eyes,” someone interrupted.


      The door to the meeting room had flown open, and someone strode inside, moving to take the empty seat next to the podium.


      “Apologies for being late. One of the children in my care had a seizure…”


      [Affection: 32%]


      Winter wore an awkward expression as he apologized for his tardiness. Come to think of it…he’s also a high-ranking noble, I guess? I stared at him with some surprise, having not given any thought to whether he was present before that moment.


      “Marquis Verdandi! Wh-what are you saying?” Marquis Ellen was demanding before Winter could even sit down.


      “Your Honor. May I present an account of events as I witnessed them?” Winter said, raising his hand calmly and addressing the minister rather than replying.


      “You may.”


      Permission granted, Winter stood again and addressed the room at large. “Before Lady Penelope went missing the day before yesterday, I saw her bravely facing down a brown bear by herself in the gold area of the hunting grounds.”


      “L-lies! Marquis Verdandi wasn’t anywhere in the vicinity—”


      “Silence, Viscount Garboyle!” The minister slammed his gavel twice in rapid succession. “Please be silent. It is not your turn to speak,” he shouted irritably at the viscount, who had made a habit of interrupting others as they spoke. “Please do go on, Marquis Verdandi.”


      “She appeared to freeze midway through the confrontation, perhaps because she was out of ammunition. I was about to intervene, concerned for her safety, when the crown prince appeared and killed the bear before severing its head.”


      This was much too close to the truth for him to be bluffing, which meant he must really have been watching me at the time. The idea of it sent goose bumps shivering down my arms.


      So I was right. Defeating the bear hadn’t been all there was to that stupid special quest. If the crown prince hadn’t stepped in, there was no doubt in my mind that Winter, Derrick, or Reynold would have. The system only intended for me to fight off the rampaging beast long enough for one of them to appear at a critical moment and save me.


      This game is insane… As I came to this chilling conclusion, Winter calmly finished giving his statement.


      “I left since they seemed to be having a private conversation. That’s all I saw.”


      The room was thrown into chaos once more.


      “That means Viscount Garboyle was lying, doesn’t it?” one person asked.


      “So Lady Penelope was telling the truth,” another said.


      “My god, to think Baron Tulitte tried to kill the prince…”


      I surveyed the murmuring crowd before glancing at the Eckhart seats. The duke looked just as surprised as everybody else, but it was Derrick’s reaction that really confused me. When our eyes met, his face slowly contorted into an expression resembling rage more than shock. I couldn’t be sure whether he was angry that his idiotic adopted sister had actually been telling the truth, or because I’d supposedly been meeting the crown prince in secret. I was relieved to see, however, that his slowly blinking affection meter hadn’t changed despite the scowl on his face.


      See? I raised my chin, making direct eye contact with him. I can get by just fine on my own. You can take your so-called “help” and shove it. I was staring at him with stony eyes when the gavel rang out once more.


      “I will now declare my ruling!” shouted the minister in a dignified voice that carried easily over the din. “An unrelated third party bore witness to the incident in question, and their account matches the testimony of the suspect, Lady Penelope. In addition, the evidence she has presented is incontrovertible.”


      The room fell into dead silence. The minister paused to take a breath. “It seems those in need of investigation are the seven nobles, including Baron Tulitte and Viscount Garboyle, as well as Marquis Ellen, not Lady Penelope.”


      “Y-Your Honor! I object—”


      “The crown prince is still unconscious. This is a deeply concerning case that may lead to charges brought forth for attempted regicide. I command that all nobles implicated be taken into custody immediately.” The minister rapped the gavel against the desk three times, and the ruling was complete.


      A notification popped up before me.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        ~Main Quest: Become the Queen of the Tournament!~


        [Third Objective: Expose the Assassins]


        Quest cleared!

      


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have acquired [All Love Interests’ Affection +7%] and [Reputation +70] as your reward.


        (TOTAL POINTS: 200)

      


      Finally, it’s over! I silently cheered to myself, fists clenched.


      “I’ll have to write to His Majesty and inform him right away. Sir Valter! Carry out your orders!” the minister called to the captain of the guard, who was positioned next to the podium. The doors to the room flew open, and a wave of knights poured inside.


      “It’s a-all lies! None of it’s true!” Marquis Ellen insisted, shaking his head frantically as the knights approached to arrest him. “It wasn’t me! I wasn’t involved! Tulitte was behind it all!”


      “I—I have nothing to do with this! Why are you arresting me?” protested the girl with blue hair as well. She was manhandled to the ground, her arms forcefully twisted behind her back. The lady cast her gaze around the room, desperately searching for someone who would help her.


      House Kellen, however, was not influential enough to warrant an invitation to this kind of meeting among the nobility. It seemed as though they’d been hoping to elevate their status by cozying up to Marquis Ellen. Since the Eckharts are at the center of power, the Kellens tried to make their big leap up the societal ladder by pushing down the duke’s daughter.


      They probably thought I’d take it lying down, just like last year. I watched coldly as the already-disheveled girl was dragged away. But I’m the top villain in this game, I thought.


      Soon all those incriminated had been dragged away, and the trial naturally wound to its conclusion. A few of the nobles glanced at me as they left—as if they wished to speak to me—but after seeing the scowl on my face, none of them dared.


      “Lady Penelope.” The captain of the guard, a solemn-looking middle-aged man, approached me. “Would you please pass me the evidence?”


      “Here,” I said, handing the sword over without a fuss.


      Upon taking it and tucking it inside his jacket, he said, “I’ll release you. Please give me your hands.” I held out my arms, which were bound with a thin rope at the wrist. “Excuse me one moment,” he murmured, taking both of my hands in his. He then chanted something I couldn’t understand, and the ropes became loose and slid free easily. He bowed, retrieved the rope, and left.


      Wait. It was enchanted? No wonder it had seemed too loose to actually be effective. It probably couldn’t be cut or undone without an activation phrase. I felt a little embarrassed for thinking I was getting some kind of special treatment earlier.


      Fatigue washed over me, the tension finally leaving my body. I needed rest. I spun, wanting to leave the room, but someone was standing in the way.


      “My lady.”


      [Affection: 39%]


      White letters glittered above a luxurious head of silver hair. Despite everything, I was happy to see his increased affection.


      “Marquis…” It occurred to me that I hadn’t thanked Winter yet for suddenly coming to my aid. Without his testimony, the trial wouldn’t have come to a close as concisely as it did. He had been helpful, unlike a certain somebody who’d wanted me to admit to shooting everyone like a reckless fool.


      “Allow me to offer you my sincere gratitude for helping me,” I said, bowing to him shallowly. “Thanks to you, I was able to disprove the false charges without further ado.”


      “I…did the best I could in the given situation, nothing more,” Winter said, repeating the words I’d said to him not that long ago. “And I’m happy I was able to pay you back for your help on the eve of the hunt.”


      I laughed, remembering Winter’s peculiar fascination with paying back his debts, which always seemed to emerge whenever we met. He was a merchant to the core.


      “You’re always so worried about keeping the scale balanced, aren’t you, Marquis?”


      His navy eyes widened slightly upon hearing me laugh so suddenly, and he stared at me without speaking for a long moment. Feeling embarrassed, I dropped the smile from my face.


      “I know I refused your help before, but I’ll gratefully accept it this time. If you’ll excuse me,” I said with another bow, then made my way past him.


      “Does this mean you’ll now come and find me again when in need?” he abruptly asked, causing me to freeze. “I fully restored your trust in me, did I not?”


      I slowly turned around and studied him. He was referring to the incident at his guild. Huh? Is this a trick question? I’d been intending to inform him that I knew his identity, if necessary, but I’d never imagined he’d reveal it first, especially not as directly as this. I pondered for a moment, trying to think of an adequate response.


      Winter was no longer a viable backup plan, but I couldn’t completely rule him out as an option, either. I chose an ambiguous response. “I doubt anything will come up that will require your services again.”


      “So you knew it was me after all,” he replied immediately. It had definitely been a trick question, then.


      “I…happen to have a good eye for people,” I said with a reluctant smile, making a point to lock eyes with him.


      “Oh,” he said with a slight groan, no doubt never expecting such a thing would give him away.


      I’d just made use of the absurd plot device employed by the heroine in Normal Mode: guessing that the marquis and the sorcerer were one and the same based only on the color of his eyes.


      After spending some time here, however, I was realizing that it wasn’t as far-fetched as it seemed, at least in this world. Hoity-toity nobles had very little respect for the merchant class, and they would very likely never bother to remember the eye color of a masked information broker.


      “If you’re concerned I’ll spill your secrets, you can erase my memories concerning the children,” I said, guessing at the reason he’d wanted to confirm that I recognized him.


      “It’s not that,” he said, shaking his head firmly. “That isn’t it…” He trailed off, then suddenly reached toward me. “You…always seem to be injured when we meet.” His long, firm fingers grazed my neck.


      “Oh,” I murmured at the sting of pain that accompanied his touch.


      Winter flinched and withdrew his hand. I pressed my fingertips over where he’d just touched and felt a rough scab. It was the cut Reynold had applied ointment to what felt like an eternity ago. I’d felt nothing at the time, but now the wound seemed to throb with pain. Apparently, I’d been grazed in the same spot without realizing it, reopening the wound.


      Seeing me press my hand to it, Winter said gravely, “Please don’t touch it. I suggest you go to the infirmary just in case—”


      “Penelope,” someone interrupted. I automatically spun to face the person who’d spoken.


      [Affection: 29%]


      The quest reward saw his affection restored to the level it had been before our argument. Derrick approached with a stern expression.


      The duke must have left already. I was a little surprised to see that my brother’s side was empty.


      “Hello, Young Lord Derrick,” Winter said with a slight bow to Derrick.


      No doubt eager to lay into me, my brother paused and bowed in greeting reluctantly. “Thank you for your testimony earlier, Marquis.”


      “Don’t mention it. I only did what was right.”


      “I don’t know what matter you wished to speak with my sister about, but we’re having an emergency family meeting. Please excuse us—she’ll be coming with me now.”


      “I see,” Winter said with an affable smile, despite Derrick’s rather rude tone. He retreated easily. “My lady, perhaps we can continue our conversation next time—”


      “No. That won’t be necessary,” I said, seizing Winter’s wrist gently despite my earlier unwillingness. “We can finish our conversation now, if you don’t mind, Marquis.”


      “Penelope Eckhart,” Derrick bit out coldly. I could see the numbers starting to blink slowly above his black head of hair again. “What do you think you’re doing?” His expression was severe as he processed what was happening.


      Ignoring the peculiar look that had appeared on Winter’s face, I shot Derrick a stony gaze. “I told you I have nothing left to say to you.”


      “Remember that we are in a public place,” Derrick warned through gritted teeth. “Let go of his hand and come with me.”


      Upon hearing his demands, the first thing that came to mind was the question Why should I listen to you? I really had nothing more I wanted to say to him. I’d done no damage to the family name, and the incident had been wrapped up nicely.


      “When did you start concerning yourself with who’s watching?” The sarcastic words flew from my mouth before I’d even considered if they were a good idea. “Everyone no doubt thinks I’m still not right in the head because I only recently rose from my sickbed. No one will pay me any mind,” I said, throwing the words of his poor attempt to defend me back in his face.


      “Penelope, you…” A vein visibly bulged in his forehead.


      Winter served as a useful shield. Derrick seemed conscious of the eyes on us and so didn’t try to forcefully drag me away. Taking a deep breath, he visibly attempted to rein in his temper.


      “Fine. I’ll admit it.”


      “Admit what?” I asked.


      “I was wrong. But remember the way you’ve behaved up until now. Considering your past reputation and reckless behavior, most would have come to the same conclusions I did.”


      “Ha!” I laughed bitterly.


      I was wondering what you had left to say. It was just more excuses and blame for his refusal to trust me—for not asking my side of the story and playing into the attempted murderer claims. The reasonable, coolheaded, and handsome male protagonist whom I’d admired in my past playthrough was just a despicable loser.


      “It comes to you so easily, huh?” I said.


      “…What?”


      “Accusing someone of attempted murder and making them out to be some kind of unstable, stupid wreck. It’s so easy—blame everything on Penelope, and the problem will disappear, wrapped up all nice and neat,” I mocked.


      Derrick’s eyes widened at my acidic tone, and the affection meter blinked threateningly.


      “Is that all you had to say to me? That I have no one to blame but myself for being falsely accused, since I’m reaping the consequences of my own actions?”


      “Penelope Eckhart!”


      Affection –2%


      [Affection: 27%]


      So hot and cold with his affection. But I was past feeling any alarm because of it. In my current state of furious indignation, I didn’t think I would care even if it fell by 10 percent.


      A savage scowl twisted my face, but I forced a smile onto my lips. “Don’t worry. I know it’s all my fault in your eyes. That’s why I took care of things by myself.”


      “Is your idea of ‘taking care of things’ ruining our family’s reputation? I mean, secretly meeting with the crown prince? What made you think saying that was a good idea—?”


      “What should I have done, then?” I said, shrugging. I still couldn’t think of a better option. “Told them I’d just so happened to run into a bear and was forced to fight it, and the crown prince just so happened to be nearby to help me kill it, and assassins just so happened to appear out of nowhere and chase us?”


      “…”


      “Is that what you would have me say?” I asked, repeating everything I’d already told Derrick the night before. I was telling the truth, but nobody would have believed me if I’d explained things in this way—Marquis Ellen would have made sure of that. “I would have been branded a traitor and charged with attempted regicide. But I guess you’d get a kick out of that, huh?”


      “Don’t put words in my mouth,” he spat, still struggling to mask his anger. His eyes burned with a roiling fury. “If you’d been upfront and told me you had evidence, this matter could have been resolved without a shameful scandal sullying our family’s honor.”


      “And whose fault was it that I had to come up with a lie in the first place?” I snapped back, teeth gritted. “It’s not like you gave me a chance to tell you I had any proof.”


      I was having trouble keeping my storming emotions from showing. I knew that my face was like a mirror, my expression reflecting everything I was feeling and my fake smile slowly crumbling. I could feel Winter’s eyes on me, but I couldn’t stop.


      “No, you didn’t listen to a word I said. Not when I desperately tried to explain that I was being framed, not when I said that I had a solution, and not even when I trusted you with the truth.”


      “…Penelope.”


      “You’re the one who refused to hear me out, Young Lord. What—are you going to blame me for that, too?”


      Maybe I was letting my emotions get the better of me—I had forgotten I was supposed to address him like a brother in public.


      
        —“Young Lord. I’ve been falsely accused. I have a way to prove it. In my pocket…”


        —“It doesn’t occur to you that I might’ve had a reason? That I was defending myself ?”


        —“The crown prince, who happened to be passing by at the time, saw me struggling and helped me to kill the bear and behead it.”

      


      Claiming that the crown prince and I met for a rendezvous, that we were somehow romantically involved with each other—those were the last words I ever wanted to say. But it had been the best I could come up with after a whole night of racking my brain over the problem.


      Perhaps there had been a better way. Perhaps with Derrick’s quick intellect and the Eckharts’ influence, we could have concocted a more acceptable testimony.


      That was why I’d intended on giving the dagger to him. It had been he, however, who’d ignored my attempts to ask for help and forced me to deal with everything by myself.


      “If that’s everything, I’d like to finish speaking with the marquis now. Before you so clearly interrupted, we were in the middle of an important discussion about the trial.”


      “We didn’t have enough time to talk.” Derrick rushed to speak, placing himself in the way as if to prevent me from leaving with Winter. “You know perfectly well that everything was happening so fast, and our people had access to extremely limited information.”


      “…”


      “The other nobles were relentlessly trying to frame our house for the attack on the crown prince, and everyone was beginning to believe the frankly absurd rumor that we’d trained you with the crossbow in order to kill him,” he continued, deeply frustrated. To me, this just felt like a continuation of the conversation we’d had the day before, filled with the same tired excuses. “I believed the best solution was to focus solely on wrapping things up as soon as possible and getting you out of that cell.”


      “I don’t know what point you’re trying to prove, but don’t worry, Young Lord,” I replied firmly. “You can’t let me down when I had no expectations in the first place.”


      Derrick’s face fell, though I couldn’t fathom why. There was a mysterious emotion painted across his usually gruff features that didn’t seem exactly to be anger.


      “Penelope…,” he began in a subdued tone. Then his affection meter blinked.


      [Affection: 32%]


      It had suddenly risen without warning, leaving me to stare at it with some surprise. I quickly cast off any interest I might have felt in this peculiar development, however, instead turning away from him with a decisive nod of my head.


      “…Shall we, Marquis?” I took Winter’s hand and strode past Derrick, who remained rooted in place.


      He didn’t try to stop me this time.


      We left the meeting hall, and I only let go of Winter’s hand after we’d arrived at a secluded location and I’d turned to him to apologize.


      “I’m sorry, Marquis. You shouldn’t have had to listen to that,” I said, feeling sorry that he’d been forced to witness that mess.


      Winter just peered at me wordlessly as he removed something from his pocket. Holding it out to me, he said, “Please don’t cry.”


      “Huh?” I said, puzzled. I felt my face. There were no tears—if anything, my skin was dry, thanks to the several sleepless nights I’d had the past few days. Of course there were no tears. I wasn’t crying. “I don’t understand…”


      “I told you the first time we met—my only wish is for the sadness to disappear from your lovely eyes. Your eyes, my lady, are only ever filled with sorrow, never joy.”


      I suddenly remembered our first meeting, something I’d completely forgotten about. My expression crumbled. I couldn’t help it. I’d been lying earlier—I’d had expectations. I’d hoped Derrick would listen to me and help me. Despite knowing I was playing the game in goddamn Hard Mode, I’d hoped that the reality I’d found myself in would be different and that some dramatic change might occur, regardless of how unlikely that eventuality might be.


      “You’re right, I guess,” I said after a pause, laughing weakly. “I wonder if a day will ever come when I can smile, carefree?”


      I somehow doubted it. I would probably never be free until I got to the end of the game and made my escape. I muttered the bitter words under my breath, and as I glanced up, I felt a cold breeze on my face. The folded handkerchief in Winter’s palm floated off his hand and suddenly, for lack of a better word, bloomed. The fabric folded this way and that as though invisible hands were manipulating it, rustling, crinkling, knotting, and billowing in turn. Soon it had taken on the shape of a little rabbit.


      “Uh…” I stared blankly at it, and the rabbit made from thin fabric slowly drifted back down to settle on Winter’s palm. Its tiny ears twitched as if in greeting. I was having a hard time believing my eyes.


      “Would you please hold out your hands?” Winter asked softly.


      I slowly held them out in a daze, and the rabbit jumped with soft little hops from his hand to mine. The sight of it rubbing its tiny face against my palm as if it were a real living creature was, frankly, bizarre. Then it occurred to me that Winter had just used magic inside the palace while dressed as the marquis.


      “Wait… Is it okay for you to do this?” I said, looking around nervously. Though we were tucked into a secluded spot, someone could still be watching.


      “No one’s watching. What does it matter?” Winter replied easily.


      Since I already know, did you decide you didn’t care to hide anymore? It had barely been any time at all since he’d revealed his identity to me. His change in attitude was too abrupt—I peered up at him suspiciously.


      “This is very basic stuff, and I barely used any mana. No one will know. You don’t need to be concerned,” he said with an awkward smile. Then as if to change the subject: “More importantly…do you not like animals?”


      The rabbit began bouncing on my palm as he spoke, then rolled over cutely, revealing its tiny belly. Though it was only made from a folded piece of cloth, it moved and acted just like a baby rabbit. The sight made me smile.


      “I…do,” I said.


      “Finally, a smile,” Winter replied.


      It suddenly occurred to me why he’d conjured the rabbit: He was trying to console me. My heart pounded, and I moved my gaze from the handkerchief rabbit rolling around on my palm to his face. For the first time ever, I smiled brightly at him—a sincere expression that came from the bottom of my heart.


      “Thank you, Marquis.”


      His gaze wavered, and then:


      [Affection: 44%]


      Five percent. It was quite a large increase. I let the smile slowly fade from my face as I looked at the number shimmering above his silver hair.


      
        [In Normal Mode, Winter appears whenever the heroine is feeling sad or upset and comforts her by performing incredible magic tricks.]

      


      Even now, I was thinking about using him as my backup plan instead of being present and enjoying the moment.


      It left me feeling a little hollow inside.
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      Though something terrible had happened—namely, an attempt on the crown prince’s life—the hunting tournament continued unaffected. Only the few high-ranking nobles who were present at the trial knew what had happened, and there were many foreigners taking part in the tournament.


      It hadn’t been called off even following the attack on the eve of the event, and if it were to be halted now, the Eorka empire’s reputation would be impacted. And thus, the hunting tournament continued on without its host. There were four days remaining until the winners would be selected.


      “…and that is why His Majesty commands that no one be allowed to leave the hunting grounds until he returns, for safety reasons.”


      Early on the morning following the trial, attendants visited the campground of each house and delivered the Imperial order. All the nobles were to be kept on the palace grounds until the emperor returned.


      But why me? I thought, staring helplessly at the attendant holding a scroll embossed with the Imperial crest. I’d been hoping to go home right away since the misunderstanding had been cleared up. The man’s next words made me feel slightly better about the whole thing, though.


      “However, Lady Penelope took diligent care of the crown prince. In light of this, and since she is a lady, she is invited to stay in the palace instead of on the hunting grounds.”


      “I’ll go,” I said as soon as the attendant had finished reading, raising my hand enthusiastically.


      “Penelope…,” the duke called, voice gloomy.


      I turned to him with an innocent look, and he said no more, even as his expression soured further. Following the trial, everyone seemed to be having a hard time addressing me, and I was enjoying it quite a lot.


      “I shall prepare a carriage, then,” the attendant said. He bowed politely to the members of the Eckhart family and left.


      “I’ll go as well. I need to get ready to leave,” I said, jumping to my feet. I didn’t want to stay in the duke’s stifling tent for a moment longer than I had to.


      “Oy!” Reynold burst out, clearly annoyed by the sudden cold silence my remark had caused. “Are you serious? You—”


      “Tsk, Reynold,” the duke scolded. He sighed deeply and said, “All right. You do that, then. It will be easier for you to rest well in the palace.”


      “Yes. I’ll see you later.” I left with only a brief goodbye, not looking back. I could feel three sets of blue eyes burning into the back of my head as I left. Though I left the cabana strutting with confidence, my steps slowed as soon as I had escaped.


      “Ugh…”


      On the first day of the tournament, I hadn’t foreseen how much my relationship with the Eckharts would deteriorate. Sighing, I trudged toward my cabana. Perhaps my frustration with them wasn’t totally justified. I could understand how they’d felt all these years, tormented by Penelope’s thoughtless rampages up until now.


      And I knew they must have been beside themselves with anxiety this time since I’d somehow become involved in an attempt on the crown prince’s life. Maybe it had been the best option available to the duke and Derrick, just dismissing me as a mischievous fool and minimizing the damage.


      But why should I have to be understanding of them at all? Understanding their reasons didn’t cause me to feel any less offended. If they’d asked me what had happened first and discussed things to find a solution—if they’d defended me even once, trusting that I wouldn’t do such a thing—this episode would not have ended on such a disastrous note.


      “Oy…,” someone suddenly called out. I didn’t register that they were talking to me, since I was so lost in thought. “Hey, hey! Penelope!” came the voice again, shouting this time.


      I finally came to a stop. Ugh… I don’t want to turn around. There was only one person in this game who would address me in such a way. Standing in place, I only turned my head.


      [Affection: 37%]


      Of course it’s you. A man with a fluttering pink head of hair was approaching me rapidly.


      “It’s not true, is it? Tell me it isn’t,” Reynold demanded, reaching me in an instant.


      “What do you mean?”


      “That you and that Imperial dick—”


      “R-Reynold!” I shouted in shock. His voice was becoming louder the more agitated he grew.


      I can’t believe you’re cursing the crown prince out on the palace grounds! He was stupidly brave, to be sure. Thankfully, since it was so early in the morning, the only people out and about near the Eckhart campground were the two of us.


      Reynold, seemingly coming to his senses and realizing his mistake, began again, careful to censor himself this time. “Is it true that you and…he had something going on?”


      “What do you mean by ‘something going on’?”


      “I’m not in the mood for any of your games,” he growled, though I had been asking a genuine question. “Everyone’s talking about you and the crown prince! Did you know that?”


      “…”


      “What the hell did you say at the trial? Tell me the truth. You were lying about you and him, right?” Reynold demanded again, looking as if he wanted to grab hold of me and shake.


      I told him the truth. “No. It’s not true.”


      “Phew…” He sighed deeply with relief and scratched the back of his head. He then muttered angrily, “Dammit, what a stupid rumor to be going around—”


      “If the rumor is about me and the prince meeting in the forest secretly, that part is true.”


      “Huh?” His hand froze, buried in his ruffled pink hair. His eyes glinted violently. “What…what are you saying?”


      “Like I said. We met alone in the forest. That’s why the assassins chased both of us,” I said, giving him an ambiguous answer accompanied by a casual shrug.


      I’d expected that someone would question me about the truth of my claims. I could be honest and say the entire story was made up to avoid raising Marquis Ellen’s suspicions, but I didn’t feel like sparing any of the Eckharts.


      “You… Give me a straight answer,” he snarled through gritted teeth. “You acted like you hated him after he cut you up last time. Now what? You’re saying you met him alone in the damn woods?”


      “Cut me up?” I said, frowning at his choice of words. “I met him to discuss something privately.”


      “What did you discuss?”


      “That is none of your business.” We hadn’t actually talked all that much, so I really had nothing to report to Reynold anyway.


      “Enough of this bullshit. Be straight with me! And what’s this I hear about you having feelings for him?”


      “People are already talking about that, too?”


      I thought nobles were supposed to be, well, noble. They can’t seem to keep their mouths shut, though. I was shocked that the rumors had already spread so quickly after only a single evening. With a deep sigh, I said, “That was just…a lie I told to make my story more plausible.”


      I told him the truth despite my resolution that I didn’t need to explain myself to him. It couldn’t be helped, since he would demand an answer until I told him what he wanted to hear. And besides, I didn’t actually want anyone thinking I liked the crown prince in any way.


      He latched on to my words like lightning. “Then why did you meet with that bastard? What were you thinking? Do you have a death wish?”


      “Reynold,” I said, looking around us. “Watch your mouth.”


      I didn’t want to engage in a battle of wits so early in the morning, so I was very audibly fed up as I continued, “I know you’re unlikely to believe me anyway, but it was only a coincidence.”


      “I’m not Derrick.”


      “…Huh?”


      “If you’d told me it wasn’t you who shot all those nobles, I would have taken you at your word.”


      I mentally repeated his words to myself—he’d have believed me, because he’s not like his brother. I found this very hard to accept, and a bitter laugh escaped my lips. “Don’t lie. You would have believed me? You? Really?”


      Of course you wouldn’t have. I’m sure you’d have accused me just like Derrick. The two sons of the duke were capable of incredible teamwork only when united against me in some way.


      “Wh-what, you think I’m stupid or something?” Reynold stuttered, confused by my cold glare. He began to ramble. “You might not be the sharpest tool in the shed, but you wouldn’t have gone mad like that immediately after the ban was lifted. Besides, you didn’t even want to come, since you were so afraid that something might happen.”


      I stared at Reynold, taken aback. To be more precise, I’d been afraid of running into any of the male protagonists. I was certain I’d managed to keep that hidden, so it was surprising that he of all people had come so close to figuring me out.


      “So you can open up to me. It’s not really true, is it? The part about you having feelings for him?” Reynold asked again, tone calmer, perhaps aware that he had my full attention. “Who knows? Maybe I can help with squashing those rumors.”


      “All right… It wasn’t a some secret love rendezvous in the forest.” I gave in, confessing to Reynold the truth in the face of his stubborn persistence. “It didn’t seem likely at the time that I would be able to convince anyone that I’d met the crown prince accidentally. It was the only good excuse I could think of. That’s all there is to it.”


      “Ugh, you idiot! You could have just told me that from the start. Why did you have to be so difficult about it?” Reynold complained, beating a frustrated fist against his chest.


      I know, right? I hadn’t felt I could be honest after his brother hadn’t believed a single word I’d said. I swallowed back a wry smile.


      “Right… Of course you wouldn’t be involved with him like that,” Reynold mumbled to himself, looking relieved.


      I asked him glumly, “Is that all? You just wanted to ask me about that?”


      “What do you mean, ‘is that all’? This is a serious issue, you blockhead!” Reynold shouted, scowling.


      I was dumbfounded by his reaction. It was true that it was a serious issue, I supposed, but there was no reason for it to matter so much to him, was there? If the crown prince were to wake any time soon, I’d be the only one forced to go through the hellish process of dealing with his reaction to the whole thing.


      “And I didn’t just want to ask you about that,” Reynold said, rummaging angrily in his pocket after noticing my cranky glare.


      “Here. Take this,” he said, suddenly handing something over. It was a small, flat container, one I’d seen before. When I didn’t move to accept it, he shook it at me and said, “Well? Take it already.”


      I took it reluctantly.


      “Your wound’s gotten worse since the eve of the hunt, you idiot. How are you so thick? You didn’t even notice, did you?” he said gruffly, clicking his tongue.


      Winter had seen it after only a glance yesterday as well. I supposed the wound really must have gotten worse. Embarrassed, I rubbed the skin around the area.


      “Is it bad?”


      “Don’t touch it. It’ll get infected,” he said with a frown. I lowered my hand. “Tsk. Apply that every day while you’re at the palace. And even if it’s a schlep, go to the infirmary when you get the chance. Got it?”


      We’d see each other again in only a few days, but he sounded as if one of us were departing on some kind of long voyage. It made me laugh.


      “I’ll do that. Thank you for being so considerate, Brother,” I said, nodding gently. After a moment’s hesitation, I added, “And…for believing me. You’re the only person who’s trusted me in this whole mess.” I was only stating the facts, but his face blushed bright red.


      “Wh-why do you need to say that shit out loud?” he shouted angrily before storming away without even saying goodbye.


      The hell? How am I supposed to thank you without saying it out loud?


      [Affection: 40%]


      I pouted as I watched the pink-haired boy return to his cabana.
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      My time at the palace was generally pretty comfortable. The palace servants were very kind, like Emily, and every meal was such a lavish spread that I feared the table would collapse under the weight of all the food. The most important part was that no one stopped me from doing whatever I wanted or going wherever I desired.


      This is way better than the duke’s manor. The thought suddenly occurred to me as I was leaving the Imperial library. The surrounding area was empty of people, leaving only blessed silence. In addition, the huge library was full of books on topics I enjoyed, allowing me to read through countless pages about ancient sorcerers and the mythology of Valta.


      With the book on the Arkina Archipelago I’d borrowed in my arms, I walked briskly down the now-familiar path. When I’d made it past the guards who were all stationed around a single entrance, I spotted a man exiting the building accompanied by a doctor.


      “Lady Penelope! You’re here again today,” the aide to the crown prince observed.


      I nodded in acknowledgment and quickly cut to the chase. “How is he today?”


      “His breathing is much more regular. I believe we’re making good progress.”


      “I’m relieved to hear that.” This was actually great news. I’d been quite frightened upon hearing that his condition had taken a turn for the worse two nights ago.


      “But the toxins are still in his system, so we’ll have to wait and see for a few more days.”


      “…Right.”


      “Would you…like to go inside?” the aide asked cautiously.


      I had no idea what rumors were circulating exactly, but people always looked at me funny whenever I showed up at the crown prince’s palace.


      “I’ll go see him for just ten minutes,” I said, not letting the puzzlement show on my face. It was the same thing I always said.


      “Of course,” the aide said with a knowing smile.


      Though the rumors probably suggested that the crown prince and I were very close indeed, I would leave exactly when the ten minutes were up, as I always did.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      The crown prince’s bedroom was almost three times as big as my own and, much like his personality, bleak. There was no other furniture in the room other than the bed and a table. The empty room had a pervasive, bitter medicinal scent, and I paused for a moment in the doorway before entering the large room, frowning as I adjusted to the terrible smell.


      There was a chair next to the bed, probably placed there by the doctor who had just left. I didn’t take a seat, though, since I had every intention of leaving right away. I approached the bed and came to stop beside him, even going so far as to stare at him without any thought for how rude it might be. His luxurious golden hair was fanned out on the white pillow under his head.


      [Affection: 42%]


      Callisto, with his eyes firmly closed, lay so still that he almost resembled a painting in a museum. It’s like looking at one of the illustrations in the game… The crown prince was capable of saying some of the most terrible things when awake, but seeing him lying silently in bed like this made me feel…very strange.


      Still, it does seem like he’s getting better. He’d been so pale yesterday that his skin had been indistinguishable from wax. He was looking much better, however, and only a single day had passed. His breathing was more regular now as well.


      There was no known antidote to the poison coursing through the crown prince’s veins. The only solution was to hope for the best and trust in his body’s healing ability and any natural resistance to poisons that he might have. I’d heard that his wounds hadn’t actually been all that deep, thanks to the armor he was wearing. His current condition was a testament to how frightening a few drops of poison could be in the hands of one’s political enemies.


      “Hey, you…,” I said, calling to him softly just as I’d done in recent days. I reached out slowly and held my hand under his nose. His soft breath tickled my fingers. “You’re…going to be okay, right?”


      Though I knew that in the game the male protagonists couldn’t die, I found myself growing extremely anxious. Sometimes I found myself remembering the violent events of the game so far and chills shivered down my spine—that was probably why I found myself coming here daily to check that he was indeed still breathing, feeling guilty that I was the reason for his condition.


      Though the assassination attempt itself had been no doubt unavoidable, he’d been stabbed while trying to save me. He’d also given me his cloak, even though he’d known that his body was faring poorly.


      If he hadn’t given me the cloak and had chosen to ignore that I was likely to catch a cold without it…maybe the poison wouldn’t have spread so quickly, and he would be doing a lot better. No… This was all part of the story’s design. I shook my head in an attempt to cast off my distress.


      “Don’t die, Your Highness,” I whispered, the same words I’d been saying every day for the last three days. Especially not on my account. If you die, it should be while saving the Normal Mode’s heroine, not me.


      With that, I withdrew my hand. It had already been nearly ten minutes, and it was time for me to end my visit. I turned, intending to leave the room, when I felt something latch on to my wrist.


      “Huh?” I spun around, shocked, and locked eyes with the fiery red stare of the crown prince gazing up at me.


      “I can’t bear to listen to your bullshit anymore.” I could hear the incredulous laughter in his voice. “Don’t die? That’s all you have to say to me for three whole days? You could have at least prayed for my quick recovery.”


      He sounded sick, his voice raspy and low. I stared at Callisto blankly. He was somehow delivering his usual sarcastic lines, despite the ghostly pallor of his face.


      “And what was it you said to me earlier? ‘Hey, you’? Is that any way to address the crown prince of the empire?”


      Perhaps it was because I’d spent the last several days watching him just lying there unmoving, but I was struggling to believe that he was really awake and speaking to me. “Your Highness, you’re…you’re really awake?”


      “What, do you think I died and came back to haunt you?”


      “But they said there was no antidote and they’d need at least a few more days until they could be sure you were all right…” I hadn’t expected him to even wake up until after I had already returned to the duke’s manor.


      “Sorry to disappoint you, but I was conscious the whole time. I just didn’t have the strength to open my eyes because of the poison.”


      My mouth fell slightly open. Even if all the male protagonists were impossible to kill, he had recovered scarily fast. It felt really strange to be looking into his red eyes again, lucid and clear as they were. I felt relieved, and at the same time, my heart was pounding for no conceivable reason.


      “Are you…feeling okay?” I finally managed to ask.


      “No. Not at all,” he replied immediately. “It hurts like hell. My veins feel like they’re on fire, and it feels like someone’s sawing at every one of my joints,” he added with a frown.


      My heart sank. “I-I’ll call for the doctor!” I said, turning in haste to do just that.


      However, the crown prince held fast to my wrist, pulling me right back to his side. He was still so strong that I couldn’t believe he had only freshly risen from his affliction.


      “It’s fine.”


      “But…”


      “The doctor can’t do much for me anyway. He’ll burn some herbs, at best.” He shook his head resolutely. “They must have gotten their hands on some exotic poison this time. What a shame for them that it didn’t kill me. I’d be dead, though, if they’d managed to get me with any more of it.”


      I scrunched my face up in displeasure upon hearing him take such a cavalier attitude to his own life. He burst into laughter after seeing my expression.


      “Have a seat,” he said, nodding to the chair beside the bed.


      “Since I’ve seen for myself that you’re awake, I think I’ll go.” For him to get the rest he so desperately needed, I intended to leave as quickly as possible.


      The crown prince’s eyebrows twitched upward, however, as he proceeded to accuse me. “You won’t even do this much for the man who nearly died on your account? Tsk. You’re as heartless as a villain.”


      “What?!” I blurted, indignant. “You just woke up, so I’m letting you rest—”


      “I’m fine. Sit down,” he said, cutting me off and tugging at my wrist. I was forced to sit, as he’d requested.


      Nothing bad is going to happen, right? I was no longer scared for my very life in the presence of the crown prince. In fact…


      [Affection: 42%]


      The gauge floating above his golden hair was quite full. Belatedly, I realized that his affection was now over 40 percent.


      “How long…has it been since we left the cave?” the crown prince asked, even as I kept throwing glances above his head.


      “Three days.”


      “So the hunting tournament will be over tomorrow.” After making this observation, he smirked at me. “I’m surprised—I thought you’d leave my unconscious body behind in cold blood. I suppose I owe you my life.”


      I was speechless at his accusation. Maybe he didn’t remember grabbing me and threatening me right up until the moment he passed out. “You told me I would regret it if I did.”


      “That was because I was convinced you’d leave me to die.”


      “I’m a pacifist. I’m not the kind of person who would get the urge to murder people depending on my mood, unlike a certain someone I know.”


      “Now you’re blaspheming against a member of the Imperial family. I’ll have to remember to give you a tour of the dungeons sometime soon.”


      It didn’t sound like a threat coming from a man so pale, laid up in bed. Besides, despite his words, he looked to be in a fine mood—laughing gleefully at my response.


      I stared at him for a moment, then asked with some difficulty, “Why…didn’t you tell me?”


      “Tell you what?”


      “That you’d been poisoned.”


      “Would it have changed anything?” His response rendered me silent.


      He had a point. I wouldn’t have been able to do anything, even if I’d known.


      Seeing my somber expression, he asked roguishly, “Oh-ho? Are you finally feeling bad about hitting me in the face?”


      “H-hitting you?! I did nothing of the sort!” I protested emphatically. “It was unavoidable given the situation…”


      “The poison didn’t take effect right away, so I wasn’t certain myself,” the crown prince said. “And even if I had been, I wouldn’t have told you.”


      “…Why is that?”


      “The future emperor must be flawless.”


      I was stunned. He’d said this to me once before. The crown prince of Hard Mode behaved as though his life depended on becoming a formidable emperor. I could understand where he was coming from, since this mindset was probably the only reason he had survived so many assassination attempts. Nonetheless, I couldn’t help feeling surprised whenever I saw a side to him that hadn’t been revealed in Normal Mode.


      “Don’t just sit there looking glum. Say something,” the crown prince chided, provoking me when I remained silent, unsure of what to say.


      The unidentifiable emotion that had welled up inside me for a moment vanished. I finally replied sullenly, “Like what?”


      “Anything. Tell me about the goings-on outside while I was confined to this bed, and whether the instigators of the attempt on my life have been found.”


      I paused for a moment to think. Things had happened so fast after he blacked out, moving at a breakneck speed. I’d been arrested, imprisoned, and brought to trial—no one taking my side. I’d also used the [Token of the Assassins] won as a quest reward to turn the tables all by myself. The idea of explaining all these things to him felt a little like tattling, though. Besides, I couldn’t talk for too long, since he’d just woken up, so I summarized only the important details.


      “There was a trial, and we discovered who was behind the attempt, but the emperor hasn’t returned. So no proper investigation can be carried out just yet.”


      “Of course,” Callisto said, nodding as if he’d expected this. “That’s it? Did you testify at the trial yourself ?”


      “Yes. I ended up…” I was about to tell him I’d been accused of trying to murder the noblemen and forced to speak in my defense, but something occurred to me that gave me pause.


      Wait a second… He doesn’t know about the stupid stuff I said during the trial. I felt a chill go down my spine at the thought of him hearing that I’d testified we were once lovers.


      “You ended up?” he prompted.


      Seeing me freeze mid-sentence so suddenly, the crown prince narrowed his eyes. He’s sharp as a knife. After dropping the bombshell about our made-up dating history at the trial, I’d intended to return to the manor once the hunting tournament was over and keep to myself. I hadn’t expected him to wake so quickly.


      A bead of cold sweat trickled down my neck, and I somehow managed to keep the tremor from my voice as I said, “…I ended up shedding light on what took place.”


      “That must have been hard.” Thankfully, he didn’t seem to realize what a nervous wreck I was on the inside. “Come to think of it, you’ve performed admirably for the duration of the hunting tournament. You even rescued me. I’ll have to reward you somehow.”


      “Th-that won’t be necessary…”


      “Is there anything you want?”


      “No, nothing in particular,” I said quickly. I’d only done what the game had asked me to. Besides, who knew what he might demand of me later if I accepted a reward from him now?


      The crown prince chided me for my prompt refusal. “There must be at least one thing you want.”


      “Not really.”


      “Wait, I seem to remember that you love gold because it matches the color of my hair.”


      “Huh?” Back up. The order of that’s been completely reversed.


      This thought was promptly brushed aside as he added, “How about a chest full of gold?”


      “A chest…full of gold?” It was a tempting offer. However, I was the only daughter of a duke, not a freshman college student who was only barely able to pay her bills by working part-time. Besides, having a pile of game currency I couldn’t use in the real world was of no use to me. With reluctance in my tone, I finally replied, “It’s…it’s all right.”


      “Just ask for something while you can, before I change my mind,” the crown prince grumbled, perhaps offended by my repeated rejection.


      “In that case…I have a favor to ask,” I said after a moment’s pause, choosing to bring up something that had been bothering me for a while.


      Callisto’s head tilted curiously. “What is it?”


      “Promise me you’ll grant my request. No matter what.”


      “Now I’m a little afraid of what you’re going to ask for.”


      “It’s not a big deal,” I assured him.


      “Go on, then. I’m listening,” he said, lifting his chin imperiously at me even as he lay in bed. “I’ll do anything, as long as you don’t ask for something like the empress consort’s head on a platter. I could bring you Marquis Ellen’s if you wanted, though that might take some doing.”


      “I don’t need his head,” I said, balking. It was precisely the sort of reward I’d expect him to offer. I finally forced myself to make my request. “No matter what you hear regarding me later, please don’t kill me.”


      “What?”


      “I’m asking you not to kill me, no matter what happens. If you want to reward me, this is my request.”


      It was a sincere ask, but all he did was laugh incredulously. He looked puzzled. “What do you take me for, a bloodthirsty homicidal maniac?”


      I wanted to reply “You’re not?” but I couldn’t say that directly to his face, especially with his red eyes boring into me. You don’t want to hear what I have to say regarding anything, so why do you keep asking? I complained to myself internally.


      His eye twitched as he continued, “Most ladies would ask for an invitation to visit the palace again or for some kind of Imperial jewel. Why is it that you always behave so nonsensically, in a manner no other lady would?”


      “You’ve behaved in such a way that I have cause to be concerned,” I shot back at him.


      My snapped retort made him shut up. He fell into quiet contemplation for a moment, before his eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Did you perhaps…do something I won’t like at the trial while I was unconscious?”


      It was my turn to fall silent. Scary clever. I’d barely managed to stifle a gasp. His instincts were as sharp as some kind of lithe predator, and it gave me goose bumps. “O-of course not. What could I have done?”


      “Why are you asking me for such a nonsensical request, then?”


      “I just want to ensure my safety if we run into one another again. I was really quite ill after you cut me last time, you know,” I muttered, pouting. “Besides, aren’t you the one who offered me a reward in the first place?”


      He’d been the one who’d wanted to give me a boon, so why was he being so picky about it now?


      “Tsk.” The crown prince tutted, displeased. After a considerable pause, he said, “Fine.”


      “Really?” I said, delighted. “You must swear on your good name, all right?”


      “All right, I get it.”


      A grin appeared on my face as soon as he confirmed it. Yes! This should work as a good safeguard for at least a few incidents! It was the best news I’d received in the entire time I’d been trapped in the game. What I’d noticed during the hunting tournament was that no matter how much I tried to avoid the love interests I’d crossed out, it was impossible to stay away from them completely if I was caught up in the events of the main plotline.


      In contrast to my gleeful reaction, the crown prince seemed unhappy. “You’re this overjoyed?”


      “Of course I am!” Why wouldn’t I be happy? You’re the most dangerous of them all, and you just promised not to kill me. I couldn’t resist the urge to smile brightly.


      Callisto, who had seemed offended at the implication he was a blood-crazed maniac, eventually laughed along somewhat reluctantly. He seemed mostly puzzled by my delight. “You…you really are very strange,” he muttered, an odd expression on his face. “Very strange indeed.”


      [Affection: 45%]


      I held back the urge to retort that he was the strange one. His affection had risen as he said it, after all. Surprisingly, Callisto was now the male protagonist with the highest affection after Eckles.


      The game was well and truly getting crazier.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      The final morning of the hunting tournament dawned. All the nobles gathered in the clearing for the selection of the winner and the closing ceremony, including the duke, his two sons, and Winter. All the game caught during the course of the hunt had been piled near the tent serving as headquarters.


      I had arrived a little late since I hadn’t actually intended on coming at all—the crown prince had sent an attendant to escort me, so I’d had no choice. The afternoon sun felt hot on my skin. I’d brought a parasol to use as a shield, but my worries were immediately proved warranted.


      “Look over there! It’s Lady Penelope.”


      “Did you hear? She shot some of the other nobles…”


      “Do you think it’s really true that she was secretly meeting with the crown prince?”


      People were staring at me and whispering from the moment I appeared.


      Whatever. Gossip your little hearts out. I ignored them and stood under the edge of the awning installed along the edge of the clearing. The only thought in my head was how I needed to make a run for it before the crown prince heard the news and came storming over to interrogate me. The muttering of side characters I’d likely never see again was none of my concern.


      “Announcing His Highness, the crown prince!”


      There was the loud blast of a horn as the crown prince climbed the podium. I covered my face slightly with the parasol so he wouldn’t be able to find me in the crowd easily.


      “I trust you’ve all hunted your fill?” he asked. Elevated above everyone, he began his closing speech with his customary arrogance.


      I was a little surprised by his appearance as I stole glances at him from behind my parasol. He still looked really ill yesterday… Now, however, the crown prince appeared to be in perfect health.


      “It seems as though the hunting tournament has once again ended without any mishaps,” he said calmly, as though nothing untoward had occurred at all.


      
        —“The future emperor must be flawless.”

      


      Callisto was behaving true to his words, like the “Prince of Blood and Iron” he was.


      “You all performed very well. I’m curious to see who will use this opportunity to win some hearts this year,” he said, and the gathered nobles burst into boisterous laughter. “Now then, let’s hear the scores.”


      The crown prince nodded to an attendant at the foot of the podium, who brought a large leaf of paper tallying all the game that had been hunted over the past four days. The long list of names was called out loudly along with their respective scores.


      “I’ll give my game to Miss Julie!”


      “And mine to Miss Natalie!”


      As names were announced, some bold young nobles gifted the game they’d caught to their lovers, and the attendants busied themselves with adjusting the score totals.


      Well, this is more interesting than I thought it would be. The atmosphere grew more and more excited, ladies blushing as their names were recited and the people in the crowd cheered and whistled. I now understood the crown prince’s joke and watched with newfound amusement as the selection of the winner progressed.


      As was to be expected, the scores got bigger as the attendant moved further down the list. Some of the contestants refused to give up their game, no doubt hoping to receive the winner’s reward, and among those men was the duke.


      None of the love interests’ names had been called out yet. I assumed they would take the top scores, as was to be expected in any dating sim. After some time had passed, I heard the attendant yell, “Second son of House Eckhart, Young Master Reynold Eckhart!”


      My ears perked up at the familiar name.


      “Two raccoons, three pheasants, one wildcat, three deer, and eight rabbits, putting him in fifth place!”


      I heard a squeal of excitement coming from somewhere under the awning.


      “My goodness, to think Young Master Reynold placed fifth!”


      “He’s sooo cool!”


      “Do you think he will offer his game to anyone?”


      A few ladies were making a huge fuss not too far from where I was standing. Hearing the ruckus, Reynold waved with an arrogant expression.


      “Dear me! Young Master Reynold!” I heard one of the girls scream, making me frown.


      What the hell? Does he have a fan club or something? I despised the look of smug satisfaction on his face. Not wanting to make eye contact with him, I pulled the parasol a bit lower over my face. Reynold didn’t seem inclined to give his game to anyone, since he remained silent as the attendant continued down the list.


      “In fourth place is Young Lord Derrick Eckhart from House Eckhart! He killed two wolves, two white foxes, and one of the legendary creatures from the Principality of Yeta, a plapopinu!”


      Another lady squealed, triggering a cacophony of reactions similar to the women screaming over Reynold. I was mildly surprised by Derrick’s placement—he was a fiercely prideful individual, and I’d expected he would be battling for first or second place with the crown prince.


      Is it because of me? I supposed he would have struggled to focus on the hunt, what with all the trouble I’d caused. Not that it’s any of my business. I was more interested in the rare animal he’d caught than his ranking. A rare creature from the Principality of Yeta?


      I raised my parasol, better to peer at the game piled to the side—the animals had been laid out on the ground, however, so I couldn’t get a good look at them from where I was standing. The only thing of interest I could see was an odd pinkish-purple color among the more familiar animals.


      “In third place is Marquis Winter Verdandi of House Verdandi!”


      I wanted to continue my inspection, but the name caught my attention.


      “Three deer, three grown boars, two goshawks, and one mammoth from Kapria!”


      The area where the Verdandi kills were gathered looked very full compared with the Eckharts’, perhaps because of the array of large animals. Well, well. That’s pretty impressive. I’d honestly thought him a bit of a nerd who could only perform magic, but it turned out he could rough it on the hunting grounds just as well as any of the other gentlemen. I peered at him with newfound respect.


      “One moment,” he called suddenly, raising his hand. “I’d like to dedicate my game to Lady Penelope Eckhart, who was undoubtedly the most impressive participant in attendance.”


      He spoke calmly, as if he hadn’t just dropped a massive bombshell on the assembled crowd. Wh…what? My mouth hung wide open.


      “My goodness,” someone exclaimed.


      “M-Marquis Verdandi is giving his game to L-Lady Penelope…”


      Those who recognized me murmured to one another, staring, which made my location immediately obvious.


      “Ah, here she is.” Winter gestured, easily finding me in the crowd. He smiled broadly when our eyes met, causing the murmuring to grow louder. I didn’t appreciate the increased attention at all.


      What’s the matter with you? Just keep the score for yourself ! I’d been all but forced to take the quest since the promise of increased affection was too good to refuse, but I’d had no intention of actually becoming the queen of the hunt.


      As I just stood there, dazed and confused, the attendant moved on. All the animals Winter had killed had already been assigned to me. “Next, in second place, is His Highness the crown prince, Callisto Regulus! With one white tiger!”


      Despite my surprise over Winter’s actions, I was aghast to hear that the crown prince had managed to hunt something so terrifying. Callisto had been chased by assassins on the very first day and was unconscious for the remainder of the tournament, which gave him virtually no time to hunt.


      Which meant he had killed the tiger in the few hours he’d spent out on the grounds before running into me. That scary bastard. I shuddered, goose bumps forming on my skin.


      “The hero of this year’s hunt is the duke’s daughter, is it not?” the crown prince’s voice suddenly called out. “I, too, will dedicate my game to her.” The crown prince’s red eyes were locked on me, making me wonder if he had some sort of magical device capable of locating me. He snickered when he saw the look of pure outrage on my face.


      Are the two of you insane? What is your problem?! Everyone in the clearing was staring at me now, all my love interests included. The whispering around me was growing louder still.


      “Then does that mean she will be the queen of the hunt this year?” someone said.


      “Don’t say that. We still don’t know who’s in first place!” said another.


      “But if the crown prince isn’t in first place, who is?”


      The clearing descended into chaotic murmurs. It wasn’t a surprising reaction, since the duke’s crazy daughter—banned from the hunt after last year—now seemed likely to become the queen this time.


      “And finally, the long-awaited first place!” The answer to everyone’s questions and the person who would blessedly prevent me from winning was about to be announced. “Lady Penelope Eckhart of House Eckhart! One brown bear!”


      Up until then, I’d completely forgotten I’d supposedly defeated the bear, right before the assassins had ambushed us. A hushed silence fell over the clearing after my name was called.


      Son of a… I had no idea how the bear had been tallied under my score. No doubt it was the crown prince’s doing. Who else would arrange something like this? More importantly, however, my fear had just become reality. Not only am I a chimpanzee, I’m a deranged chimpanzee who killed a bear on her own! I could tell from all the wide eyes directed at me that I was to be fine gossip fodder for the foreseeable future.


      “After tallying the game gifted by Marquis Verdandi and His Highness the crown prince, the winner of this hunting tournament is…,” the attendant began emphatically. “Lady. Penelope. Eckhart! Please come to the podium to receive your prize money as well as the trophy!”


      I wished I could vanish into thin air, but of course that wasn’t possible. With a deep sigh, I trudged toward the distant podium. I could feel everyone’s eyes on me as I crossed the silent clearing.


      When I arrived at the bottom of the steps, I closed my light-pink parasol and picked up the hem of my dress. I should have just worn my hunting clothes. The pale-pink dress trimmed in frilly lace didn’t seem fit for the winner of a hunting tournament. I’d acquired first place by myself thanks to the brown bear, even without the additional points gifted by two of the male protagonists.


      “Congratulations on your victory,” said the crown prince, greeting me as I ascended the steps, my expression glum.


      An attendant immediately appeared to hand me a trophy placed on a cushion. As it turned out, there wasn’t much fanfare involved in completing the award ceremony. Or so I thought, until the crown prince added casually, “The prize money this year is a hundred million gold. I’ll have an attendant bring it to the Eckhart Manor.”


      A hundred million! My ears perked up. That was the same amount of gold I’d spent buying Eckles using the blank check given to me by the duke. In-game currency might not be of much use to me, but I also had no reason to refuse free money. The crown prince looked amused by the change in my expression.


      Another attendant approached then, carrying a second cushion. “Here, take it,” the crown prince said, picking up the object that was sitting on top.


      “W-wait, that’s…,” protested someone in the crowd. Concern rippled through the audience as they recognized what it was. The crown prince was holding my crossbow out to me, the same one that had been confiscated as an attempted murder weapon.


      “I took it upon myself to have your crossbow returned since it was instrumental in your defeat of the bear,” Callisto said with a twisted grin as he handed it to me. In doing so, he was announcing that the accusations that I’d attacked those noblemen were unfounded. It was probably a shocking turn of events for the audience, who had all no doubt been thinking the rumors were true, considering all the trouble Penelope had caused in the past.


      “Thank you…Your Highness,” I said reluctantly, taking back my crossbow.


      “How about a short speech?” he said, stepping aside and subtly pressuring me to speak.


      I wanted to ask if I could just go home, but instead I unwillingly glanced around at the crowd assembled before the podium. I spotted my three of love interests right away thanks to my elevated position.


      [Affection: 44%]


      First, there was Winter, calmly gazing up at me with an unfathomable look on his face.


      [Affection: 40%]


      Then there was Reynold, scowling about who knew what this time. And finally, there was Derrick.


      [Affection: 32%]


      He was staring at my face. He wore no expression, but as soon as our gazes met, a mysterious storm of emotion rushed through his eyes. I won’t be asking you to believe in me ever again.


      Seeing him made my temper flare. I raised my head high, gazing down at the crowd arrogantly. I would make sure all the idiots who’d looked down on Penelope until now would never take me so lightly ever again.


      “First of all…I would like to thank the Second Sun of the Empire, the crown prince, for granting me such an opportunity. Also…hunting a bear was really no big deal,” I said with an easy grin, shrugging.


      The crowd fell eerily silent as if hardly daring to breathe. I glanced over them again and spotted a blue-haired woman as she stood in a tightly packed group in the shade of the awning in the distance, fuming angrily and glaring.


      I’d heard she’d been released quickly since there was no actual evidence against her as there was her father. I hadn’t thought she’d be shameless enough to show her face here, though. Fixing my eyes on her, I said, “At the next hunting tournament, I’ll be sure to hunt down the elk and cut off its head.”


      Someone gasped loudly. The elk was widely known to be the symbol of House Kellen. I’d done well to read up on all the noble families during my time spent in the library.


      “That’s all I have to say,” I said, giving an exaggerated bow as if I were an actress concluding a play. When I lifted my head, my surroundings flashed with white light.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Title acquired!


        [Queen of the Tournament]

      


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have obtained [100,000,000 Gold] and [Reputation +200] as your reward.


        (TOTAL POINTS: 400)
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      “Miss! Did you hear? No one’s talking about anything but how you became queen of the hunt. It’s such wonderful news!” Emily chattered excitedly, the two of us sitting inside the carriage on its way back to the manor.


      “You’re that pleased to hear my name on everyone’s lips?” I asked.


      “Of course I am! We showed House Kellen’s staff who’s boss,” the maid shouted, fists clenched. Apparently, their smug attitudes for the last year had left her fairly disgruntled.


      “I’m going to go and teach them a lesson! Unlike a certain somebody, you didn’t win thanks to pity—you took first place after killing a bear all by yourself !”


      “Don’t go alone. You should take all the maids in the manor with you.”


      “Of course!” Emily agreed, a fierce glint in her eyes as she nodded.


      She seemed happier about the news than I was. I was actually disappointed that the rewards for becoming the queen of the hunt were not more impressive. Though I hadn’t completed the quest willingly, all I’d gained from the terrible ordeal was money and some reputation points.


      The game should have given me at least a 10 percent rise in affection with everyone. However, seeing Emily so giddy improved my mood about the whole thing. Well, I suppose this isn’t all bad.


      The affections for all the male protagonists, bar one, were above 40 percent. It had taken a very long time, but I was happy with the results, especially regarding the crown prince. His score had started at 2 percent, but it was now a whopping 45 percent, surpassing even Winter by 1 percent. It was to the point that I was now even debating who I should be using as my backup plan if Eckles didn’t work out.


      I quickly shook my head, though. No. The crown prince still isn’t a good option. I was lucky to have escaped the clearing after the award ceremony before he was able to come and find me. If he heard about the stupid things I’d said at the trial, his affection might drop again.


      I felt the carriage slowly come to a stop, then Emily opened the door and stepped out first. “The luggage must have already arrived!” she observed.


      Emily was right. Staff sent from the palace were laying out countless carcasses in front of the manor.


      “Wh-what in the world?”


      The butler and other servants who’d come out to greet us were watching with their mouths hanging open. The duke and his two sons appeared to be tucked away inside the manor already, much to my relief. They’d set off from the hunting grounds early, while I’d stayed and taken lunch at the palace before leaving.


      “Oh, that’s all mine,” I said quietly as Emily helped me down from the carriage.


      “M-Miss!” the bewildered butler exclaimed as he approached. He was stopped from going any farther, though, by a huge chest of gold set down by the attendants with a loud thud. The impact caused the lid to jerk open for a moment, and a few of the golden coins piled inside tumbled out.


      “Oh dear! Your coins!” Emily rushed to retrieve the coins from the ground.


      “Lady Penelope. I—I don’t… What is all this money?” the butler asked, picking his way around the enormous chest.


      “And all these animals? The duke’s and the young masters’ game arrived a while ago—”


      “These are my game, Pennel.”


      “…Pardon? I don’t understand…”


      “Didn’t you hear?” I said, eyeing the butler—who was oddly slow on the uptake today—as well as the various gathered servants. I gently explained, “I’m the queen of the hunt this year.”
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      I directed that the animal skins be tanned. My plan was to have a bunch of nice clothes made for my all-in love interest with them. I was originally only planning on making a scarf… Having a whole new wardrobe made was far grander than I’d planned, but I decided to have a positive outlook on the whole thing. More is always better, right?


      I told the servants to butcher the meat that could be eaten and take it to the kitchen. The butler, who had seemed perplexed at first, soon approached this new task with great enthusiasm. In fact, I had a bit of trouble dissuading him from making some sort of special restorative brew from the bear’s gallbladder. Having issued most of the necessary directions, I retreated up to my room and flopped onto my bed.


      “Ha… There’s no place like home.”


      As I rolled around on the bed, a metallic clinking filled the air. What was causing the pleasant ringing sound, one might wonder? Though I’d pretended to be unbothered, I was actually deeply ecstatic with the hundred million gold I’d received. In fact, I’d been so enchanted by my newfound wealth that I’d told Emily to cover my bed with coins so that I could bask in them.


      Giggling to myself, I thought, I’m rich now! I’m so rich, I can sleep on a bed of gold! Grinning broadly, I scooped up a handful of the coins and threw them in the air. The smooth, shiny gold glittered in the light, shimmering beautifully. I would never have even dared to dream that such wealth would be mine back when I’d slept in a moldy semi-basement apartment with only a single thin blanket for warmth. Exhilarated, I grabbed another armful and sent them scattering over the bed. They jingled cheerfully.


      “What a joke.” A disgruntled voice interrupted my enjoyment of the delightful tinkling sound. “You like gold that much?”


      I glanced over without bothering to turn my head to find Reynold leaning in the doorway, arms crossed. Emily seemed to have forgotten to close it properly, since she’d been coming and going repeatedly, trying to organize the luggage.


      I scowled. “What do you want?”


      “How silly. Why didn’t you ask for your bathtub to be filled with coins while you were at it?” he said snidely, looking amused.


      Wait, that’s not a half-bad idea—bathing in gold? I easily ignored his mocking since I was in such a good mood.


      “I’m busy. If you don’t have anything important to say, please leave,” I said, turning my attention back to the coins. Reynold walked farther into the room and came to sit on the edge of the bed.


      “Busy with what? Rolling in gold?”


      “Yes.”


      “Ugh, look at you, you dummy. When are you going to grow up?”


      His words hit me like a punch to the gut. I…I can’t believe you have the audacity to say that to me! I froze for an instant, then spun around to glare at him. He raised his chin in the air arrogantly.


      “What?”


      “I asked you why you came,” I repeated, annoyed.


      Reynold hesitated instead of replying right away. I shot him a narrow-eyed glare, and he finally said, “Father…wants us to have a family dinner.”


      “What?” I said, sitting up in shock. “Why?”


      “Well, the hunting tournament ended without any of us getting hurt, and I guess he has something to say to us. How am I supposed to know?” Reynold said, carelessly shrugging.


      I scrambled for a response, lost for words. The campground at the hunting grounds had been luxurious, but the facilities had still been inferior to the manor. To save time, we’d had to eat breakfast together in the duke’s tent, and I’d been forced to interact with the members of the Eckhart family more often than I preferred. I’d found it bearable before the assassination attempt, but after the trial, being around them had grown increasingly uncomfortable. That was why I’d chosen to go stay at the palace instead.


      Now that I was back at the manor, I’d been expecting to be left to my own devices in my room… Why won’t you just leave me alone? Let me have some peace! I shuddered at the terrible prospect of having to spend more time with them.


      “My stomach isn’t feeling well. I think it was something I had for breakfast.”


      “You do realize the sun’s about to set? And yet you’re somehow only just now feeling sick?” Reynold said with a scoff, and I bit my tongue. I should have gone with lunch. I’d been so flustered that my words had come out wrong. “Might as well tell him you’ve been sick for the past four days at this point. That would be just as believable.”


      “Sure, go ahead and tell him that, then,” I said.


      “Oy. That’s enough joking—” he said, whipping around with a frown. His mouth was open as if he was preparing to say more, but it slowly shut when he saw how expressionless I was. He seemed to have realized I wasn’t joking. He ruffled his pink hair with his hand roughly. “Whatever! I’ve told you about the meal, so it’s up to you whether you come.”


      I planned on not going, so I kept resolutely quiet, and a cold quiet fell over the room.


      “Hey… Just so there are no misunderstandings,” Reynold said, seeming to find the silence hard to bear. “We couldn’t give you our game even if we wanted to. You know that, right?”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “The rules forbid family members from sharing game. It’s to prevent an unfair advantage.”


      This took me completely by surprise. Why was he suddenly explaining the rules of the hunting tournament to me now? And what does he mean when he says he couldn’t give me his game? The realization suddenly hit me—I knew now why Reynold was bringing this up.


      He seemed to think I was angry that he hadn’t given me his hunt. I was speechless for several long moments before finding my voice. “I know that.” I hadn’t known, but still.


      “Then why do you look so upset?” Reynold asked.


      “What do you mean?”


      “Your face usually looks like that when you’re sulking.”


      “That’s not what’s happening. Just forget it.”


      “Dammit, I wasn’t trying to gift my catches to some other girl, so don’t get the wrong idea!” he shouted.


      I hadn’t thought that at all, but he seemed to be convinced that I was upset with him.


      “Do you know how hard it is to capture small animals alive? On whose account do you think it was that I gave up hunting the beasts of prey and worked my ass off in the small-game area—?” he snapped angrily before suddenly falling into awkward silence. His face reddened, and he cleared his throat. “Hem! Ahem. Don’t be upset, okay? Tell me if you want anything. I’ll give it to you.”


      I was having trouble following his emotional upheaval. I told him I’m fine. Why all the fuss? I was completely happy with the coins I could even now feel under me. It didn’t seem likely, however, that he would leave until I gave him some kind of response.


      Let’s see, what did he catch again? I had no choice but to try to recall the game he’d successfully hunted. Raccoons, pheasants, a wildcat, and some deer. There had been something else, too…


      “A…rabbit,” I found myself saying. A memory of the little white rabbit made from a white handkerchief came to mind. I’d completely forgotten about the rabbit, which had stopped moving upon Winter’s departure. I’d given it to Emily for safekeeping.


      “A rabbit?”


      “Yes. I like to watch them hop around.”


      Reynold happened to have caught eight live ones.


      “All right. I’ll have the butler release them in the forest.” He nodded and finally got off my bed. He almost looked excited. “So that does it, then? Don’t be upset anymore.”


      “I told you I wasn’t upset.”


      “And come down for dinner if you can.”


      Since I had no intention of doing so, I said nothing. However, in the end, I was unable to go to dinner thanks to an unexpected turn of events.


      I fell asleep after Reynold left, still clutching an armful of gold.
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      While I took the opportunity to laze about in my room for a few days, the servants dealt with the animals I’d left in the butler’s care. Some of the hides that had been successfully tanned were sent to a designer who specialized in gentlemen’s clothing to be made into a gift for Eckles. I was told it would take a decent amount of time to tailor the clothing, so I was forced to start out by giving him something that was quicker to make.


      When the butler handed me the luxurious case containing the completed gift, I immediately prepared to leave the manor. I think he should be at 67 percent if I remember correctly. I was in a hurry to check how much Eckles’s affection had risen while I’d been gone. I’d already finished getting ready by the time I realized the weather wasn’t great.


      “Must you go out for a walk in this weather?” Emily asked, peering with worried eyes out the window. She held an umbrella out to me.


      It was early morning, but the sky was so full of dark clouds that it could have just as easily been evening. I could hear the wind blowing in through the cracks in the window frame.


      Maybe I should just go another time… Staring out the window with Emily, I hesitated. However, I hadn’t gone to see Eckles for nearly two weeks following my return from the hunting tournament, using the excuse that his gift wasn’t ready yet. If he’d been bullied or harassed again in that time, and his affection had gone down…


      No! I’ll give him the gift and get back quickly before the rain begins! I hurriedly took the umbrella from Emily and and made to leave the room.


      “I’ll be back soon,” I said.


      Despite my quick steps, however, it began to pour as soon as I stepped foot on the forest path leading to the training field. I hastily opened my umbrella and looked nervously up at the roiling clouds.


      “Haah… That doesn’t look good.”


      I’d come this far already, though, so it would be a waste to turn back now. I chose to pick up my pace. I’d already asked the butler when the knights would be taking a break from their training. They only rested once in the morning, and since that time was rapidly approaching, I had to hurry. When I arrived at the training field, however, I found it completely empty.


      “Huh? Where did they go?” I looked around the broad clearing and continued to walk, searching. I remembered that training had ended early on the day I’d run into Eckles, which also happened to have been a rainy day. Are they taking their break early because of the rain? I walked slowly along the brush lining the edge of the training field, not really wanting to run into any of the knights who might still be lingering about.


      I’d walked roughly halfway around the field when I heard the sound of something slicing through the air. Tucked away in the corner of the training field, someone was standing alone in the fog, attacking a training dummy.


      Eckles? My eyes widened as I recognized him. I’d found him training alone in the rain last time as well. His wooden blade whizzed through the air, bits of hay flying everywhere, noisily rustling. Thick bundles of straw had been cut free and tumbled to the ground. Same as usual.


      I now knew that his bladework wasn’t considered to be skillful at all. If he was to move on to the next stage of his training, he needed to imbue his sword with mana and use it to slice the dummy into clean pieces, not hack it apart using brute strength.


      It had been quite a while since I’d last checked in on his training, but he hadn’t made any improvements at all. No matter how talented a person might be, their technique was going to be no better than any old thug on the street if they had no one to teach them.


      With a loud cracking noise, Eckles’s wooden sword split in two. A fragment of the sword splintered off and buried itself in the mud. Eckles stilled, shoulders heaving as he gasped for air. His naked upper body was giving off steam, and that, along with the broken fragments of his sword, set a very frightening scene for me.


      I suddenly felt a rush of anxiety flood through me. You know what? I’m not going anywhere near him until he’s done training. It had been my intention to quickly give him the gift and leave, but I’d changed my mind. I wasn’t going to approach him so rashly this time.


      Eckles paused for a moment, then reached into a crate next to him for another wooden sword. My eyes widened as I noticed the familiar faded mark on the side of the crate. It was the mark of the weapons trader from whom I’d bought over six hundred wooden swords.


      I guess he’s making good use of them, then. I felt less fearful watching him pull out another wooden sword as if it was no big deal. I wanted to check his affection, but he was too far away for me to see it. Left with no choice, I settled in to wait for him to finish.


      Eckles continued to beat at the dummy for a good while after that. I’d been observing him for some time, hidden in the trees, when he broke his third sword with a loud crack. Exasperated, he tossed the hilt away and collapsed into the mud, just lying there. I could hear the cold rain pounding against his naked chest.


      He’ll catch a cold at this rate… Before leaving the safety of the trees, I studied our surroundings carefully. I didn’t want a repeat of my past experience when he’d swung his sword at me and very nearly broken my neck.


      Only after confirming there was no immediately visible danger did I begin to take soft steps toward him. The rain must have drowned out the sound of my light footfalls, as Eckles didn’t react even after I’d come to a stop beside him. Standing near his head, I tilted the umbrella I was holding slightly forward.


      “Hello,” I called quietly, and he opened his eyes, blinking. His long eyelashes were heavy with dewy drops of rain. I watched as his grayish-brown irises receded, his pupils slowly dilating.


      “Mistress?” Eckles blinked a few times, dazed. He seemed to be questioning if I was really here. His expression made me smile.


      “It’s been a while,” I said.


      [Affection: 69%]


      The neat black letters blinked above his head. I was hugely relieved to see that his affection hadn’t gone down while I was away—instead, it had actually risen a tad. Eckles got to his feet slowly, and soon I was looking up at him instead of down, forced to hold the umbrella higher.


      “When…did you get back?”


      “Um. It’s been a bit,” I said, and Eckles’s eyes took on a slightly dejected quality. Apparently, no one had bothered to tell the slave who’d been shoved in among the knights that I had returned.


      There was a faint trace of an indecipherable emotion in his eyes as he asked, “Why didn’t you tell me you were back?”


      “Were you waiting for me?”


      “You said you’d show me a life of luxury.”


      Which you promptly laughed at me for saying. I wanted to laugh at how cheeky he was—apparently he’d completely forgotten his earlier skepticism.


      “Here,” I said, holding the lavish case I’d been carrying out to him. “It’s for you. I was a little late coming to see you since I was waiting for this to be finished.”


      Eckles’s eyes went round like a puppy’s. He hesitated, not immediately reaching for the case.


      “Go on, take it,” I encouraged.


      “The rain…,” he protested reluctantly. “I could never dare to receive something from my mistress with wet hands.”


      “It’s fine,” I reassured, pleased with his reaction. I smiled at him gently. “I came here despite the rain because I wanted to see how you looked wearing it. You don’t want it?” I adopted a hurt tone, waving the case enticingly.


      He hesitated for a moment longer before slowly taking the case. It snicked as he opened it with wet hands. “These are…” I watched Eckles’s eyes go wide upon registering the contents of the case.


      “It’s made out of mammoth tusks and the teeth of a white tiger,” I explained, smiling and satisfied with his reaction.


      The gift was a necklace made of fragments of tusk and tiger’s teeth. I’d had a few high-quality onyx stones added in between since it would have been boring if the entire thing were only white.


      The round black marbles complemented the sharp teeth and tusk fragments very well. It was a very valuable necklace, one that no amount of money could buy. I’d come to learn belatedly from the butler that there was a reason Callisto and Winter had taken second and third place. The mammoth and white tiger they’d hunted were extremely rare animals that were difficult to procure and thus hardly ever seen, except for at very large events like the hunting tournament.


      In turn, accessories and jewelry made from their by-products were also very valuable, this necklace especially so since it contained fragments from both the mammoth’s tusks and the tiger’s teeth. Eckles seemed aware of their value, his eyes locked on to the contents of the case.


      He’s my ticket out of this nightmare—I should do at least this much for the man I’m betting everything on. I tilted my head back confidently.


      “Do you like it?”


      “Mistress…,” Eckles said, tearing his eyes from the necklace with some difficulty. “This is too much…”


      “I’m told that in ancient Kapria, only the strongest warriors wore ivory necklaces,” I said, interrupting Eckles since I thought I knew what he was about to say. I’d read about Kapria and its ivory necklaces in a book, but Eckles likely knew more about it than I did. His home country of Delman was located on the Kaprian continent, after all… Though that entire continent now belonged to the Eorka empire.


      “It’s about time we got rid of that choker, don’t you think?” I said confidently, eyeing the leather necklace he wore with its yellow stone. “I told you I’d earn first place.”


      “…”


      “I’m the queen of this year’s hunting tournament.”


      “…”


      “So like you said, all that’s left is to set up my one and only knight with a life of luxury.”


      Eckles glanced down at the necklace again. Unable to see his eyes, which had always been the only window I had into his emotions, I grew a little nervous. I couldn’t tell if his reaction was positive or negative.


      Did I go overboard? I was about to ask if he didn’t like it when he finally looked up. My heart lurched—I’d never seen such strong emotion in his eyes before.


      “Mistress.” Eckles’s eyes glinted dangerously, like that of a predator, as he lifted the necklace from its case. He brought the hand clutching the necklace to his mouth and pressed his lips against the ivory.


      At the same moment, his affection spiked.


      [Affection: 77%]


      A white window appeared in front of me.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have raised a love interest’s affection [over 70%].

      


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Affection meters will not be visible from this moment forth.

      


      What the…?


      As soon as I read the unexpected message, my eyes automatically flitted to the gauge above Eckles’s head. What I found made my eyes feel as if they might pop from their sockets.


      …It’s gone!


      The letters [Affection: 77%], which had been shimmering above his head only moments ago, now read [Check Affection]. The gauge, once filled with white, was now a dark red. Before I could fully grasp what had just happened, a new notification appeared.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Affection will be shown as a color gauge rather than a percentage.

      


      
        <SYSTEM>


        If you wish to check affection, you can do so by making physical contact with a love interest.

      


      “Eckles…,” I finally gasped out with some effort, concerned gaze glued to the system window. My voice sounded choked even to my own ears. “Give it to me. I’ll put it on you,” I commanded, trying to smile despite my quivering lips.


      Eckles slowly took the necklace from his lips. I watched his plush mouth part with the ivory surface, his expression wholly entranced. Snatching it from him with the hand that wasn’t holding the umbrella, I watched as Eckles bowed his head obediently. His soaking-wet brown hair was so close to my face now that I could very clearly see the white words [Check Affection] along with the dark-red affection meter.


      I draped the necklace around his neck, furtively touching his hair. The action summoned a white window again.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Pay [2,000,000 Gold / 200 Reputation] to view affection.

      


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Eckles]?


        [2,000,000 Gold / 200 Reputation]

      


      “What the—,” I exclaimed without really meaning to when confronted with the sudden choice.


      “Mistress?” Eckles looked up at me, surprised. I couldn’t drag my attention away from the notification to acknowledge him.


      Dammit, how is this fair? This is a basic gameplay feature, so why is it so expensive? I gasped when a memory suddenly came to me.


      
        —“What?! I died again?! Why?”


        —“Dammit… Should I just give in and pay to get past this scene?”

      


      I remember I’d been tempted to just take the easy option of paying my way through Hard Mode while I’d been playing. Of course the insane game was heavily monetized. The scheme it employed to convince players to make in-app purchases was pretty sophisticated—even someone as stingy as I am had nearly fallen prey to temptation several times.


      I glared daggers at the window, then pressed [2,000,000 Gold], unsure how I would replenish in-game currency—I hadn’t had to deal with money since entering this world.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have paid [2,000,000 Gold] to view the affection of [Eckles].


        (Remaining: 98,000,000 Gold)

      


      The new message appeared as the words [Check Affection] vanished from above Eckles’s head.


      [Affection: 78%]


      I could see that his affection had risen by 1 percent, but it didn’t make me feel any better about this new situation I’d found myself in. I realized abruptly that the money had been detracted from the hundred million gold I’d won at the hunting tournament.


      No! My hard-earned money! I screamed inwardly, my hands shaking. That money is precious! I couldn’t believe two million gold had just disappeared like sand through my fingers.


      “Mistress? Are you…all right?” Eckles asked cautiously, obviously finding it strange that I was staring silently into space. “You don’t like the way it looks?” His expression took on a vaguely forlorn quality.


      My attention was drawn to the fancy bone fragments now snug around his throat, resting on his naked upper body. The affection meter was hidden again.


      “No… It looks good on you. I like it,” I said, forcing myself to smile. I wasn’t certain I’d managed to summon a convincingly happy expression, but his unnaturally gray-brown eyes seemed to brighten at my words.


      “Well, I’ve delivered my gift, so time for me to go. I’ll see you later,” I recited robotically, turning away. The umbrella I’d been holding over Eckles’s head came with me. I shouldn’t treat my all-in love interest so casually, but I was struggling to process what had happened in that moment.


      “You’re…” Eckles grabbed my arm as I made to walk away. “You’re just leaving? After giving me this?”


      I froze, then turned back to regard him. It was still pouring rain, and he peered at me with a wounded expression, soaking wet.


      “Oh.”


      The pitiful sight brought me back to reality, and I belatedly realized that the abrupt end to my visit likely came across as very uncaring. I hastily returned to him. He was already soaked through again, and despite the rain pelting him and dripping down his face and into his eyes, Eckles didn’t move a muscle.


      “This isn’t the end, of course,” I reassured, softly shielding his eyes and swiping away some of the rainwater gathered on his face.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Eckles]?


        [2,000,000 Gold / 200 Reputation]

      


      The game responded immediately even to the slightest of touches, displaying the notification again. I clenched my teeth in annoyance. Ignoring the message, I desperately attempted to play the part of a benevolent master.


      “I told you I’d take care of you. I have many gifts left to give you.”


      “I’m not asking for gifts—”


      I shushed him gently. “What I mean to say is, I’m planning on visiting again,” I whispered quickly, heading off any complaints. “Both of us will catch a cold if we stay out here. You should finish training for today and return to your quarters.”


      “…”


      “You’re going to do that, right?”


      “…”


      “Yes?” I prompted when he made no attempt to reply.


      Eckles finally looked away and down, replying meekly, “Yes…”


      “That’s a good boy,” I said with a soft smile, ghosting my fingers down his cheek. I gave his chin one final pat before letting him go and turning away again. By the time I’d taken a step away from him, the smile had already slid off my face.


      I rushed back to my room to check on my chest of gold. I’d had it placed near my bed so I could scatter them over my sheets when the urge struck me every now and then. Hurriedly unlocking the chest and throwing open the lid, I was greeted with glittering gold. The coins were just fine. However…


      “My money!” I cried.


      The gold that had once filled the chest completely had diminished slightly. I could tell just by looking at it, since my favorite pastime recently was to just sit and stare at the box’s contents. No one would have the balls to put their hands on the treasure beloved by someone crazy enough to kill a brown bear on her own. Besides, I was the only one in possession of a key capable of opening the specialty magic lock protecting the chest, which meant not even the duke could open it if he wanted to. It appeared the system had really automatically deducted some of my gold.


      “Ugh… Are you kidding me?!” I slammed my balled-up fist onto the stack of gold noisily, quivering with annoyance. I was immediately anxious, knowing I could no longer see the affection meters and would have to pay in gold or reputation points to do so.


      Dammit! This wasn’t a thing in Normal Mode! Why does this mechanic exist in Hard Mode? I slammed my fist down on the pile several times. Two million gold? That’s so damned expensive! This game is bonkers!


      I had one hundred million gold, which meant I could view a love interest’s affection fifty times—or rather, forty-nine times, as I’d just paid to see Eckles’s score.


      Using my reputation points wasn’t an option, either, since I’d only just managed to gather four hundred, and losing them would cause me to plummet in people’s esteem once more.


      To think…the game wants me to waste my reputation on something so dumb. In Normal Mode, reputation had simply been a minor mechanic meant to help the heroine establish herself as the duke’s “real daughter.”


      It was used to bolster popularity with the servants, the love interests, or other nobles. It could also be used to skip the simple mini games that appeared during special quests. Reputation was earned automatically just by completing quests, so I’d never really bothered myself with it. This was also why I hadn’t focused any of my attention on gathering reputation after coming to this world.


      “If I’d known, I’d have worked harder for it,” I said to the empty room. I wouldn’t have been so rude to the servants, for starters. Biting back tears, I banged my fists on the pile of gold again. Hard Mode was far more terrible than I’d ever dreamed when I’d first begun playing. “Ha! No… I need to stay calm. I’ll reach eighty percent soon.”


      I took a deep breath in, trying to recover my cool. This was a feature designed to up the difficulty, and it was baked into Hard Mode, therefore definitely not something I could change. I’ll have to pay the developer a visit after I get out of here. I’ll bring a gun with me. With that grim thought in mind, I closed the chest and locked it, before rising unsteadily to my feet and collapsing onto the bed.


      The unexpected system feature had taken me completely by surprise, and I felt suddenly drained of all motivation. On second thought, however, perhaps things weren’t all bad. I was very close to completing Eckles’s ending—I could probably reach 100 percent easily if I just focused all my attention on him.


      Going forward, I’d only spend my gold on checking his affection. Maybe I’d be able to get out of this damned game without having to summon his score forty-nine more times. This train of thought made me feel much better.


      “That reminds me… What was with that color?” I curiously contemplated the question, recalling the system messages I’d been shown. I’d forgotten while worrying about my money, but the affection gauge had turned a dark red, similar to the color of blood. Nervously, I muttered to myself, “It’s a kinda ominous color…isn’t it?”


      At that moment, someone knocked at my door.


      Hearing this, I stayed sprawled on my bed, shifting only my head until I was facing the door. There were only a handful of people I would expect to visit, so I wasn’t too surprised when I heard the voice of the butler.


      “Miss, it’s Pennel.”


      “Come in,” I called quietly. It seemed he heard just fine, however, since the door creaked open only a moment later. I didn’t bother to sit up, remaining where I was—lying on my stomach.


      “Apologies, Miss. Were you taking a nap?” the butler asked as he moved inside, eyes widening. “Pardon me. Emily informed me that you’d just returned from a walk…” He bowed as he apologized.


      I suddenly felt awkward. Glancing at him, I said, “No, she was right. I just came in. I was resting.”


      “You don’t look very comfortable, Miss.”


      “I was about to get up. What did you need?”


      “His Grace…” The butler hesitated for a moment. “He is requesting your presence at a simple family lunch.”


      “Lunch?” I repeated, immediately frowning. I hadn’t gone when the duke had sent Reynold to invite me to dinner recently. Though it had been pretty rude of me, the duke hadn’t commented, so I’d assumed the matter to be settled.


      “Is there a reason I need to be there?” I asked. “I’d prefer to just eat something plain in my room.”


      “He said that since he had something important to speak to you about, your presence was required.”


      Ugh. I sighed quietly enough that the butler wouldn’t hear. I felt even less inclined to go after hearing it referred to as a “simple family lunch.” That meant I’d be forced to dine with not just the duke and Reynold, but also Derrick, whom I’d prefer never to lay eyes on again.


      “In that case, please have something to eat brought to me. Just some bread or maybe soup.”


      “I’m…sorry? But you’ll be having lunch soon, so why—?”


      “I don’t want to sit starving at a table full of food again,” I muttered with a shrug.


      “M-Miss!” the butler exclaimed, color draining from his face. “I—I assure you, nothing like that will ever happen again.”


      I was amused by his reaction since the butler was acting as if I had said something unfathomable. I scoffed. “What makes you so certain?”


      “I had all the servants working in the kitchen replaced while you were away at the hunting tournament.” Now, this was surprising news. I stared at him with slight wonder, and the butler continued in an oddly somber tone, “And you won’t be eating in the dining room today, Miss.”


      “Where will we be taking lunch, then?”


      “His Grace requested that the meal be served in the glass greenhouse.”


      “The glass…greenhouse?”


      “Yes. The fall flowers have just bloomed, and they are quite lovely. I hope you’ll be able to appreciate their beauty while you eat.”


      I could feel that my eyes were as wide as saucers. There were a few places in the manor that were off-limits to me—the duke had closed off any area filled with memories of his dead wife or long-lost daughter. One of those places was the gigantic glass greenhouse located in the back garden. I’d only seen it from afar despite my frequent walks in the garden, never actually going inside.


      “But why are we eating in the greenhouse all of a sudden?” I asked.


      “The dining room in the manor will soon be renovated.”


      “Renovated?”


      “Yes. I believe it will be out of commission for some time,” the butler replied, his eyes twinkling with a mysterious enthusiasm.


      I had no idea why the manor was suddenly undergoing renovations, but I nodded. I suppose it’s a good thing. If they’d asked me to eat in the dining room again, I probably wouldn’t have attended under any circumstances. It would be unpleasant, after all, having to eat in a place full of so many unfortunate memories. Besides, I had no way of knowing if I’d be forced to starve again.


      “Hmm… All right,” I said, finally acquiescing. I didn’t agree because we were eating somewhere new, but because I wanted to see for myself how the affection meters above Derrick’s and Reynold’s heads had changed. “I’ve been out in the rain, so I need to take a bath first, but I’ll be at the greenhouse for lunch.”


      The butler brightened visibly. “In that case, please call for me when you are ready to depart.” He bowed politely and left the room.
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      Following behind the butler, I entered the greenhouse for the first time. The huge, airy room was warm and smelled wonderful. Its ceiling and supporting pillars were covered in green vines, and there was a wide variety of flowers in full bloom.


      The dining table was located at the very center, surrounded by blossoming delicate violets. Three men sat closely together around the table. Expressions solemn, they contrasted starkly with their romantic surroundings.


      “There you are,” the duke observed when he saw me from where he was sitting at the head of the table.


      I bowed. “I’m sorry I’m a little late.”


      “A little? Did you say a little? You’re damned—,” Reynold began angrily, but he quickly fell silent.


      I raised my head and regarded him with confusion. He looked displeased, nostrils flaring, but said no more.


      “That’s fine. Come and sit, Penelope,” the duke said casually, turning his attention from Reynold to me.


      I’d expected him to say something about my tardiness as well and was surprised he’d made no comment. Derrick shot me a disdainful glance but also said nothing. Not knowing what was going on, I sat to the duke’s left and glanced at my love interests.


      [Check Affection]


      Dammit. As expected, their affections had been hidden from me, and the gauges had changed color. Derrick’s had turned a bright orange, reminding me of a caution sign. I nodded to myself upon seeing it. Yes. Further confirmation he’s a no-go.


      I turned away indifferently and scowled when I laid eyes on the bar hovering above Reynold’s pink hair.


      What’s with the light pink? Reynold’s bar had turned a color similar to his hair. But what do the colors mean? At that moment, I inadvertently found myself staring into his blue eyes.


      “What are you looking at?” Reynold sneered, eye twitching as he tucked a napkin into his collar.


      “I wasn’t looking at you.”


      “What, then?”


      “The flowers on the tree behind you.”


      “Why would you be glaring daggers at a tree?” Reynold asked dubiously, glancing behind him.


      Apparently, I’d been wearing an expression of contempt without realizing it. Coughing awkwardly, I replied weakly, “The flowers are beautiful…”


      “They are Alnwick roses,” came a sudden voice to my right. I’d just said the first thing that came to mind, but the duke was gazing at me seriously. “If you’d like, I can have the servants arrange a vase of them for you.”


      I turned to get a proper look at the tree behind Reynold, admiring the luxurious apricot-colored roses.


      “They smell nice. I presume they’d make a nice addition to your room,” the duke said.


      “No, I’m all right,” I said, shaking my head. “Flowers are most beautiful when they’re growing on their branches.”


      “Right you are,” the duke relented, much to my relief. He rang the bell in front of him, and the food was served.


      I guess they really were replaced. I didn’t recognize any of the servants bringing in the trays and dishes. Before long, the plates of food were arranged on the table neatly. The butler had said this would only be a light lunch, and he was correct. Though there were many different kinds of food, they were all the expected fare found at a light brunch—stews, bread, salads, and sandwiches. I liked this choice of the menu since it meant the meal would be over quickly, and I could even eat with my hands if I wanted to.


      “Let’s eat,” the duke said.


      I was relieved to see that the eating utensils placed in front of me appeared to be normal. I studied them carefully, trying to determine if some kind of prank had been played on them again.


      The duke sipped at his black tea, then suddenly addressed me. “Why aren’t you eating?”


      “I was just about to dig in,” I said, picking up my spoon reluctantly.


      Why is he watching me so closely today? I hadn’t done anything wrong, besides ignoring his invitation to dinner. Surely he wasn’t checking whether I was actually eating—he’d never bothered to before. If he’d been that meticulous in the past, he’d have noticed that Penelope was starving much earlier.


      Oh… Is it because the table is so small? I realized why the duke had noticed so quickly that I wasn’t eating. The table in the greenhouse was much smaller than the one in the manor’s dining room. This meant we were seated a lot closer than usual. It would be hard to ignore what cutlery had been set out at each seat, given the proximity.


      Accepting that this was the most reasonable explanation, I ate a spoonful of the soup. A quiet meal passed, blanketed in the sweet aroma of the flowers. When I started feeling full, I placed my fork neatly down on the table.


      “You’re not having any more?” As was becoming the norm, the duke reacted before anyone else upon hearing my fork clicking softly against the table.


      “No, I think I’ve had enough.”


      “Shall I send for dessert?”


      I shook my head. I didn’t have much of an appetite and had no desire to continue.


      “You shouldn’t eat so little. I’ll have another sandwich made and sent up to your room.”


      “No, Father. I’m all right,” I said, wanting to dissuade the duke. I wanted him to get on with it and say what he needed to. “If we’re done with lunch, I’d like to return to my room. I’m a little tired from my morning walk.”


      “All right…,” the duke began in a weighty tone, thankfully understanding my meaning right away. “I called you all here to tell you that I’ll be commissioning a painter soon to have a family portrait made.”


      Everyone seemed surprised to hear this news. Derrick looked puzzled, and Reynold asked, “Why a family portrait all of a sudden, Father?”


      “It will be Penelope’s birthday a month from now,” the duke replied.


      I turned to the duke, utterly stupefied, as though I’d never heard the word birthday before in my life. My…birthday? I felt my entire body go numb. This birthday would be Penelope’s coming of age. But that’s way too soon! While I sat there in disbelief, the duke made an unknowingly cruel declaration.


      “Prior to the coming-of-age banquet, I want to have the family portrait finished and hung near the central staircase.”


      He’d just announced the deadline for the true daughter’s return and the end of Hard Mode in the game.


      “So…keep that in mind and stay out of trouble, all of you. I don’t want you getting hurt before the ceremony.” The duke continued to speak, but his voice sounded distant—as if it were coming from very far away.


      The coming-of-age ceremony is in only a month? My brain had ceased to function. It felt as though I’d suddenly been attacked out of nowhere. The hunting tournament was such a major episode in the game and had only recently been in full swing, so I’d expected that Hard Mode was far from over. There should at least be more opportunities for me to create an emotional connection with the love interests, shouldn’t there?


      I’d only just managed to figure out Eckles’s real motivations and was in the process of using that information to get him to like me. Only one month. I felt suffocated. If I didn’t manage to get a 100 percent affection with someone, along with a confession of love, I might very well be stuck in this place forever.


      Though escape was a pressing issue, the bigger problem was that I’d be relegated to the villain and fated to die once the real Eckhart daughter appeared. The reason was simple: It was how the stupid game was written.


      My hands gripped at the folds of my dress compulsively. I didn’t want to die. I’d studied so hard so I could escape my terrible home.


      “…lope.”


      I’d gone through hell and back in this cursed place so I could return to the real world. I couldn’t die. I simply couldn’t.


      “…lope. Penelope, my child.”


      I jerked to attention as I registered the sound of someone calling my name.


      “Y-yes?” I said, glancing up hurriedly.


      Everyone at the table was regarding me oddly. The duke was clearly bemused as he asked, “Is there something you don’t like about this arrangement?”


      “What? O-of course not,” I said, still in a daze. I’d fallen into my own thoughts, catastrophizing at the mention of my birthday. Pulling myself together, I muttered awkwardly, “I was just thinking…”


      “Oy. You’re acting strange today,” Reynold said in his usual caustic tone. “Why do you keep staring at nothing? You’ve been quiet for a while now. Are you itching to cause trouble again or something?”


      “Reynold Eckhart.”


      It would be simple to just ignore his sarcastic comments, but for some reason, the duke rebuked him solemnly. “Tsk. That’s no way to talk to your sister. You’re her brother.”


      “She doesn’t treat me like one.”


      The duke tutted again, glaring fiercely, and Reynold was forced to fall silent. The light-pink bar hovering above his head didn’t seem at all suited to the sullen look on his face. I was unsettled to see the mood go cold so suddenly on my account.


      Trying my best to smile, I said, “I’m sorry. I was distracted, and I missed what you were saying. Could you repeat that one more time, please?”


      “Ahem. All right,” the duke said, expression softening. “I asked you what you wanted for your birthday.”


      “What…I want for my birthday?”


      “Yes. You may ask for anything you like.”


      My first instinct was to demand that he scour the continent for a way for me to get out of this game, but I fought back the absurd urge at the sight of the three pairs of blue eyes fixated on me.


      “Nothing, really,” I said indifferently.


      “Wh-what?!” the duke exclaimed, expression astounded for reasons unknown to me. “Y-you…” The duke stuttered, unable to form words.


      “Hey, are you sure you’re not sick or something?” Reynold shouted in the duke’s stead, banging his fist on the table.


      Even Derrick, who had been eating in silence, was regarding me with shock. “Just last year, you…,” he began, but his face turned cold and hard as he trailed off.


      Huh? I was confused by their reactions, which I hadn’t foreseen.


      The duke, who’d been staring at me and trying to form a response, finally managed, “But you’ve never failed to ask for a myriad of items.”


      “Oh,” I murmured. The real Penelope had coveted extravagant things, so that was hardly surprising. Sadly, I didn’t really need anything. Besides, my birthday might as well be the date of my execution. Why would I care about any gift I would receive on that day?


      The duke regarded me with great puzzlement. “You’ve always said you wanted your coming-of-age dress to be fitted by the late empress’s tailor, remember?”


      “My coming-of-age dress?” I repeated, confused.


      “That’s right. I’ve already made a special request to the emperor on your behalf,” the duke said, puffing his chest out confidently. He’d looked the same way when he’d offered me the crossbow not that long ago.


      I needed a dress even less than I needed money or gems. Last year’s Penelope must have raised quite the ruckus, however, as the duke wasn’t easily dissuaded even by my obvious lack of enthusiasm.


      “How about some accessories and shoes to go with the dress? It’s been quite a while since the jeweler visited.”


      “Hmm…” I thought for a moment, glancing furtively at the two brothers seated opposite me. Orange and light pink. In the past, I’d relied on the numbers themselves, but now the color coding allowed me to differentiate them even from a distance. I didn’t really want to use my own money to raise their affection, even if it was just game currency, and decided to take advantage of the duke’s kind offer.


      “If you want to give me a birthday present, I’d prefer to receive money rather than gems.”


      “Wh-what? Money?” the duke repeated, his jaw dropping.


      “I realized recently that I don’t have any personal assets of my own. I’d like an allowance, too, Father.”


      “Th-that’s…” The duke’s expression was one of pure bewilderment, and he appeared unsure of what to say.


      Reynold inserted himself into the conversation. “What do you need an allowance for?”


      “Well…”


      “You have a designer summoned to the manor if you want a dress and the same for jewels. The butler does everything for you. Oh, by the way, Father, I heard you gave her a blank check!” he said suddenly, turning his temper on the duke instead of me. “What’s with the special treatment? When I asked for one, you said our finances were too precarious!”


      “Ahem! Hem! Who in the world told you that?”


      The check had been given to me secretly by the butler, but somehow Reynold had heard about it and was now hassling the duke, pointing an outraged finger at me.


      Ugh, you’re so juvenile, I thought.


      The duke cleared his throat, turned away from Reynold, and changed the subject. “But why are you suddenly asking for personal assets of your own? You’ve never wanted any before.”


      “My interests have changed,” I said. “I’m more interested in money than accessories these days.”


      “You have your prize money, right?”


      “I can’t bear to use it. It’s the first money I’ve ever made by myself. I’m going to keep it locked away.”


      “Hmm. That’s not a bad idea,” the duke said with a nod. It was the first money his scatterbrained adopted daughter had ever earned, and by winning first place at the hunting tournament, of all things.


      I pressed my advantage. “Could I have money that I could use in an emergency as a birthday present?”


      “What do you mean, an emergency? Why would a daughter from House Eckhart have any need to prepare for an emergency?”


      “Well, I could use it when I leave the manor, or perhaps as a dowry—”


      “What?! Leave the manor?!” the three men shouted in unison.


      I peered at them with wide eyes. The duke went on to holler in a displeased voice, “You’re talking that nonsense again? You haven’t even had your coming-of-age ceremony. You won’t be going anywhere!”


      “But I’ll be having it soon, won’t I? Which means—”


      “Penelope Eckhart.”


      I fell silent as the duke clicked his tongue.


      “You can’t have an allowance.” Derrick, who’d been silent so far, spoke now in a cold tone—dashing all my hopes. “You can’t be trusted to spend it wisely. We already spend more than is budgeted buying your things. What other reason do you have for needing an allowance?”


      “…”


      “You’re not hoping to start a business. So give us one good reason why we should just give you large sums of money.”


      As the eldest son, Derrick was deeply involved in the financial matters of the manor. If he demanded a specific reason for why I wanted more money, I had no explanation to give him—I just wanted to have as much cash on hand as possible, just in case.


      I couldn’t trade my gems for money every time I needed to check someone’s affection meter. Since the duke had offered to give me a gift, I’d thought it wouldn’t hurt to ask.


      “That’s right. There will be no allowance,” the duke said.


      “Yeah, there’s no way!” Reynold cried, agreeing vehemently with Derrick.


      Tsk. Then why did you ask? I pouted. If I was being honest, I did not like the idea that I was the only one without personal assets. Though nobody said it in so many words, it made it obvious to me that I was just a stand-in, to be kept around only until the real daughter returned. So you’re refusing to give me a single cent, huh? I held back the desire to sigh loudly, remaining silent.


      The duke tried to coax me as if I were an unruly child. “I heard that diamonds of exceptionally high quality have been unearthed in the southern mines. I’ll have a tiara made out of them, so—”


      “No, thank you,” I said, cutting the duke off somewhat rudely. “I’m past the age where that sort of thing appeals to me.” I pushed my chair back noisily and stood.


      “Penelope,” the duke called, his tone cooling warningly.


      I knew that the men of the Eckhart house had been cutting me some slack despite my impudence, on account of the events during the trial at the hunting tournament. But now that I had driven their affections up, I no longer wanted to fawn submissively to them.


      “Thank you for lunch. If you’ll excuse me.”


      “Penelo—!” I heard the duke calling out my name angrily, but I ignored him.
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      I returned to my room, only to find Emily staring at me with large, surprised eyes, only just finished making the bed.


      “You’re back already, Miss?”


      “Emily. Please call for the butler right away,” I ordered, flopping into the seat in front of my desk.


      “Huh? Y-yes!” Emily, taken aback by my sudden command, rushed from the room.


      I stared into space, tapping my fingers aggressively on the desk. I’d called the butler so I could ask how the clothes were coming along—the ones I’d had him commission using the leather from the hunt.


      “I’ll…have to start with giving him the remaining gifts.”


      It was the only way I could think to quickly boost Eckles’s affection. I realized I’d been so disoriented by the new affection meter system that I’d forgotten to remove his choker when I’d put the necklace on him. I drummed an anxious rhythm against the desk, noticing that quite a lot of time had passed but the butler remained nowhere in sight.


      “What’s taking him so long?” I muttered to myself with a frown.


      Knock, knock.


      There was finally a knock at the door, and quite irritable by now, I asked, “Who’s there?”


      “It’s your father.”


      My fingers froze mid-tap. Huh? Wondering if I’d misheard, I stared blankly at the door.


      “Ahem. I’m coming in, Penelope.”


      The door creaked open, and I shot to my feet. “F-Father?”


      The man who entered wasn’t the butler, but the duke. What in the world? What is he doing coming to my room? He had never done this before—that is to say, he’d never once visited Penelope in her room for the duration of the game.


      “Ahem. What were you doing?” he asked awkwardly, clasping his hands behind his back and coming to a stop at the center of the room.


      “I was just resting… What are you doing here, Father?”


      “I have something to talk to you about. Please come over here and take a seat,” he said, approaching the table in front of the large window and sitting down.


      I stood in front of my desk, peering at him uncertainly, before slowly making my way over. What on earth is going on? Is he here to tell me off for being rude over lunch? Questions filled my head, but I could think of no reasonable explanation for his presence here. He’d always summoned me to his office in the past—why would he come all the way to my room just to scold me? I sat down opposite him, unsure of what to think.


      “Here,” the duke said, placing something on the table between us. It was a thick paper envelope embossed in the center with the Eckhart coat of arms.


      “What…is this?” I asked. I had no clue as to what it might be. Puzzled, I stared at him, and he cleared his throat, looking away.


      “Open it,” he said.


      Curious, I did as I was told. There was a slip of white paper inside, which I fished out with one hand.


      “That is a transfer-of-ownership certificate for an emerald mine in the southeast,” the duke informed gruffly. His tone was so casual and unconcerned that I doubted my ears for a moment.


      “A certificate…transferring ownership?”


      “Your name is at the bottom. Take a look.”


      My eyes traveled down to the bottom of the page.


      
        Ownership transferred to Penelope Eckhart.

      


      He wasn’t lying. My mouth slowly fell open. “F-Father. I—I don’t understand. This is so sudden—”


      “It’s not a big deal.”


      “This? This is no big deal?”


      “You said you wanted money of your own, did you not?” the duke said, inexplicably bewildered by my reaction. “You don’t like it?”


      “N-no, it’s not that…” I’d only asked for a little pocket money, and I’d been given an emerald mine. Of course I was completely taken aback. “I…I don’t deserve this, Father,” I finally said with some difficulty after trying unsuccessfully to form a response.


      In my experience, it was never good when nice things were just handed to you on a silver platter, and this wasn’t exactly what I’d envisioned when I’d made my request of the duke.


      “I wasn’t asking for something like this—”


      “You’ve always liked emeralds since they share the color of your eyes,” the duke said, interrupting my attempt to politely refuse. “I was planning to give it to you once you came of age anyway. I’m just choosing to give it to you early, that’s all.”


      This new development left me feeling rather strange.


      
        [To celebrate the return of his one true daughter, the duke gifts the heroine a magic stone mine.]

      


      I suddenly recalled a scene from the game that had occurred not long after I’d gained access to the [Dialogue Prompts ON/OFF] function in Normal Mode. The quest had been called [The Forgotten Word—“Father”], and when accomplished, the duke had been beside himself with joy upon hearing the heroine refer to him as Father for the first time.


      That was why, not long after his adopted daughter’s birthday, he’d given the heroine an entire mine for seemingly no reason at all…


      “Have you tired of emeralds? Would you prefer a magic stone mine, then? I know you’ve been showing an interest in magical tools lately,” the duke said, confused by my blank stare.


      It was impossible to describe the storm of emotions brewing inside me, and it was more difficult than expected to keep those unnecessary feelings in check.


      “You…don’t have to go this far for me, Father,” I said politely, slipping the sheet of paper back into its envelope and sliding it across the table to the duke. All of this was to belong to his “real daughter” once I made my escape. “But I appreciate the gesture.”


      “Penelope,” the duke said, features twisting into a grimace. His reaction wasn’t surprising, since I’d refused such a generous offer. The whole thing left a bitter taste in my mouth, though. A cold silence fell over my room for a moment. I’d have preferred it if the duke had come just to scold me for being an arrogant little girl before storming from the room.


      Instead, he sat stiffly in his chair for several long moments. Then he said, “Are you…” His tone was cautious. “Are you still angry?”


      “Huh?”


      “About the hunting tournament.”


      “The hunting tournament?” I repeated, perplexed.


      The duke added quickly, “Penelope. There seems to be a misunderstanding here…”


      “What do you mean—?”


      “I believed you,” the duke said.


      “I’m…sorry?”


      “Back during the hunt, I was positive that you didn’t attack any of those nobles.”


      The topic of conversation had changed abruptly. I struggled to understand why he was bringing up the trial again—it was long over and done with. The duke seemed to feel differently, however, and he continued with his odd tangent.


      “I did have a fleeting doubt at first, but you promised me several times, did you not?”


      “Promised?”


      “That if you needed to kill anyone, you would do so in a secluded place.”


      “K-kill, Father?” I stuttered, recalling that the wording had been considerably less violent when we’d last spoken on it.


      The agitated duke seemed to realize his mistake and cleared his throat clumsily a few times. “Hem! In any case, you seemed to have grown more mature of late, and I knew you wouldn’t do something so reckless in front of witnesses.”


      “…”


      “And that…business regarding the crown prince… You said it was only a momentary dalliance.” The duke stammered awkwardly, as if he couldn’t bring himself to acknowledge that I might have had feelings for the crown prince. “I should have spoken to you one-on-one, but my hands were tied, since both the crown prince’s faction and the second prince’s people were putting pressure on me, watching my every move.”


      “…”


      “I’m…sorry.”


      In summary, he was saying he’d believed in my innocence and had sent Derrick in his stead since he was unable to come himself. After many rambled excuses, the only words that actually mattered had finally come from his lips. I was relieved that what Derrick had said hadn’t represented the duke’s opinions, but knowing this didn’t really improve my sour feelings about the affair.


      “Derrick certainly wasn’t of the same opinion,” I observed dryly.


      “He’s always had a bad temperament, no?” the duke observed, jumping to criticize Derrick. “I reprimanded him thoroughly following the trial. So please don’t let this eat away at you.”


      “You…reprimanded Derrick?”


      “Of course! I’m also gifting this to you behind his back,” the duke said, nudging the envelope toward me again. “He’s but a spring chicken, just barely dipping his toes into the mining business. In fact, he’s apparently only been making joint investments, too afraid of losing money. Tsk, the spineless brat.”


      “…”


      “You, on the other hand, starting today, are the proud owner of your very own mine. You’re leaps and bounds ahead of your older brother!” He reminded me of a parent using baby talk to soothe a grumpy child.


      “Ha!” I couldn’t contain an incredulous laugh at hearing him throw his eldest under the bus without hesitation in an effort to make me feel better.


      The duke smiled in response, blue eyes twinkling with good humor. “He got what’s coming to him. Serves the nasty fellow, hm?” he said playfully. This was a side to him I’d never seen before.


      I finally gave in, my face breaking into a smile.


      “Derrick has no idea that I’ve given this to you, so don’t mention this to anyone for the time being,” the duke whispered, knowing he’d successfully alleviated my bad mood. “Especially not Reynold! Lips sealed around him, understood?”


      “…Yes, Father,” I said, taking the envelope he was holding out to me with some reluctance. I had nothing to lose by doing so, and it would be pointless to refuse when he was so insistent about it. “And…thank you for giving me such an amazing gift, even if I don’t deserve it,” I said politely, dipping my head in a slight bow.


      Internally, however, I was already busy scheming how I could use this new asset to my advantage. “I…don’t deserve a daughter like you, either, Penelope,” the duke said wryly. “I was too much of a fool to realize it before now.”


      I wasn’t sure what he meant by it. Did he regret his impulsive decision to adopt Penelope, or was he just feeling sorry about all I’d gone through since I’d begun behaving more sensibly?


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Your relationship with the inhabitants of the manor has improved.


        Reputation has increased +10 points.


        (TOTAL POINTS: 410)

      


      The new notification flashed before me, and suddenly a surge of tumultuous emotions washed over me, completely out of my control. Sometimes it got to be too much—knowing it was not the real Penelope who was being told these things, and knowing that I’d never heard my own father say anything similar and likely never would.


      I repressed the throbbing pain in my heart with great effort.
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      The butler, who hadn’t been able to come when I’d summoned him thanks to the duke’s sudden visit, came to my room early the next morning.


      “This is a list of the investors in the southeast emerald mine,” he said, placing a few documents on my desk. The duke had obviously told him that I’d suddenly become the owner of the mine, and he’d been prompt to adjust accordingly. “I will bring you a detailed summary of the gemstone quantities successfully mined in a few days.”


      “Yes, please do that,” I said. I skimmed through the documents but didn’t bother to examine them too closely. The list contained many foreign names, so I couldn’t hope to identify all of them anyway. All I was interested in was the money. “Tell me, how are the gemstones usually distributed?”


      “We have contracts established with the merchant guilds, so stones of a lower quality are sent to them. The high-quality stones are polished and auctioned off.”


      “And is the sale of these stones profitable?”


      The butler’s voice was noticeably quieter as he continued, “The gemstones that have been successfully imbued with magic by our sorcerers are sold secretly on the black market. Sometimes they sell for up to ten times as much as the market price.”


      “Is that so?” I said, intrigued. The duke had informed me that recently a large number of high-quality emeralds had been unearthed in the southeastern mine. He had transferred ownership of it to me before the emeralds had even been sold.


      Thanks to this new business venture, I would be so rich, I could use all the money I wanted to view my love interests’ affections without worrying about going broke. Resisting the urge to smile, I said calmly, “Just carry on as you normally would. All you need to do is bring me the ledger periodically.” What did I care, so long as the money found its way into my hands?


      “The thing is…,” the butler began, an indecipherable look on his face. “I don’t think we’ll be able to call on the Eckhart sorcerers to imbue the gemstones with magic from now on, Miss.”


      “Why is that?”


      “Well, the young lord isn’t aware of the transfer of the mine, so…”


      I immediately understood what he was trying to say. If Derrick learned of my involvement, he would go to the duke and make a fuss. This was likely why the duke had made me promise to keep the matter a secret until everything related to the transfer of ownership had settled down.


      “His Grace suggested that you might want to select a merchant guild with sorcerers in their employ and form a contract with them… How would you like to approach this, Miss?” the butler said, asking after my opinion somewhat cautiously.


      “Hmm…” I thought for a moment before responding calmly, “It’s not urgent that we form a contract quickly. We don’t need to go looking for a merchant guild, either.”


      Apparently, my life as the illegitimate child of a chaebol family wasn’t a complete waste. I remembered a conversation I had overheard between my father and Asshole #1, the eldest of my despicable half brothers in the real world. “Put a few unpolished gems of the highest quality on auction and monitor the response. Anyone capable of recognizing their value will compete to buy it.”


      “Therefore…”


      “We’ll wait and form a contract with the merchant guild that offers the best price.”


      “Ah,” the butler agreed quietly, nodding. “I…will do as you say, Miss.”


      There was a suspicious look in his eye, almost as if he was asking, “How in the world did you come up with such a plan?”


      I know what you’re thinking, you know, I thought, scoffing internally. I steered the conversation to the topic I’d wanted to speak with him about yesterday.


      “And how are Eckles’s new clothes coming along?”


      “They are nearly finished.”


      “How much longer will they take?”


      “I’ve been informed that they were just putting the finishing touches on the garments… Are you in a hurry, Miss?” the butler asked, puzzled.


      His confusion wasn’t surprising, since all the clothes I’d commissioned were winter clothes. We were now approaching fall, and it was still quite warm, which meant the new clothes would not be suitable to wear just yet.


      “Shall I pay extra to have the tailor finish faster?”


      “No, that’s all right. It’s not all that urgent a matter…,” I said, shaking my head. The winter season was in no hurry, but I was. I was extremely anxious knowing that I had only one month remaining. “Pennel, when do the knights finish training today?”


      “There will be rain this afternoon, so they will only train in the morning, as far as I’m aware.”


      “Have Eckles come to me after training is finished for the day.”


      “Yes, Miss.”


      I enjoyed the way the butler now accepted my instructions without question.
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      Right as I was finishing my lunch, a light drizzle began. I’d intended to read in the back garden while I waited for Eckles but instead decided to go sit in the greenhouse. The door creaked as I pushed it open, allowing the scent of flowers and lush trees to wash over me.


      During lunch two days ago, I’d been too busy fretting over the affection gauges to take a proper look at the interior of the greenhouse. It was beautiful, peaceful, and quiet.


      “…Not bad.” I strolled around the broad space, passing a small table that would be perfect for taking tea. I chose a corner that wasn’t visible from the entrance and flopped down onto my backside. Tiny white flowers were blooming nearby, and it was obvious that the greenhouse was tended to with great care.


      It’s so well kept in here. I recalled the butler’s words just before I’d left my room in the morning.


      
        —“Please visit the greenhouse as often as you like, Miss. We’ve had a variety of rare flowers and trees imported. His Grace has instructed that it be maintained year-round from now on.”

      


      After witnessing firsthand the bullying I’d been subjected to in the dining room, the duke seemed to be trying his best to make me feel more comfortable. He had proved this by opening the third floor again, which had been closed off for six years, so that I could go up to the attic if I wanted to. He seemed to have decided that opening the greenhouse was a better idea, however, since I’d shown no desire to go anywhere near the attic after my fight with Reynold.


      Penelope would have been overjoyed, I thought, feeling a little sorry for the girl, even as I ran a gentle hand over the face that once belonged to her. I appreciated the duke’s efforts, but I wasn’t here to enjoy the beautiful flora housed within. Rather, I meant to use this space to my advantage.


      Compared with the other love interests, Eckles wasn’t so easy to have interactions with— there were few places we could actually meet. Unless I left the manor, I couldn’t really summon him away from training, and our social ranks made it difficult for me to just take him wherever I pleased.


      We couldn’t go see an opera, for example, as it would be full of nobles; famous restaurants were also off the table so long as I went with a slave in tow. Tch. This is more troublesome than I’d thought it would be.


      What I’d seen on the training field two days ago still bothered me a little. Eckles still hadn’t progressed in learning proper sword techniques. I wonder if he would be faring better if the duke had brought him here instead of me, like how it happened in the original storyline.


      But if things had unfolded in that way, Eckles would not have nearly as much affection for me as he did now. I was his mistress, the person who’d rescued him from the terrible auction house. It was a shame there was nothing I could do for him right now.


      I had to content myself with the fact that Derrick had accepted him as a knight-in-training under the Eckhart family despite how little influence I possessed as only the duke’s fake daughter. In addition, both Derrick and the duke had come to dislike Eckles all the more after he choked one of their knights.


      At least they didn’t just kick him out. Eckles would become a swordmaster later than he had in the game’s original story. But that won’t be an issue once the duke’s real daughter returns, I thought coldly.


      All that mattered to me right now was his affection. Eckles needed someone like the affectionate, angelic heroine, not someone like me. She’ll take care of everything once I escape. Trying to convince myself that this would be the case, I opened the book on my lap.


      Time passed as I read, and I slowly began to feel drowsy thanks to the magically warmed air inside the greenhouse. My eyelids grew heavy, and I found that I couldn’t focus on the words on the page anymore.


      Placing the book aside, I lay down among the flowers. I closed my eyes, on the edge of slipping into a deep slumber. The door creaked open, and I heard someone come inside. Their quiet footsteps rustled in the grass as they moved about.


      They seemed to wander around for a while before deciding on a destination. Their steps grew closer and closer until, finally, they came to a stop by my head. My eyes were still closed, though not intentionally—I was really just too drowsy to pry them open.


      The person looming over me moved, and I could hear the sound of their breathing now. They seemed to be crouched over me. I felt the ghost of a touch on my cheek, though they weren’t actually touching me. Their hand hovered over my skin, almost close enough to touch but not quite, before slowly traveling to my lips.


      I wanted to keep pretending I was asleep, but I laughed, feeling ticklish under the light brush of their hand. “You can touch me if you want to,” I said, eyes slowly blinking open. “It tickles.”


      Gray-brown eyes widened at my words. He seemed more surprised by how close our faces were than I was. “Mistress…” He sighed more than spoke my name.


      The elaborate bone necklace I’d gifted him dangled, resting over his shabby clothes. My only knight and my devoted slave.


      Eckles was sitting by my head, peering down at me. His face—as if cast in wax—was as expressionless as ever; however, there was an odd shine to his gray-brown eyes. I glanced above his head out of habit.


      “I’d like to get up now, ” I said.


      “…”


      “Move over, please?” I said, and as I lazily locked eyes with him, Eckles flinched.


      He froze for a moment, then retreated, backing away from me and sitting up.


      “Training ended earlier than usual today, huh?”


      “Yes. Because of the rain…,” he murmured as I sat up.


      I studied him languidly, noting that the necklace I’d given him lay somewhat awkwardly on top of the spelled choker. I hadn’t taken it off him the last time we’d met. The magical restraint, shabby and revealing his status as a slave to anyone who saw it, was a stark contrast to the new luxurious ivory accessory, which was priceless.


      It should have looked silly, but somehow it didn’t. If anything, he looked glamorous wearing them. He’s well suited to the role of male protagonist.


      “The necklace. You’re still wearing it,” I said, reaching out and touching it.


      Eckles’s intense stare wavered at the feel of my fingers near him. “My mistress gave it to me,” he replied softly, not shying away from my hand. His voice sounded strained.


      Meeting his gray-brown eyes, I smiled, my own eyes forming happy crescents. “You look pretty in it.” Pretending to press my hand against the pieces of ivory, I ran my finger along his collarbone so I could check his affection.


      It was a very light touch, barely skimming his skin, but Eckles twitched nonetheless.


      A message popped up.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Eckles]?


        [4,000,000 Gold / 200 Reputation]

      


      Ha…! Are you kidding me? I clenched my teeth when I saw the prompt. The price had gone up to twice what it had been before. That is so damned greedy!


      I’d been stupid to think I had forty-nine tries left, momentarily forgetting what sort of game this was. I knew this was a common pricing pattern for in-game microtransactions, but I still couldn’t help feeling upset. Trying to keep my anger in check, I irritably pressed [4,000,000 Gold].


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have paid [4,000,000 Gold] to view the affection of [Eckles].


        (Remaining: 94,000,000 Gold)

      


      [Affection: 81%]


      His affection had risen since the last time I’d checked it. I was relieved but at the same time worried. If this pattern continued, I would run out of money rather quickly. I was able to dismiss those concerns out of hand, though.


      Oh, right. I’ll be filthy rich soon, I guess? I was the owner of an emerald mine as of yesterday.


      “Why…,” Eckles suddenly began, interrupting my examination of the gauge above his head. It now read [Check Affection] again. “Why are you lying here?”


      “Huh?”


      “It’s dewy, and the ground is cold.”


      “Ah…”


      He was right. I supposed it would seem silly to him that a nobleman’s daughter would lie among the flowers like this when I could have just sat in a chair.


      “I just felt like it,” I said, brushing my fingers against the tiny, cute blossoms around me. “The flowers here are beautiful.”


      “You like wildflowers?”


      I hadn’t known they were wildflowers. It made sense they were growing randomly in the corners of the greenhouse.


      “Yes.” I nodded. “Everyone always chooses the pretty, colorful blossoms as their favorite. These should get some love, too,” I murmured, though if I were being honest, I wasn’t all that concerned with them.


      This greenhouse would belong to someone else in a month’s time anyway.


      However, an odd emotion flickered over Eckles’s face.


      “Why would you…?” He began to speak, only to trail off moments later.


      I stared at him expectantly, but he didn’t say anything more. Since we weren’t talking about anything important, I casually changed the subject. “More importantly, I called you here today to remove the choker.”


      “My…choker?”


      “Yes. I told you I’d get rid of it last time, but I forgot. Sorry about that.”


      Eckles’s eyes widened. Perhaps he’d assumed I hadn’t actually had any intention of removing it, but I was completely sincere. If I was honest with myself, I was still a little afraid of him. The way he’d beaten those people to death in the alley with his bare hands, as well as the time he’d almost struck me with his wooden sword, was still fresh in my mind.


      Does Eckles still resent me? There was no way of knowing just based on the way he was peering at me obediently. Perhaps in getting rid of the only means I had of controlling him, I was only courting my own death. At this point in time, however, I didn’t have many other options—beggars can’t be choosers.


      As long as I can continue to earn his affection, what does it matter? I’d give him anything he wanted, whether it was gifts or removing his choker.


      “Turn around for me, Eckles?” I asked with a gentle smile. My ring was needed to remove the choker—I had to fit the ruby into a slot in the back and turn it to unlock it.


      Eckles stared at me with blank eyes, unmoving. Why isn’t he reacting? I thought he’d be happy to have it removed. I looked back at him with surprise, blinking like an owl.


      “I’m okay with wearing it, Mistress,” Eckles said at last. “You don’t have to remove it. In fact…I don’t want you to.”


      Those weren’t the words I’d been expecting, and I struggled to make sense of them. “But why?”


      “Taking it off won’t change the fact that I’m still a slave.”


      “Well…no,” I admitted reluctantly, disappointed since I’d so desperately wanted to increase his affection by getting rid of the choker. “But wearing it is a burden, isn’t it?”


      It was a fact that the choker, with its bright-yellow stone, signaled to anyone who saw it that he was a slave. Wearing it only served to cause him physical and social discomfort. If I were in his shoes, that kind of negativity would weigh heavily on me.


      However, he said nothing more and just sat quietly—it truly seemed as if he didn’t want to remove the choker. A twinge of anxiety bubbled up in my stomach.


      “Has…someone been picking on you again?” I asked quickly. “Have they been harassing you because you’re a slave? Be honest with me. I told you I wouldn’t let the knights get away with that anymore.”


      Eckles was slow to respond but eventually, giving in to my insistent questioning, said, “No, that’s not it. I feel as if you will only come to see me so long as I wear this around my neck.”


      I didn’t understand what he was trying to say. “…What do you mean by that?”


      “You pity me, Mistress, while I wear this. And that’s only because I haven’t made any trouble for you. Correct?”


      My eyes widened. Eckles had seemed to know my motivations far better than I’d realized.


      “I…”


      He didn’t give me the chance to think of an excuse, continuing to say, “If another confrontation occurred after you removed the choker and someone falsely reported to you that I was solely to blame, then you would throw me out without hesitation.”


      It scared me a little to know that this was what he was thinking. He was right, to an extent. If he’d caused problems after coming to the manor, I wouldn’t have even considered removing the choker. But I’d never once expressed that sentiment to him. Instead, I’d gone so far as to gift him with a magical sword and offer him a position as my personal knight.


      I glanced up reflexively, even though I knew I couldn’t see his affection. “That’s not true, Eckles. I’ll always be on your side.” My words sounded forced, though, perhaps because I was in too much of a hurry to contradict him.


      Eckles’s face remained completely expressionless. He didn’t seem to take any notice of what I said, simply raising his hand to his neck and muttering, “As long as I’m wearing this, you know I won’t misbehave. You’ll continue to take pity on me.”


      He bent, bringing his face to my hand where it lay resting on my knee. I could feel the warmth of his skin as he rubbed his cheek against the back of my hand.


      “I’ll be good for you…,” Eckles whispered in a voice so small only I could hear it. “So please keep a tight hold on my leash, Mistress.”


      I stared blankly at his storm-colored hair as it brushed against my skin. It felt as if he was begging a cold mistress, one who didn’t come to visit him often, not to abandon him.


      I wonder if he’s just acting, or if he really feels that way. Eckles still needed what paltry protection I, as the “fake daughter,” could provide, since he had yet to really establish himself firmly among the knights. A lot had changed in the manor since I’d returned from the hunting tournament.


      The servants in the kitchen who’d disrespected the duke’s daughter—with Mrs. Dona at their lead—had all been replaced. Not only that, but I’d also been told that everyone who had taken part in publicly harassing Eckles had been sent away.


      The gifts and attention I gave him from time to time would soon affect his status among the knights. My heart, which had started beating faster at his unexpected reaction, began to slow again. I gathered myself. Sliding my hand out from under him, I placed it on top of his head and began softly stroking his hair. The message I’d been expecting appeared.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Eckles]?


        [6,000,000 Gold / 200 Reputation]

      


      “…All right. I will.” The answer slipped from my lips after a long moment’s pause.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have paid [6,000,000 Gold] to view the affection of [Eckles].


        (Remaining: 88,000,000 Gold)

      


      [Affection: 86%]


      My eyes glinted with satisfaction as they locked on the affection meter above his head, rather than his hair.


      Who cares if he’s acting?


      As long as his affection kept going up, nothing else mattered.


      “If that’s what you want, then it’s my pleasure.”
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      In the end, I sent Eckles away without removing the choker, as he requested, before returning to my room.


      “Welcome back, Miss,” greeted the butler, who’d been waiting for me.


      “What is it this time?” I asked. I’d spoken with him right before going to meet Eckles, after all.


      “An urgent message for you has just arrived.”


      “An urgent message? What urgent message? I told you to reject any invitations,” I said, handing my umbrella and shawl to Emily and going to my desk.


      Perhaps because I’d won the title of queen during the hunt, invitations had been pouring in. The butler had suggested that I go to a couple of the parties hosted by some of the more prestigious households, but I refused and ordered that the letters be used as kindling. I had no time to waste on the likes of anyone like Gloria.


      “Well…,” the butler said, hesitating. “It is a letter from the Imperial Palace, so I couldn’t throw it away.”


      “The…palace?” I said, turning to him with a no-doubt indecipherable look on my face.


      He seemed troubled as he held an envelope out for me to take. It was expensive looking and decorated with a shining golden dragon. I felt a sudden sense of déjà vu. This damned mark, it has to be…


      “My goodness! Our lady performed so amazingly during the hunting tournament, the palace must have taken note,” Emily exclaimed, eyes sparkling, blissfully unaware.


      I sighed heavily. So here it is, then. I’d refused to leave the manor after making my escape from the palace, ignoring the waves of invitations flowing in. I’d been afraid that the crown prince might hear gossip about me if I was careless and wandered around outside. I hadn’t heard anything about his reaction, good or bad, and had been hoping the incident was safely behind me…


      “Haah… Give me that.” I took the letter from the butler. Using a paper knife, I slit it open and started reading the missive inside.


      
        To my dear Lady Penelope Eckhart, daughter of the duke—


        Or should it be “To my secret lover”?


        Let us skip the pleasantries. It appears I received a very abridged version of events from you when I woke. Quite the scene you caused in the courtroom, no? It’s placed me in a rather difficult position.


        I’m only just now getting around to writing to you because I’ve been so busy picking up after your mess. I reckon we’re due for another heart-to-heart soon. What do you say?


        Come to the palace as soon as possible. You’ll regret it if you don’t.


        - Callisto Regulus

      


      “Oh, dammit!” I crumpled the paper violently, in a repeat of the first time he’d sent me a letter.


      “Is it…from him again?” the butler asked worriedly, monitoring my reaction.


      I sighed. The question didn’t really need a verbal answer. The butler’s expression grew grave at my response. I covered my face with my hands glumly. According to my testimony, the crown prince and I had been lovers, and I’d recently rejected him. I had no idea how much of a fuss he was likely to make over this.


      Maybe I should have just said I’d called him into the forest so I could confess my feelings for him. But it was too late to regret anything I’d mentioned at the trial. Besides, things would have only gotten worse if I’d said that.


      I shuddered as what he might have said in that scenario came to mind—“So you’re still in love with me after all. Why play hard to get?”


      Whatever. I’ll just refuse to leave the manor. What’s he going to do about it? I began trying to devise a way I could avoid going to the palace. I wasn’t hurt anywhere, so I couldn’t pretend I had metal poisoning again.


      And it would be strange to claim I had suddenly contracted some severe disease… A decent excuse wasn’t coming to mind immediately, so I decided to ask the butler for help.


      “What should I say this time, Pennel? I need something that will take me out of commission for a long time.”


      “Hmm.” He had worked in the duke’s employ for many years, so he asked no questions and promptly began considering the problem. “How about we spread the word that you’ve had muscle pain throughout your body because of strenuous activity undertaken during the hunting tournament?”


      I found his solution extremely pleasant. “That will do nicely. Tell everyone I’m confined to my bed for the foreseeable future.”


      “Yes. I’ll go call the family physician, Miss.”


      “Good. Thank you for your aid.”


      With the butler’s assistance, I’d been able to cook up a suitable excuse. Good. Now all I have to do is remain in the manor and ride this out. I smiled to myself, satisfied.


      The butler hurried out of the room to carry out our plan. He would have to send a reply to the palace in my stead, with a doctor’s report attached detailing my condition.


      “Are you ill, Miss?” Emily asked, puzzled at the mention of the physician, just returning from putting my shawl away.


      I nodded without hesitation. “Yes. From now on, if anyone asks, my entire body is in pain.”
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      Eckles’s clothes were finished a few days later. The garments took up enough space that they filled a large box, and I couldn’t carry it by myself. Left with no choice but to have the butler bring the gift to Eckles in front of the knights, I was about to instruct as such when Emily burst into the room.


      “M-Miss! Y-you need to come quickly!”


      “Emily, I’m in the middle of an important conversation with the butler. Can’t you see? This is really very rude—,” I began coldly.


      “W-we have an enormous problem, Miss!” Emily didn’t seem to even register my scolding, unlike how attuned she normally was to me. She shouted, “O-outside! The crown prince is outside!”


      “…What?”


      “The crown prince is at the door!”
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      A fancy golden carriage decorated with an equally golden dragon emblem pulled up to the front doors of the manor. A man slowly descended from the carriage, his golden hair—the same color as the gold leaf covering the carriage—fluttering in the breeze.


      “How have you been, Duke Eckhart?” Callisto called out to the older man standing in the doorway. “You came out to greet me yourself ? I must say I’m flattered.”


      The duke looked utterly bewildered even as he greeted the crown prince. He’d rushed outside the moment he’d heard that a carriage from the Imperial Palace had just arrived. “…Your Highness. I wasn’t informed you would be coming. What brings you to our humble abode?”


      “You’ll be seeing a lot of me here going forward—must I really make a formal announcement every time? Come now.”


      The duke’s face fell. He was stumped by the crown prince’s words. “I don’t understand—”


      “I do hope our relationship will be a pleasant one, Duke. Or… should I call you Father-in-Law in private?”


      “I beg your pardon?” the duke said, his jaw dropping.


      The crown prince ignored him, instead glancing around as if in search of someone. “I don’t see my ex-lover, who saw fit to tell everyone of our previous mutual feelings, anywhere. Is she still getting dressed up to come see me?”


      He approached the entrance confidently. All the servants who had come outside, as well as the duke, reflexively made to clear the way for him.


      “Your Highness!” The duke came to his senses but a second later, snapping himself out of his etiquette-induced stupor. He hurried over to plant himself in the crown prince’s way, training his eyes on the other in a polite yet pointed stare. “P-please, this is not funny! And where do you think you’re going? Even if you are the crown prince, this is most improper—”


      “Now, now. We can have this conversation in the waiting room. Are you going to leave a guest to stand outside?” Callisto asked, all the while nudging the duke toward the door in a smooth attempt to slither his way inside.


      “What?! Who says you are a guest?” the duke protested, face going red. Since he couldn’t employ physical force against a prince, the most he could do was stand his ground against Callisto. “This is forced entry! I’ll have to inform the emperor if you continue to behave in this manner—”


      “Forced? You wound me. I didn’t peg you for the unreasonable type, Duke. We might become family soon enough.”


      “Your Highness!” the duke shrieked. There was nothing he could do to stop the crown prince, however.
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      That lunatic! I furtively peeked down through a window that was ajar, shuddering in distaste.


      “Miss…,” the butler said, his voice dripping with pity. He hadn’t left after our conversation had been interrupted. After I’d instructed the butler to send back a reply saying that I was ill, nobody could have predicted that the madman would go so far as to come to the manor himself.


      Is this what you meant when you said I’d regret it if I didn’t come immediately? I balled my hands into fists, quivering from head to toe. I reluctantly called my maid. “Emily.”


      “Y-yes?”


      “Summon the others.”


      “I’m not sure what you mean,” Emily said, confused.


      I continued, through clenched teeth, “Make me look as sick as possible, like someone who’s about to fall over and die at any moment.”


      At least the makeup would be an accurate reflection of how I felt inside.


      “All done, Miss.”


      I quickly ushered the maids surrounding me aside. A pale face stared back at me in the mirror.


      “What do you think?” Emily asked.


      I scanned my reflection and—satisfied—replied, “I look like I might start vomiting blood at any moment.”


      “Y-you’re joking, right?”


      “It’s a compliment,” I assured. And it was true. There were many layers of makeup on my face, making me as pale as a ghost. It looked as if all the blood had drained from my face, even my lips completely colorless. They had done something to my eyes to add fake dark circles underneath them. Altogether, it painted a convincing picture of a very ill young lady. “I like it.”


      I was still grinning into the mirror when someone knocked on the door. “It’s Pennel, Miss.”


      I shot up from the stool and dashed to my bed, fearing that the crown prince had followed the butler all the way to my room in his impatience. I pulled the covers up to my neck and cleared my throat a few times. “Tell him…to come in…” I managed to pitch my voice in such a way that sounded convincingly sick.


      Soon, the door opened with a creak, and—thankfully—only the butler entered. I examined behind him carefully to make sure there was no one following, relaxing when I determined it was safe. “How did it go?”


      The butler gasped, pausing in his approach. He stared with an odd expression, replying, “You transformed so quickly, Miss.”


      “Do I look sick?”


      “Very, as if freshly risen from the grave.”


      Pleased with his response, I smirked, causing the butler to flinch. “In any case, how did it go? Has he left?”


      The powder caked onto my face was uncomfortable. I wanted to wash it off as soon as possible. The butler, however, gathered himself for a moment before saying cheerlessly, “Well…the duke has given the crown prince permission to come meet you.”


      “What?” I exclaimed, jaw hanging open. It took me a long moment to gather myself enough to reply. “But I…I can’t even get out of bed.”


      “Ahem, I informed him of that, but…His Highness insisted on visiting your sickbed and declared nothing would keep him away.”


      “Wh-what?”


      “His Grace, of course, said that he could not allow him to meet you in your room. After further negotiation, they agreed that you could meet for a short period of time in the gardens,” he continued. “I do have some good news, however. In consideration of your condition, the meeting will last no more than thirty minutes.”


      “That’s…the good news?” I asked, incredulous. I’d had total faith that the duke would protect me without my having to even get involved. But he’d betrayed me. “Ha-ha…” My laugh was hollow.


      Shiiit…


      There would be no avoiding the crown prince.
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      I put a cardigan on over my white pajamas before leaving my room. Since I was already wearing all this makeup, I planned to make the crown prince feel as guilty as possible.


      That asshole. He heard I was sick and still came all the way here to make a fuss.


      Of course, I wasn’t certain he had any conscience to begin with. As soon as the back door opened, I slowed my pace to that of someone who looked like death warmed over and began shuffling unwillingly toward the back garden. Perhaps thanks to the rain that had been falling over the past few days, today in contrast the sky was clear, and the fall sunlight was warm and cheery. The manor’s garden was beautiful under the blue sky, and some of the tension in my body melted away.


      You know what? I don’t believe he’d come all the way here, to my own home, with the intention of killing me. He might have been unhinged, but surely even he wouldn’t go that far. Besides, I made sure I had a backup plan earlier.


      
        —“I’m asking you not to kill me, no matter what happens. If you want to reward me, this is my request.”


        —“Tsk. Fine.”

      


      Recalling the promise he’d made to me, I continued, my steps lighter. Where is he? I cast my eyes around as I walked, unable to spot him immediately. I eventually caught sight of the prince in the distance, his back turned to me.


      He stood in a sea of yellow flowers—which I didn’t know the name of—that came to about his waist before the forest that lay between the garden and the training field. The red-eyed man spun around, seeming to sense my approach even though I was still quite far away.


      “Oh, my past lover has finally decided to grace me with her presence.”


      His glorious golden hair hadn’t lost any of its luster even in broad daylight. However, I wasn’t concerned with the state of his hair at that moment.


      Is that…some kind of alarm? I stopped short when I noticed the blinking red light above his head.


      “You’re going to catch flies if you keep staring at me like that,” he said. “What? Don’t tell me you’re falling in love with me all over again after going through all the trouble of rejecting me?”


      My vacant gaze remained fixed above his head despite the shit he was talking. What in the world…? As his red eyes studied me, above him the affection indicator was blinking equally red, as if it was a warning. But I thought…things were getting better between us!


      After the events of the hunting tournament, I’d determined that I’d more or less reduced the risk of death at the crown prince’s hands to nothing. However, the ominous red flashing scared me.


      Does a deeper color indicate danger? What did the bloodred bar mean for Eckles, then? I was suddenly filled with anxiety. Unable to bring myself to approach him, I stood silently, leaving the crown prince to stare at me, puzzled.


      “…Are you truly unwell?” He closed the distance between us in a flash. Standing right in front of me now, he bent down to peer more closely at my face. “You’re as white as a sheet.”


      “Wh-what are you doing?” I asked, shocked into backing away a bit. Belatedly, I remembered I was wearing makeup that made me appear sick. Despite the quality of the maids’ work, a close inspection would reveal my duplicity. I hurried to flee a few more steps back, the crown prince watching with a tilt of his head.


      “Hmm… You actually do look pretty ill.”


      “I—I don’t just look ill. I am ill, Your Highness.”


      “And here I thought you were lying again so you wouldn’t have to meet with me.”


      I desperately tried to calm my pounding heart. He’d seen through my plot in an instant. I did my best to sound calm as I replied, “I would never dare lie to you about such a thing.”


      “Well, you didn’t recover from the metal poisoning for months. It should have only taken a few days if you’d taken medicine for it.”


      I was at a loss for words. Still, I managed to pull myself together and recover from my stunned silence, bowing to him in hopes of changing the subject. “Greetings, Second Sun of the Empire.”


      “Such a timely greeting,” the crown prince teased.


      I knew I’d left it a little late, leaving me mildly embarrassed. “…Ahem. What brings you all the way here?”


      “Ha! What brings me here, you ask?” His eyes suddenly shone fiercely. “Did you know that when the idlers and good-for-nothings of high society gather these days, they keep themselves busy by gossiping about us?”


      “…”


      “Our conversation during the hunting tournament’s Eve party and the utter nonsense you spouted during the trial have been exaggerated and twisted beyond all reason. To the point that people are now wondering which man you’re so head over heels for that you’d break up with the crown prince.”


      “What? But th-that’s…”


      “What’s more, they claim our ‘rendezvous’ in the forest happened because I chased after you, begging you to come back to me like some sick puppy. It’s ludicrous,” the crown prince said with a bark of disbelief.


      “Wh-what?” I stammered, gaping. It was true that I’d told a few white lies during the trial, but I hadn’t gone this far.


      Son of a… No wonder he’s so furious! I gritted my teeth angrily, wondering which idiot was going around spreading such ridiculous rumors.


      All of a sudden, a mocking voice replayed in my mind.


      
        —“Who knows? Maybe I can help with squashing those rumors.”

      


      Surely not… I shook my head, trying to dispel the sudden wave of anxiety washing over me. He might be stubborn and stupid, but surely Reynold wouldn’t go around saying such things in some misguided attempt to help me out. I was about to deny any involvement in the spread of the rumors, but Callisto continued first.


      “You became the most desirable woman in the empire overnight, someone even the crown prince is on his knees for. Tell me, how does that make you feel? Thanks to you, I’m practically a laughingstock.”


      He bared his tightly clenched teeth at me as he slowly approached, wearing a ghostly facsimile of a smile.


      The bright-red bar above his head was blinking ominously, and it was almost as if I could hear an imaginary siren ringing in my ears. I forgot I was meant to be pretending to be ill and backed away—wanting to maintain the distance between us—shouting urgently, “Th-that’s all nonsense, Your Highness! I never said anything like that! I swear!”


      “Well, I’m not so sure anymore. When I recall the words you said to me not all that long ago, the rumors don’t sound so unfounded.”


      “What? I don’t know what you’re talking about…”


      “You said you’d fallen out of love with me so you could move on to someone better, didn’t you?”


      “When did I say that?” He’s twisting my words—I need to put an end to this situation before it spirals any more out of control. “I have no intention of falling in love with anyone in the foreseeable future. No intention whatsoever!”


      “I should hope not,” he retorted. “I’ll be watching to see which fool in all the great empire of Eorka you would choose over me.” His red eyes glinted dangerously at me.


      Huh? Something doesn’t feel right. I paused, sensing that something strange was happening. I had a feeling the conversation had moved away from the original topic somehow.


      “But tell me,” he continued as I mulled over what he said. “Why do you keep flinching away from me like a scared dog?”


      The crown prince frowned and took a step closer. A dog? I shuddered indignantly at his choice of words and took another step back. I was a little frightened of him. His affection meter was hidden from me, and I had no way of knowing what might happen if I let him get close to me in his current agitated state.


      The back garden of the manor was well-kept, and there were no random rocks I might accidentally crack my head open on, but there was always a chance that things might still go wrong. I wanted to keep my distance to prevent any unforeseen tragedy that might befall me thanks to this stupid game.


      “Oh?” Finding it odd that I kept backing away, the crown prince narrowed his eyes at me. He took one huge stride forward, and I suddenly found that I’d run out of room to retreat, my back against the tree line, having reached the end of the garden.


      The red-eyed man looked odd standing in the middle of the garden—weirdly out of place among the fragile yellow flowers. Alarmed that he kept coming closer, I shouted, “Wh-why do you keep following me?”


      “Why are you moving away?”


      I knew it. He’d noticed I wanted to put distance between us and was keeping close on purpose. Persistent bastard. Swallowing the curse words I wanted to say, I mustered the most vulnerable expression I could. “I…I’m very ill, Your Highness.”


      “Who said otherwise?”


      “You haven’t…forgotten your promise, have you?”


      “What promise?”


      “The promise you made to me in your bedroom. Also, it’s an unwritten rule that you must never hurt the old or sickly, even during war.”


      He paused, visibly turning this over in his head for a moment, before laughing in disbelief. “Ha! You think I’m such a lunatic that I would have your head over a rumor?” When I remained silent, the crown prince’s expression became stiff. He suddenly raised his arms, revealing his waist. “I didn’t even bring my sword.”


      “Huh? Oh…” I was a little surprised. He never went anywhere without it, even bringing it to banquets, but today it seemed as if he’d really come without it.


      I stared at his bare waist and said timidly, “Just because you don’t have a sword doesn’t mean you’re not still dangerous…”


      “Unlike some people I know, I’m not so fickle as to change my mind in a matter of mere weeks.”


      I said nothing.


      “For crying out loud… I don’t know why I’m explaining myself to you.” Flabbergasted, he muttered to himself before asking, “So that’s why you requested such an odd reward? I knew I had reason to be suspicious.”


      I cleared my throat awkwardly. He’d seen right through me, killing any intention I’d had of reminding him that he had a history of lashing out violently.


      “What happened at the trial…was unfortunate, Your Highness.” Knowing I’d done wrong by him, I made my excuses. “I truly didn’t see any other way to stop Marquis Ellen and his lot from entrapping me.”


      “Unfortunate, you say? Ha! The report I received about the whole thing was so ridiculous I couldn’t even be mad.”


      “Sorry…,” I said quickly, hoping to head off his bad mood before irritation grew into anger. I could only imagine how absurd the situation must seem to him. He’d recovered from a near-death brush with poison, only to find himself publicly rejected by the same girl who had confessed to him all those months ago.


      Well, at least he didn’t bring his sword with him. That ought to be proof enough that I’m safe from sudden death at his hands. Staring wistfully at his ominous-looking affection bar, which had ceased in its blinking, I tried to see the bright side of things.


      “Why do you look so glum? You’re still acting as if I came all this way to kill an ailing lady,” he observed with a grin, perhaps misunderstanding my expression.


      You’re sure that’s not what this is? I gazed at him in wonder, and he glared at me in return.


      “I sent you a letter requesting to meet so I could tell you the results of the investigation. I also have something to give you.”


      “That was the reason you sent that threat—I mean…letter?”


      “Yes. Do you have something you want to say about my letter?”


      “N-no. Not at all,” I replied quickly.


      The crown prince removed something from his jacket. “Here. Take it.”


      I blinked down at the item he’d held out to me. It was a rolled-up scroll made of brown discolored paper and secured with a red ribbon.


      “What…is this?”


      “It’s the map of Valta you removed from the skeleton. That is to say, the magic scroll we used to get out of the cave.”


      “The magic scroll?”


      “The sorcerers in the palace were able to restore it further.”


      My eyes widened. Examining it more closely, I realized the parts of the map that had rotted away had somehow been replaced. I had no clue why he was offering it to me, though.


      “Why give this to me?”


      “You excavated it, so it belongs to you,” he said, as if it were obvious. “You seem interested in archeology. I instructed that you be sent some material regarding Valta, so you can look through those as well if you so choose.”


      He looked away awkwardly, avoiding my eyes. I was seized by an odd emotion. Callisto really hadn’t come to kill me. Instead, he’d even given me an unexpected gift. My heart pounded, and I stood silently for a moment, gazing down at the scroll he was still holding out.


      “What? You don’t want it?” he said finally, running out of patience and waving it about. Only then did I take it with some reluctance.


      “Are you sure it’s okay for me to have this? This is an important document, isn’t it?”


      “I had a copy made for my own reference, so no worries,” he responded, so easily that it really seemed as if he had every intention of gifting it to me.


      I finally relaxed at his reassurance.


      “But it seems as if you kept it a secret from the duke that you’ve been studying archeology. I truthfully confessed my intention to give you this artifact, but he refused to believe me,” the crown prince commented suddenly, as if it had just occurred to him.


      I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t the real Penelope, but it didn’t matter, since the duke likely hadn’t ever taken any notice of his adopted daughter’s interests.


      “Thank you for the gift…Your Highness,” I said sincerely instead of answering his unspoken question. I carefully hugged the scroll to my chest. It was the best present I’d received since entering this world, and holding it brought a smile to my face.


      Callisto spoke again. “Hold off on thanking me.”


      “Huh?”


      “I have another gift.” Scrunching up his nose, he pulled something else from his jacket. “Here.”


      This time, it was a white envelope.


      “What is this?”


      “Just take it,” he chided me, shaking it.


      Thinking it was perhaps related to the skeleton we’d found, I took the envelope from him.


      “Sadly, I can’t offer you Marquis Ellen’s head on a silver platter just yet,” Callisto said, instead of explaining the second gift.


      “I don’t understand—”


      “The old devil got off scot-free.”


      “What?!” I exclaimed, much louder than I’d meant to.


      Marquis Ellen had obviously been the mastermind behind the assassination attempt. I did everything the stupid quest asked, so why…?


      “B-but why?” I asked, expression grave.


      “The marquis pinned the blame on Baron Tulitte, who remains quite out of his mind.”


      “Ah,” I acknowledged. It occurred to me that the [Token of the Assassins] I’d received as a quest reward hadn’t belonged to Marquis Ellen.


      “W-wait… Does that mean none of the charges are going to stick?”


      That’s not fair! That particular series of events had caused me endless trouble, so I struggled to accept that no one would be punished.


      My discontent must have shown on my face, since the crown prince continued in a consolatory tone, “Don’t be too disappointed.”


      Unable to believe what I’d just heard, I couldn’t stop my head from shooting up.


      Callisto wore a slightly awkward expression. “I made sure your revenge was carried out.”


      “…My revenge?”


      “That’s right. I beheaded the seven nobles who framed you for attempted murder myself.” He grinned, a chilling smile that showed all his teeth.


      I felt dizzy. There was something casually cruel about the way he conveyed this, as if he was proud of doing something so awful. On the other hand, the way he spoke of how things had unfolded without seeming all that ruffled about it…


      It’s almost as if he was expecting this. It was Callisto, not I, who should have been bitterly disappointed that Marquis Ellen had gotten away, but he seemed more worried that I might be upset.


      He quickly added, “House Kellen was found guilty of being complicit in the incident. They were stripped of their assets and titles and have now been sold into slavery. They avoided execution since there was no proof any of them had taken a direct part in the attack.”


      “House Kellen?!”


      Now, this was news I could appreciate. The crown prince regarded my sudden visible pleasure with some interest. He gestured at the envelope with a nod, finally explaining its contents. “Yes. The envelope you hold contains one of their forfeited assets.”


      “What?”


      “Do you remember why you were banned from participating in the hunting tournament last year? The so-called ‘crazy chimpanzee with a crossbow’ incident.”


      “Yes, how could I forget?” I said dryly. The pointed comment didn’t hurt, since I wasn’t the one responsible for the incident. Regardless, I didn’t enjoy the way he’d made sure to bring up the chimpanzee nickname.


      My displeasure faded as he continued, “Your father gave a diamond mine to Count Kellen in exchange for keeping you from being imprisoned.”


      “A…d-diamond mine?” My interest was piqued. I had been completely unaware of this particular detail.


      “You hold in your hands the deed to that very diamond mine,” the crown prince, upon seeing my astonishment, said with a self-satisfied nod.


      I slowly lowered my gaze to the paper still fisted in my hand, dazed. The white envelope I’d accepted without much thought suddenly felt very heavy.


      “I also reinvestigated that little incident while I was at it,” the crown prince said, his tone casual as if he were merely commenting on the weather.


      “…Reinvestigated?”


      “Yes. I was curious as to what could’ve caused you to lose all reason last year.”


      Though I hadn’t actually been responsible, I still felt a little laid bare by his heavy stare.


      “While I was interrogating House Kellen, I was also able to ask Countess Dorothea a few questions. With a bit of pressure, I had her spilling everything she knew.”


      “Countess…Dorothea?”


      “Yes. She accompanied Gloria Kellen and testified at the trial,” said the crown prince, nodding lazily. “Apparently, their circle would take turns hosting the tea party at every hunting tournament. Last year the hostess was the Kellen girl, and this year it was Dorothea.”


      This finally made clear why she’d suddenly invited me to the tea party, despite not being acquainted with me personally. The dim-witted woman apparently had a part in last year’s incident as well.


      “Why did you go crawling back to that tea party when you knew they were all friendly with each other?” he asked, puzzled.


      Crawling back? I did nothing of the sort, you jerk! And how could I have known, not being the real Penelope, that they were all in on it together? I felt a rush of indignation, but I stomped it down with some effort. It was a reasonable question from the crown prince’s point of view.


      “A year had passed since the last hunting tournament… I thought perhaps things might have changed,” I replied vaguely.


      Callisto stared at me with an expression of genuine surprise. “You’ve made a name for yourself as the most villainous of villains, and yet… You have an unexpectedly innocent side.”


      “I’m a pacifist. I don’t reach for my sword the moment someone angers me.” Unlike a certain someone.


      “No, you reach for your crossbow instead.”


      I clenched my jaw since I had nothing to say to that. Stupid Penelope! In truth, I only knew vague details of what had happened last year. Not that it was necessary to know much else. I could easily guess. Though, I was surprised to learn that the duke had come to an agreement with House Kellen that had ended in handing over the diamond mine.


      I didn’t really have any interest in discussing things Penelope had done before I’d arrived, forcing myself to deal with the aftermath of her actions. The crown prince, unaware of my feelings, however, continued to relay the details of the previous year’s event.


      “Gloria Kellen bribed two guards and had them wait in the vicinity of the tea party with the express purpose of getting you in trouble. Were you aware?”


      “B-bribed?” I said, eyes wide. The girl had paid the guards just to mess with Penelope? She went to pretty incredible lengths, I’ll give her that. I wondered why she hadn’t tried something similar this time around, but I felt as if I already knew the answer to that particular question—she likely hadn’t anticipated that I’d attend at all after what had happened last time.


      Since I was so obviously clueless, the crown prince continued relaying the story. “And then they served you that tea that was made from mosquitoes brewed in water and mocked you—saying it was the perfect drink for the likes of you.”


      “Mo—” Mosquitoes?! I only barely kept myself from screaming. Since he was now recounting Penelope’s experience, it would have been very odd if I acted as if I was hearing it for the first time. But seriously, bug tea?! That’s taking it too far!


      I realized that the same thing had happened to me this time. Countess Dorothea had given me a cup of stinky yellow tea. I’d put it down after only pretending to take a sip, and it was a good thing I had or they’d have gotten me again.


      Those beeyotches. I should have just shot all of them! I ground my teeth together, regretting that I hadn’t fired when I had the chance. The crown prince was describing events I could easily see the seventeen-year-old Penelope becoming infuriated by.


      “You had every right to be furious,” Callisto said, peering at me with some amusement, seemingly thinking along the same lines. “It must’ve been pretty incredible, though—you offered to shoot a mosquito or two into the Kellen girl’s open mouth right then and there, I heard. The rumors were right—you’re one of a kind, truly.” The crown prince clapped slowly, wearing an expression of wonder.


      I scowled. “You’re making fun of me, aren’t you?”


      “I would never. It’s a compliment. If you just endure things quietly, it’s only you who will suffer.”


      It didn’t feel as if he was paying me a compliment at all. Disturbingly, though, it felt as if we were on the same wavelength for a moment.


      “Did you not explain to the duke the details of what happened back then?” he asked abruptly.


      “What do you mean?”


      “You didn’t tell him about the mosquito tea,” he said. “If you had, the duke wouldn’t have given them a diamond mine. Since you weren’t the only one at fault, the matter might have been settled with a sapphire mine instead.”


      Callisto seemed to be asking a genuine question rather than mocking me, and I was at a loss. I had no idea why Penelope had acted the way she had, since the game hadn’t covered this whole mess. Did she really not tell the duke? Considering the outrageous dialogue choices provided in Hard Mode, however, I had a hard time picturing Penelope remaining silent. She would have raised hell, endlessly complaining about the women who’d dared to give her insect tea.


      I decided to believe that Penelope had gotten it in her head to behave like a “kind heroine” for once and said nothing. If she had told the duke and it hadn’t changed anything, that would be just too sad.


      “I…didn’t think he would believe me,” I said at last. Without realizing it, I found myself stroking one of my cheeks in an act of self-soothing. I noticed my own actions only when I caught sight of the crown prince’s unreadable gaze and lowered my hand, embarrassed. “There were many of them and only one of me. I was also famously not on my best behavior at that time,” I said with a shrug, trying to project nonchalance.


      I braced myself for Callisto to mock me mercilessly, the twisted smirk he was wearing only making it seem inevitable.


      “That makes sense, considering the kind of man your father is,” he said—to my great surprise, he wasn’t making fun of me. “He’s not too different from my own father.” Callisto laughed fiercely, though strangely his expression was strangely melancholy.


      I didn’t want to relive the uncomfortable sensation that was my heart pounding for no good reason, so I quickly changed the subject.


      “But…why are you giving this to me?” I said, lifting the white envelope slightly. “It belonged to my father.”


      “It’s mine to do with what I will, so I can give it to whomever I desire,” he replied sulkily. Meaning he had no intention of giving it to the duke.


      I hesitated, then held the document out for him to take back. “It’s too much for me to accept. I’ll just take the scroll, with many thanks.” I didn’t have it in me to snatch up the diamond mine as if it were my lucky break, since it was paid for with the shame, dishonor, and tears that Penelope of last year had suffered. I couldn’t accept it as if all of that meant nothing.


      Callisto raised one elegant eyebrow skeptically. “How out of character.”


      “Huh? I don’t understand—”


      “You said you liked luxurious things. With that mine in hand, you’ll have all the gems you could ever want,” the crown prince said with a scoff.


      I frowned at him in confusion before abruptly recalling our conversation in the cave.


      
        —“You have to appreciate a person who looks wealthy, you know.”


        —“I’ve always liked precious stones and the like. Gold, too, of course.”

      


      I cringed at the mortifying memory.


      “Stop talking all this nonsense about me killing you. Just take it and say thank you. Think of it as your reward for saving the crown prince’s life.” He swept closer, quickly snatching up my hand.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Callisto]?


        [2,000,000 Gold / 200 Reputation]

      


      The unexpected contact summoned the white notification window above his head. I stared absently at it, and he closed his hands over mine, tightening my hold on the envelope.


      “Take it and try putting a smile on that face, hmm? You look like you’ve just stepped in dog shit every time you see me.”


      “D-dog shit?” I cried, repulsed by his vulgar language.


      Though I hadn’t planned on it, I intended to take advantage of the situation by peeking at his affection while I had the chance.


      Suddenly, I heard a quiet rustling sound from nearby in the garden. I turned my head automatically toward the thick brush that came up against the path to the training field. I caught a glimpse of someone vanishing into the cover of the trees and instantly recognized the silhouette.


      “Eckles?” I muttered under my breath.


      Though the person had disappeared before I could get a good look, I was sure I’d seen a flash of his gray-brown hair. Why was Eckles here? He should have been in training at this hour. I tilted my head, wondering if I was mistaken.


      “One of the manor’s servants?” Callisto asked.


      “What? Oh…” Hearing his question, I came to my senses. Returning my attention to him, I saw that his red eyes were narrowed as he glared into the empty forest. “Seems so,” I answered quickly, making sure to sound as if I didn’t care.


      His gaze traveled back to my face. “By the way…,” he said, gripping my hands tightly with an odd expression. “I guess learning to act is a basic skill among the aristocracy these days?”


      “What? Learning to act?” Perplexed by the crown prince’s strange comment, it hit me all at once that he was still holding my hand. I was sure I’d kept plenty of distance between us, but somehow he was standing right next to me. Alarm bells began ringing in my mind. “I—I should get back inside. Thank you for your kind gifts, Your Highness.”


      I glanced at the red gauge over his head before attempting to make a hasty retreat again. However, the crown prince suddenly released his hold on my hands and instead cupped both of my cheeks between his palms.


      “Eek!” I cried, struggling to get away. “Wh-what are you doing…? Why are you touching me?”


      “Keep still for a second,” he ordered, bringing his face close to mine. His red eyes were mere centimeters from my own.


      My body tensed, going stiff as a board. As he came closer, a strange urge to close my eyes came over me. I was about to give in to it when his warm touch brushed against the corners of my eyes.


      “Take care of yourself,” Callisto murmured quietly, staring down at me intently. “If you get sick, me sacrificing myself to save you will have been in vain.”


      I felt the warmth of his thumbs as they gently brushed the skin of my cheeks as if wiping away nonexistent tears. I stopped breathing. My mind went completely blank. I couldn’t comprehend why he was acting this way out of nowhere.


      “You should head back in now.” After several strokes of my cheek, he finally let go of me with an arrogant toss of his head.


      It was only after I had turned away from him that I felt able to breathe again.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      My head was in complete shambles for the entire journey back to my room. Why the hell did he do that? He’d shocked me so badly, my heart rate still hadn’t settled down. In fact, I’d had to pause to take a deep, calming breath several times.


      My cheeks felt hot as if he were still caressing them. It was similar to how it might feel to press a hot-water bottle against my face during winter. Feeling out of sorts, I ran my fingers over the spots of warmth on my face as I made my way up the central staircase. I encountered a group of servants who had just finished their cleaning for the day, and they paused to greet me before suddenly freezing, seemingly in shock. All of them then recoiled with a gasp or a shriek and hurried away.


      Huh? I tilted my head to the side. The servants of the household often reacted negatively to my presence, so I decided not to think much of it. After making my way up the remaining stairs, I threw my door open and entered my bedroom.


      Emily, who had been making my bed, turned after hearing me come in. “Welcome back, Mi— Good gracious!” she exclaimed when she saw my face.


      I spun around, wondering if she’d seen a spider or something. “Wh-what? What’s the matter?”


      “P-please look in the mirror. Quickly!” Emily rushed over and began pushing me toward the bathroom.


      Bewildered, I went inside and encountered a zombie staring back at me from the mirror. “Whoa! What the hell?!” I screamed, thrusting my face closer to the mirror to get a better look. The fake dark circles under my eyes, which had been applied in such a way as to make me appear tired and ill, had smeared down my cheeks. In addition, the several layers of powder meant to make me look ashen had rubbed off in some places.


      It almost looked as if my skin were melting away, perfectly accompanied by the dark eyeliner running down my cheeks. What with the pale nightgown I was wearing to look the part of an ailing young woman, I really looked like a walking corpse.


      “When did this happen?” I wondered, appalled by my reflection. Then a flash of realization hit me. The crown prince had been swiping at the area under my eyes for seemingly no reason.


      
        —“I guess learning to act is a basic skill among the aristocracy these days?”

      


      Th-that bastard! It had been him. He’d realized I was wearing makeup and ruined it on purpose. Furious, I was ashamed of myself for letting him get under my skin, however briefly.


      “Callisto Regulus, you psycho!”


      Muffled, unintelligible screams could be heard from Penelope’s room for the rest of the afternoon.
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      It took me a few days to remember one little detail that my overwhelming rage directed at the crown prince had pushed from my mind.


      “What? He hasn’t been attending training?” I said, staring blankly at the butler who’d come to me with news about Eckles so early in the morning.


      “No. The knight who shares a room with him says he hasn’t left his room for several days now.”


      “But…why?”


      “I’m not entirely sure, Miss,” he replied. It was probably asking too much to expect him to know, since he had probably only just been informed himself.


      “And…does my eldest brother know about this yet?”


      “No, he does not.”


      Since that had been what I was most worried about, I was relieved. It had been beyond generous of my brother to even allow Eckles to train with the Eckhart knights despite being a slave. If Derrick, the captain of the knights, learned that he had missed training without permission, there was a very good chance he would be kicked out of the manor entirely.


      But why would he do something like this? I couldn’t understand it. Until now, Eckles hadn’t missed a single session. I’d been so proud of his diligence and thankful he’d stayed out of trouble that I’d gifted him all those wooden swords, among other things.


      “Come to think of it, did you give Eckles the clothes?” I recalled that the winter clothes I’d ordered for Eckles had recently been finished.


      “Yes. As you requested, I gave them to him during a break in training, while the other knights were watching.”


      “Really? Well done.”


      “However…,” the butler continued, hesitating. “I was informed that he hasn’t even opened the chest yet.”


      “What?” I exclaimed, shocked.


      He hasn’t even bothered to look at the gifts I gave him? This was even more alarming than his missing training. What is going on here?


      At that moment, the memory I’d cast aside came suddenly to mind. During my meeting with the crown prince in the back garden several days ago, someone had scurried into the forest. Seems as though that was really Eckles. I scowled at the thought.


      “Pennel… You know where the quarters for the knights-in-training are, correct?”


      “Yes. They’re near the training field…”


      “Take me there,” I said, rising quickly to my feet. “I need to see Eckles right away.”
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      The dormitory was situated in the forest near the training field. As I approached, I found that there was no one to be seen outside the building, probably because it was currently training time.


      “This way, Miss,” the butler said, guiding me toward the entrance.


      Inside, I was greeted by a clean, narrow corridor and a staircase. The building was quite nice, considering it had been assigned to the lowest-ranking knights-in-training. But perhaps I’d gotten too used to the palace and the luxurious manor after finding myself in this world, since the comparatively shabby building looked uncomfortable to me somehow.


      “What floor is his room on?” I asked.


      “The fourth.” The butler led me through the building.


      I’d followed him up several flights of stairs when I heard an unfamiliar voice. “Holy shit… These must have been so expensive.”


      Only one flight of stairs remained, but we paused upon hearing the crude language drifting down from above.


      “Damned slave has all the luck, huh?”


      “That crazy wench is head over heels in love with him, I hear. Last time she bought him all those crates full of weapons…”


      It seemed as if four or five knights-in-training had skipped training for the day and were sitting around chatting. It was obvious they were talking about Eckles and me.


      “Hey, it’s not all sunshine and rainbows for him. I hear good-looking slaves have to serve their masters in bed. Think about how hard it must be for him to please that psycho every night.”


      The others burst into raucous laughter, unaware that the very person they were mocking could hear every word. I felt the butler’s eyes on me, his face deathly pale. I calmly moved past him and ascended the final few stairs. The four scumbags were standing in front of a door only a short distance from the stairs, crowded around a large chest and pawing through the thick fur clothes inside—my gifts for Eckles.


      “If you’re envious of him, perhaps start taking better care of your own appearances? By the look of you fools, I doubt you could please a woman even if you were paying for her,” I said coolly.


      Their laughter died instantly upon hearing my voice. “What the—?!” one of them gasped. Their eyes widened in horror when they saw me, amusement wiped clean from their faces. I found their reactions wearisome and boring.


      “Ah, but I suppose there’s not much to be done about the unfortunate faces you were born with.” I tilted my head slightly. “Why don’t I have something done about your predicament with magic? Just say the word. Nobody’s going to blame the mad dog for biting your hideous mugs.”


      “M-Miss…,” Pennel said from behind me.


      “You heard, right?” I said, giving the butler a nasty smile as he rushed up the stairs. “Memorize these morons’ faces and send them to my eldest brother. And be sure to tell him everything they said. Don’t omit a single word.”


      These are the consequences of your actions come knocking, Derrick.


      “…Yes, Miss.” The butler bowed deeply with a scowl.


      “B-butler, sir!” The knights’ mouths fell open as they watched the butler bow so low his nose almost met the floor. Realizing the gravity of the situation, they scrambled toward me.


      “Th-this is all just a misunderstanding! It’s not what it sounded like…” The corridor was suddenly full, the large men approaching me all at once.


      I’d been about to go directly to Eckles’s room but, finding my path blocked, scowled. Seeing my irritation, the butler hurried to stand in front of me, preventing them from getting near. “Don’t come any closer! Stand down! Have a care for our Lady Penelope’s safety.”


      “We were just talking about—” One of them tried to stutter an excuse. The butler only silently shook his head.


      They changed strategies, turning to me instead. “M-Miss! We’ll explain everything. All of it—”


      “Get lost.” I glared coldly at the man standing directly in my way, urging him silently to move. “You smell vile, and I don’t want to waste my breath on you.”


      “M-Miss…”


      “What? Would you prefer a public choking, like the last knight who insulted me?”


      In moments like this, Penelope really did seem like the most fearsome villain in the game—there was just something about her that intimidated people.


      The gigantic man flinched and backed away instantly upon seeing the cruel grin that accompanied my threat. The knights hesitated for a moment before moving aside one by one, peeling off to either side of the corridor since I was standing in the middle of the path. For a moment, I stared down at the chest of gifts that the knights-in-training had ruined, then nodded sharply at the butler, who hurried to knock at Eckles’s door.


      “Listen here, Eckles,” he said. “It’s me, the butler. I have something I wish to talk to you about. Would you please open the door?”


      The butler knocked several times but received no answer. He returned to my side with a troubled expression, having failed to coerce Eckles to come out. “I think he’s inside, but… Should I go get the key, Miss?”


      I considered this for a moment, then shook my head. Ugh. He can be quite difficult when he wants to be. If it had really been Eckles I’d seen in the back garden, it spelled trouble for me in more ways than one. I passed the butler and came to a stop in front of the door. I knocked softly.


      “It’s me, Eckles. Open the door please?” There was no response even though I was the one calling to him. After waiting for a long moment, I finally said, “I came because I was worried about you. Would you prefer it if I just left?”


      If there was no response, I intended to leave. Forcing the door open would only serve to make his affection drop. I waited for another long moment, then made to leave. At that precise moment, there was a quiet noise from beyond the thin, shabby door. Then I heard it slowly creak open.


      Pausing, I swiveled back around and noticed that the door was cracked open so minutely that only my hand would be able to pass inside. He seemed to have drawn the curtains closed, since the room was dark even though it was the middle of the day.


      I turned to the butler. “Take those idiots to my brother. Then you can go about your usual business.”


      “But, Miss, it’s not proper for you to be alone…,” the butler said, his face lined with worry. He was trying to say that he couldn’t leave the duke’s daughter alone in a building full of men, no matter how low their station was.


      “I won’t stay long. You don’t need to worry.”


      “In that case, I’ll return after I’m done and wait in front of the building.”


      “If it pleases you. Go on, then,” I said with a nod. The butler bowed and hurried down the stairs.


      Eckles disappeared farther into the room, and I reached out, slowly opening the door. It creaked as it swung open on rusty hinges.


      As I’d guessed, the curtains were closed, leaving the room dark. However, the old curtains were full of holes, allowing a small amount of light to trickle inside and making it possible for me to see my surroundings without too much trouble. I paused in the doorway, inspecting the room.


      There were two beds and a table between them, the only furnishings in the tiny chamber—making it easy for me to find my sulking love interest.


      “Eckles…,” I said in a low whisper, taking a step inside.


      The bed near the window was occupied by a mound under a blanket. I faltered, noticing the random flowers scattered around his bed, on the table, and on the floor. They were starting to wilt but had filled the room with a nice scent that was beginning to take on a musty quality.


      Avoiding the flowers, I sat on the edge of the bed carefully. Placing my hand gently on the human-shaped mound under the blanket, I said, “You won’t even show your mistress your face?” I grew more worried when he didn’t respond, and I shook him slightly. “Are you ill?”


      “…”


      “Eckles,” I called.


      He didn’t budge, refusing to remove the sheets he’d pulled tightly over his head. Don’t tell me he missed training because he’s sick and can’t speak. I rose to my feet as the idea occurred to me.


      “This won’t do. I’ll go call a physician. Give me just a moment—” I made to hurry from the room when I suddenly felt a weak tug at my skirt. I came to a stop. Turning, I found his arm sticking out from under the sheets and gripping the hem of my dress.


      “Don’t…go. Just stay with me, Mistress.” A strained-sounding voice came from under the blanket.


      This is the first time I’ve ever heard him sound so weak. I stared down at his hand bunching my skirt and returned to sit on the bed. Though I had no intention of leaving, he didn’t let go of the death grip he had on my dress. I reached out and placed my hand not on the sheets this time, but on the hand that had prevented me from leaving. I wanted to check if he was running a fever.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Eckles]?


        [8,000,000 Gold / 200 Reputation]

      


      The white text of the notification appeared as soon as my hand came in contact with his. I wanted to check his affection, but the sheets were hiding the gauge from sight. I decided to leave that for another time.


      He didn’t seem to have caught a cold, thankfully, since the warmth of his hand felt normal.


      “Why aren’t you attending training? I’m worried about you,” I said, speaking in a purposely tender tone.


      The male protagonist I’d placed all my hopes of escaping in was very upset. Thankfully, he answered immediately this time. It wasn’t the response I was hoping for, however. “You’re…really worried about me? You’re not just saying that to make me feel better?”


      My eyes widened at the hard edge in his voice. I considered what to say for a moment, stroking the back of his hand gently. “…Would I have come all this way to visit you if I wasn’t worried?”


      “That day…,” he started. “You saw me, and yet you didn’t come to see me.”


      So it had been Eckles I’d seen through the trees. I scrambled to think of an excuse, still unsure what exactly had upset him.


      “Something came up, so I couldn’t visit right away. Were you…there to see me?” I asked, the reason why he was sulking clicking into place as I talked it through.


      He came to the mansion expecting to get some time with me and got upset when he found me with the crown prince instead. This was technically the world of a dating sim, after all, and my goal was to raise the affections of the people around me. Seeing as his affection had been 86 percent the last time I’d checked, it seemed Eckles had started to catch feelings.


      He likes me? I was surprised at this belated realization. I’d been so busy trying to raise his affection that I’d never stopped to consider what that meant to Eckles. Does the dark red signify that he has romantic feelings for me, then?


      I tilted my head, wondering what color Eckles’s affection bar was now. Realizing I’d paused too long, I quickly said, “If you came to see me, I should have put everything else to the side and went to you straightaway.”


      As intended, my words were delivered gently and with great affection. I had to make my love interest feel better.


      “I couldn’t keep the chest in my room. It was frustrating,” Eckles suddenly murmured.


      “Huh?” I said, confused. Then I understood what he meant. My gifts had been left outside in the corridor because they contained many bulky winter clothes, and the chest itself was very large. It wouldn’t fit inside this small room.


      “Mistress likes to see me happy when I receive gifts.”


      “…”


      “S-so I wanted to go and thank you…” Eckles’s words were muddled. He slowly removed the blanket from over his head, stuttering through his murmured confession. His pale, pretty face, reminiscent of a porcelain doll’s, was finally visible to me in the faint light seeping through the old curtains.


      As he spoke, he reached out to me with the hand he’d had hidden under the blanket. He was holding wilted flowers, their petals starting to turn brown. They’d been worked into something that resembled a small crown. “This…is all I have to offer to you in return.”


      “Ah…”


      I finally remembered why the flowers were familiar. They were the white wildflowers from the greenhouse where we’d met a few days ago when it had been drizzling outside. I looked up at Eckles’s face, which was now fully visible. My brain promptly ceased to function. I gaped, unable to believe what I was seeing. It wasn’t because Eckles had wanted to give me a wreath of wildflowers.


      “That man… Who was he? What did he give you that made you smile so brightly?”


      His eyes, the color of ash, were damp with tears.


      I’d never seen his gray-brown eyes churning with such intense emotion before. Glistening tears flowed down his cheeks, though Eckles’s face was as expressionless as ever. It was as though he was incapable of emoting, making it difficult to immediately notice that he was even crying.


      “Eckles…”


      Tears seemed so out of place on his doll-like face. I stared blankly at the strange sight but finally managed to find words with some difficulty.


      “Are you…crying?” I asked, my voice shaking slightly, betraying my disbelief.


      Eckles didn’t so much as breathe, just stared at me, tears steadily dripping down his face. The dark-red affection bar above his head, however, blinked precariously.


      My heart lurched in alarm, and I reacted immediately, bringing a hand to his cheek. “Don’t cry, Eckles. Why are you crying?”


      I tried to console him, talking to him as I would a child as I wiped away the tears streaming down his face. At the same time, I selected the [8,000,000 Gold] button in the notification window. Soon the words [Check Affection] next to the bar shifted to display a number.


      [Affection: 84%]


      Huh? I gasped at the sight of the white numbers. Wh-why? Why 84 percent? My thoughts were suddenly thrown into a confusing jumble. The last time I’d checked, when we were in the greenhouse, his score had been at 86 percent. I remembered it perfectly. But somehow, for the first time, Eckles’s affection had gone down.


      “Tell me…,” he said as I stared at him, pausing in my attempt to dry his face. “Who is he?”


      There was tightly repressed emotion in his voice that jerked me back to my senses. “He…is the crown prince,” I said, telling him the truth without even thinking about it.


      Eckles’s gaze wavered. “The crown prince?”


      “Yes.”


      His expression finally twisted into something strange, emotion surfacing where it hadn’t even when he was crying. I immediately understood why—the crown prince was responsible for the downfall of his home country.


      “He had something to give me, which was why he stopped by the manor. I was accepting his gift when you saw me.”


      “What did he give you?” Eckles asked quickly, barely letting me finish getting the words out of my mouth.


      “He gave me an ancient artifact that was being stored at the palace, as well as some documents about it,” I replied. I didn’t tell him about the diamond mine, since there was nothing to be gained from bringing it up. Still, further explanation was probably needed if he was going to accept what I was saying. “I was allowed to request something from him because I won the hunting tournament.”


      “But why did that man bring it to you himself, instead of sending an attendant?”


      Eckles didn’t seem willing to take me at my word, though. More importantly, even though he knew that Callisto was the crown prince, he continued to refer to him disrespectfully as “that man.”


      “Eckles,” I cried, dumbfounded. Anything further I had to say on the matter was stymied by the look that met me when I met his eyes.


      They were boring right into me, making me instinctively flinch. There was something creepy about the way he was staring at me without blinking.


      I contemplated for a moment what I should tell him, before hesitantly settling on “I was…ill.”


      I could think of no better excuse at that moment, and it seemed I had chosen correctly, because his reaction was exactly as I’d expected. Eckles’s eyes slowly went wide with shock.


      “You were ill?”


      “That’s why I couldn’t go to the palace myself. His Highness came to the manor since he had some business to take care of here anyway.”


      “…”


      “I didn’t want to tell you this, but that’s why I couldn’t come to see you right away.”


      His insistent questioning finally ceased. Eckles seemed to struggle to find words. His lips moved without sound as if he wasn’t sure what to say, before he finally said in a whisper, “Were you…very ill?”


      “I think I might have strained my body a little too much during the hunting tournament. I was out with a terrible cold. I couldn’t even get out of bed.”


      I had no idea how I was able to look him in the eye as I told these lies without even blinking.


      His hand jerked under mine. “Why…?” he said, more and more tears running down his face. “Why doesn’t my mistress ever…?”


      “…”


      “Why have you never once told me anything?” he finally asked.


      “Eckles, that’s because—”


      “You could have sent someone, the butler, anyone, to let me know.”


      Contrary to his impassive expression, his voice was thick with pain. I found I had nothing to say in response to this. He seemed to reach some kind of conclusion based on my silence, clenching his fist around the wilted wreath.


      “I—I guess that’s just how insignificant I am to you—”


      “Shh… Don’t jump to conclusions,” I said, trying to appease him. “How would it look if I showed up sick after I promised I would come back with first place and lots of nice gifts for you, hmm?”


      “…”


      “And don’t crush my gift.” I took my hand, damp with Eckles’s tears, and placed it over the hand fisted around the wreath. “You’ll ruin it.”


      “The flowers are already wilting, so it’s worthless now. Just throw it away—”


      “It’s my gift, so I’ll decide what to do with it,” I said, stopping Eckles from trying to hide the wreath behind his back. I pried his hand open. Though he could have easily pushed me away if he’d really wanted to, he just let go as though he had no other choice.


      Cute. I inwardly sighed in relief, sensing that his mood had improved somewhat. I finally succeeded in wrestling the white flowers from his hand, though half of them had been crushed thanks to how hard he’d been clutching them.


      If the stems had been slightly weaker, the wreath would have already crumbled apart by now. I clicked my tongue disapprovingly and cradled the fragile crown with care. Slowly lifting it to my head, ignoring how wilted and crushed the flowers were, I nestled it over my hair.


      “What do you think? Does it look good on me?” I said, smiling as brightly as I could. He’d seen me smiling when I took the scroll from Callisto, after all.


      Eckles only stared at me silently.


      “You don’t like it?” I asked, tilting my head.


      He shook his head slowly after a long pause. “I do… You’re…so beautiful, my mistress,” he murmured softly. His damp ash-colored eyes resembled roiling storm clouds for a moment.


      I wanted to confirm that I was reading the emotion in his gaze correctly but was distracted by the dark-red affection bar. He paid me a compliment, so it shouldn’t have gone down, surely. Thinking of the 2 percent drop, I made sure my gentle smile reached my eyes as I looked at him. “I’m happy to hear that. Thank you.”


      “…”


      “Did I say already that these are my favorite flowers?” I asked casually, pretending not to remember our conversation about it. Eckles shyly lowered his gaze, and though he didn’t reply, I could see that his cheeks had gone a light pink.


      My smile widened as I spoke. “Since you gave me a gift, I should return the favor. Do you need anything?”


      He would usually just shake his head in response to such a question, or cheekily enough, he would ask me to visit more often to try to bolster his fragile position among the knights.


      But today, he had a different response. “I…I want to be your one and only knight.”


      “What do you mean by that?” I asked, slowly looking him over.


      I’d failed to notice what he was wearing, so distracted was I by his tears. He’s wearing it all the time? Even when he’s sleeping? When I’d given him the ivory necklace, I hadn’t known that he would never take it off, even in his own room. I stared at the ornate necklace, which contrasted so strongly with his scruffy clothing, and finally settled on saying:


      “You’re already my knight. And you’re the only warrior I have.”


      “…”


      “If that wasn’t the case, why would I have brought you all my game from the tournament?” I purposely phrased what I was saying ambiguously, perhaps implying I was trying to court him, with a smile.


      He followed my gaze to where it was resting on the necklace, glancing down at it.


      “I don’t need gifts, Mistress. You don’t need to give me anything.”


      “What?” I exclaimed, taken aback.


      He had pressed his lips against the necklace when I’d first given it to him, and I’d gained a lot of affection points. His affection had always risen whenever I’d spoiled him with my riches with gifts. I also found it extremely satisfying. Naturally, I’d assumed that Eckles felt the same way. However, the way he was talking about it now made it seem as though I’d been forcing unwanted presents on him.


      “What is it that you do want, then?” I asked urgently, anxious. Had I missed something?


      “I…” He hesitated before finally looking me straight in the eye. “I want someone to teach me how to fight with the sword, Mistress.”


      “Someone…to teach you?” I repeated, blinking slowly. It wasn’t a request I’d been expecting. “But you said you had no need for a real sword.”


      When I’d learned that he was being bullied by the other knights, I’d bought him a bunch of wooden swords and training equipment so that the knights couldn’t look down on him.


      
        —“Mistress, this is already enough.”


        —“I don’t think I’d get to use a real sword.”


        —“A slave…cannot be made a true knight. So…the wooden swords are enough.”

      


      At that point in time, Eckles hadn’t seemed all that interested in learning how to fight with a sword. His only objective appeared to be surviving life at the manor.


      
        —“If you truly want to help, you should turn the other way. I’m doing just fine.”

      


      Despite this, I’d given him the ancient magic sword to win his favor, for my own safety more than anything. He’d appeared to have no particular loyalty or affection for me, which had made me nervous.


      His quiet voice pulled me from my thoughts. “I did feel that way, but I’ve changed my mind.” Eckles’s damp eyes met my own, his voice firm. “If things remain as they are, I will continue to fall behind in training, never mind being able to carry out my mistress’s command. I need someone to teach me.”


      My command? I was unsure for a moment what he meant but soon realized.


      “I’ll work hard until my sword can be helpful to you.”


      “Eckles, what I meant was—”


      “It doesn’t matter if I remain a slave,” he interrupted as I tried to make excuses, pleading now. “I just want to be able to use the sword you gave me. You’ll allow me that much…right?” he asked, his eyes shining oddly.


      The way he was looking at me made me uncomfortable. He’s changed. When did that happen? Eckles had always been expressionless and dry-eyed, but recently he’d begun showing flashes of emotion I couldn’t make sense of.


      What’s more, it came as a shock to me that he was making such a direct request, even though he’d shown no desire for anything before now. I scrambled to make sense of the situation. His affection, which had risen consistently from the start, had fallen for the first time. I had to abandon the idea that the heroine would come and take care of this problem for me.


      “Then you won’t miss any more training?” I asked, remembering why I’d come in the first place. I held out my pinkie. He looked at me with large, surprised eyes. “Promise me.”


      “…”


      “Promise you won’t miss any more training.” And promise me you’ll stay put until I’m able to make my escape.


      Eckles stared at the hand I was holding out to him. He wrapped his own pinkie around mine, muttering bashfully while staring at the floor, “I promise…” His palm was much bigger and his fingers much longer than mine. Feeling his warm hand envelop mine, I nodded gravely.


      “All right. If a teacher’s what you want, then a teacher is what you’ll get,” I declared, even though I wasn’t sure it was even possible. I wasn’t stupid enough to admit that the knights were beyond my influence to a love interest whose affection was dropping.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have paid [10,000,000 Gold] to view the affection of [Eckles].


        (Remaining: 70,000,000 Gold)

      


      I gave him my brightest smile. “So no more tears, okay?”


      [Affection: 88%]


      Only 12 percent remaining. Whatever it is he wants, giving it to him is my only option.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      I was quietly walking out of the building, lost in thought, when someone called out to me as I passed through the entrance.


      “Miss.”


      “Ah, Pennel.”


      “Did your conversation go well?”


      “Yes…I suppose it did. What about the knights?” I asked, changing the subject.


      “I did as you instructed.”


      “Really? Well done.” I’d only done it to spite the knights-in-training—I didn’t actually expect much to come of it. Derrick hadn’t witnessed what had happened himself and wouldn’t take my word for it.


      And even if he did, all he’ll do is make them train a few extra hours or something. Casting the matter aside, I started making my way back to the manor, when the butler spoke again.


      “Actually…”


      “Hmm?”


      “The young lord said he would like to speak with you briefly regarding the events from earlier.”


      I certainly hadn’t been expecting that. “My brother said that?” I asked dubiously, thinking about the unexpected request. I hadn’t had time to organize my thoughts yet, but it was probably best to get meeting Derrick out of the way, while the incident was still fresh.


      I nodded to the butler. “Let’s go see him now.”
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      The office Derrick used was located on the opposite side of the manor from the Duke’s, on the west side. I followed the butler, glancing around me. I had never been in this part of the manor before, and the surroundings were unfamiliar.


      The butler soon came to a stop in front of a large set of antique doors and knocked twice. “Young Lord. Lady Penelope is here to see you.”


      “Send her in.”


      The door creaked as the older man pushed it open. I entered, slightly nervous. I’d seen his office a few times in the game’s illustrations, but it felt very strange seeing it in person for the first time. The room was furnished with the bare minimum, restrained in design, reflecting the cold personality of its owner. I’d already finished inspecting the room by the time I came to an abrupt stop just inside the doorway.


      What in the world is that? The bright midday sun was pouring in through the large set of windows, and in front of them sat a beautifully crafted birdcage that seemed at odds with the office’s austere vibe. The cage housed the brightest bird I’d ever seen. It chirped loudly and fluttered its wings at me from its perch. At the same time, a few feathers fluttered to the floor. They were quite beautiful, like azaleas floating in the breeze.


      He’s raising a pet? It seemed as if he had an eye for beauty that was quite at odds with his terrible temper. I turned away from the dark-pink bird in the cage and noticed Derrick’s frigid blue gaze locked on me. The bird’s owner was sitting behind a desk piled high with documents, quietly watching me approach.


      That’s right—I don’t think I’ve seen him since we had lunch after the hunting tournament. His affection bar was still orange, but I didn’t really care. I paused a little away from the desk, and an icy silence fell over the room. However, since I was younger, I resisted the urge to defy him and bowed.


      “You wanted to see me?”


      He nodded. The way we spoke to one another was much too cold and impersonal to be a greeting between siblings. “Sit down for a moment. I still have work left to do. We can talk when I’m done,” Derrick said, indicating the coffee table behind me with his chin.


      The table was located in front of the large window, near where the cage was hung. I didn’t like that he was asking me to wait after calling me here in the first place, but I complied without comment. I wanted to take a closer look at the bird anyway.


      The bird chirped and cooed, flapping its wings again when it saw me approaching, warning me away. I didn’t go any closer, instead choosing to sit on the sofa in front of the cage and watch. The bird was unidentifiable to me and had a long, voluminous dark-pink tail that was shaped like that of a nine-tailed fox. Though it was a bird, it was strangely graceful.


      That wasn’t all that was strange about the animal, though—whenever it moved, its body seemed to glitter. Huh? Upon closer inspection, I noticed that its beak, claws, and even its eyes were peculiar, not just its feathers. They shone in a rainbow of colors, reflecting the sunlight like a diamond.


      Wow. That is so cool. By far its most magnificent feature was its pretty, gem-like eyes. I was staring, mesmerized, when an arm appeared in my field of vision, accompanied by the clink of china.


      “Would you like some tea?”


      A teacup was placed directly in front of me on the table. I jerked my head up and saw Derrick straighten and circle around the sofa to the opposite side of the table.


      “No,” I replied quickly, despite his courteous offer. I didn’t want to waste time having tea with him.


      Derrick, seated opposite me now, hesitated a moment hearing my firm refusal. He nodded nonchalantly and poured some tea into his own cup. The trickle of liquid was loud in the quiet room, steam wafting from the red tea. I wondered if he’d brewed it recently, or if he just always kept hot tea on hand.


      He placed the pot down and addressed me. “I heard you had another altercation with the knights.”


      “Yes,” I said, nodding. “I’m sure the butler informed you already, but I didn’t start anything. And I did nothing to retaliate, either.”


      I didn’t like that it sounded as if I was making excuses. In the past, however, I’d always found myself blamed for everything, so there was nothing to be done about it. It was important that I had the first word anyhow, if I wanted to accomplish my objective. I forced myself to continue speaking.


      “It also looked as if they were skipping training.”


      “…”


      “Since events might become distorted later, I’m letting you know ahead of time—”


      “That’s enough,” he said, suddenly raising his hand. “What punishment do you want?”


      “Punishment…?”


      “Yes,” Derrick said, nodding indifferently. “Not only were they absent from training without permission, but they also belittled you.”


      “…”


      “I’ll see to it that your demands are met in any way that’s within my power. So tell me what punishment I should give them.”


      I stared at him, surprised. Since when did you care about what I wanted? If I were the real Penelope, I might have thrown a fit right then and there, demanding, “Off with their heads!” But I had no intention of acting that way. There was no way of knowing how many times more we’d find ourselves in this exact situation. Besides, all I wanted to do was work all of this to my advantage.


      “What does my opinion matter? Just let it go.”


      “What?”


      “It was only words. No big deal. People don’t think too highly of me,” I commented offhandedly, shrugging.


      “…”


      Derrick’s expression hardened. After a moment’s heavy silence, he said gravely, “You must have heard that I had the last man who spoke ill of you, Mark, sent away.”


      “Yes. I heard,” I replied with an easy nod. Not wanting to sound as if I didn’t care, I added softly, “Doing so didn’t seem to have changed their attitudes, unfortunately. Of course, most of the blame lies with my previous poor behavior.”


      Derrick said nothing. It was almost as if his expressionless mask wavered for a moment, though that couldn’t possibly be the case. I ignored it, choosing to get to the point.


      “You don’t need to punish the knights. Instead, I have a favor to ask.”


      “What is it?”


      “Please assign Eckles a swordmaster.”


      “What?” Derrick frowned, clearly not expecting such a request. “A slave will never be a knight. Surely you know that.”


      “Perhaps he will never be an official knight, but he is supposed to protect me. I can’t have him lagging behind in his training.”


      “Ah yes, your personal guard.” He set his teacup down with a loud clink. “I’ve been wanting to speak to you about the way you treat that slave of yours.”


      “What did you wish to speak about?”


      “You’ve had your fun. It’s high time you pick a real knight and have him escort you.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “I selected a few skilled men from the First Division who would be well suited to the position.”


      I was shocked at the sudden change in topic. I asked for a tutor for Eckles, but he’s suddenly talking about assigning me a knight?


      Derrick continued assuredly, as though it had already been decided. “I’ll send you a list of their details through the butler. Look through them and pick whichever ones you like—”


      “Wait, wait one moment, Young Lord,” I said, interrupting. “What do you mean, ‘fun’? I already have a personal guard, and it’s Eckles.”


      My answer seemed to displease him. “The way I see it, you’ve rewarded him more than enough for his help during the festival.”


      “Rewarded him how?”


      “I stayed silent while you coddled him, and despite the fact that no slave deserves to receive such things, I allowed him all the gifts you gave him.”


      I stared and was at a loss for words. Somehow I was shocked that my desperate attempts to win Eckles’s heart just so I could survive had looked like I was just playing house in his eyes. Meaning that he’d never taken it seriously when I’d requested Eckles as my personal bodyguard.


      Derrick’s tone softened when he noticed the way my lips were pressed into a hard line. “I’m not saying I’m going to throw him out, but you should keep your distance from that slave from now on.”


      “…”


      “There have been malicious rumors going around among the knights about you and the slave. That’s why incidents similar to today’s continue to occur.”


      “No. What happened today was thanks to the poor treatment he receives from the other knights, Young Lord,” I said, rebutting his attempt to pass blame.


      He hesitated before glaring coldly. “Such treatment of a slave is inevitable, no matter the household.”


      “He may be a slave, but he’s just as much my personal guard.”


      “Penelope Eckhart,” Derrick said icily in response to my rapid-fire retorts. He meant it as a warning, but I just laughed sardonically.


      “How silly it must look that the young lady Eckhart’s guard doesn’t even have a tutor. No wonder the knights think so little of me.”


      “That’s why I’m offering you the chance to choose new ones.”


      “Your candidates, did they say they wished to serve as my knight? Or is this just another reminder of how little I matter in this household?”


      In other words, I was asking how little the people of the manor must think of me, that they dared question the relationship between me and my knight. And furthermore, how low I was in everyone’s regard that I should replace Eckles on account of their gossip.


      Derrick clenched his jaw, understanding what I was implying. “You…” His lips twitched several times, perhaps from anger or for some other, unknown reason. His voice was strained when he finally spoke. “It…isn’t like that, Penelope,” came his unexpected response. “I simply concluded, after the trial, that you needed more than one personal knight.”


      “…”


      “Marquis Ellen may try to target you going forward.”


      I nearly lost my temper at this but somehow managed to hold it together. He’d not only tried to make me out to be a “stupid, reckless girl” capable of shooting down nobles, but now he was suddenly claiming he wanted to protect me?


      If I were the real Penelope, I’d have died the moment I encountered those assassins. Penelope had only one personal knight and one maid. Given the circumstances, she’d have died many times over during the hunting tournament alone.


      “Then do as I’ve asked, please,” I said, suppressing the storm of emotions brewing in me. “I have no need for knights who will look down on me. If you’re so concerned about my safety, have Eckles learn the sword so he can fulfill his duties as my personal knight in more than just name. You can do that much for me, right?”


      Derrick didn’t refuse outright this time. My request was built upon the terrible way I’d been treated in the manor thus far, including today’s incident. The exacting Derrick had always written me off as a troublemaker, and though I’d made no trouble recently, he continued to treat me as such. I hadn’t demanded that he adjust the way he treated me, precisely so that I could leverage his attitude to get what I needed.


      It took Derrick several long moments of contemplation, but he finally sighed. “Fine…”


      I was instantly relieved. At the same time, I felt lousy as hell about the fact that I’d had to leverage the mistreatment I’d received at the hands of the servants.


      “But you need to know this… I can’t assign a knight to teach him as I would the others in training,” Derrick said, informing me of the issue with a displeased expression. “He may be a slave who belongs to our empire now, but he comes from an enemy nation that we defeated. It is against the law to teach an enemy how to fight.”


      “But then…”


      “If anyone were to report this to the Guard, we might even be accused of treason.”


      “Treason?” I asked, eyes wide in the face of the very real obstacle I’d never imagined I might face.


      How did they get around this in the game again? I thought, racking my brain. Though the game hadn’t gone into much detail, the duke had taken Eckles in and been responsible for him. So he regarded Eckles’s skills highly enough to warrant such a risk, then?


      The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth. If the duke had been the one to bring him to the manor, in accordance with the original storyline, perhaps Eckles would have had an easier time getting proper training with the sword.


      I didn’t regret saving him myself, though. I knew full well just how valuable being a ray of hope to someone is.


      “So I’ll have to find someone outside the household,” Derrick said, breaking my train of thought. “Be content with that for now.”


      “…Thank you, Young Lord,” I said, belatedly remembering I should thank him.


      I hadn’t known it would be so complicated, and I was surprised he was prepared to go that far. My temper simmered down a little, having accomplished what I’d set out to. I was even able to plaster an awkward smile on my face.


      Derrick seemed to flinch, blue eyes avoiding mine. An orange light flickered above his head.


      Huh? I stared absently at it, only to be distracted by a sound ringing through the air—that of a loud chirp. My gaze shot up, and I found the dark-pink bird flapping its wings in agitation at me once more. It tilted its head from side to side like an owl, and every time it did so, its jewellike eyes glittered brightly.


      “Why don’t you take a closer look?”


      “Excuse me?” I turned my puzzled eyes to Derrick.


      “It’s not scared of you. It’s probably just curious since your hair’s the same color as it.”


      “It…recognizes my hair color?” I asked in surprise.


      He nodded, and I turned back to the bird. It tweeted on and on, and perhaps it was because I now knew the bird wasn’t afraid of me, but it felt as if it was playfully calling for attention. The window the cage was hung in was directly in front of the sofa meant for guests. Since I was indeed curious about the bird, I took his suggestion and moved closer to the cage.


      The bird chirped and threw its head around wildly. It really did seem interested in my hair, which perfectly matched the color of its feathers.


      “The Principality of Yeta, I’m told, considers the plapopinu a messenger from the gods,” came Derrick’s quiet, dry voice from behind me. He had also risen from his seat and now came to stand beside me.


      “That’s what the bird is called, a plapopinu?”


      “Yes.”


      I felt a sense of déjà vu. I’d never seen any bird like it before, but the name was familiar to me. Where have I heard it before? I wondered.


      “It’s a national treasure in the Principality of Yeta, but the king gifted one as a special tribute to this year’s hunting tournament.”


      “Ah!”


      A memory came to mind at Derrick’s words. I recalled seeing something magenta lying limp among the game he’d caught at the tournament. Then this is… No wonder it had been worth so many points. I stole a sideways glance at him, wondering how he’d managed to catch something so rare.


      “The plapopinu is a hermaphrodite and lays only one egg in its entire lifetime.” Clearly noticing my interest, he began reciting facts about the bird. “Any unfertilized eggs that don’t hatch will instead harden, coming to resemble the bird’s eyes.”


      “Its…eyes?” I asked, turning to look at the bird. Its eyes were like jewels, reflecting light in every direction. They looked just like diamonds, adding to their mysterious and exotic quality.


      “Those eggs become a gem so rare that their value is incalculable.”


      “…”


      “You asked for a plapopinu diamond for your last birthday, remember?”


      The gem that Penelope wanted is actually this bird’s egg? I stared at the bird with wide eyes. It chirped and fluttered its wings again when our gazes met.


      “It hasn’t so much as made a peep before now. Based on all the noise it started making the moment it saw you, I guess it recognizes its master,” Derrick said. “Just take it to your room. It was meant for you in the first place.”


      I turned to him, trying to process what he was saying. He was looking at the cage, not at me, when he continued in a nonchalant tone, “This one hasn’t laid an egg yet, I’m told. It should lay one given time.” Which meant the bird might produce the “plapopinu diamond” that Penelope had wanted last year. I couldn’t understand his motivations.


      “But…why?” I asked before I could stop myself.


      “What?”


      “You always hated it when I asked for expensive gifts. I don’t understand why you keep giving me these things.”


      His blue gaze wavered for a brief instant—this time, I was certain I wasn’t seeing things. Is this his way of saying sorry for not believing me at the trial? If that was the case, it was far too shameless of him. He wants me to shut up and accept this gift, instead of apologizing to me? It wasn’t clear if he was aware of the unpleasant turn my thoughts had taken by the way he stood rooted stiffly in place.


      It took him a long time to finally reply. “That’s correct… I never liked it.” He relaxed, smiling in an almost self-deprecating way. “You’re always looking for a reason from me, when the truth is, I don’t know myself.”


      His response left me perplexed. I stared at him blankly, and he continued. “I simply came across the bird as I was walking and remembered that you wanted its gem. Since the bird is so rare, the only one of its kind at the hunt, I guess I didn’t want anybody else to catch it, either. Does that explanation satisfy you?”


      It did nothing of the sort. I was only left flabbergasted. Why were you suddenly reminded of what Penelope said last year? I wanted to pepper him with more questions but resisted the urge. It didn’t matter much in the end anyway.


      “I’m grateful you caught it for me, but I don’t want it,” I said calmly.


      His blue eyes betrayed his confusion. “But why?”


      “I don’t think I’m capable of taking care of it until it lays its egg.” I cautiously monitored his reaction. My heart was racing—I was sure he’d grow enraged like last time and demand I kill it or get rid of it myself.


      “I see…” Surprisingly, though, Derrick simply nodded and accepted my words. “In that case, I’ll continue taking care of it.”


      What has gotten into him? I stared at him with wide eyes, but it wasn’t long before I realized why he was being so gracious about it. We were talking about a bird that would inevitably lay an expensive egg. Of course he couldn’t kill it.


      “But you should come by from time to time and check in on it. It’s an intelligent bird, so it might miss you.” The bird chirped as if in agreement.


      “I will,” I agreed. I liked the pretty bird quite a lot. I didn’t bother to point out that I’d be sure to come only when he wasn’t around. An awkward silence settled over the room. I glanced at the bird, which chirped occasionally, as I waited for the right time to dismiss myself.


      “In a few years, when Father retires, I will be the duke,” Derrick said suddenly. “No matter how much I prepare, there are bound to be complications. Our political enemies will certainly take advantage of the situation and try to use it against House Eckhart.”


      The change in topic came from seemingly nowhere. Despite the odd look I was giving him, he continued. “As I’ve always done, I must prepare for every eventuality and maintain strict control. It is my duty to protect and care for House Eckhart. You, Penelope Eckhart, are a part of this house.”


      He suddenly locked eyes with me. Every word was delivered like the cold, levelheaded, arrogant noble he was. “Making a few concessions to end any attempts at ruining our reputation is a reasonable sacrifice to make, in my mind. I wasn’t trying to disgrace you.”


      I suddenly realized he was making excuses for the things he’d said to me the day before the trial.


      “I won’t say I was right, but even if I traveled back in time, I would still make the same choice,” he said. “It was the best and quickest way to eliminate the malicious accusations against you. Accusations that you had tried to harm the other nobles.”


      There was a glimmer of something like concern in his eyes that I couldn’t even begin to understand, but it was similar to the way he’d looked at me when I’d given my testimony alone during the trial.


      “But I’ll admit I was hasty,” he continued. “I’ll consult with you from now on before I act. It seems to me that you’re now capable of conducting yourself properly without unnecessary hysterics,” he concluded, essentially saying he would no longer treat me the same way since I had changed.


      I could understand logically where he was coming from. As stated, he’d soon be in charge of an enormous household, and sound decision-making would be constantly required of him—even if that meant dragging his adopted sister, who already possessed an awful reputation, through the mud.


      He didn’t offer even a token apology, but I knew that this was the closest he would ever give, since he’d been raised so strictly to be the perfect nobleman. That didn’t mean, however, that I felt any less bitter.


      You won’t act like that anymore? The hell you won’t. I laughed cynically. Those words meant nothing now—especially when the real Penelope, the one who acted with “hysterics,” was no longer here.


      “This doesn’t change anything between us.” I desperately wanted to tell him that I was having none of his shit, but I forced myself to choke the words back. Last I checked, his affection had been only 32 percent.


      “Penelope,” he began impatiently. “I will take responsibility for my actions. As I said—”


      I stopped him with a hand, taking a deep breath and smiling. “I told you—I won’t expect anything from you.”


      An odd change came over his expression, and the orange bar hovering over his black head of hair flickered. I couldn’t see his actual affection, so I had no way of knowing if this was a good sign or not. It made me nervous.


      “I need to get going. Thank you for capturing the bird for me.” I quickly turned away, convinced that his score was only likely to plummet if I stayed any longer.


      I was about to make my way out of the office when he said, “About the mine.”


      I froze in my tracks.


      “You should have the butler represent you in all affairs regarding it,” he said.


      I turned to look at him, an unidentifiable feeling washing over me.


      His face was still contorted in a frown as he offered me this advice. “If it becomes known that ownership has passed to a young lady, some may try to take advantage of or attempt to approach you. You’re free to employ the services of the family sorcerers if you wish.”


      Unable to speak, I was surprised that he already knew about the emerald mine.


      I wondered about his affection meter, still hidden from my view.
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      A few days later, the butler came to me early in the morning with news regarding the mine. “As you instructed, I put the three of the highest-quality gemstones up for auction.”


      “And?”


      “All three times, the same merchant guild purchased the stone for ten times the final bid.”


      “What?” I said, thunderstruck. I’d invited several guilds to compete in order to decide which of them to distribute through, and this outcome negated those efforts. “Which guild?”


      “I looked into it, and it doesn’t seem that they usually deal in gems all that much…,” the butler said, brow furrowed in puzzlement. “Have you ever heard of the Guild of the White Rabbit?”


      “Wh-what?”


      My jaw dropped. That was Winter Verdandi’s guild. But why would he do this? I’d been looking forward to making a profit in the range of millions, but this was an unexpected turn of events. It wasn’t exactly how I’d expect a new episode in the game to start, and I wasn’t sure he simply wanted my gemstones that badly, either.


      If that were the case, why would he have pushed up the price by ten times the final bid so he could obtain all the gems himself ? My plan should have been unknown to him, so how would he have known that I was now the owner of the mine and thus behaved this way?


      The butler seemed to notice my concern. He asked cautiously, “You’ve heard of this guild, Miss?”


      “No. Of course not,” I rushed to say.


      “Should I attempt to contact them, then?”


      “For now, let’s put this matter on hold.”


      “On hold?”


      “Yes. I need time to think.”


      The butler seemed taken aback, but I needed to be careful about meeting any of the other male protagonists when my go-to was nearing 100 in affection. Besides, the butler was essentially my representative when it came to affairs regarding the mine. I couldn’t have him learning that I’d secretly sent Emily to find Winter. No! I shuddered at such a terrible notion and quickly wrapped up the conversation.


      “Is that all you have to report?”


      “Oh, and…,” the butler continued, apparently not finished yet. “Do you remember the four men we came across in the knights-in-training quarters not that long ago?” The butler seemed to be broaching the topic cautiously, perhaps wondering if he should be reminding me of the unpleasant memory.


      I replied simply, “Yes. What about it?”


      “They were all relieved of their positions two nights ago.”


      “Relieved?” It was unexpected news. I’d asked that they be left alone, but apparently, Derrick had kicked them out anyway. With a small smirk, I said, “Well, that’s good.”


      Though it was surprising that things had moved so quickly, it wasn’t all that unexpected if I thought about it. I was a little disappointed that I hadn’t been there to see the looks on their faces when they heard.


      “In addition, the young lord has brought charges against them for defaming a member of the nobility.”


      That was most unexpected.


      He pressed charges? An unidentifiable feeling washed over me. I’d been struggling to understand what Derrick was thinking from the moment he’d asked me to choose a punishment for the knights. “What happens if they are found guilty?”


      “They will be imprisoned.”


      “I-imprisoned?” I repeated.


      “Yes. That or they’ll be required to pay a large fine. But I doubt they can afford such a thing.”


      I found myself thinking that the punishment was too severe for a few slips of the tongue. I just as quickly dismissed the thought, however. Derrick had done this without consulting me about it, so I had no reason to feel bad.


      “Oh, and, Miss?” the butler continued in a whisper. “I found someone who can teach Eckles.”


      My mood immediately brightened. “Really? Who?”


      “Sir Spen, the former vice-captain of the Imperial knights. He retired from his post last year. He apparently disappeared after his retirement, and it turns out he’s been teaching children how to read and handle a sword in a commoner village located on the outskirts of the capital.”


      His description made me think this individual would be of great use to me. The butler reinforced this idea by adding, “There were rumors of his exceptional skill back when he was still actively serving as a knight.”


      I hesitated. I’d wanted to delay Eckles’s mastering the sword until after I escaped, if possible, since in Normal Mode he hid his skills and eventually betrayed Penelope.


      Well, I suppose things have changed enough that it won’t matter. I dismissed the foreboding feeling sitting heavily on my chest. Since I’d found a teacher for him, his affection wasn’t likely to drop all of a sudden. If anything, it should rise. Besides, even if he was a prodigy with the sword, he wouldn’t suddenly master it in less than a month.


      “I plan to take him to Sir Spen in a little while. I’ve arranged for a cart to be brought secretly to the back gate.”


      “In that case, call Eckles now. I’ll get ready and join you.”


      “You will?” the butler asked, surprised.


      “Yes. It’s his first day, so I should see him off,” I replied with a nod, smiling.


      There were only roughly three weeks left until the coming-of-age ceremony, which was when the real heroine would appear. I needed to do everything in my power to get out of this damned game and return to my world.
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      When the butler left to fetch Eckles from his quarters, I washed my face and changed into a different outfit. I chose a thin dress made of red satin so dark in color it was almost black, remembering the way Eckles’s affection had risen when he’d seen me in my blood-red dress on the eve of the hunting tournament.


      “Good,” I said, smiling in satisfaction at my reflection. I left my room without further delay, heading toward the manor’s back entrance so I could more easily reach the rear gate. When I opened the door as quietly as I could, the back garden where I’d recently met the crown prince greeted me.


      The carefully maintained flowers swayed gently in the breeze. I intended to head straight for the gate, but something suddenly caught my attention. There was a scattering of green flowers I didn’t recognize growing on the side of the garden closest to me. I wandered over and plucked one of the biggest blooms. It may seem cliché, but the flowers were similar in color to my eyes.


      I found myself thinking I’d repay Eckles for the wilted flower crown he’d given me a few days ago and cradled the flower carefully in my hand, turning to continue to my original destination. When I arrived at the gate, Eckles and the butler were already waiting. I could see Eckles’s dark-red affection bar shining from a distance. Holding the flower behind my back so it was hidden from sight, I approached with soft steps.


      “Eckles.”


      “Mistress?” he said, his eyes round with surprise, resembling a puppy’s. “What are you doing here?”


      “I wanted to see you off. You must be nervous since today is your first day of training.”


      He lowered his gaze to the ground but didn’t actually look very nervous.


      I smiled at him anyway and said, “How are you feeling? It’s all coming together just how you wanted.”


      Eckles squinted at me, and as always, I couldn’t tell what he was thinking based on his expressionless face. His lips moved without making a sound, but then he finally softly admitted, “I’m glad.”


      “I’m happy to hear that,” I replied, satisfied with his response, before revealing the flower I’d been hiding behind me.


      “Here.” The enthusiasm with which I brandished it caused the light-green bloom to bop Eckles on the nose gently. I hadn’t done it on purpose, but the impact launched a sweet aroma into the air.


      His ash-colored eyes slowly grew wider. “This is…”


      “I picked it on the way here since it reminded me of you.”


      Slowly bringing the hand holding the flower close to his face, I combed his hair back with my ring and pinkie fingers, then softly tucked the flower behind his ear. I was worried he might swat my hand away, but he didn’t so much as twitch until I was done.


      The color didn’t suit his dry skin and tousled gray-brown hair, and I’d intended the gift half as a joke, only meant to help him relax if he was nervous. But now that it was resting near his temple, the flower was surprisingly fitting. I stared for a moment, then admitted honestly, “It looks very pretty on you.”


      It was just an honest observation, but Eckles’s eyes shimmered, and he dropped his head as if trying to hide it. I could still see that his ears had gone bright red.


      Good. That has to be a good sign. I hid a victorious smile as I glanced between the blinking affection bar and his head. “I put quite a bit of effort into finding you a teacher. So keep me in mind and work hard, all right?” I said, giving my head an arrogant toss. Eckles didn’t have to know that Derrick had been the one to arrange everything. “Understood?”


      “Yes…,” Eckles said obediently. He raised his head. “I’ll study diligently and become a knight you can be proud of.”


      An emotion I couldn’t identify was swimming in his gaze. I fell silent for a moment, unable to shake the idea that his ash-colored eyes were much darker in color than usual.


      “Miss? I think we must take our leave now,” the butler said, approaching.


      “Oh? Oh, yes… Of course. Go with Pennel, Eckles,” I said, waving and smiling awkwardly.


      Eckles continued to stare at me for a moment despite the butler’s reminder and then, finally, slowly turned away. The dark-red gauge moved with him.


      I stood and watched as they walked through the gate, only gathering my scattered thoughts after quite a long time had passed. By then, they’d already disappeared from sight.


      “Oh. His affection meter.” I realized I hadn’t checked it.


      For some odd reason, it felt as though a violent storm had just passed overhead.
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      Back in my room, I sat at the desk and considered the news the butler had brought that morning.


      “Winter Verdandi…”


      Come to think of it, I haven’t met with him in quite some time. It’s probably a good idea to contact him every now and then. I was curious about what color his affection bar had assumed, and I needed to know if he’d met the heroine yet, since she was set to soon appear.


      My fingers tapped a steady rhythm on the desk as I muttered, “I suppose the contract would be as good of an excuse as any.”


      But I couldn’t meet with him regarding the emerald mine. I’d already established the butler as my representative for that, not to mention I didn’t want to reveal that I was the actual owner.


      Opening the bottom drawer of my desk, I retrieved an envelope from within. When I went to pull it out, though, I noticed something white sitting on top.


      “Huh?” I said to myself, eyes wide.


      It was the rabbit folded out of a handkerchief that Winter had made using his magic after the trial. Emily had given it to me after unpacking my things, and I’d forgotten about it after putting it in the drawer.


      I plucked the rabbit up carefully so that its shape wouldn’t be ruined. “I should return this, too, shouldn’t I?”


      Seeing the two items helped me make my mind up. I’ll have to meet Winter, and soon, at that.


      With that decided, I rose from my seat, my business at the desk concluded. I need to get some sleep. I woke early today thanks to Pennel’s visit, plus I’d wanted to see Eckles off.


      As I was about to drag myself to the bed, my shoulders drooping from fatigue, the window next to the bookcase suddenly flew open, and with it, a powerful gust of wind swept into the room.


      “What the hell?”


      Throwing my arms up, I waved them around in an attempt to keep my head shielded, unable to open my eyes. I ducked down, too caught in the fear and confusion of the moment to realize I had experienced something similar to this once before.


      Before long, the wind died down completely, and a gravelly male voice was projected through the room, accompanied by static.


      “Zzzt… The contract… Crackle… Please…”


      Blinking my eyes open, I tried to find the sound’s source, turning this way and that in a daze.


      “Wh-who’s there?!”


      My question was answered moments later, my eyes settling on who—or rather what—it was.


      “Crackle… The guild… Please… Zzzt… You must come to the guild…”


      There it was—the cloth rabbit, twitching its ears strangely as it spoke to me.


      To be continued in Volume 3…
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