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  Prologue:
To Tell a Tale


   


  “PRINCE ARNOLD!”


  Rishe’s eyes sparkled, her arms full of books. She and Arnold were the only people in their detached residence on the palace grounds. Alone with Arnold in the parlor, Rishe sat on a soft couch and peered up at her fiancé.


  “You really don’t mind spending time with me?” she asked him.


  “Of course not,” he said simply, plucking the heavy books from her arms. “I promised to fulfill any wish of yours as I’m able.”


  Rishe giggled, feeling a ticklish sensation at the prince’s sincerity. “Thank you. In that case, Your Highness…”


  She and Arnold had just come back from the port city of Vinrhys, where they’d met Princess Harriet. Rishe had reunited with Raul, the leader of her troop in her life as a hunter, and formed an alliance with the princess. They’d stopped by a market on their way home, where they had found these aged books. The tomes’ titles and contents were written in Crusade, also called the goddess’s language.


  The fond memories brought a smile to Rishe’s face as she made her request to Arnold. “Please teach me the Crusade language while we read.”


  After a beat, Arnold said, “Sure.”


  Rishe was actually familiar with several of the books already. In her fourth life, when she had been Millia’s maid, she had studied Crusade with the girl. The language was so complicated, Millia hadn’t been able to master it before her wedding, and Rishe had died that day.


  The language is so complicated, yet Prince Arnold has mastered it perfectly!


  While pondering the reason, Rishe imagined him as a black-haired young boy and clasped her hands together. To His Highness, it was his mother’s…


  “Rishe.”


  Just then, Arnold reached out and touched Rishe’s coral-colored hair. He brushed a stray lock from her cheek and tucked it gently behind her ear. With that soothing gesture, he asked, “Which one do you want to read?”


  “Your Highness, I…”


  Eyes the color of the bluest ocean stared straight down at Rishe. On the side table next to her lay the precious ring she’d received from Arnold, shimmering in the sunbeams. She’d taken it off so as not to damage the pile of old books. The clear blue hue of that ring, the same color as his eyes, was the most beautiful thing in the world to her.


  Gazing into those eyes made her chest ache, constricted by a forlorn feeling. Her heart was filled with something that resembled nostalgia, and she was joyful and despondent all at once.


  Rishe smiled warmly and placed her hand on top of Arnold’s as he stroked her hair. “In that case, let’s start with this book of fables for children. I’d like to read them.” She pressed Arnold’s hand to her cheek. “Will you listen, Your Highness?”


  Arnold’s gaze lowered as he softly replied, “Sure.”


  His large hand plucked the book she’d indicated, and he passed it to her. Its cover bore a gorgeous illustration of a starry sky.


  Rishe leaned against Arnold and opened the book, which she’d read several times before. If she’d read it to a young Arnold in a room by the flickering flames of a fireplace, what sort of color would the sea of his eyes have been?


  Imagining it for herself, she read a tale to her fiancé beside her.
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  On Dresses and Hairstyles


   


  “HOW WAS TEA with Prince Arnold, Lady Rishe?”


  “Oh, thank you, Elsie. Why, I got to hear all sorts of fascinating things about the market in this country. It was very fulfilling!” Rishe told her maid with great fervor.


  Elsie blinked before her eyes fell ruefully. “I still have much to learn…”


  “Wh-what do you mean?!”


  While Rishe had assumed she’d merely answered a question, she’d somehow saddened her maid. She turned away from her vanity, and Elsie told her, “Sir Oliver came to me last night and told me you two only ever talk about politics and economics when you have tea. He asked me to dress you in a different way than usual today so you might finally have a conversation befitting an engaged couple.”


  “I-Is that so?”


  When she heard that, Rishe pivoted back to the mirror in front of her. Today, she was clad in a light orange dress with many layers of chiffon. It was light and cool, and it brought to mind the approaching summer season. Her shoes were pearl-colored high heels, and she wore pearl earrings to match.


  The standout difference from her usual appearance was her hair, which was half up. Elsie had taken the locks on the side of her head and woven them up in the back to give her a neat and tidy but eye-catching look.


  It’s beautiful, but how is changing my look supposed to make the two of us talk like an engaged couple?


  Besides, she did talk to Arnold about things that weren’t politics or economics. There was the state of medical advancement in the country, for instance, or opinions on educating the populace.


  Still, I’m sure Elsie’s been doing her best for me in her own way. I wonder how she was feeling when she sent me off to tea today.


  She peeked at her maid’s face in the mirror to find it downcast, just as she expected.


  Right there and then, Rishe made up her mind.


   


  ***


   


  “On that note, Prince Arnold, in order to repay my maid’s efforts, I’d like to hear your opinion on this dress and hairstyle.”


  “…”


  So Rishe said upon visiting Arnold’s office, spreading her arms wide in front of his desk. She’d abridged her explanation considerably, so Arnold’s expression was rather dubious in response.


  “What are you up to this time?”


  “Don’t you think I look different than usual in this ensemble? It seems my maid put quite a bit of thought into it for the sake of our teatime together, Your Highness. It would be nice if I could tell her you said the dress looked like it was well cared for, or the braids were intricately done—something like that.”


  Rishe had already thanked Elsie plenty, but a maid’s work in styling her employer was to make them look good for others. Elsie was prettying her up not for Rishe herself but for Arnold. To that end, his appraisal of her appearance was more important in this instance.


  “You can just tell me what you think when you look at me. Thanks in advance!”


  “What I think…” Arnold paused to consider the question before saying with a completely straight face, “I think you look cute.”


  “Bwuh?!”


  The strange sound left Rishe’s mouth before she could stop herself. He’d said something outrageous, yet he was as stone-faced as ever.


  Cu…?!


  Rishe took a step back, her heart slamming against her chest. She had to feign calm. “Th-thank you. I’m sure my maid will be pleased that her hard work was praised.”


  “Hmm? No, I—”


  “I apologize for interrupting your work!”


  Rishe dipped her head low and spun on her heel, rushing out of the office. He…he was talking about the dress and hairstyle! That’s all! He’d said it so plainly, right to her face, that she’d nearly gotten the wrong idea.


  She hurried back to her chambers with her face flushed and hot. The knights guarding her fretted that she might have a fever, but she couldn’t possibly tell them the real reason her temperature had gone sky-high.


  On the Kiss


   


  IT WAS THE MORNING after the incident in the chapel. Rishe awoke in bed and sat up, blinking groggily. Once she organized her thoughts and realized that what had occurred the night before had not been a dream, she sank back into the sheets.


  Internally, she shrieked, What the heck was that?!


  Arnold had kissed her.


  It had only lasted for a few seconds, but the kiss was burned into her mind. She had no idea what had led to it, though.


  Prince Arnold didn’t say a thing…


  Rishe was speechless herself. Though in her case, she wasn’t intentionally keeping quiet; she simply had no idea what to do.


  After the kiss, Arnold had pulled away and gone to summon his guards as if nothing had happened. He hadn’t returned, and she’d gone back to her room in the detached palace, escorted by his guards.


  Rishe didn’t remember that part all too well. She hadn’t called any of her maids and instead changed into her nightgown herself, crawled unsteadily into bed, and went to sleep just like that.


  Which brought her to this morning.


  The Imperial Guards didn’t find me strange, did they?


  She was certain she’d been able to feign normalcy on the way back to her room. She wanted to believe so, at least.


  I thought I was talking about some rather serious matters back in the chapel. I wanted to know more about His Highness, and I told him so plainly. So why did he…?!


  Her face grew hot in an instant, and she plowed it into her pillow with a whump! She groaned, gripping her pillow. Her mind was racing when she hit upon a certain idea.


  Maybe it simply doesn’t have that serious a meaning in this country?


  Clutching her soft pillow closer, she rolled onto her back. Pressing the pillow to her lips, she stared up at the bed’s light-blue canopy. It was my first kiss, but Prince Arnold seemed somewhat accustomed to it. If I think of it that way, it makes sense, but that idea is also kind of…


  An uncomfortable, frustrated feeling welled up in her heart. Part of her wanted to ask him directly, but she didn’t want to see Arnold right now.


  My chest feels tight just thinking about talking to His Highness.


  Rishe knitted her brows, utterly perplexed. Maybe confounding her like this was his goal. She’d tried to get close to him to get to know him better, so he’d kissed her to push her away. But even if that had been his aim…


  He looked…sad.


  Her fingers moved unconsciously to her lips. She traced the soft skin there, but it felt entirely different from the sensation of the kiss the night before. With that thought, she realized with certainty that it hadn’t been a dream.


  His shapely fingers had lifted her chin and gently tilted her head back. And though his touch had been tender, it had also been firm enough to ensure she couldn’t escape. She could recall the moment their lips had met with complete clarity.


  At the time, all Rishe was able to do was look at Arnold. He, in turn, regarded her for some time. Arnold looked beautiful, his hair and eyes illuminated by the moonlight shining through the stained glass windows. Yet there was a distinctly forlorn note to his expression.


  Is that how you’re supposed to kiss someone?


  Rishe slowly closed her eyes.


  Why did it make me think of the moment Emperor Arnold Hein killed me?


  The heart he’d pierced with his sword hammered in her chest. The events of that day felt at once recent and distant.


  Rishe took a deep breath, slowly inhaling and exhaling. Then she sprang out of bed and gave her own cheeks a light smack.


  No time to dwell on this. I need to do everything I can to prevent that future from reoccurring, and to get closer to Prince Arnold.


  Footfalls echoed down the hall as one of her maids approached. Rishe went over to the windows and opened the curtains; bright morning light streamed into the room. In pursuit of a future that was just as bright, Rishe would spring into action once more.


  On Arnold from His Attendant’s Perspective


   


  OLIVER HAD BEEN Arnold’s attendant for a long time. Though he was born to a family of knights, that path was cut off for him due to an injury. Since Arnold acknowledged him regardless, Oliver felt the prince was a master he could serve wholeheartedly. He was loyal enough that he’d give his life for Arnold, if it came down to it. This was why he was able to provide counsel to his master, even on matters others would be too afraid to bring up to him.


  On this day, Oliver spoke up, intending to bring up one such matter. It was just as Arnold had scanned a troublesome document and penned a swift rejection of its contents.


  “Er, come to think of it, my lord, has something about you changed recently?”


  “No.” A flat-out denial.


  Arnold handed the document to Oliver, who dug his heels in. “It can’t be nothing. There’s clearly something strange about you.”


  “What’s strange? If you’re going to get in the way of my work, then leave.”


  “Would you not say you’ve been avoiding Lady Rishe these last couple of days?”


  He’d cut right to the chase, but Arnold simply continued to read through the documents before him, his face devoid of emotion. When he looked down like that, it emphasized his long eyelashes and drew out his natural beauty despite his gender.


  Arnold’s looks were so perfect, he might as well have been a sculpture. Most women were charmed by these looks in an instant, but as far as Oliver knew, there was one girl proving to be a rather difficult catch. Ironic, then, that she was the one who would become his wife.


  “I suppose it’s been since the day before yesterday, when you went to the chapel after receiving a letter from her. What happened in that encounter, if you don’t mind my asking? Before then, you would go to check on her anytime you had an opportunity, and if you didn’t have time, you would send me.”


  “…”


  “I know you’re still receiving reports from her guards, but you should show a bit more concern for your wife, should you not? Especially since she must still be uneasy after only just arriving at the palace recently.”


  Arnold picked up his pen and signed the bottom of the document before him. Then, face as neutral as ever, he finally said, “I’ll refrain from visiting the detached palace for a time.”


  “Oh? Why?”


  He hadn’t lost interest in the girl already, had he? That was Oliver’s first thought, but Arnold’s next words surprised him.


  “I don’t want any more mistakes to be made.”


  “Excuse me?” Oliver couldn’t understand Arnold’s nonchalant words for a moment, so he pressed, “Who made a mistake, exactly?”


  “I did.”


  “You, my lord? With Lady Rishe?” Oliver was silent for several moments before shouting at the top of his lungs, “Whaaat?!”


  “Would you shut up?” Arnold scrunched up his brows and glared at Oliver. Anyone else would have withered under his glare, unable to speak for fear of what he might do to them, but Oliver wasn’t just anyone. Arnold understood that as well, which was why he didn’t hold back with him.


  “I will not! Just what do you mean, you ‘made a mistake’?! What sort of mistake? What did you do?! I can’t imagine this could be true, but could it be, my lord, that you couldn’t wait for your marriage ceremony and—”


  “I didn’t go that far. And you’re being too loud.”


  It seemed nothing irreversible had happened, so Oliver breathed a sigh of relief—for now. Still, what he’d heard had been shocking enough.


  “We’re done talking about this.”


  “Oh, no you don’t!”


  Oliver knew that Theodore, the younger prince, had contacted Rishe that day. The manservant found the letter Rishe had sent Arnold just afterward suspicious as well. Arnold had said he’d respond to her letter, and it wasn’t difficult to imagine that this “mistake” had occurred shortly after.


  Why would he do such a thing, though? Was he showing affection toward Lady Rishe to keep Prince Theodore in check? Or did Lady Rishe realize…? No, that can’t be it. In any case…


  As his elder and his attendant, it was clear what Oliver had to do. “My lord. Did you apologize to Lady Rishe?”


  Arnold kept working, ignoring Oliver.


  “There are things you should do and things you shouldn’t, even if you are the dashing crown prince. I don’t know what exactly it is that you did, but you understand that much, yes?”


  “Yes.”


  Well, I’m sure that’s why he’s decided not to see her for some time.


  Arnold’s pen continued to scratch at the paper, so Oliver continued his nagging. “If you haven’t apologized, would you like me to arrange something?”


  “…”


  “Your future wife will dislike you, you know.”


  “Oliver.”


  Whoops. Oliver snapped his mouth shut.


  Flipping to another document, Arnold said, “That’s why I did it.”


  Oliver felt the urge to sigh, but held it in. “I’ve said something impertinent.”


  “You have indeed. And you’re laboring under a misapprehension, besides.” Arnold’s eyes dropped to his desk once again. Oliver couldn’t read his expression from where he stood. “I whisked her here against her will in the first place to be my wife.”


  That doesn’t mean she started out disliking you. Oliver knew that Arnold was doing everything he could to respect the wishes of the girl he’d brought here from another nation. You’re treating her well, aren’t you?


  Oliver had never seen his lord show such concern for anyone before. When Arnold was with Rishe, he showed her soft expressions that even Oliver—who had been with him since childhood—had never seen.


  You’ve never given your Imperial Guards to another person before, not even once. Nor have you escorted a woman to a party or shared a first dance with her, which has a special meaning. Oliver shook his head, exasperated. You ate something someone else cooked without even having it tasted for poison first. It’s not like you to “make a mistake” to get someone to dislike you either. I’m sure you’re capable of more efficient methods.


  He swallowed everything he wanted to say and simply huffed instead. Arnold clicked his tongue at him in irritation, but Oliver returned the gesture with a sunny smile.


  “I know, my lord. I shan’t say anything more. I am your faithful servant, after all.”


  In Oliver’s view, the perfect attendant was always working to fulfill his lord’s desires. So, he wouldn’t do anything now. Not until his lord gave him orders once more.


  “Incidentally, Your Highness, I still think you should apologize.”


  “…Get out already.”


  He couldn’t do that, of course. There was still plenty of work left to do today.


  Life as a Merchant:
On a Night Spent in the Desert


   


  THE ARIA TRADING COMPANY, Rishe included, chose an oasis in the Halil Desert as their camping site for the evening. As traveling merchants, they were used to making camp. They quickly set their packs down, allowed the camels they’d borrowed from the desert folk to rest, and prepared their bedding. Everyone did their work without being told what to do, dividing the tasks so that their preparations were completed in an instant.


  When the sun set, Rishe and company sat around a bonfire—one made to ward away nearby beasts—and held a grand banquet. Their excuse today was this:


  “In celebration of the accomplishments of our leader and his protégé Rishe!”


  “Raise your glasses! Everybody ready?! Three, two, one…”


  With a collective cry of “Cheers!” the group held their drinks high. Rishe did the same, of course, downing the beer poured for her.


  Mmm, so good!


  The alcohol seeped into her body in a flash, parched as it was from their desert journey. In contrast to the searing heat of the day, the night was viciously cold. The beer she drank there, near the heat of the fire, had a more robust flavor than it usually did. And the man sitting across from her seemed to feel the same way about it.


  “Aaah! That hits the spot!” Tully, her boss and the company’s chairman, exclaimed with a bright smile. “The desert night, the beautiful starry sky, some choice drinks! And our company’s future is bright too! Nothin’ to complain about, eh, Rishe?”


  “I understand how you feel, Mr. Tully, but I would caution you against drinking too much.”


  Although she’d warned him as much, she was truthfully as joyous as he was. Their banquets always got somewhat out of hand after they successfully closed a difficult trade deal. As the lowest-ranked member of their company, Rishe had a lot of grunt work on her hands, so she’d have to get up early the next morning. For now, however, she enjoyed the party with everyone else.


  “Here, Rishe, the meat’s done. I nabbed the best part for you.”


  “Ooh!”


  Rishe accepted the mutton, held out to her on a knife, with a piece of bread in place of a plate. Melted cheese was poured on top of the meat. Neal, one of the company’s top traders, had been toasting it over the fire a moment ago; she had full confidence it would be delicious.


  As sparks from the bonfire popped and crackled in the air, she was thankful from the bottom of her heart for another wonderful meal. “Time to ea—”


  “Wait, wait, Rishe,” Tully cut in, stopping her. “We’re out here in the desert night. You should enjoy the ambience more!”


  “Hmm?” Her puzzlement switched to understanding when he took out a small bottle. “Are you sure, Mr. Tully?”


  “Of course. Food on the road’s only good when you share it.”


  Tully grinned and shook the red glass bottle. The spice within was made from herbs that only grew in this region. It wasn’t merchandise but Tully’s personal property. He’d bought it at a desert town on their way here, and it had been fairly expensive too.


  Nevertheless, Tully opened the bottle and sprinkled the spice over Rishe’s cheese. He gave her an encouraging glance; Rishe nodded, taking a big, enthusiastic bite.


  The meat’s juices burst over her tongue. A full-bodied taste without any eccentricities spread throughout her mouth, rich cheese intertwining with the delectable meat. The hot zing she tasted every few bites must have been the spice. The occasional stimulation of the spice complemented the meat and cheese nicely.


  “Mmm!”


  Rishe chewed, clutching her cheek in delight, and a cheer went up among the merchants.


  “Looks like it’s got Rishe’s seal of approval, lads! This is some good stuff!”


  “Come on, cook more! More cheese too!”


  “Hey, why are you treating me like a poison taster or something?!” Rishe demanded.


  “’Cause you’ve got good taste,” Tully replied. “I dunno why the stuff you make turns out so sloppy, though!”


  Rishe pursed her lips at his comment, but when the food and drink were this good, any complaints faded quickly.


  Her fellow merchants continued to converse with her as the party went on.


  “Hey, Rishe, you got enough beer?”


  “Eat some vegetables too. They got coconuts over there, looks like.”


  “Have some more bread! And meat! You’re our hero today!”


  Rishe wasn’t sure why everyone was taking such good care of her.


  “Mr. Tully, is it just my imagination, or is everyone being awfully nice to me?”


  “Ha ha ha, they’re happy! You netted a huge deal for us today!”


  Rishe was surprised to hear such a thing from Tully. “That wasn’t my work. It was your plan—I just helped a bit.”


  “Still, you were the one who gave King Zahad that last push… Hmm. Say, has it been about a year since we picked you up after your engagement was broken?”


  “Now that you mention it, I suppose it has.”


  She felt a bit strange when she heard it. To her, it seemed as though that day had occurred in the distant past. It had only been a year since Crown Prince Dietrich had broken off their engagement and she’d been banished from her homeland.


  How odd…


  She was only here now because she’d met these people by coincidence on that day, and they’d let her travel with them. She’d met Tully, and he’d acknowledged her skill as a fellow trader. She’d been so frantic since then that she hadn’t even had time to think about her homeland.


  Rishe found herself looking east, wrapped in a robe that would protect her from the desert sand. Her homeland was far away, but she couldn’t see it from here, of course. All she could see was the desert, all the way to the horizon.


  High in the sky, a huge moon illuminated her surroundings. The smooth sand dunes sparkled silver in the light. It almost looked like a field of snow.


  While Rishe was distracted by the wondrous sight, Tully said softly, “It’s impressive how far a sheltered noblewoman like you has come.”


  “That’s just because of your rigorous training, don’t you think, Mr. Tully?”


  She recalled the nightmarish time she’d spent doing grunt work for the company. As Rishe stared off into the distance, her eyes unfocused, Tully drank directly from a bottle of alcohol.


  “Oh yeah. Come to think of it, King Zahad…”


  “Hmm? What about him?”


  “Pretty sure he’s in love with you.”


  “Koff!”


  Rishe choked on some beer that went down the wrong pipe. Other merchants gathered around, asking her if she was okay, so she hurriedly told them she was.


  “Wh-what are you saying?!”


  “Well, maybe it’s just a crush for now. Be careful, Rishe. It’s never good to get romantically involved with a client.”


  “Sounds like you’re speaking from experience—but you don’t need to worry about me! That won’t happen! I’m sure you’re imagining things.” Rishe seized the opportunity to change the subject. “I’m more worried about you, Mr. Tully! Everyone knows you were inviting women in the palace out, you know.”


  “What was I supposed to do? How could I resist such beautiful flowers blooming in the desert? I fell to my knees and offered my services without even thinking.”


  “I’ll tell Aria.”


  “You can’t! Please! I’m begging you!”


  Tully slammed his head into the sand, kowtowing, and Rishe sighed. The truth was, she had no intention of telling his little sister things that would be bad for her education, especially if there was no reason to.


  As he got up and dusted himself off, she told him, “I really am grateful to you, Mr. Tully.”


  “Huh? For what?”


  “For taking me in and teaching me your trade. If you hadn’t, I’m sure I’d be out on the streets right about now. That, and…”


  Rishe trailed off, gazing out at the vast desert once more. An ocean of sand lay before her. The moon shimmered on the surface of the oasis, and the bonfire blazed beside it. The camels were still asleep, her colleagues were laughing, and there was food and drink from a foreign land to enjoy.


  “I would never have been able to experience such beauty had I never left that country.”


  It was truly a beautiful sight.


  This wasn’t a future she’d been forced into; she was here of her own free will. Born a duke’s daughter and future queen, Rishe had always been told she had no value outside those roles—but now, everything she did changed her future.


  When she voiced those thoughts, Tully smiled impishly. “You’re only getting started. You’re going to see all the countries in the world after this, aren’t you?”


  “Oh… Yes! I am!”


  He remembered her dream. Rishe yearned to travel the globe, doing business as she went. That goal was her big motivator.


  I’ll have to give it my all again tomorrow.


  She had her own dream, and she had people who respected it and cheered her on. That was enough for her to hold her head high and keep going, no matter what sort of life she lived.


  Tully tipped back his bottle and yelled to the other side of the bonfire, “Neal! It’s getting to be that time, isn’t it? If you wouldn’t mind!”


  “You got it, boss! I’ll play a song that’s perfect for a desert night.”


  “All right, if the boss says it’s time, I’m gonna dance! I’ll do that bewitching dance we saw in the palace…”


  “Ha ha ha, you idiot! You’re barely on your feet as it is!”


  As her colleagues clutched at their stomachs and guffawed, Rishe laughed with them. It didn’t look like today’s banquet would be ending anytime soon. She hoped they could at least avoid the senior traders having another drinking contest this time.


  As she preserved that modest hope in her heart, their nighttime revelry in the desert stretched on.


  On After the Lullaby


   


  RISHE FELT LIKE she’d been having a tender dream. It was toasty-warm and incredibly pleasant. She awoke on the border of sleep and wakefulness, ready to drift off again at any moment.


  Why did she feel so content? Rishe wondered as much, slowly opening her eyes. Then she blinked several times in surprise.


  The bed was covered by a canopy, but it wasn’t the light blue of the canopy in her room. It was a deep, dark blue, almost the color of the night sky. This bed was large, its sheets creased and rumpled from sleep. Unable to fully comprehend the situation she’d found herself in, Rishe rolled onto her back. Then she caught sight of an unexpected person.


  “Awake, are we?”


  “Mmn?”


  Rishe went still, her brain kicking into gear. Arnold was sitting there, resting an elbow on his knee. He had his chin in his hand as he looked down at Rishe.


  “Wha…?!”


  She sprang up and scooted away from Arnold—but the bed was so vast that her scuttling hadn’t brought her to the edge.


  “P-Prince Arnold?! Wh-why are you here? What happened?”


  “What, you climbed into my bed yourself and you don’t remember?”


  She gasped at his teasing tone, and her memories came rushing back. Arnold had stayed up all night for her, so she’d come to his bedroom to help him get some sleep. There were several things she wanted to make sure of, but first she had to ask, “W-were you able to get any sleep?!”


  Arnold looked surprised for a moment before giving an amused chuckle. “That’s your first question?”


  “Well, that was the whole reason I came,” she murmured, suddenly embarrassed. The more she thought about it, however, it was much more embarrassing to continue sitting in the same bed as him. “A-anyway, I apologize! I’ll take my leave immediately, so please don’t—”


  “Wait.”


  Arnold threw the sheets over Rishe.


  “Oh!” Momentarily blinded, she reeled in confusion until she realized why he’d done it.


  Right then, there was a knock at the door followed by Oliver’s voice from the hallway. “Pardon me, my lord.”


  Arnold tugged Rishe to him and held her, the sheets the only barrier between them. She’d been pulled back to the middle of the bed, but that was the least of her worries now. How could she have predicted someone else would show up at this point?


  “It’ll be annoying if Oliver finds out about this. Stay quiet for a bit.”


  With a flustered grunt, Rishe nodded beneath the sheets; she thought she heard Arnold laugh in response. She found herself resenting how calm he could be when she was panicking so much.


  “Come in.”


  Arnold permitted Oliver to enter, and the door creaked open. The attendant stepped inside, but stopped in the doorway. “Oh? Were you actually resting? How unusual.”


  “I should have taken care of any pressing matters. If there’s something you need right now, go ahead and tell me.”


  “As you wish.”


  A-are we going to be okay?


  The canopy was fully lowered, so Oliver shouldn’t have been able to see the bed from where he stood. Despite knowing as much, Rishe was still nervous as she clutched at the sheets around her.


  Arnold and Oliver began to discuss work, and their conversation went on for a few minutes before they wrapped things up.


  “Very well. I’ll take care of that, then. I apologize, but could you make a brief stop at your office this evening?”


  “Will do.”


  “Now, if you’ll excuse me…” Oliver turned to leave, and Rishe sighed in relief—until his tracks halted in the doorway once more. “Come to think of it, I’m a bit concerned about Lady Rishe.”


  Rishe stiffened at the mention of her name.


  Oliver didn’t notice this, of course, and went on talking about her. “Some of the palace servants are worried, since they haven’t seen her today. I hope she recovers as soon as possible. Do you suppose she’s still sleeping?”


  “How should I know?” Arnold said bluntly, then lapsed into thought. “I don’t know what she does in her room, but…” His tone turned amused. “At least for today, I’m sure she’s curled up under the sheets, behaving herself.”


  Arnold’s large hand settled on top of Rishe’s head on the other side of the sheets. He ruffled her hair and she flinched, flabbergasted. She felt she deserved some kind of award for not making a sound at that moment.


  “Well, I’ll get back to it. I’m sure you’re worried about your fiancée, but be sure to get your rest too, my lord.”


  “Stop fussing. Just get out already.”


  “Yes, yes. Good night, my lord.”


  The door closed, and Oliver’s presence faded. Rishe was relieved that he was gone, but she couldn’t leave the sheets.


  “Hey,” Arnold called from above her. “You can come out now.”


  “I-I know!”


  Her cheeks were burning, and she felt like Arnold was enjoying her agitation. It truly vexed her, but it seemed she would need a moment before she could emerge from the sheets and complain to his face.


  On Likes and Dislikes


   


  “BY THE WAY, do Prince Arnold’s taste buds not work?” Rishe asked, teacup in hand.


  Theodore, Galkhein’s younger prince, grimaced in response. Lately, the two of them had been having tea together often. Theodore indulged Rishe simply to hear her accounts of how Arnold acted around her, but today, she had opted for a question of her own.


  “I know you’re going to be his bride, but that’s an awfully rude thing to say about my perfect brother.”


  “Something’s made me curious, is all. I figured you would know, Prince Theodore.”


  “Mm-hmm. Well, there’s no one in this palace who knows more about my brother than me.” Suddenly in a better mood, Theodore took a sip of his tea before he launched into an explanation for Rishe. “It’s true that my brother will eat anything, but that’s more because of his battlefield experience than because his taste buds don’t work. I hear he ate the same things all the other knights ate. That’s why my brother never complains about food. He has no likes or dislikes, and he always eats a lot! Oh, he’s so fantastic!”


  “I see. And what about you, Prince Theodore?”


  “I don’t like sweet vegetables, bitter vegetables, fish that isn’t white, or tough meat.”


  “That’s a lot…”


  Theodore held her gaze from across the table as she contemplated the hardships of his chef. “So, what, is this new info about my brother? Can you tell me why you thought that?”


  “I wouldn’t say it’s new info, exactly… Er, well, it was just the only thing I could think of.” Rishe hung her head, a bit ashamed, before she mustered her courage and told him, “He ate something I cooked that wasn’t flavored well. He said it tasted good, and he finished the whole dish.”


  Theodore’s wide eyes went dull. “Ugh, I got my hopes up for nothing.”


  “Huh? What do you mean?”


  “Oh, it’s nothing. That story was just such a treat.” Theodore reached for a cookie and noisily chomped away.


  Rishe could do little but sit there, wondering what he’d meant.


   


  ***


   


  Noticing his lord’s gaze as they walked down a path in the courtyard, Oliver asked, “Is something the matter, my lord? Are you curious about the tea party your brother and fiancée are having?”


  The prince’s eyes were fixed on a heartwarming scene. His expression was rather sour, however. “Feels like they’re talking about something inane.”


  “Your intuition does often make me wonder if you can see the future,” Oliver said offhandedly, then ushered Arnold along to his office.


  On Arnold’s and Rishe’s Hands


   


  SEVERAL SMALL, adorable bottles sat atop the table. Rishe hummed in thought as she looked down at them and the brightly colored liquids inside.


  “So this is the product you won over the Aria Trading Company with.”


  “Yes, though I’m having a bit of trouble with it right now,” she told Arnold, opening up a piece of paper on which she’d written several ideas. He regarded it with interest, listening to what Rishe had to say.


  The whole thing had started just a moment ago. Arnold had asked Rishe about the details of her deal with the Aria Trading Company. He seemed to be taking a break from work, and he’d come to see how Rishe was doing between his tasks. She thought it rather odd at first but ultimately accepted it, assuming his curiosity about the trade deal was to be expected.


  Though Rishe knew that Arnold was aware of how her talks with the company had gone, it occurred to her that he hadn’t seen the product she’d created. Thus, she’d put Arnold out on the terrace in the villa’s garden and gone to her room to get her papers and bottles. They now sat opposite each other at a white table on the terrace.


  Rishe picked up one of the bottles and held it up to the light. “I want to make these widely available, to create jobs to make them. That’s why I’ve been thinking about the design of the bottles and the names of the colors, but…”


  “The names of the colors?” Arnold asked dubiously. “There’s no mistaking that for anything other than red, is there?”


  “Of course, but just calling it ‘red’ isn’t very interesting, is it? These hues are made with dyes extracted from flowers, so I think I’ll name them after flowers this time.”


  Setting the bottle back on the table, Rishe pointed to it and went down the line. “The red will be ‘rose,’ this vibrant yellow will be ‘sunflower,’ and this blue with a hint of purple will be ‘delphinium.’ They’ll be even more appealing with the names of flowers on the bottles, don’t you think?”


  She wanted the customers to feel like they were in a flower shop when they laid eyes on the bottles, as though they were gazing upon vibrant blossoms shining in the sunlight. They could bring those beautiful flowers home and line them up on a shelf. She had decided on these names to give her customers that sort of pleasant experience.


  “A good name can increase the value of a product immensely.”


  “Is that how it works?”


  “It is,” she insisted.


  “I see,” Arnold muttered, resting his chin in his hand and his elbow on his chair’s armrest. “It’s not something I would’ve come up with, but the names seem fitting enough. The design of the bottles tells me that this is a product intended for women—”


  “That’s the problem!” Rishe leaned forward without intending to, taking Arnold by surprise.


  “What is?”


  “It’s exactly as you say, Your Highness. The primary market for this product is women, so I did everything I could to design the bottles to be cute—but personally, I’d love it if men made use of this product too.”


  It wasn’t the exclusive privilege of women to dress up with accessories. She was sure there was a subset of men who would also be interested in a product like this. In which case, the design couldn’t be so feminine that it would be difficult for men to try it out. Such was her primary concern.


  Naturally, it was more profitable for a product to be purchased by men and women alike, instead of just women. As a merchant trained by Tully, she didn’t want to limit her potential customer base. But since she assumed women would be her main market, it was hard for her to abandon the idea of beautifying the designs in order to appeal to them. Doing things halfway was the worst option of all.


  “If I could get a man of influence to wear some, it would serve as an advertisement.” Rishe smiled, an idea taking shape in her mind. “Like you, Prince Arnold. Just kiddi—”


  “I don’t mind.”


  “Huh?” Rishe froze, appalled by his response. “What did you say?”


  “I said, I don’t mind if you want to paint my nails.”


  “You…what?” It seemed she hadn’t misheard him. “Huuuh?!”


  She had been joking, but Arnold was serious. It took her utterly aback.


  “A-are you sure?! Your nails will be colored, and it’s hard to remove!”


  “What problems would that cause?” he asked her with complete sincerity, which threw her for yet another loop.


  Arnold didn’t wear rings or earrings. He seemed uninterested in ornamentation of any kind, so Rishe had assumed he wouldn’t enjoy coloring his nails either. I wonder if he’s unexpectedly flexible. Or is it more that he simply doesn’t care one way or another?


  She thought the latter was likely. His appearance was already so striking that perhaps he didn’t have any need to dress up more ostentatiously. That made sense to Rishe.


  If he was going to help advertise to male clientele, Rishe couldn’t ask for a better collaborator. Though she wasn’t quite sure if the Emperor Arnold Hein she knew would make a good advertisement.


  “May I ask for your assistance, then? I can’t think of a better person to advertise our product than you, Your Highness.”


  “I’m not sure about that, but…do as you like.”


  “Thank you!” Rishe swiftly picked up her tools and told Arnold, “While I prepare the base coat, please disinfect your fingers. Could you take your gloves off?”


  “Sure.” Arnold nodded and removed his black gloves, starting with his left hand. Rishe held out her disinfectant to him, but was distracted by the sight of his hands.


  Arnold’s hands were beautifully shaped. On the whole, they were large. His fingers were long and slender, and the backs of his hands were sinewy. His bones and blood vessels were stark under his skin, making his hands look sculpted out of stone. He had calluses here and there from his regular use of a sword, but those rougher areas served as proof that he was a living being and not a lifeless work of art.


  His face is beautiful enough to be called the most handsome in the world, but I see that the rest of him is just as stunning. And to top it all off, he’s brilliant and incredible with a sword. It’s just too much…


  These hands held pens to do his work, which improved his people’s lives. They were also the hands that held a sword with which to kill his enemies on the battlefield. Rishe herself had been pierced in the heart by that sword once.


  It feels like it happened so long ago, yet recently at the same time…


  Rishe stared absentmindedly at Arnold’s hands until she realized with a start, Wait, if I’m going to paint His Highness’s nails, does that mean I’ll have to be touching his hands the whole time?


  She paled at the thought. Now that she thought about it, it was rather obvious. Rishe was all but certain that she couldn’t paint someone else’s nails without holding their hand in place.


  Am I really going to touch these hands?! No, there’s no need to make such a big deal out of it. It’s necessary for the application and means nothing more!


  “What is it?”


  “Oh, I was just thinking about what color to use! Just give me a moment, and I’ll prepare the base coat!”


  Rishe hadn’t forgotten, but she hurriedly got her hands moving again, all the while telling herself to calm down. Come on, Rishe, this doesn’t mean anything! What am I getting all nervous for?! Because they’re the hands of the man who killed me?


  She had to calm down. As she swiftly prepared the base coat, Arnold suddenly opened his mouth and said, “I never get tired of watching your hands.”


  “What?!”


  Where had that come from? Rishe was stunned for a moment, wondering if he’d seen through her. But Arnold went on, oblivious to her panic.


  “They’re always moving so swiftly, and with such precision. It’s satisfying to watch.”


  “Th-thank you…”


  “You haven’t painted your own nails? It seems like any color would suit you.”


  “No! I have other things going on, so I’m fine!”


  If she wanted to disguise herself, she couldn’t paint her nails, since it was so difficult to remove. She didn’t want to tell Arnold that, so her explanation was rather lacking—but he didn’t question her further.


  Oh, I’ll just do it!


  She wanted to get painting his nails over with before he asked her questions that were bad for her heart. Making up her mind, Rishe psyched herself up. “Okay, Your Highness! Please give me your hands!”


  “Here.”


  Arnold placed his hands before her. Rishe couldn’t help but hesitate, even though this gesture shouldn’t have meant anything. She simply couldn’t bring herself to touch those beautiful fingers.


  “I’m sorry, Your Highness.”


  She wouldn’t be able to do it after all.


  Rishe hung her head and, hiding her face, said in a voice like the whine of a mosquito, “Let’s do this another time…”


  “Hmm?”


  “I really am touched by your offer. We’ll do it soon… I just need to develop a color more suited to you! I hope you’ll allow me to do it then!”


  Rishe tidied up her supplies after she made her excuses.


  With an “I see,” Arnold started putting his gloves back on.


  Thank goodness. It looks like he didn’t find that strange at all…


  Rishe sighed in relief. She let her guard down completely and glanced up at Arnold, which she quickly regretted. He was peering at her with an incredibly teasing smile on that perfect face of his.


  “You know I don’t particularly mind you touching me, right?”


  Nothing came out of her mouth, but Arnold seemed satisfied nonetheless. He stood and said, “I should get back to work.”


  What was that? All of that?!


  It was like he’d completely seen through to her emotions, which even she didn’t understand. It was an incredibly frustrating feeling.


  [image: ]


  During a Stroll Through the Castle Town


   


  GALKHEIN’S CASTLE TOWN was lively and bustling yet again. Rishe followed after Arnold, looking around excitedly. The merchants were out in droves, with stands that gave the market a different feel compared to a few days ago.


  One of the best parts of a marketplace is how the stores and customers are all different every time you visit!


  This was Rishe’s second clandestine outing into town with Arnold. It all began when Rishe offhandedly told Arnold she wished to thank the jeweler for her completed ring, and Arnold had said he’d go with her.


  “I took you up on your kind offer to accompany me, Your Highness, but was it really all right for you to come when you’re so busy?” she asked.


  Arnold’s expression didn’t change as he replied, “I told you before, didn’t I? When you go into town, I’ll accompany you.”


  He didn’t need to go to such trouble. He could’ve ordered me to stay at the palace.


  Then again, Arnold would know that if he locked her up, she’d find a way to sneak out. She supposed that was why he preferred to know what she was up to—so he could observe her. Still, it made him seem awfully soft on her.


  He’s even letting us stop by the market again instead of heading straight to the jeweler…for my sake, I’m sure. Thinking that way made her restless. A bit nervous now, she dropped her gaze to the path ahead as she walked.


  She’d only averted her eyes from Arnold for a few seconds…yet that was enough for her to lose sight of him.


  “Oh.”


  Rishe didn’t panic. She figured it wouldn’t be hard to find him, and she was certain he’d realize they’d been separated right away. He was tall too, so surely they would be reunited in no time.


  I can sense his presence…to the right of me, in front. He’s a few meters away, but he’s just turned around to come back.


  She started toward him, feeling apologetic.


  “You alone, miss?”


  Rishe jumped, noticing the unknown man who’d called out to her. He wove through the crowd toward her with a friendly smile on his face.


  “If you’re all by your lonesome, how’d you like to go somewhere together? I can show you all kinds of places in town.”


  “No, I’m not alo—”


  The moment Rishe tried to answer, someone else reached out and grabbed her. She spun around and saw exactly whom she expected. His Highness!


  Gripping her hand tightly, Arnold glared at the man and said, “Did you need something from my wife?”


  The man shrieked and stepped back, cowed by the electricity buzzing in the air between him and Arnold.


  I’m not his wife yet, though.


  Nevertheless, they’d draw unwanted attention if things dragged on any longer. If she wanted this to end quickly, it would be better to play along than to waste time correcting his language.


  Having made her decision, she announced, “I’m with my husband.”


  “S-sorry!” With a hasty dip of his head, the man fled the scene.


  Arnold resumed walking without a word, but he kept a tight grip on Rishe’s hand.


  “Erm, I’m sorry for falling behind.”


  “It’s fine. I’m also at fault for not considering your walking pace.”


  “That’s not true. I feel like you might have overdone it a second ago, though.”


  “Overdone what?”


  “You were giving off this imperial aura!”


  Truth be told, Rishe felt bad for the man; Arnold had terrified him. She wasn’t sure why he’d hit the stranger—who had appeared to be nothing more than a random commoner—with the full brunt of his wintry stare.


  “A-also, my hand…” Rishe mumbled, and Arnold looked down at their joined hands. She was relieved to see he’d noticed. They’d moved to the side of the road so they wouldn’t be in the way of traffic, and she assumed he would let her go right away.


  It’s not that I don’t like holding hands with His Highness, it’s just that it’s bad for my heart… Besides, I’m sure Prince Arnold doesn’t want to walk while holding my hand either.


  So she thought, but Arnold gave her a devilish smile and said, “No.”


  “Huh?!” Rishe gasped.


  As though it were merely a matter of course, he went on, “I’m not letting go for a while. Just be grateful I’m not putting a leash on you.”


  “B-but, Prin—” She snapped her mouth shut before uttering his name.


  Brimming with satisfaction, Arnold walked back into the crowd, still holding her hand.


  “Y-you don’t need to treat me like I’m a child!”


  “That’s undeserved. I don’t believe I’ve ever treated you like a child.”


  Then what would you call this?!


  Just then, their earlier exchange flashed through Rishe’s whirling mind. Arnold had called her his wife, and she had called him her husband. The notion briefly rattled her—but it was a disguise while they were out in town, nothing more.


  Or so Rishe tried to convince herself as she regarded Arnold. The most beautiful face in the world was as expressionless as always, yet something stoked her suspicions…


  Is he in a good mood?


  No, it was probably her imagination. She took a deep breath and corrected her thinking.


  Anyway, I must make sure I’m paying attention to where I’m going, or he really will put a leash on me!


  Recentering herself, Rishe concentrated anew on their stroll through town.


  On the Burdens of an Attendant


   


  “REGARDING YOUR TRIP to the jeweler with Lady Rishe, my lord…” Oliver trailed off, his expression sour as he addressed the prince.


  Arnold, meanwhile, continued to write as he sat at his desk, wholly unconcerned. He displayed no contrition for his actions; indeed, he showed no acknowledgment of Oliver whatsoever.


  For that reason, Oliver offered his counsel as he always did. “It’s wonderful that you’re close enough with your future wife to go on friendly outings together.”


  “…”


  “I will also accept the fact that you took Lady Rishe through secret passages known only to the imperial family, despite her not yet being your wife, as you erased any traces of having used them.”


  “…”


  “Additionally, let me take the opportunity to say that I hold no grudge over not being informed of this little outing.”


  Arnold clicked his tongue before he finally issued these words from his mouth: “You talk too much, as usual.” He leaned back in his chair and looked up at Oliver. “I don’t recall the incident affecting my work. If there’s a problem, why don’t you explain it to me, since you’ve got so much to say?”


  “There’s a big problem. Not in going out, but in where you took Lady Rishe.”


  Oliver knew Arnold was aware of his meaning, but the man only scrunched his brow in annoyance.


  “High society is already abuzz with the news that the proprietress has given Lady Rishe her approval. From what I hear, there’s no end of people saying things like, ‘It’s been years since that shop has had any new customers. I wonder if the owner’s standards have changed. I’m going to shop at that store and achieve the same prestige as the imperial family!’”


  “Idiots, the lot of them. I didn’t think there were so many people delusional enough to think they might be better than my fiancée.”


  So Arnold said, but to the people of Galkhein, the girl named Rishe was nothing more than a young noblewoman from a small, powerless country. It was only natural that they underestimated her. Of course, Oliver wasn’t saying that this was a good thing.


  “I’m in agreement about giving Lady Rishe something of a ‘charm’ to protect her place in high society, but you’ve acted too fast and too showily. A very delicate balance that has been maintained thus far is being rewritten now at far too fast a pace.”


  “…”


  After a pause, Oliver said, “Don’t tell me upsetting that balance was your goal.”


  “Do I appear to be a person so interested in high society to your eyes?”


  Oliver had to admit he did not. But if not for such a reasonable explanation, Arnold’s hastiness didn’t make sense to him. My lord doesn’t do things that are not rational…though if there’s one exception, I suppose it’s Lady Rishe.


  He was so obsessed with this young noblewoman from a small, powerless country that he’d gone so far as to propose ­marriage to have her. And his stance before this had always been that he would never marry.


  I’ve always assumed that everything my lord does is for a reason. That’s why I couldn’t figure out his motivation for involving Lady Rishe with that impregnable jeweler. But I wonder if, maybe…


  Oliver had a bad feeling about this. “You’re not going to tell me that you simply wanted to show Lady Rishe off to the world, are you?”


  With a light scoff, Arnold rested his chin in his hand and smirked. “I wonder.”


  “My lord!” A headache was blooming in Oliver’s temples now. “You’re not serious, are you?! Huh? That can’t be it, can it? I’m sure you’re confident you can protect Lady Rishe, but what are your plans for the upset this is going to cause in high society?!”


  “I’ll say it again: Do I appear to be a person so interested in high society to your eyes?”


  “Ugh! I can’t believe you!”


  Arnold must’ve gotten bored of this conversation. He picked up his pen and got back to work.


  Oliver knew that when the prince got like this, nothing he said would get through to him. His only option at this point was to give up.


  On Arnold and Rishe Sneaking into Town


   


  UNDER A SUNNY BLUE SKY, the market was bustling. Arnold and Rishe were going around to different stalls, and Rishe was enjoying herself immensely. Visiting a market for the first time was always so much fun.


  There was one thing bothering her, though.


  So many people are staring at me!


  The marketplace was crowded, and now and then, Rishe felt eyes on her from every direction. Or to be more accurate, eyes on Arnold, who was beside her.


  “Hey, did you see that guy?! What a hunk!”


  “I saw! I mean, how could I miss him?! I didn’t know such good-looking guys really existed!”


  It was no wonder the girls were squealing over him. Rishe scrutinized Arnold as she accepted the item she’d just purchased. His nose was straight, his lips thin and stern. His brows were shapely, and his almond-shaped eyes were beautiful. His eyelashes were long enough to cast shadows on his cheeks.


  As she ogled him, Arnold noticed her gaze. “What is it?”


  “Nothing. I was just thinking that your face really does stand out,” she told him.


  He looked offended. “Just so you know, it’s you who’s drawing everyone’s attention.”


  “Huh? Oh! Well, yes, my hair is a rather rare color, I suppose,” Rishe said, lifting the braid Elsie had tied for her.


  Arnold said nothing in response.


  Brown was the most common hair color on this continent. Many nobles had silver or gold hair, but Rishe’s coral locks were, as she’d said, rare.


  Arnold had started walking again, so she kept pace with him and said, “Maybe I should have dyed my hair.”


  “It’s not your hair color,” Arnold said flatly. Then, for some reason, he leveled a fierce glare at all the men nearby.


  Meanwhile, the female passersby were getting giddy over Arnold, only to give Rishe complicated looks once they spotted her at his side. It had happened so many times now that Rishe was starting to get nervous.


  Someone this beautiful walking out in the open is bound to draw attention, and not in a good way. At this rate, someone was going to realize he was Crown Prince Arnold Hein, weren’t they?


  In my life as a knight, His Majesty would go into town for revelry, and the citizenry recognized him as the king in disguise every time. My stomach still twists when I remember it.


  Thus, while they were taking a break on the side of the road, Rishe asked Arnold, “Since you have those goggles on you, why don’t you wear them?”


  “…”


  Arnold was wearing a pair of goggles around his neck that day. They wouldn’t look out of place, as travelers often wore them to keep the sun and sand out of their eyes. It would at least be better than leaving his too-perfect face exposed.


  The prince himself felt differently, however. “In my experience, you stand out more when you try to hide. These goggles are an emergency measure, that’s all.”


  I suppose he’s right.


  The king Rishe had served had always worn rather obvious disguises. That couldn’t have helped.


  Prince Arnold can’t hide his good looks just by covering his eyes. With a face that handsome, you must have a good amount of resolve just to look him in the eye—so maybe it’s actually better for his face to be on full display.


  Still, she couldn’t help worrying.


  “Well, this will do for today, but I’d like to find some other method of disguise for our next outing.”


  “Our next outing, you say?”


  Rishe nodded. “Yes.”


  The problem was Arnold, not Rishe. The safety of the crown prince was of paramount importance to the country. That was foremost in Rishe’s mind, since she was a knight herself once.


  While Rishe was thinking hard, Arnold said disinterestedly, “We’ll use hair dye next time, then. Not just for you; I’ll dye mine as well.”


  “You’d do that, Your Highness?”


  “Black hair isn’t as rare as coral, but it’s not exactly common either. If your herbal concoctions can create a temporary hair dye, then that should be fine, right?”


  Rishe mulled it over for a bit, then concluded, “It won’t work.”


  “Oh?”


  “Herbal dyes are very weak. I don’t think they’d work on black hair.”


  Black trumped all other colors. Unlike Rishe’s hair, Arnold’s likely couldn’t be dyed.


  “If it’s bleaching the color out and not dyeing it, there are a few things I could try, but…we wouldn’t be able to undo it easily, so you’d have to wear your hair like that for a while afterward.”


  “It’s not as if I particularly care what color my hair is.”


  “You can’t!” Rishe said, nearly shouting. His eyes went wide in response.


  She’d managed to control her volume at the last moment, so it didn’t seem like anyone had noticed, given the lack of odd looks. It was Arnold’s reaction that caught her off guard.


  “Why do you—”


  “A-anyway!” Rishe cleared her throat and tried to compose herself. “I’ll think of something before the next time we go out. We should get going, Your Highness. They’re selling shellfish cooked in butter over there!”


  “Wait. You don’t seriously intend to eat more, do you?”


  He was exasperated with her, but it seemed she’d been able to play it off. Breathing a sigh of relief, Rishe stacked up excuses as to why she’d reacted the way she had. Only in her head, of course.


  I’m confident black hair suits you best, Your Highness.


  Even temporarily changing its color was more sinful than covering his eyes with goggles.


  In any case, she would have to come up with a good idea by their next excursion. Such was the vow she quietly made to herself.


   


  ***


   


  Later, they saw Kyle into the capital and returned to the palace after determining where he was staying for the night.


  “I finally understand now,” Rishe muttered on the way back, illuminating her path with a lantern. The hidden passage to the palace was dim.


  “Understand what?” Arnold asked.


  “The reason for our outing today. When you told me you’d brought me to the jeweler’s for a ring, I couldn’t believe you’d bring me into town just for that.”


  “…”


  “What you really wanted was to see the carriages from Coyolles with your own eyes.”


  She’d assumed they were here for some princely duty of his, until he declared that he was buying her a ring. In truth, it was just politics. She was relieved to know there was a legitimate reason for the crown prince to go into town.


  Arnold, who was walking ahead of her, stopped and turned around. His lips were curled up in a smirk. “I never said those carriages were my main objective, did I?”


  “Huh?!”


  What does he mean by that?


  Strangely enough, Arnold seemed satisfied by the surprise on Rishe’s face. He turned back around and resumed his stride right away, so Rishe couldn’t decipher the look on his face. All she could do was follow him, whether she liked it or not.


  In Return for the Ring


   


  “IS THERE ANYTHING THAT YOU WANT, Prince Arnold?” Rishe asked, and Arnold’s hands stopped moving midway through arranging documents on his desk.


  It was almost time for dinner, and the sun had already set. Rishe was waiting on the couch in Arnold’s office to have dinner with him. She’d sprung her question when it looked like he’d reached a stopping point in his work.


  Still seated, Arnold answered at once, “No.”


  “Th-that was fast!”


  It had to be a lie. A man so free from desire wouldn’t wage war against the whole world.


  I’ve already heard from Oliver and others that they don’t know what Prince Arnold likes. I thought he might have something he needs, even if he doesn’t have anything he wants, but…


  Rishe collected herself and continued her questioning. “You could ask for a shoulder massage, or some kind of medicine, or help tidying up your desk, you know?”


  “What are you up to this time? Starting a handyman business?”


  “No, Your Highness! I just want to thank you for the ring!”


  Arnold frowned, as if confronted with something incomprehensible. On Rishe’s left ring finger, the gift he had given her a few days ago glimmered in the light. She didn’t want to lose it, no matter what, so she took it off when she worked her fields or disguised herself as a maid. But she wore it in almost every other moment.


  His eyes fell upon the ring. “It was something I chose to give to you. Why should you have to thank me for it?”


  “Well, because it made me happy, of course!”


  Arnold’s eyes briefly widened at that.


  Rishe went on, “I’ll give up on giving you something tangible in return. Is there at least something I could do to be of use to you?”


  Arnold’s gaze dropped before he spoke up, as if struck with an idea. “Let me touch you again, then. Like the other day.”


  “Huh?” Rishe’s mouth fell open. Why was he asking for something like that? Before she could regain her capacity to form words, he tapped a finger on his desk and beckoned her over.


  “What’s wrong? Come here.”


  “Wh-what? I… Okay.”


  Rishe stood nervously and approached Arnold. She stopped opposite his desk, but his eyes told her that wasn’t what he’d meant. She circled around to his chair instead.


  To touch me… Does he mean…?


  She recalled when he’d given her the ring the other day. Arnold had kissed the back of her hand, and they’d entwined their fingers together. That was the extent of the contact between them, yet she still vividly remembered how hot her cheeks had gotten and how she’d suddenly had difficulty breathing.


  How is that paying Prince Arnold back?


  But if that was what he wanted, then it was the only thing she could do to show her gratitude.


  It’s not that I don’t want to, exactly…


  She was just worried about whether her heart could take it. If he wanted to touch her fingers again, she wasn’t sure how she should react. And while she hesitated, Arnold reached out to her.


  Rishe squeezed her eyes shut with a little grunt and waited for Arnold to touch her, as if she were bracing herself for death. Right when she felt she was ready for him to take hold of her fingers again…


  “Mngh?!”


  …his hands pressed down on her cheeks.


  Huh?!


  Arnold cupped Rishe’s cheeks and said nothing. Rishe’s eyes snapped wide open—but no matter how she studied his face, he did nothing but squish her cheeks. She was completely thrown until she gasped, remembering something.


  Wait, by “the other day”…


  He wasn’t talking about when he’d given her the ring.


  Does he mean when he found out I was cross-dressing?!


  It was true; he had touched her skin then.


  Rishe peered down at him as Arnold expressionlessly squeezed her cheeks. What meaning could this possibly have? She had no clue what he was doing.


  “Um, Prince Arnold… Mmfh!”


  When she called his name, he just squished her cheeks harder. He was being gentle, so it didn’t hurt, but Rishe was starting to feel antsy in his grip.


  Oh, is he finally going to let go?


  Her relief lasted only a moment. When Arnold released her, he traced the edge of her face with his finger.


  “Eep!” Rishe flinched, tickled by his finger brushing her ear.


  Arnold let out a puff of breath and finally pulled his hands away. “I’m satisfied.”


  “Mmmngh!”


  Rishe stumbled backward. What in the world had that been about?! For some reason, she found she didn’t have the courage to ask.


  I-I don’t understand him at all!


  Her cheeks and ears were burning where he’d touched them. All she could do was try to convince herself that she was only imagining the sensation.


  On the Crown Prince and His Fiancée on a Secret Outing, and Those Who Witness Them


   


  NINA, A BAKER who lived in town, was feeling depressed. Recently, she’d heard rumors that people were getting attacked and robbed on the outskirts of the capital, and she’d just been sent there on an errand.


  Ugh, I shouldn’t have picked heads when we flipped that coin. What am I going to do if I run into someone scary?


  Though it was midday, the streets she walked along were dark. She clutched the box she was carrying close to her chest. It was then that she spotted some people standing on the road ahead of her.


  There are two of them… Oh, but one looks like a girl. Thank goodness. I feel a little better now.


  Nina heaved a sigh of relief as she got a better look at them. Her eyes widened when she realized what she was looking at.


  They’re the most gorgeous man and woman I’ve ever seen!


  The girl appeared to be fifteen or so, and her coral-colored hair fluttered in the wind. Her large, light-green eyes glittered like gems in the light. Her eyelashes were long, and her painted lips looked incredibly soft. All in all, she was like the goddess given form.


  The young woman was gazing up at her male companion with a grin. Her expression was adorable.


  As for the man this beautiful girl was talking to, he was stunningly good-looking himself. He was tall and well built, with black hair that gave him a regal look. He had a straight nose and almond-shaped eyes. Though his gaze was lowered as he spoke with the girl, his eyes looked to be the color of the deep sea. His eyelashes were long too, enough to cast shadows on his cheeks.


  Wh-wh-who are these two, traveling actors or something?! I’m so glad I came out on this errand!


  Nina clenched her fist, her earlier melancholy completely forgotten. She set down her parcel and pretended to organize its contents as she observed the pair.


  “I’m asking why you’re so happy.”


  “Hee hee. Because you’re listening to what your brother has to say!”


  “If I receive a report, I’ll at least investigate it. There was no need for you to come with me either.”


  “You never would’ve been able to smoke out the target on your own. Really, I’d make better bait on my own than the two of us together.”


  Nina wasn’t sure what they were talking about, but the handsome man grew irritated. He furrowed his brow and cupped the beautiful girl’s cheeks.


  “That’s not happening.”


  “Ngh!”


  The girl’s face reddened as she grimaced—another expression that was so cute, it made Nina want to clap and cheer. Her heart pounded as they sidled up to each other right on the street.


  Ugh… I don’t know what’s going on at all, but what a picturesque sight!


  While she wanted to keep watching them, they’d find her suspicious if she did. She got that far in her thoughts when she remembered what she had originally been anxious about.


  Right, there are rumors that it’s dangerous around here. I wonder if I should tell those two. I-If I use that as an excuse to talk to them, it wouldn’t bother them, right?


  She gulped nervously and made to stand up—just as figures leapt out from a nearby alley.


  Ack!


  Two robed men made a beeline for the beautiful girl. Right then, Nina noticed the large, shining gems on her necklace.


  Oh no!


  The men grabbed for the girl. Nina squeezed her eyes shut, only to hear two strangled cries immediately afterward.


  “Augh!”


  “Guh?!”


  A dull thud followed. When Nina opened her eyes again, the men were lying on the ground and the girl was standing there as if nothing had happened. The only one who had moved was the gorgeous man.


  “They took the bait,” the man said coolly, swinging the sword in his hand as if flicking blood from its blade. Except the blade was sheathed, and Nina couldn’t see a drop of blood anywhere.


  Did he take them both down in that split second?!


  Though the scene was shocking to Nina, the coral-haired girl didn’t seem the least bit surprised. She stared up at the man, and her eyes sparkled with admiration—though the man’s actions hardly seemed new to her.


  “Wow…how did you do that? It looked like you got them both in the solar plexus with just one move.”


  “How did I do what? I did exactly as you described.”


  “You say it like it’s perfectly obvious, but a move like that requires incredible technique, you know?!”


  The beautiful man crouched beside the two attackers. He gestured for the beautiful girl to back up, as if he didn’t want her getting anywhere near the men. Nina found herself sinking weakly to the ground just from watching the exchange.


  Are those the thieves from the rumors? Did these two come out here just to catch them?


  It was like something out of a storybook. That sort of thing didn’t really happen, did it? Nevertheless, it would be a great story to tell her bakery coworkers and her customers when she got back.


  Nina was so excited by the prospect that she didn’t notice until it was too late.


  Another man came at her from behind while she was distracted.


  “Hey, get away from my buddies!”


  By the time she turned around, she could do nothing but scream. “Eeeek!”


  As the man reached for her collar, a sweet aroma brushed past her nose.


  “Gah!”


  “Eep!”


  Lovely coral-colored hair fluttered before Nina’s eyes. The thief crumpled to the ground, and the girl’s dress danced with the movement. In her hand was the sheathed sword the stunning man had been holding just a moment ago.


  “Are you all right?”


  “I…”


  The beautiful girl turned and knelt before Nina, extending a hand to her. She moved so fluidly, like a first-class knight.


  After giving Nina a once-over, the girl said, “It doesn’t look like you’re injured.”


  “N-no, I’m fine!”


  “Thank goodness. Please, take my hand, young lady.”


  The girl smiled warmly at her, and Nina’s heart pounded harder than it had when the man attacked her. She took the girl’s hand and stood, and the girl lightly patted the dirt from Nina’s dress.


  “Do you think you can make it back to the main streets? I would escort you, but I have some work to do with my companion.”


  “I-I’m okay! I can walk! Um, keep up the good work?!”


  Nina had no idea what she was spouting, but the girl giggled and thanked her regardless.


  That was when the man called out, “Hey. I’ve restrained them. I’m going to go call the knights.”


  “Yes, sir,” the girl droned before she told Nina, “Stay safe.”


  As she watched the girl run over to the man, Nina breathed a sigh of relief. I’m so glad I came on this errand.


   


  ***


   


  “Have you heard, Prince Arnold? The capital is abuzz with rumors of an imaginary knight.”


  Rishe reported this to her fiancé, the crown prince, as they had tea together in the gardens.


  “The story goes that a boy knight with pink hair rescues a girl who works at a bakery, and they fall in love. It’s a fascinating tale that’s been making the rounds, and it seems a famous playwright has caught wind of it and is thinking of turning it into a full-blown stage play!”


  “How do you know so much about town rumors?” Arnold asked.


  “A-a maid. I heard it from a maid!”


  It wasn’t one of her maids, however. She’d heard it when she’d been gathering information, dressed up as a maid herself.


  Rishe cleared her throat to cover up her fib. “A-anyway, once it starts showing, would you like to go into town in disguise to see it? We could keep the streets safe while we’re there, like last time.”


  “I wouldn’t mind, but…” Arnold reached across the table and caressed Rishe’s coral-colored hair, which startled her. “Dye your hair when we go to see that play.”


  “O-okay?”


  She wasn’t sure why he’d said that, but he wouldn’t answer her when she asked. Truly, where had it come from?


  Rishe sipped her tea, telling herself to calm down as she internally floundered from Arnold touching her hair.


  On What Rishe Wants


   


  OCCASIONALLY, ARNOLD would turn to Rishe and ask, “Is there anything you want right now?”


  According to him, since he’d promised to grant any of her requests that were within his power, this was essential to fulfilling his promise.


  Each time he asked her this, Rishe would respond with things like, “Could I have some new fertilizer for my field?” or “I would love some sweets that my maids will like.”


  Yet he asked her so frequently that she eventually ran out of things to request. Thus, on this day, she answered like so: “What I want is days of lazing about in unbridled sloth!”


  She thrust her chest out and made her proclamation with pride, and Arnold fixed her with a stare that spoke volumes.


  At present, the two of them were sitting opposite one another in the detached palace’s garden. Rishe studied Arnold’s face from across the white table. It was attractive indeed when a man as handsome as him dropped his gaze, but what could’ve caused him to make such an expression?


  Before she could come to her own conclusion, Arnold said, “I want you to tell me exactly what you picture a life of sloth to be like.”


  “Huh! Well, naturally, it’s—” Rishe started off enthusiastically, then froze. It was easy to talk about the life she dreamed of. At least, it should have been, so why was she having such a hard time finding the words?


  “What is it? Do you not actually want that?”


  “Th-that’s not it!”


  It was merely that she couldn’t quite picture it. A life of sloth where she had no pressing work and could laze about without a single thought in her head.


  “Like…sleeping in until almost midday.”


  “You don’t want to sleep past midday? You still want to wake up before noon?”


  “I could do the bare minimum of work and enjoy a leisurely teatime after.”


  “So you’re still going to work a minimum amount.”


  “Oh! I could have tea twice a day and eat lots of sweets!”


  “That seems more busy than slothful.”


  Rishe was dumbstruck when he punted every suggestion she made. Surely there was more, wasn’t there? Examples of taking it easy and living slothfully…


  Isn’t there anything? Something so shockingly slothful that it will surprise Prince Arnold!


  She thought and thought until she felt Arnold’s eyes on her and lifted her head.


  “Wh-what, Your Highness?”


  Arnold chuckled, his chin resting on his hand. “I don’t think a life of sloth suits you.”


  “That’s just not true!”


  She tried to argue, but Arnold wasn’t hearing it.


  In the end, he told her to think of something else she wanted, and Rishe was forced to mull over the question for some time.


  On Rishe’s Virtues


   


  “WHAT EXACTLY IS STRANGE about my etiquette?”


  Rishe asked this of Arnold in a waiting room beside the party hall, before a ball. He looked up at her from the chair he was sitting in.


  “‘Strange’…?”


  “When we first met, you said my manner wasn’t like a noblewoman’s.”


  He hesitated. “Right.”


  She had bumped into Arnold and called him “Emperor,” then given him the most perfect curtsy she could to distract him from that mistake. At that point, he’d said she moved like a trained swordswoman.


  Arnold put his elbow on the armrest and pillowed his chin in his hand, remembering their encounter. “I didn’t say you were strange. I merely pointed out that you moved more like a knight or a swordswoman than a noble lady.”


  “That’s what I mean! I’m the very picture of a perfectly normal noblewoman!”


  Her days as a duke’s daughter were back before time had begun to rewind for her, so they felt like they belonged in the distant past. I may have forgotten how to act like a noblewoman since I’ve spent so much time in other professions. If that was true, then it was a big problem.


  “If there’s something unnatural about the way I act, I need to fix it. Since I’m your fiancée, it could be a stain on your reputation, Prince Arnold.”


  If the mannerisms of a swordswoman had been ingrained in her, Rishe felt like that was something to be proud of. She didn’t care if people had a worse impression of her, but she was a crown princess in this life. As his fiancée, Rishe had to avoid causing Arnold any trouble.


  “It won’t be a stain on anything.”


  “There you go, saying things like that again. People are already admonishing you for choosing a duke’s daughter from a small, powerless country to be your bride, are they not?”


  Rishe stood before Arnold and pinched the skirt of her light-blue dress. She curtsied, then lifted her head and tilted it to the side.


  “Now, hold nothing back. Give me your critique. Is it when I draw my leg back that I need to correct? Or the way I shift my weight?”


  He turned his head aside, disinterested. “No clue.”


  “Honestly, Your Highness!” she protested. “I can’t tell how I look on my own. It is your responsibility to tell me if I’m going to embarrass you.”


  “If what I said has been bothering you this much, I apologize. But there’s no need to correct anything.”


  “I’m not like a noblewoman, though, am I? I checked my posture several times in front of a mirror, but I really can’t see the problem myself. It might be a bother to you, but if you could just…”


  Rishe got that far before Arnold sighed. “It seems words aren’t enough.”


  “Huh?”


  Arnold’s black-gloved hand caught Rishe by the wrist. He locked eyes with her and held her gaze, saying, “You look good, so keep doing exactly what you’re doing.”


  Rishe gasped. She almost misunderstood his intentions, then remembered the context of the conversation. The meaning of Arnold’s words struck her like a thunderbolt.


  He means my posture!


  Nodding, Rishe straightened up.


  Arnold let go of Rishe’s wrist and said in his usual unaffected way, “Don’t think about insipid things like staining my reputation. All you need to do is be yourself.”


  “But—”


  “No one in that hall would notice that you move like a swordswoman anyway. You’d have to be someone like me to see it.”


  “I-I see…”


  “There’s no need to ruin the virtues you’ve built up in your life up until this point just because you’re becoming crown princess.”


  When he said it like that, all Rishe could do was agree. “Then I’ll continue to brazenly conduct myself like the swordswoman I am…”


  “Heh.” Arnold’s expression softened in satisfaction. “Good.”


  He doesn’t need to look so thrilled about it!


  Rishe sat on the couch beside him, and her heart pitter-pattered with feelings she couldn’t very well voice. They would have to wait here together just a little longer before the party began.


  On Comparing Hand Sizes


   


  RISHE WASN’T A SORE LOSER. She knew that there were countless amazing people in the world and that she couldn’t possibly compete with all of them. There was just one man with whom she became somewhat competitive, since she had never been able to beat him in the past.


  It was the same that day.


  They were making small talk, and the subject of Arnold’s sword came up; Rishe then borrowed it. Without drawing the blade from its sheath, Rishe held it out in the courtyard and gave Arnold her frank opinion.


  “Your sword is a bit difficult for me to use, Prince Arnold…”


  Rishe returned the weapon with a frown. Arnold took it and said, “Obviously. There’s a huge difference in our muscle mass and the size of our hands.”


  “Hmph! I won’t deny you the muscles, but my hands are large for a woman’s, you know.”


  It wasn’t as if it made a difference whose hands were larger, yet Rishe felt the need to argue.


  “When I compared them with other girls at the academy, mine were always the biggest,” she said, extending her right hand toward Arnold at chest height.


  She stared him in the eye for a time until Arnold frowned and said, “What exactly are you waiting for?”


  “For you to hold your hand out in the same way, of course.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I want to compare our hand sizes.”


  Her explanation only made his brow furrow harder. “I don’t think there’s any need to compare them.”


  “Maybe, but don’t you want to see since we’ve got the opportunity?”


  This had to be a habit she’d picked up in her life as an alchemist. No matter what hypothesis she came up with, she wasn’t comfortable drawing conclusions until she did an actual experiment.


  Arnold sighed, but he still held his gloved hand up the same way Rishe had.


  “Thank you, Your Highness.”


  “Got it. Just do it already.”


  Rishe wasted no time pressing her hand to his, lining them up at the wrist. When she did, she found that her fingertips didn’t even extend up to the first joint of Arnold’s fingers.


  “There’s no comparing them, is there?”


  “That should have been a given…”


  “But I didn’t think they’d be so different until we compared them like this.”


  Rishe knew Arnold’s hands were large, to be sure. Looking at them this way, however, she got a sense for their sheer size.


  I don’t know how to say this…


  She stared down at their joined hands before muttering, “This is a man’s hand, isn’t it?”


  A heavy silence descended on the courtyard. Rishe was suddenly embarrassed when she realized what an obvious thing she’d just said. She averted her eyes, flustered, but left her hand where it was.


  “Oh, um, it’s not like I didn’t think it was before or anything—it’s just that my hand fits inside it completely! Or, well…”


  “Hmm.”


  Arnold bent the tips of his fingers slightly. Rishe’s nails dug into his fingertips when he did. His hand gently enveloped her defenseless hand, and she glanced up at him in surprise.


  “I see.” Arnold donned a teasing smile and quipped, “This is a woman’s hand, then?”


  Rishe felt her cheeks reddening.


  Are we…?


  Wasn’t this situation rather embarrassing?


  Rishe hurriedly retracted her hand, and Arnold cleared his throat. That teasing look was still on his face. She knew he was toying with her, but she was the one who had started this, so she couldn’t exactly complain.


  “If you want a sword, then have one made for you. There’s no need for you to use the same sword as a man if it’s too big.”


  “Right…”


  Arnold walked off after steering their conversation back on topic, and Rishe followed him out of the courtyard.


  Although she’d only touched him through his gloves, her hand felt a little hot for some reason. She scrutinized it one more time, finding it strange indeed.


  On a Fearful Rishe and a Comforting Arnold


   


  ON A SPRING NIGHT during a banquet, with the moon obscured by clouds, Rishe was striding through a party hall when a rumor among gossiping noblewomen caught her ear.


  “You’ve all heard how beautiful the springtime moon is from the southern walkway in the palace, yes?”


  “It still doesn’t make me want to go there at night…”


  They seemed to be discussing some secret about the palace. Rishe spent time away from Arnold during these parties to catch precisely these kinds of conversations. She slipped into their circle to get more information.


  “May I ask what you’re talking about?”


  “Oh, Lady Rishe! You’ve come at the perfect time. We were discussing areas in the palace with lovely views, but then the southern walkway came up.”


  “I’ve taken the southern walkway several times myself. It does have a beautiful view, but is there a reason to avoid it?”


  She probed deeper, masking her interest as nothing more than an attempt to gossip with the ladies. Just what sort of topic were these well-informed noblewomen discussing?


  I would love to hear about the palace, the imperial family, or Prince Arnold’s father…


  What came out of one lady’s mouth, however, was the last thing she wanted to hear.


  “There’s a rumor that the southern walkway is haunted.”


  The blood drained from Rishe’s face. “Huh?”


  “The story goes that when the palace was being constructed, a worker slipped and fell there, and his ghost appears every night.”


  “Oh? I heard it was the ghost of a maid who was tormented by the head maid long ago.”


  “Wasn’t it the ghost of a horse? It went on a rampage and couldn’t be stopped, so a knight had to put it down.”


  “No, you’ve all got it wrong! I heard from my grandmother that…”


  As the women went on with great enthusiasm, Rishe remained silent, rooted to the spot.


  Eventually, the party ended, and Arnold sent a servant to fetch Rishe. She awkwardly bid the ladies goodbye and left the hall to reunite with her fiancé.


   


  ***


   


  Rishe went outside and was met with a pleasant night breeze. Nevertheless, her steps were slow as she trudged after Arnold.


  “Hey.”


  “…”


  “Rishe. What are you doing?”


  “Oh!”


  She gasped, and her head shot up when Arnold called her name. Only then did she notice just how far she’d lagged behind him. She knew she should hurry and catch up to him, but she found she was frozen in place.


  Isn’t this…?


  They were on the palace’s southern walkway. It was the shortest route from the party hall to the detached palace where Rishe lived.


  Arnold returned to where Rishe had stopped and peered down at her face suspiciously. “Did that group you were with earlier do something to you?”


  “N-no, that’s not it! Nothing like that happened at all.”


  “Then what did happen? It doesn’t seem like you injured yourself.”


  “Ugh…”


  Although she appreciated his concern, she was in no state to discuss the details with him. After all, while she’d been trudging along behind him with her head down, she’d fallen into a rather terrible predicament.


  “Y-Your Highness?”


  “What is it?”


  “I hardly think I need to ask, but this is the palace’s southern walkway, is it not?”


  “What of it?”


  “Eep!”


  When Rishe asked a question to which she obviously knew the answer, Arnold’s frown deepened. “Rishe, what happened at the party? Depending on what it was and the severity, I’ll handle it myself, so just tell me.”


  “R-really?”


  “Yes. I swear it.”


  “Th-then, if you really mean it…” Encouraged by his reassuring words, Rishe mustered her courage and opened her mouth. “I heard that this area is haunted!”


  Arnold immediately lost all interest in what Rishe had to say. “That’s what’s been bothering you?”


  “Hey! You just dismissed me, didn’t you?! The ladies were all talking about how people have really seen things here, though!”


  “It’s a story they made up to kill time. Every palace has them. It’s just a form of entertainment, where whatever makes a good story trumps reality. Besides, ghosts and the like don’t exist.”


  “How do you know?! They might!”


  She couldn’t explain to Arnold why she was protesting so strongly, half in tears. I didn’t believe in ghosts either, in my first life! But, well, you know!


  Rishe dying and reliving her life was evidence that things as fantastical as ghosts could very well exist. And if that was a real possibility, then of course it was scary. She wasn’t afraid of bandits or the villains who had kidnapped her, or even the world’s most powerful emperor, who always killed her five years from now—but ghosts terrified her. Weapons didn’t work on ghosts, so there was nothing Rishe could do against them.


  “Rishe.”


  “Yes?!” she squeaked, voice cracking.


  Arnold clutched his forehead and loosed a heavy sigh. “Fine. We’ll go back.”


  “Huh?!”


  “You don’t want to take this path, do you? Then the solution is to take another. Right?”


  “N-no…” She yearned to cling to Arnold’s suggestion, but she shook off her cowardly want. She couldn’t give in that easily. “It’s fine. We can take this path.”


  “Isn’t this the place that scares you?”


  “It is, but if we were to take another route, wouldn’t we have to pass by the party hall again?”


  “I suppose we would.”


  “All the guests have left by now, so I’m sure the servants are scrambling to clean up as quickly as they can. The crown prince returning to the hall will throw everything into disarray.”


  Servants were not allowed to raise their heads in the presence of royalty. In fact, it was best if they remained completely unseen. Even the maids serving Rishe had to leave when Arnold was present, unless they were performing some necessary service at the time.


  Cleaning up after a party like this was hard work, and the servants would already be going to bed late tonight. As a former maid herself, Rishe didn’t want to put any undue burden on the people cleaning the hall.


  “I can do this. I’ll go back to my room all by myself from here!”


  “Wait. What do you mean, by yourself?”


  “Well, it will take me some time to work up the courage, so…please return first on your own, Your Highness.”


  Arnold leveled a gaze at Rishe and asked, “What do you need to work up this courage?”


  “Huh?”


  “I’ll help you get moving again, so tell me what you need.”


  “But I couldn’t bear to trouble you…”


  Arnold held his pointer finger up to Rishe’s lips. “Your voice is quivering.”


  “Ngh!” Rishe stopped putting on a brave front, since Arnold had seen through her.


  “I’m sorry for making light of your fear.”


  “Your Highness, I…”


  “As your fiancé and the one who escorted you to this party, it’s my duty to see you safely back to the detached palace.”


  “No, that’s not true! This is all my fault for sticking my nose into a rumor like that in the first place.”


  “I hardly think you’ll be able to handle this on your own if you’re in this state while I’m still with you.”


  “Urk…”


  To be honest, he was right.


  Rishe looked up timidly. It seemed Arnold sincerely wanted to help her. He didn’t believe in ghosts himself, but he wasn’t abandoning Rishe, who feared them.


  “Your sleeve,” Rishe croaked out. “It can just be the edge of your jacket sleeve, but can I hold it while we walk?”


  “Sure, I don’t mind. What effect does that have?”


  “As far as I know, you’re the strongest person in the world, so…” Even if she was having trouble forming the words, she wanted to answer him in earnest. She did her best to tell Arnold what she was thinking. “If I think of someone invincible like you being close enough for me to reach…it puts me a bit at ease and gives me courage. That’s the effect.”


  She managed to say that much. Arnold’s brow creased anew, and he sighed deeply again.


  I know it would be a bother to hold hands, so I asked for his sleeve…but it’s a bother either way, isn’t it? She was convinced he was disgusted with her.


  Yet a short while later, Arnold lifted his head and reached out, taking her hand in his.


  Rishe’s eyes widened when he held hands with her. “P-Prince Arnold?”


  In contrast to her surprise, Arnold looked as unruffled as ever. There were no emotions on his picturesque face; it was the same blank expression he always wore. Then, as if it were completely natural, he said, “I won’t let go, so don’t worry.”


  She choked on her next breath.


  Arnold walked off toward the detached palace, still holding her hand. Rishe found herself following him, walking normally, her hand in his.


  I took a step.


  She realized belatedly that she’d stopped trembling. Arnold wasn’t grasping her hand tight enough to hurt her. If anything, he seemed to be keeping a light grip on her so he wouldn’t hurt her. Despite that, she also felt a sense of comfort, like he truly would never let her go.


  I’m not scared.


  Rishe breathed a sigh of relief. Then she squeezed Arnold’s hand and trained her eyes on his back. Slowly, she opened her mouth.


  “Thank you, Prince Arnold.”


  “Just keep walking. If you let your guard down, you’ll freeze up again.”


  “Okay… Um, since I’m already troubling you, would you mind terribly if I borrowed your sword as well? I would be more at ease armed, so I imagine I’ll be able to walk faster.”


  Without a word, Arnold deftly removed his sword from his belt and dropped it into Rishe’s hand. She caught the sheathed weapon and clutched it tight.


  “Hee hee.”


  When she did, her fear disappeared completely.


  “Why are you laughing?”


  “Oh, I was just thinking I have you in one hand and your sword in the other, so I really am invincible right now.”


  “Not that I’ll be able to draw it in an emergency if you’re holding it.”


  “I can’t imagine that would stop you. I’m confident you’d be able to draw it in an instant even with me holding on to it, Your Highness.”


  “Aren’t you a little too chipper? You were so terrified just a moment ago,” Arnold said dubiously.


  Even Rishe was surprised by her own bravado. Still, it wouldn’t be this way if she let go of Arnold’s hand, so she walked meekly along with him. On the way, she happened to look up, and a single sound escaped her. “Oh.”


  “What is it this time?”


  She’d remembered the other thing the ladies had said: The night sky looked amazing from the southern walkway.


  “The moon is beautiful, isn’t it?”


  Arnold gazed up at the crescent moon shimmering in the distant sky. Then he looked back down without saying anything.


  After that, Arnold and Rishe returned to the detached palace, holding hands the whole way there.


   


  ***


   


  The next day, in Arnold’s office, Oliver said to his master’s fiancée with a smile on his face, “The southern walkway? Ah, that business about it being haunted. It’s a completely unfounded rumor.”


  “I-It is?!” the coral-haired girl replied, flustered.


  Oliver nodded to assuage her as he took the documents she’d handed to him. “No one has died there, nor was any horse slain. They’re just rumors someone made up out of whole cloth, so there’s no need to worry.”


  “O-oh, thank goodness…”


  “The documents on the Aria Trading Company seem to be without issue, so I’ll accept them at this time.”


  “Thank you, Oliver. I’ll excuse myself, then, Prince Arnold.”


  “Sure,” Arnold said simply as he wrote at his desk.


  After she left the room, Oliver smiled, straightening the papers in his hands. “Lady Rishe is adorable, isn’t she? I can’t believe a person who would threaten a knight with an antidote could fear ghosts.”


  “Oliver, do your work in silence, would you?”


  “Still, I can’t say it’s a very good thing that there are fools who would tell the future crown princess baseless rumors about the palace. I’ll investigate the source and take care of it.”


  “Hmph. What utterly inane gossip.” Arnold put his chin in his free hand and mused aloud, “If spirits appeared where people died, then there would be rumors about somewhere else anyway.”


  “Ha ha ha ha! That is true, isn’t it?”


  Oliver laughed at his lord’s words as he organized the files.


  On Arnold’s Likes


   


  RISHE MIGHT HAVE BEEN Arnold’s fiancée, but the time she spent with him was limited. He was the crown prince, after all, and he had tons of work to do every day. Ever since the day she’d come to the palace, they’d been taking their meals separately. That hadn’t changed even after his room had been prepared in the detached palace.


  Presently, this created a big problem for Rishe. The less time they spent together on the regular, the less information she could gather about him in his daily life.


  “You want to know what my brother likes?”


  Rishe nodded to Theodore, who sat behind the desk in his office. “That’s exactly right, Prince Theodore. I figured you were my best bet when it came to information on your brother.”


  Theodore practically worshipped Arnold—enough to foster those with information gathering skills and put them to work exclusively finding information on the crown prince.


  Rishe wanted to know what sort of things Arnold liked for a certain purpose, but she found it difficult to ask the man himself. So she’d gone to what was likely her second-best option to learn about him: his brother, Theodore.


  Yet Theodore’s reaction wasn’t what she’d been expecting.


  “…”


  “Prince Theodore?”


  Theodore pursed his lips as if sulking. This was normally where he’d tell her all sorts of things with an expression on his face that said, I get to talk about my beloved brother? Yippee!


  “I-Is something wrong, Your Highness?”


  “No, you just sort of hit me where it hurts. I can’t answer that question because I don’t have that information.”


  Rishe’s eyes went round. “You don’t know what Prince Arnold likes?”


  Theodore dropped his chin in his hands, his elbows resting on his desk. “Just so you know, I have an idea about a few things he doesn’t like. Parties, crowds, being in town, loud people, stubborn nobles, and plenty else. His likes, on the other hand? I’ve never been able to figure those out, no matter how much I research him.”


  “Is that so?”


  Theodore leaned back in his chair and thought about the matter with Rishe. “There are those among his Imperial Guard who have been with him on the battlefield or on campaigns. They might have an idea. Or you could ask Oliver. He’s served as my brother’s attendant for over ten years now, so there’s a good chance he knows something.”


  “You’ve never gotten any information from those people yourself, Prince Theodore?”


  “Oliver would never tell me anything, and I wouldn’t want to ask him anyway.” Theodore stuck out his tongue with a sour expression on his face. Evidently, he wasn’t too fond of Oliver. “Sorry, but you’re gonna have to figure this one out on your own. Oh, but if you learn anything, be sure to tell me too.”


  “Understood. I’ll see what I can find out.”


  Rishe thanked Theodore for what information he was able to provide and put his office behind her.


   


  ***


   


  “Prince Arnold’s likes, you say? Apologies, but I have no clue.”


  Rishe grimaced. This statement had come from one of Arnold’s Imperial Guards. And it wasn’t just him; each and every knight Rishe had managed to find had given her the same perplexed look after she’d asked the question.


  “I don’t know either. On campaigns, I can only remember him making the same exact face no matter what we had to eat.”


  “Hobbies? No, I’ve never heard the prince mention anything of the sort.”


  “How can he have time for hobbies when he’s always working? I doubt he would discuss such matters with us anyway. Personally, I can’t even imagine the man relaxing.”


  “I-I suppose if I had to say, maybe maintaining his weapons and armor? Though I believe I’ve also heard him say he has no preferences when it comes to swords. He said something like, ‘As long as it can cut and won’t break, anything works.’”


  Arnold’s Imperial Guards had only those sorts of things to say, awkward frowns on all their faces.


  No one knows anything.


  After a round of questioning, she was at a loss over what to do next—when the very person she’d been hoping for came walking toward her in the courtyard.


  “Oh, if it isn’t Lady Rishe. What are you doing sitting on a bench out here when the day is almost over?”


  “Oliver!”


  The handsome, silver-haired man smiled at Rishe. Just as Theodore had said, he was her best bet. She’d been wanting to speak with him, but since his job was to be by Arnold’s side, it was difficult to find a moment alone with him.


  Rishe hurriedly stood and asked Oliver the same thing she’d asked the knights.


  “You wish to know what my lord likes?”


  “Yes! I’d be happy to hear about anything you might know of.”


  Oliver cupped his chin and regarded Rishe thoughtfully. “This may be presumptuous of me, but may I ask the reason for this question? Why exactly do you want to know my lord’s preferences, Lady Rishe?”


  “Hrk! W-well, I…”


  His query made Rishe feel a little awkward, and her gaze dropped to the ring on her left hand. When he saw her look down at the gem, which matched the color of Arnold’s eyes, Oliver seemed to come to some kind of conclusion.


  “Ah, I see.”


  “Huh?!”


  Rishe’s head snapped up in surprise. She hadn’t even said anything yet!


  Oliver regarded her as though touched by a heartwarming scene. “Oh, I apologize. Don’t mind me,” he said with a chuckle. “Tell me what it is you intend, Lady Rishe.”


  “Um, l-let’s see… It’s just that Prince Arnold has been rather considerate of me, and I’d like to thank him for everything he’s done.”


  That was Rishe’s goal.


  Ever since Arnold had proposed to her, he’d been exceedingly sincere in his attempts to fulfill every single one of her requests. Yet she’d given him incredibly little in return. Even when she’d told him she would do anything he asked, he’d used that privilege to do something for her. That was why Rishe wanted to do something for Arnold.


  However, the last time she asked him if he wanted anything, all he did was play a little prank on her. Hence, she was trying to get her information from other sources.


  “No one seems to know anything, though. Prince Theodore advised me to ask you, Oliver.”


  “Ha ha ha, did he now? I’m surprised he would name me. He’s become much friendlier in the short time since you’ve arrived, Lady Rishe.” Oliver laughed softly and continued, “I’m not surprised Prince Theodore wouldn’t know what my lord likes. Unfortunately, I must admit I’m in the same boat.”


  Her heart sank in disappointment. “Is that so? I apologize for taking up your—”


  “As a matter of fact, I have a feeling Prince Arnold himself doesn’t know the answer to that question.”


  “Huh?” Rishe blinked in surprise, and Oliver smiled awkwardly.


  “Not that I’ve heard as much from him directly. But it is for that reason I feel you don’t need to trouble yourself with such matters, Lady Rishe. I am sure His Highness has never once wished for you to thank him.”


  “…”


  “You accepted the gift he wished to give you. I have no doubt that pleased him more than anything.”


  Rishe hung her head and thought for a moment. She arrived at one conclusion. “I understand.”


  “If I managed to be of some help, I’m honored. In that case—”


  “Hey, Oliver, could I ask you to do something for me?” she said, then promptly described her request.


  “Oh!”


  Her proposal took Oliver by surprise.


   


  ***


   


  “A dinner party, Your Highness,” Rishe told Arnold, who looked at her like she’d grown an extra head.


  It was evening now, and the kitchens would be bustling at this hour. Rishe had visited Arnold’s office and, standing in front of his desk, continued her explanation as he watched her dubiously.


  “Maybe calling it a dinner party is a bit overblown. To put it more plainly, I’m simply inviting you to eat dinner together with me.”


  Arnold stared at Rishe for some time before he looked back down at his documents. He resumed writing as he said, “I was wondering what you were up to this time, questioning my knights. So that’s the conclusion your information-gathering led you to?”


  “Y-you’re well informed, as always.”


  He spoke dispassionately, expressionless as always. “Just so you’re aware, there’s no need to prepare food that aligns with my tastes. Eat whatever you’d like to eat.”


  “…”


  “I imagine Oliver told you, but I have no likes or dislikes when it comes to food. So you may do as you—”


  “Well, I was thinking we could look for things you like together.”


  Arnold’s pen stopped. “What?”


  “I said I wanted to show you all kinds of things worth seeing the other day, didn’t I? It’s the same as that. I’d love it if I could help you find things that you like.”


  Rishe had decided as much when she’d heard what Oliver had to say. The last time she’d asked Arnold what he wanted as well, his answer had been “Nothing in particular.” Oliver’s assertion that the man himself didn’t know what he liked was likely correct.


  “I heard you tend to dine alone outside of wartime and campaigns. So, I was hoping I could invite you to eat with me not just tonight, but as often as you’re able to from now on.”


  “…”


  “If we eat together, maybe I could figure out what you like and dislike. And…”


  “And?”


  “I thought it could solve the issue of our not spending much time together despite being engaged,” Rishe said with some awkwardness.


  This was another problem. Though they lived in the same detached palace, Rishe and Arnold’s schedules rarely aligned. That was why she had to ask others about him even though he was to be her husband.


  I need to know more about Prince Arnold if I want to avoid his war in the future! Probably. Which means, um…


  Rishe hung her head, feeling embarrassed. Then she took a deep breath and raised her head. She met Arnold’s eyes when she did and almost averted her gaze reflexively. When she managed to maintain eye contact with him, he let out a quiet chuckle.


  “Wh-why are you laughing?!”


  “I’m not. It’s just…” Arnold cushioned his chin in his hand and, in slightly higher spirits, told her, “You’re somewhat of a natural when it comes to taking me by surprise.”


  How can he say that when he anticipates everything I’ll do?!


  She wasn’t very satisfied with how that exchange had gone, but she opted to back down for now.


  In any case, he’d approved of them eating together, which came as a huge relief. She’d just have to hope she could learn more about Arnold, even if it was only a little at a time. And she hoped she’d find plenty of things he liked along the way.


  [image: ]


  On the Inspection of the Mark Left on Rishe


   


  AFTER STOPPING ARNOLD and saving Millia, Rishe sank to the floor in the Goddess Tower, completely spent. Arnold then picked her up and brought her all the way to the guest room she was staying in; her attempts to resist were utterly pointless. She was only freed from his grasp when he deposited her rather unceremoniously onto the bed.


  He finally let go of me!


  Rishe looked up at Arnold after taking a moment to catch her breath. No matter how embarrassed she was, there was something she had to tell him.


  “Thank you…Prince Arnold.”


  Her heart threatened to pound right out of her chest. It took everything she had to get it to settle down.


  Oblivious to Rishe’s woes, Arnold knelt next to her to peer into her face. “Looks like a little color’s returned to your complexion.”


  I think it’s just that my cheeks are so hot, they feel like they’re burning…


  As if on cue, Arnold ran the side of his finger down her cheek. It tickled a little. While she resisted the urge to squirm, he moved to an even more ticklish area.


  “I’m taking these off.”


  “Oh.”


  He was touching the bandages around her neck. This morning, he’d said he would redress her wound, but they’d gotten distracted, so she’d ended up doing it herself. The bandages were coming undone because of all her moving around since then. It must have been bothering Arnold.


  I know what he’s doing, but he’s so close.


  Rishe didn’t know what to do with her eyes while he was unwrapping her bandages. She was seated on the edge of the bed with Arnold right in front of her, and she was having a hard time maintaining her composure.


  Finally, she thought of something to say and clutched at the hem of her dress, murmuring, “I’m pretty confident when it comes to bandaging wounds…”


  “It’s probably fine if you’re resting, but it’ll come loose if you move around.”


  “Were you the one who bandaged me last night, Prince Arnold?”


  “Yeah.”


  That surprised her. Not only had she caused him all that trouble, but he’d even treated her wounds. And yet, even as remorse and embarrassment gripped her, her eyes sparkled with excitement.


  “Wow! They didn’t come loose when I was sleeping, but they weren’t uncomfortable either. They didn’t interfere with blood flow, and it was easy to sleep with them too!”


  “That’s good.”


  “I thought it was rather securely wrapped despite being such a small wound. You weren’t overreacting—it was just the technique you use to tie bandages.”


  “…I suppose.”


  There had been a strange pause before Arnold responded. His brow looked to have furrowed ever so slightly, but maybe Rishe was just imagining it.


  “Would you mind showing me your technique?”


  “Rishe.”


  “Ack!”


  Arnold tapped her on the shoulder, which was enough to send her toppling back onto the bed. He gazed down at her as she sank into the fluffy covers of the bed.


  “Just rest for now. Once you’ve recovered, I’ll show you bandage-tying techniques and whatever else you want to see.”


  “Urgh…”


  He was right. Before Rishe could come up with a reply, Arnold stood and reached for the bandages on the side table.


  “Oh, Your Highness! One moment, please.” Rishe tugged on Arnold’s sleeve. “I’d like to see the wound myself, if I can.”


  “You didn’t see it when you bandaged it earlier?”


  “Well…”


  Rishe hadn’t had the courage to confront the damage on her own. She hesitated to admit it, her face growing hot again. A single glance from her, and Arnold seemed to catch on. He headed to the dresser by the window, picked up a hand mirror, and passed it to Rishe.


  “Here.”


  “Th-thank you.” She took the mirror and steeled her resolve, peering down at her neck.


  There was a clear mark where Arnold had put his mouth on her.


  Rishe didn’t look for longer than a second; she quickly set aside the mirror and picked up the down pillow instead. She rolled onto her side, buried her face in the pillow, and curled up in a ball.


  Silence followed.


  A long, long silence.


  The first to say something was not Rishe but Arnold. “Sorry.”


  Rishe lowered the pillow a bit, peeking up at him over the top of it. “Why are you apologizing, Your Highness?”


  “Why apologize?” He considered her with complete and utter sincerity. “You didn’t want me leaving a mark like this on you, did you?”


  Shocked, she realized he was misunderstanding something. “Th-that’s not it…” She denied it, but her voice was barely there. It made her less than convincing, and Arnold frowned.


  “You don’t need to push yourself.”


  “I’m not! It’s not, um, that the mark upsets me, it’s just…”


  Arnold was giving her a supremely dubious look.


  Rishe made up her mind and, on the verge of tears, told him, “It’s extremely…embarrassing…”


  The admission sent heat flaring throughout her body. She felt like it wasn’t just her cheeks this time; she must have been red all the way up to her ears.


  Arnold’s eyes widened before a mirthful smile formed on his face. “Well, I can’t take responsibility for that.”


  “I-Is it just me, or are you teasing me now?!”


  Here, he’d given her a genuine apology, then flipped and acted like she amused him. Rishe was dying of embarrassment, but the one who’d left the mark on her wasn’t ashamed in the slightest.


  I’m so glad I didn’t bite Prince Arnold’s neck any harder. If she’d left bite marks on him, she was the one who would suffer for it.


  While she buried her face in the pillow once more, something else occurred to her. She peered up at Arnold again and said, “But…now we both have a scar on the left side of our necks.”


  “Idiot.” His voice was exasperated, but his tone was too soft to be scolding. “Hurry up and heal instead of saying stupid things like that.”


  “Okay. I’ll do my best.”


  Rishe nodded dutifully, and Arnold let her off the hook. Then she sat up and let him bandage her wound. She giggled, finding it a bit ticklish again, and Arnold did his work with a complicated look on his face.


  On Rishe Calling Arnold’s Name


   


  ON THE WAY BACK TO GALKHEIN from the Grand Basilica, the carriage stopped beside a lake. While the horses rested, Rishe did her usual searching for medicinal plants. She glanced over at Arnold, who was a short distance away. He appeared to be giving orders to the knights serving as their guard.


  As she watched him from behind, she recalled the dream she’d had several days earlier.


  “Arnold Hein!”


  A dream of the end of her life as a knight.


  As Rishe’s allies fell one by one, she pointed her blade at Arnold. The emperor with the cold, frightening eyes had said nothing in return when Rishe had called his name.


  It’s slipping away from me again. At the end of my sixth life, Prince Arnold whispered something to me. What was it?


  When she probed within, all she felt was a throbbing pain in her chest.


  Rishe stood quietly and walked in his direction. She observed for a moment to make sure she wasn’t interrupting anything, but he’d just finished talking to the knights.


  Arnold turned toward her, so she sidled up to him. “Your Highness…”


  “What is it?” Arnold responded, naturally as anything.


  It was a simple reply, yet Rishe savored the words. His eyes, clear blue like the sea, were beautiful in the dappled light filtering through the trees.


  “Prince Arnold.”


  “I said, what is it?” he repeated. He must have thought she had some reason to call his name.


  That was to be expected, so Rishe was honest about her intentions. “I was just thinking that you respond when I call your name.”


  Arnold’s eyes widened a fraction. Then they softened, lingering on Rishe. “I always do,” he lied.


  Rishe pursed her lips peevishly. “Yet the day before yesterday, you wouldn’t even look at me.”


  That was back when they were staying at the Grand Basilica—when Arnold had picked up his sword to take Millia back. Rishe had tried to stop him, but he hadn’t listened. She’d pleaded with his back again and again, until he’d finally turned around and looked her in the eye.


  It was like when I fought him in my sixth life. The dull ache persisted in her chest.


  Arnold appeared to deduce something from her behavior. “So that’s why you bit me.”


  “P-please don’t talk about that!”


  He looked as stern as always, but he had to be making fun of her. She hadn’t bitten him hard enough to leave a mark on his neck.


  Rishe hung her head and gripped the hem of her dress. I can’t tell him that I thought my voice might never reach him again.


  In a voice so quiet, she could hardly hear it herself, she said, “I’ll get upset if you don’t respond to me when I call you, Your Highness…”


  That caught him off guard. She couldn’t claim to be doing anything other than throwing a childish fit; Arnold must have thought she was being nonsensical and spoiled. Rishe squeezed her eyes shut, unable to stand the thought.


  Eventually, however, there was a tender response to her words. “I’ll do my best to keep that in mind.”


  She raised her head in surprise and found Arnold staring straight down at her. “Really?”


  “Depending on the circumstances. It may be difficult to respond every time.”


  He promised he would try, even if he had to qualify it a bit. Rishe was incredibly relieved. “Your Highness.”


  “Yes?” he responded clearly.


  She was so happy that she broke out into a big grin. “Prince Arnold.”


  “Yep.”


  “Your Highness… Prince Arnold…”


  After a beat, he reached out and caressed her head. “I’m listening.”


  “Hee hee!”


  He probably couldn’t tell just how satisfied she was. She couldn’t put it into words, so she beamed at him instead.


  In return, Arnold ruffled her hair like one might pet a puppy.


  The way he’s touching me, it’s almost like he’s calling my name without using his voice.


  Rishe sighed quietly, the pain in her chest subsiding.


  For some time after that, she called Arnold’s name until she was satisfied, and she enjoyed the relief she felt when he answered her.


  On a World Where Arnold and Rishe Go to the Same School


   


  THERE WERE A LOT OF WEIRDOS at the royal academy Rishe had transferred into. An economics professor who hosted drinking parties on campus, for example. Or the chairman of the disciplinary committee, who was sickly and stern-looking but quick to sweet-talk female students. Or the chemistry professor who was a genius with no common sense, and who always wore a dopey-looking smile. Or the student council president who presided over a council of delinquents and proudly proclaimed, “I run the school for my brother’s sake.”


  Even just the people Rishe knew personally stood out against the crowd. But the one who intrigued her the most was a male student in the school’s highest grade.


  “Rishe.”


  Rishe stood in surprise when her name was called from the doorway during a break between lessons. “Oh, Arnold!”


  In this storied school, even the classroom doors were works of art. They were adorned with sculptures that had some sort of cultural significance—or so she’d heard. Yet the male student in the doorway had a beauty that surpassed even the finest engravings.


  The students in the room were abuzz at Arnold’s arrival.


  “No way! What does Arnold want with Rishe?!”


  “W-wasn’t that transfer student called out by President Theodore too? And Mr. Tully and Mr. Michel…”


  “And now Arnold’s taken an interest in her?! He doesn’t even hang out with people in his grade, let alone underclassmen!”


  Rishe hurried toward the hallway, ignoring the voices of her classmates all around her. This was a school with a long history, and most of the students were members of high society. Aside from a few delinquents, the students almost all practiced perfect etiquette and followed the dress code to the letter.


  Arnold was one of the few who broke a couple of rules with his uniform. He wore his black blazer unbuttoned and even had the top three buttons of the shirt underneath undone as well, exposing his prominent Adam’s apple. He wore a tie today, which was rare for him—but it was only tied loosely, of course.


  Even with all this, Arnold radiated class. His chiseled features drew the attention of not just those in the classroom but those in the hallway as well.


  He’s just standing there, so what’s with all the splendor and charisma? Rishe thought as she trotted up to Arnold.


  “What did you come all the way to my class for? Oh, those books!” Rishe’s eyes lit up at the sight of the books in Arnold’s hands. “You really found them for me?! Out of all those volumes?”


  “It wasn’t that much work. If you plan to go through them, start at the top and work your way down.”


  They were probably heavy, but Arnold held the stack in one hand. Rishe took them in both of hers and cradled them to her chest. They smelled like a library.


  “Thank you so much! I’ll read them as soon as I get back to the dorm today!”


  “Sure.”


  “By the way, I’m pretty sure I’ve never seen you on campus around this time. Are you actually attending class today?”


  “No. I’m going to bed.”


  “Y-you skip class so brazenly…”


  Despite that, Arnold was first in his grade in every subject, so she had to wonder what he was even going to this school for. She figured he’d simply enrolled because his father was the dean.


  Arnold’s face suddenly turned sour. It was no wonder; all the students were whispering about him. Looks of admiration, jealousy, and affection were directed his way. Some gawked at him in fear, while others gazed at him as though awestruck by a god.


  “I can’t believe there’s someone who can have a normal conversation with him.”


  “He brought those books here just for her? What the heck did that transfer student do to get close to the dean’s son?”


  Arnold quietly clicked his tongue. Everyone jumped at the sound and went silent.


  He then wrapped a hand around Rishe’s waist and pulled her close to him.


  “Eep!”


  “Come to the usual place after school,” he whispered in her ear. Still, he’d been loud enough that anyone nearby had heard him.


  Rishe’s cheeks flushed at the thought that he’d spoken like that on purpose. “Um, but I have cleaning duty after class today…”


  “I’ll wait. I’ll look for the other books in the meantime.”


  “Oh!” His suggestion made her so happy that she forgot how embarrassed she was. “I’ll come as fast as I can, then.”


  “Yeah.”


  Arnold removed his hand from Rishe’s waist, and she was freed. He patted her on the head, then stared straight at the students watching them.


  Rishe heard a frightened shriek behind her. It was rare for Arnold to glare at gossipers directly. Just what had that student said to make him so angry?


  The bell rang before she had time to find out. As Arnold left, he said, “I’m going to bed.”


  “Good night,” Rishe replied, seeing him off before returning to her seat.


  A classmate she was on good terms with came up to her looking flustered. “Hey, Rishe, what was that? Why were you with Arnold?!”


  “Um, you could say we have some business after school,” Rishe said, but that only served to freak her friend out further.


  “Wait, are you telling me the reason you always say you have plans after school is…?”


  Rishe gave in and nodded. Her friend squealed. Everyone in the classroom, who had been listening in, erupted into conversation.


   


  ***


   


  I-I finally lost them…


  After finishing her cleaning duty after classes, Rishe had gotten into something of a situation on her way to meet with Arnold. She’d been swarmed by a group of girls who also wanted to see Arnold and begged her to take them with her.


  However, her destination was a secret, and she couldn’t just bring them there. Having no choice but to shake the girls off, Rishe dashed down the hall and pretended to run up some stairs, then instead jumped out a window and into the courtyard.


  She’d carefully surveyed her surroundings since then, making sure she wasn’t followed as she headed to their meeting place.


  From here on, I have to be even quieter than before.


  She had arrived at an old school building that served as a library, filled with tons of the academy’s books. The quantity was staggering, far too numerous for what one would normally think of as a school library. The academy’s instructors even contributed to the collection sometimes, so there were quite a few volumes on specialized subjects.


  Rishe had come here right after transferring, as soon as she heard about it. And that was when she’d met him.


  You’d never imagine that one of the bookshelves in the very back was a hidden door, would you?


  With that thought, she arrived at the bookshelf in question. Unlocking it with a particular trick, she slowly pushed the bookshelf back, and the door opened without a sound.


  In the small room behind it, rays of dappled sunlight shone through the window. It contained two old, worn-out couches and heaps of books all over the floor. This hidden room, filled with things that otherwise would have been thrown out, was an extremely comfortable spot.


  “Excuse me…”


  Rishe murmured a greeting after shutting the door behind her. Usually, there would be a response, or she’d hear pages turning, but there was neither today. She assumed the room was empty until she spotted the person she was supposed to be meeting.


  He’s asleep?


  Arnold lay asleep on the couch next to the window, his feet propped up on the armrest and a book in his hand. He’d been wearing his jacket earlier, but now it was draped over the couch’s backrest. Arnold was down to just his white shirt, his tie discarded somewhere or other.


  “Oh!”


  She thought she’d approached him silently, but his eyes flew open once she was nearby. Those ocean-blue eyes peered sleepily up at Rishe. Faced with those vast expanses of blue for several seconds, Rishe grew flustered.


  “G-good morning. Did I wake you?”


  “No.”


  Arnold rose and shifted to the right side of the couch. His languid energy right after waking exuded such sensuality that Rishe found it hard to look at him directly.


  “I was dreaming of you.”


  Rishe blinked at the unexpected words. Then she remembered something and gasped.


  “What a coincidence! I’ve actually been dreaming of you now and then, Arnold!”


  “Have you?”


  “I dream of a different world, where I wear dresses and wield a sword! I think it’s because all those books you find for me are about worlds like that.”


  Ever since she’d met Arnold, she’d read several books he’d picked out for her. He hardly ever went to class and spent most of his time in this hidden room, and he was surprisingly knowledgeable about the volumes stored there. The reason he’d visited her classroom was to deliver her some books they’d talked about before.


  Maybe it was because they spent so much time together, but she’d started to dream about Arnold frequently of late. They were just dreams, though, so she’d never told him about them before. His comment had reminded her of them.


  “Rishe.”


  “Oh!”


  Arnold patted the couch beside him, presumably telling her to sit. She did so, plopping down on the couch, which was toasty-warm from the afternoon sunlight.


  He set his elbow on the armrest and looked at Rishe, his chin in his hand. “What do you dream about us?”


  “What do I…?” It was a harmless question, yet Rishe found she couldn’t easily answer it.


  He brought his face close to hers, suspicious. “What’s that face supposed to mean? Tell me.”


  “Urk…”


  She regretted bringing up her dreams now that this awkwardness was welling up between them. I feel like it’ll be super embarrassing to tell him what happens in those dreams…


  Regardless, she couldn’t take it back now that she’d already said it. The proverbial milk had already been spilled.


  “I have dreams where we…”


  “Hmm?”


  “Where we…get married.”


  Arnold’s eyes widened a bit.


  Rishe doubled down, fully aware of her face turning red as she blurted out, “I marry you in my dreams! In a different world, in a hypothetical, fictitious scenario!”


  This time, Arnold really looked surprised.


  I shouldn’t have said that, should I?!


  She had no doubt he was going to laugh at her for her silly dreams. Or distance himself from her, thinking it was creepy. She pressed her mouth into a thin line, prepared for whatever might come, when she heard a low chuckle.


  “Huh?”


  She’d been prepared for a sneer, but that wasn’t what it had sounded like at all, so she was taken aback. The smile on Arnold’s face was soft, bright, and kind. His expression turned teasing as he said to her, “I just had the same dream.”


  “What?!”


  Now it was Rishe’s turn to be shocked.


  Strange things did happen, but Arnold wouldn’t give her any details about his dream when she asked. He merely said, “Tell me about yours first,” so she was forced to give up.


  After all, Rishe was sure to come here again tomorrow and the day after that. She vowed that she’d get him to talk one way or another as they read through all these books.


  Life as a Maid:
On a Beloved Magician


   


  THE FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD MILLIA had had a beloved sister figure ever since she was a child. She was Millia’s friend, a teacher she respected, and a magician of sorts—someone who could do anything and everything. Her official position, however, had been Millia’s maid for the last five years.


  That night, Millia got into bed with Rishe for the first time in a long while and found herself asking, “Don’t you have anyone you love, Rishe?”


  “Hee hee. Silly Mistress Millia.”


  Lying on her back beside Millia in a nightdress, Rishe opened a nostalgic picture book with a starry sky on the cover and laughed. Her coral-colored hair, which she usually wore up, was splayed out on the white sheets she herself had washed, making for a very pretty sight.


  “If we start chatting, you’ll only have a harder time falling asleep. You’re fifteen now, and a mature lady mustn’t sleep in…especially on an important day like tomorrow.”


  “But I’m curious! You’ve always supported my love, ever since I was a child!”


  Millia rolled over to face Rishe and stared at her. She knew Rishe was originally supposed to be a future queen of someplace, and she drew attention wherever she went.


  “Unfortunately, I can’t say I’m romantically involved with anyone.”


  As Rishe smiled, Millia imagined a few different people by her side. She sympathized deeply. “That’s understandable. There are only so many gentlemen who could possibly draw your eye, Rishe.”


  “Wh-what’s that supposed to mean?”


  “The problem is, they don’t even try to tell you how they feel! And when there are so few people in the world who could even be a match for you too!”


  “P-please, calm down, Mistress! The truth is, I have yet to fulfill a certain condition I’ve set for myself that would allow me to indulge in romance.”


  Rishe had said something unexpected, perhaps to quell Millia’s fury. But when Millia asked what she’d meant by “a certain condition,” Rishe merely offered her a mystifying smile.


  Rishe has a lot of secrets.


  When Millia was a child, that frustrated her often. But it was because Rishe had so many of her own secrets that she would never tell anyone her mistress’s secret, and Millia wanted to repay that favor.


  Scooting closer to her beloved maid, Millia played the spoiled child like she often had in the past. “Do you remember, Rishe? You showed me so much magic, didn’t you?” Millia smiled, comforted by the soft arms around her. “You transformed a white dress into a pink one, and you opened doors that were supposed to be locked. And I hated studying Crusade, but you made me find the fun in it.”


  Rishe giggled beside her. She must have been remembering those days too. “Your eyes went wide as saucers, every time.”


  “Well, it was always so strange and wonderful! You even made a little bear with magic once!”


  “That takes me back. You were so cute, looking absolutely thrilled with your cheeks bright red.” Rishe stroked Millia’s violet hair. “You used to be so small, but you’re going to be a bride tomorrow…”


  Millia clung to Rishe, suddenly feeling despondent. “Hey, Rishe.” She asked a question she hadn’t been able to voice to anyone else. “Will my marriage really stave off the war?”


  According to Crusade teachings, marriage was only permitted to those sixteen and older. But the Church was so desperate to marry Millia off that they were willing to break that rule.


  My marriage is that significant. It was because she understood this that her voice quavered as she asked the question.


  “No, my lady…”


  Millia looked up in surprise, but Rishe’s expression was warm. It was that soft, gentle smile that Millia loved so much.


  “The purpose of your marriage is to join you with someone you love with all your heart, and to bring you happiness.”


  “But, Rishe…”


  Millia’s marriage tomorrow was to someone the Church had picked out for her. Still, Millia had fallen in love with the man. And when she’d revealed that she’d fallen for her political marriage partner, it was Rishe who rejoiced more than anyone else. Rishe, who never gave any thought at all to her own romance.


  “Please smile, my lady.”


  Rishe wrapped her arms around Millia and tenderly rubbed her back.


  “Please always smile beside the man you love. That is my greatest wish in this life.”


  Millia nodded over and over again at these words, which carried Rishe’s fervent desire. She thought hard, sniveling like a little girl in Rishe’s arms.


  If I ever become a magician myself, I’ll shower Rishe with flowers. Just like she did for me when I was so scared at night that all I could do was cry.


  She told Rishe as much, and Millia’s magician gave her a thrilled smile in return.


  On an Imperial Guard and Oliver the Attendant


   


  KAMIL, ONE OF ARNOLD’S Imperial Guards, was feeling absolutely miserable that day. He’d screwed up in the afternoon and gotten a scolding from his master, Arnold. Then his childhood friend Elsie had seen him down in the dumps afterward. He’d tried to play it off, to say it was nothing and help her with her work, but then he’d dropped the laundry he was carrying for her. The final blow came when he went into town to buy something with which to apologize to Elsie and happened to witness something outrageous.


  Why do I have the worst timing in the world?!


  In the alley he’d been using as a shortcut, a man and a woman were sharing a kiss. Just when he thought he’d walked in on something awkward, the silver-haired man had turned and called out to him casually.


  “Oh, if isn’t Kamil.”


  “Sir Oliver?!”


  Kamil just so happened to be acquainted with the man. Worse yet, the blonde woman he’d been kissing was someone utterly unfamiliar to him.


  The woman gave Kamil an alluring look and asked her companion, “Oliver, you know this kid?”


  “Yes. We work together.”


  “Huh.”


  The woman pulled away from Oliver and smirked at Kamil. When Kamil flinched in response, she chuckled knowingly. Then she gave Oliver a casual wave.


  “All right, I should get going. See you around, Oliver.”


  “It’s dangerous to be out at night. I’ll walk you.”


  “That won’t be necessary. Who knows who might stab me if they saw me walking around with you.”


  “Ha ha. That’s harsh.” Oliver shrugged, apparently taking no offense at the woman’s words.


  The moment she passed Kamil, he caught a whiff of perfume. She also waved goodbye to Kamil, who straightened and dipped his head to her as she left. Then, terribly flustered, he asked Oliver, “S-Sir Oliver, isn’t that a different woman than the one I saw you with in town?!”


  “In town…” Oliver tilted his head, as though he truly had no idea whom Kamil was referring to. “Who was that?”


  “A beautiful girl with long chestnut hair and a red dress!”


  “Oh! Her.” He finally recalled the woman in question. Surely it wouldn’t normally take that long to remember someone he’d been with mere days before.


  Oliver always pulled off his job as Arnold’s attendant flawlessly, and he was on good terms with the Imperial Guards as well.


  Kamil had been under the impression that the brunette Oliver had been with before was his lover. But then what would that make the blonde woman?


  C-come to think of it, didn’t some of the older knights once say that, despite his looks, Oliver was an enemy of women? I thought they just meant he was popular with the ladies! Is this what they meant?!


  “That was a rather dim-witted answer, wasn’t it? I’ve been out with several friends recently, so I couldn’t figure out which woman you meant right away.”


  I guess it is…


  Not particularly experienced with women, Kamil could count the number of times he’d been out with a lady on one hand. If he ever managed to make it into town with Elsie, he was sure he would never forget the experience.


  He made it that far into the thought before he remembered today’s failures and deflated.


  “You’re looking rather glum. Oh, come to think of it…” Oliver lit up like he’d hit upon an idea, then smiled sunnily. “Kamil, do you have a bit of time?”


  “Me? Yes, I’ve submitted notice to leave the palace tonight.”


  “Good, good. If it’s not too much trouble, would you mind joining me for a drink?”


  “Huh?”


  Kamil was surprised by the offer, but he couldn’t find a reason to turn it down. Not giving him a chance to refuse, Oliver led him out of the alley and into a nearby tavern. Soon enough, he was seated across from the man, drink in hand.


  They were in a public drinking hall, packed with commoners shouting and making merry. Seated at a table in the corner, Kamil sipped his beer while sneaking glances at Oliver, who seemed entirely used to the locale.


  “I didn’t expect to see you drinking in an establishment like this, Sir Oliver.”


  “Oh yeah? I was a knight candidate once myself, you know. Came to places like this quite often, dragged out by the older knights.”


  “Your manner is awfully casual, if you don’t mind my saying so.”


  Oliver smiled warmly again. “Well, I’m not working right now.”


  For a moment, Kamil was dazzled by his beauty. His face was unimaginably handsome even to Kamil, a fellow man. It made sense, though. Oliver had to stand at Arnold’s side, and he couldn’t be lacking in any way. He was always smiling and did impeccable work, so it was only natural that he was popular with women.


  When women found out Kamil was part of Arnold’s Imperial Guard, he always got plenty of questions about the prince, but about a third of the women wanted to know about Oliver.


  Even as they spoke, a woman in the tavern approached them and flashed Oliver a smile. Oliver returned it with a soft grin, and some silent contract seemed to be sealed between them.


  However, Oliver quickly turned back to Kamil. “Let’s get back on track. I don’t want you to dwell on today’s events too much.”


  “Do you mean that woman you were with?”


  “No, not that. You were feeling down because Prince Arnold reprimanded you, weren’t you?”


  Kamil blinked. “I…”


  “You don’t need to hide it. You clearly lost your energy after that moment during training.”


  He felt embarrassed knowing that Oliver had been watching him so closely. He’d heard this from the younger prince, Theodore, the other day as well:


  “Kamil, you show your emotions too plainly. I bet everyone other than my sister and Elsie herself already knows about your little crush.”


  “I just don’t want you to let it get you down too much. Prince Arnold only points things like that out to people he thinks can learn from their mistakes.”


  “R-really?”


  “Yup. You wouldn’t have become an Imperial Guard in the first place if he hadn’t acknowledged your skill.”


  Had Oliver invited him to the pub to cheer him up?


  “I-I just can’t seem to improve no matter what I do. I’m worried I’ll never be of any use to His Highness.”


  “That’s not true. He’d never order anyone he found untrustworthy to guard Lady Rishe. He gave you that mission because he believed you’d be able to protect his precious fiancée.”


  “Oh!” The words touched him so much, he almost burst into tears right there.


  Oliver smiled wryly and swirled the wine around in his glass. “Still, I’m sure it hurts when he’s so harsh with you. I’ll speak to him about—”


  “No!” Kamil shook his head, realizing Oliver was misunderstanding something. “It’s not that! I wasn’t feeling down because Prince Arnold scolded me.”


  “Oh, you weren’t?”


  “The fault lies entirely with me,” Kamil said, gripping his mug of beer. “Today’s training required intense concentration, but I let my focus slip before we were finished.”


  Arnold hadn’t missed his momentary lapse.


  “He told me I would get hurt if I acted like that, even in training. And that if it were a real fight, I’d be dead. It made me realize how naive I’ve been. I’ve been conceited, thinking it was just training…”


  “A training injury, eh?”


  “His Highness’s training may be harsh, but he always shows exceptional consideration when it comes to injuries.”


  Oliver’s smile turned enigmatic once more. Unsure as to why, Kamil dropped his gaze.


  “I was feeling down because of my own inadequacy, and because I later caused trouble for my childhood friend, which made me feel all the more pathetic…”


  “Well, I’d say there’s nothing wrong with that.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Between sips of wine, Oliver said, “If you weren’t upset about being scolded but instead reflecting on the scolding itself, it means you’re bound to improve. If Prince Arnold sees that improvement, I’m sure he’ll be satisfied.”


  Warmth blossomed in Kamil’s chest. “Sir Oliver, you…”


  Then, as if to drive the nail into his coffin, Oliver beamed and said, “And your childhood friend is Elsie, right? I’m sure she’ll forgive you for whatever trouble you’ve caused her.”


  When he said that, Kamil recalled how Elsie had been earlier that day. He’d offered to carry the laundry for her and then dropped the sheets right onto the ground, but Elsie had just given him a worried look and said, “Are you okay, Kamil? If you’re not feeling well, you should get a bunch to eat and get some rest… Meat, fish, and legumes.”


  “Elsie…” Kamil face-planted on the table and started talking like a drunkard despite being stone-cold sober. “Elsie’s an angel!”


  “Ha ha ha. You’re making me jealous.”


  After that, Kamil downed three beers while talking to Oliver for about an hour.


  Eventually, the time came to pay, and Oliver offered to do so. Kamil tried to decline, wanting it to be his treat, but Oliver told him, “You don’t need to do that. Instead, if another Imperial Guard is in a tough spot, buy them a drink and listen to what they have to say.”


  Kamil had nothing but gratitude for the man. “You really are incredible, Sir Oliver.”


  “Hmm? In what way?”


  “You’re great at your job, and you even show consideration for bottom-rung Imperial Guards like me.”


  “Ha ha ha. Why, thank you.”


  Oliver was so kind. Maybe a bit frivolous with women, but aside from that, he was practically a saint. Kamil thought so from the bottom of his heart.


  Leaving the bar, Kamil added, “Plus, you can counsel Prince Arnold without any fear!”


  “Ah…” Slightly flushed from the alcohol, Oliver tucked his wallet away in his jacket. “Well, there’s no complicated reason for that.”


  “Huh?! Really? I mean, it’s Prince Arnold we’re talking about!”


  “Yes, it’s really quite simple.” With the same breezy smile as always, Oliver said, “It’s just that I wouldn’t particularly mind if Prince Arnold killed me.”


  “…What?”


  It wasn’t winter, yet Kamil could have sworn he felt a sudden chill in the air. Oliver showed no indication that he felt the same, however.


  “Anyway, you should get straight back to the barracks. I have something to do after this, so we’ll have to part ways here.”


  “R-right…”


  Oliver waved and walked off, Kamil watching him go.


  But of course. No ordinary person could have been chosen to be Prince Arnold’s closest confidant.


  Reflecting on that truth, Kamil vowed to himself to be more diligent from then on.


  A few days later, when Arnold complimented his swordsmanship, Oliver clapped quietly from behind his liege.


  On Arnold, Rishe, and Palm Reading


   


  EVER SINCE COMING TO GALKHEIN, Rishe had several opportunities to have tea with Arnold. In fact, Oliver had told her, “My lord won’t take breaks even if we advise him to, but he seems to put his pen down when it’s you requesting his time. It would be great if you could invite him out of his office every once in a while.”


  During their teatime that day, Rishe suddenly thought of something and asked Arnold, “Your Highness, do you suppose I could read your palm, just for fun?”


  “You want to read my palm?”


  Rishe set her teacup down on its saucer and nodded. “There are all sorts of lines on the palm of your hand, right? On the eastern continent, they look at these lines to tell someone’s future. They call it palm reading.”


  In the time between readying the tea and Arnold’s arrival, Rishe and her maids had been amusing themselves with this “palm reading.” That was how Rishe had come up with this idea. She was very interested in what she might find reading the palm of Arnold Hein.


  Arnold regarded her dubiously. “Eastern fortune-telling, you say…”


  “I-It was popular in my home country. Things like that are trendy in high society.”


  That was a blatant lie. She’d learned of this fortune-telling technique in her life as an apothecary, when she’d actually gone to the eastern continent.


  “I don’t think fortune-telling has any real merit.”


  “I’m of the opinion that this sort of thing can be enjoyable regardless of its merit. Also, it can be used to give yourself a little encouragement when you’re unsure of something, I suppose.”


  Though I’m sure the very concept is alien to someone like Prince Arnold.


  Just as she thought he would, Arnold furrowed his brow even more. After a time, he sighed and removed his glove, then laid his right hand on the table palm up.


  “Here. Do as you please.”


  “Thank you!” Beaming, Rishe immediately set about studying Arnold’s palm. “Your head line is deep and long. Very much so.”


  “…”


  “Your talent line is the same. Your financial luck is good. And…wh-what is this?! I’ve never seen someone with lines so fortunate!”


  “Don’t ask me. How should I know?”


  Arnold even had the so-called “conqueror’s line,” a line Rishe couldn’t help but focus on with her knowledge of five years into the future.


  Seems pretty accurate to me. Rishe looked down at her own palm. Mine’s the same way. On both hands, my life line is short enough to mean dying at twenty, but then a new line starts after it cuts off.


  That was the perfect way for Rishe’s palm to chart the repetition of her life after her death at twenty, wasn’t it? She’d been overcome with excitement the first time she realized this, but she hadn’t been able to tell anyone about it—which had been its own form of torment.


  While she was lost in thought, Arnold asked her, “Are you done?”


  “Oh, wait just a second!” Rishe stopped Arnold from pulling his hand back and studied the base of his pinkie finger. “This is the marriage line. It’s said that the number of lines you have is the number of people you’ll meet who are a good match for you.”


  “…”


  There was one clear line there at the base of Arnold’s pinkie.


  “Hmm… You only have one line, so it seems you only have one fated companion.”


  “…”


  “Oh! But it’s not bad to only have one, so don’t worry. See? I only have one marriage line too.”


  “…”


  Rishe showed Arnold her own hand, then went back to analyzing his palm. “It seems you’ll marry early.”


  “…”


  “From the position of the line, I’d say you’ll marry in your late teens or early twenties. So, you’re sure to meet your partner soon.”


  “…”


  “The line is long and deep, indicating a grand romance. So, to sum it all up, you’ll meet your fated partner soon and marry after a dramatic romance!” Rishe declared, only to falter a second later. “Wait…”


  The realization hit her like a brick.


  “Rishe.” Arnold, who had likely realized it much sooner, held her gaze and said, “It’s you. I’m marrying you.”


  Th-that’s right!


  Heat rose to her cheeks immediately as she was assailed with heaps of embarrassment. “N-no, um, I’m fortune-telling! This is just fortune-telling!”


  He was marrying her, and she’d said all those strange things to him. She hurriedly tried to take it back, but Arnold put his elbow on the table, rested his chin in his hand, and said with a smirk, “Why don’t you show me your palm, then?”


  “Eep!” Rishe squeezed her hands shut at Arnold’s unexpected question. “Wh-why do you want to see it?!”


  Arnold only grew ever more amused at her escalating panic. “That way, I can tell whether this palm reading of yours has any merit, right? I’m marrying you, so does your palm say you’re getting married soon? And if I’m going to have a grand romance with my marriage partner, then you should have the same line, right?”


  “Well, I…”


  “Come on. Let me see.”


  “Y-you can’t! No way!”


  Cheeks burning, she hurriedly hid her hands behind her back. She could not show them to Arnold right now. Rishe had seen her own marriage line many times before, after all. She knew that it was just as deep and long as Arnold’s.


  “They say your hands can always change and your fate isn’t set in stone, you know! I just can’t show you right now! Please understand!”


  Maybe she would be able to once she’d cooled her head, but at present, she simply couldn’t. She wouldn’t be able to stand the embarrassment if he found out that they had matching marriage lines.


  Nevertheless, Rishe’s reaction probably told him all he needed to know. Arnold made an odd choking sound as he tried to stifle his laughter. “Oh well. If you’re so insistent, I’ll have to give up for now.”


  “Th-thank you…”


  “For now, at least.”


  Rishe’s shoulders jumped when he repeated himself.


  Presumably satisfied, Arnold picked up his cup and took a rare sip of his tea.


  Rishe sighed in relief, though her heart was still thrumming in her chest. She returned her hands to her lap, then glanced down at the base of her pinkie and traced the long, distinct line with one finger.
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  On Asking Arnold Why They Were Sleeping Together


   


  COME THE NEXT MORNING, they would be leaving the city of Vinrhys and returning to the capital. While packing her things into her trunk, Rishe remembered something and wheeled around. Her gaze was directed at Arnold, who sat on a couch, putting together some papers.


  Determining he wasn’t busy, Rishe tentatively began, “Prince Arnold, um, about the other night…”


  “The other night?”


  “Yes… Why did you sleep next to me in my bed?”


  It was the night Rishe had declared that they were having a fight. She had been sleeping alone in her room when she’d awoken in the middle of the night. She’d realized with great surprise that Arnold sleeping in the same bed as her.


  She hadn’t even expected him to return to her room. They’d discussed various things earlier that night, but she hadn’t asked about this. Now that she thought about it, she found the whole situation rather mysterious.


  “I…” Arnold glanced up at her before lowering his gaze to his hands and shuffling his papers around. “I just didn’t care anymore.”


  “Huh?”


  It was a very abstract thing for Arnold to say. Rishe tilted her head, and Arnold realized why she was confused. Eyes still glued to his papers, he clarified, “You started a fight with me, so I knew you were angry. Yet you brought me food while I was working that night.”


  “Urk!”


  He was referring to the sandwiches Rishe had used to write angry messages in sauce. Her cheeks flushed; she wanted to forget all about that.


  Yet Arnold continued, as emotionless as ever, “You consider yourself a bad cook, don’t you? Still, you went out of your way to make food for me and deliver it to me.”


  “I-I apologize.”


  Rishe was a bad cook. She had no doubt the sandwiches had tasted terrible, but she’d heard later that he’d eaten them all.


  “I worked late into the night afterward, and when I finally finished, I returned to the room to find you sleeping in the bed that was supposed to be mine.”


  “…”


  “It looked like you’d started sleeping in your own bed, then moved to mine, taking your blanket with you.”


  Rishe’s mortification grew with every word, since Arnold seemed to know exactly what she’d done.


  Remembering that night, Arnold leaned back in his seat and drew in a deep breath. “Once I saw that, I stopped caring and got into bed with you.”


  Hmm?


  Rishe felt like she’d caused him serious trouble in some way. And while she felt bad, she also didn’t quite understand his explanation. How had her making Arnold food and then sleeping in his bed to disguise her fear exhausted him? Furthermore, she still wasn’t sure why that had led to him sleeping in the same bed as her.


  Does he mean that he was so exhausted, he didn’t have the energy to remove me from his bed? That felt closer to the truth than any other possibility.


  Rishe stopped packing and padded over to Arnold. She sat beside him on the couch, fixing him with a long look.


  “Yes?” he prompted.


  “I was just thinking it would be nice if you got a good night’s sleep, Prince Arnold.”


  When she studied his face, she didn’t notice anything particularly unhealthy about it. That said, she was aware that Arnold had bad dreams when he slept.


  When we slept together in the Grand Basilica, he said he didn’t have any bad dreams.


  It sounded like he had nightmares often. Perhaps the work-weary Arnold had felt he would sleep well with Rishe near him and had climbed into bed for that reason.


  But he seemed to be having a bad dream when he slept here the other day… I guess I wasn’t any help this time.


  If there was any difference between this time and the time in the Grand Basilica, it was that he wasn’t right next to her this time like he’d been back then.


  Feeling a little inadequate, Rishe murmured, “Your Highness…”


  “You’re not thinking something stupid, are you?”


  “No! In fact, I’ve got a great idea.” She didn’t think her idea was stupid in the least, so she proposed it to Arnold immediately. “Once we’re back at the palace, shall we sleep in the same bed every night?”


  Arnold’s brow scrunched in an instant. He stared at her like she was some confounding new species—or like he was truly and deeply exasperated.


  Seeing the look on his face, Rishe hastened to explain herself. “Well, you told me before, didn’t you? When we were in the same bed, you didn’t have any bad dreams. It didn’t seem to have much effect this time, but I’m sure I’ll come in handy again in the future.”


  “…”


  “There are people who start to find sleep bothersome when the quality of their rest suffers. I’d be worried if that happened to you, Your Highness.”


  “…”


  “Your low body temperature might be a contributing factor as well. Maybe you sleep better when you’re warmed up from my body heat? The other night, you didn’t have a blanket, which might be why it didn’t work as well.”


  Rishe felt like she’d grasped the logic of the situation, so she wanted to put her hypothesis to the test. She was too concerned about Arnold’s physical condition and too eager to test her hypothesis to realize that she’d suggested something completely ludicrous.


  “I know! Do you want to sleep together again tonight and see what happens? If you use me as a body pillow and you sleep well, it could mean that warming up a little is a good countermeasure to—”


  “Rishe.”


  “Mmph!”


  Arnold’s large hand sealed Rishe’s lips. Rishe blinked up at him, meeting blue eyes that housed complex emotions. Arnold didn’t say anything, so Rishe just stared into his eyes. While she did, she reflected on what she’d been saying and suddenly caught up to Arnold’s line of thinking.


  “Ack!”


  When she realized what she’d said to him, she lost all hope.


  “I-I’m so sorry!” Face flaming, she backed up—escaping Arnold’s hand—and hung her head.


  Arnold lowered his hand, looking like he wanted to say something, and sighed. “If you understand what you just said to me, then good.”


  “No, I-I really, um… I’m so sorry! Please forget everything I just said!” she begged him.


  Her fluster only served to amuse him. “Well…” He peered into her face, donning a playful smile. “If I can see you panicking like that every time I wake up, it might not be too bad.”


  “Hrk!”


  It would not be good for Rishe. She didn’t think her heart would be able to take it if she had to wake up to Arnold’s beautiful face every morning.


  “That being said…you’re not the soundest sleeper,” he teased, and the color drained from her face.


  “I didn’t kick you, did I, Your Highness?!”


  “I think I’ll keep the details to myself for now.”


  “Your Highness!”


  He sounded like he was joking, but she had no way of knowing what had happened while she was asleep. She had no idea what she would do if it was true.


  While she was considering this, Arnold reached out and touched her hair. “As long as you can sleep without being afraid of anything, I’ll be satisfied.”


  Rishe gasped at his incredibly gentle tone. There was a tranquility in his eyes that robbed her of her voice.


  Silently, she prayed, I hope someday he never has to have a bad dream again.


  On a Seaside Town Date


   


  ON THE DAY AFTER THEY reconciled from their fight, Rishe headed out to the harbor in Vinrhys before breakfast, since she’d heard there was an early morning market there. When Arnold had asked her if she wanted to go, she’d nodded wholeheartedly, so they had left together incognito.


  The morning fish market took place much earlier in the day than other markets. Rishe looked around excitedly at the bustling crowd, the soft light of dawn lingering in the sky.


  “This town has a very active market too, I see.”


  Stands lined the street, with baskets full of products for sale. What drew Rishe’s eye more than anything else were the incredibly fresh fish and shellfish being cooked up right next to the stalls.


  “Oh, look at that!” Rishe blurted out as she grabbed Arnold’s sleeve.


  Since they were incognito, she couldn’t say his name, so she tacked on “Prince Arnold” in her mind, gazing at him with sparkling eyes that she hoped conveyed her excitement.


  “They’re using makeshift brick stoves to cook the fish right here!”


  “Well, it might be early morning, but it’s the end of the workday for the fishermen. It’s both time to sell their wares and time to eat.”


  “With delicious smells like this everywhere, you wouldn’t be able to wait until you got home, would you?”


  The smell was extremely tempting to Rishe, who hadn’t had breakfast yet. It smells so good…


  She stared at the food, heeding her desire, and Arnold glanced over at her. Then he called out to the man tending the stove. “Sir, I’ll take one of these.”


  “Huh?!”


  “Yes, sir, thanks very much!”


  Arnold paid before Rishe could stop him. Then he took the fish skewer from the man and casually held it out to Rishe. “Here.”


  As she suspected, he’d bought it for her.


  “Th-thank you! But I can pay for my own—”


  “It’s fine. Hurry up and open your mouth.”


  There was no way she could resist, what with the piping hot fish dangled in front of her. On top of that, he wasn’t holding the skewer out for her to take it. He was pointing its tip at her mouth, so it appeared he intended to hold it himself.


  He urged her onward with his eyes, and she blew on the fish to cool it down. This is a little embarrassing…


  On second thought, she’d done the exact same thing to Arnold in the capital’s marketplace with some fruit. Realizing that he was just returning the favor, Rishe tucked her hair behind her ear and timidly opened her mouth.


  “Mmh…” The flaky fish fell apart on her tongue, and Rishe savored the taste. “Mmmm, ish sho good!”


  She held her cheeks with both hands, as if to keep her happiness from escaping. After the pleasant crunch of the skin, the flavor of the fish—perfectly salted and without any brininess—spread through her mouth.


  Why was fresh fish so delicious? She was already missing the sensation as she chewed her first bite when Arnold held the skewer out to her again. This time, she opened up without hesitation and took another big bite.


  Arnold watched expressionlessly as Rishe finished the skewer. Then they kept walking, but they stopped at every single stand that caught Rishe’s eye.


  “Eat that too.”


  “Wow, shellfish steamed in alcohol!”


  “Want this fruit?”


  “Yes, I’ll have some!”


  Each item was small, so she found she had room for all of it. Arnold fed everything to her, so all she had to do was open her mouth. It was kind of a strange feeling.


  Eventually, Rishe caught on to the fact that something else was afoot. After chewing and swallowing some salted red fish, an epiphany struck her in the middle of the market.


  “Wait, are you trying to put meat on my bones?!”


  “No, it’s not that…” Arnold wore a rare complicated look on his face. “It’s just that you never run out of room, so I’m not sure when to stop…”


  “I-I’m going to run out of room at some point. If we don’t stop now, I won’t be able to eat breakfast once we go back to the castle.”


  “You still plan on eating breakfast after all this?”


  Of course she did. Rishe gazed at Arnold while picturing the day’s menu with delight.


  “What?”


  Had he realized how pleased she was? Giggling, she replied, “I was just thinking you guessed all these things in the market that I’d like.”


  “Oh…” Arnold’s eyes widened a little. Maybe he hadn’t noticed himself, but he’d been picking out things on his own along with the things Rishe spotted herself.


  “I’d love to find a bunch of things you like too, eventually.”


  “…”


  “Hey! Look at that!”


  In a corner of the market, where they wouldn’t get in anyone’s way, Rishe pointed toward the sea. The haze of dawn had disappeared from the sky, and it was a clear blue now. The sea was a uniform blue as well; the orange of the sunrise dissolved in its waves.


  “The sea is beautiful today, as always. Pure blue, like the sky on a summer’s day…”


  The surface of the water extended far out into the horizon and glittered with the scattered morning light. Rishe gazed out at the sea for a bit before turning toward Arnold, who was contemplating it too.


  His eyes in the clear morning light were more beautiful than any sea she knew.


  “Do you like the color blue?” he asked her bluntly.


  Rishe felt herself smiling. He was spot-on; she had always liked blue best.


  “I do.” Except she wasn’t looking at the sea but at Arnold’s eyes. “There are many colors that I like, but I love blue the best.”


  Why did she feel so nervous telling him the truth? Her chest ached, though she didn’t understand why.


  Rishe spoke carefully so that her voice didn’t waver. “Lately, I feel as though I love it even more than before.”


  That was probably because she’d learned of the most beautiful color in the world.


  “I see.”


  “Um, yes…”


  Heart pounding, Rishe sucked in a deep breath. She didn’t think Arnold had noticed how nervous she was, which gave her some comfort. We’re just talking about colors… I can’t believe I’m getting so nervous just saying the word “love.”


  While she was musing on the peculiarity of it all, Arnold’s large hand settled on her head.


  “Rishe.”


  Her heart throbbed even harder when she heard his tender voice. It wasn’t like him to say her name when they were on a secret outing, since people knew the crown prince and his fiancée were away from the capital on vacation.


  “We should head back. There are several people who will no doubt make a fuss if we’re late to breakfast.”


  “R-right!”


  Rishe nodded, flustered, and Arnold held out his hand to her. He probably just wanted to make sure they didn’t get separated in this busy area. Her heart was still pounding hard, but she managed to take his hand.


  Before they resumed walking, she looked back at the sea one more time. “I’d like to come to the ocean in this town again someday,” she murmured.


  Without looking back at her, Arnold replied, “If that’s what you wish.”


  Rishe chuckled at that. It would be enough for now. She walked off with him, hoping to one day hear where he wanted to go.


  On Rishe’s New Treasure


   


  AT THE END OF HER SIXTH LIFE, Rishe’s heart had been pierced by a black longsword. The blade was thin and beautifully crafted. It was too long for Rishe to use, but the perfect length for its wielder. It had a good heft to give its attacks the right strength, but it wasn’t so heavy that its wielder couldn’t perform delicate maneuvers. She’d learned all this in her current life after touching it herself.


  After her morning preparations, Rishe held the sword out to Arnold, who was similarly ready for his duties.


  “I’m returning your sword, Prince Arnold.”


  “Understood.”


  Rishe had been borrowing it from him. To guard Harriet, the princess of Siguel, she’d carried the sword Arnold used as a spare weapon. It was too long and heavy for Rishe to use properly, but she wouldn’t have been much of a guard at all had she been unarmed. So, she’d accepted it gratefully and put it to good use. She’d only been able to confront Raul in that alley because she had the sword.


  In her life as a knight, she’d treated the sword she’d been given very carefully. This was the first time in this life that she’d handled a longsword like that. Maybe that was why she was so strangely attached to it now.


  “You didn’t hurt yourself or experience any other inconveniences wielding it, did you?”


  “No. I only had it on my waist and never had to use it, after all. There was no problem!”


  After lying with a sunny smile on her face, she stepped closer to Arnold. The moment he reached out to take the sword back from her, she found herself saying, “It’s such a beautiful sword, though.”


  His hand stopped in midair.


  “It’s your spare, but it’s of the exact same make as the sword you usually wield, isn’t it, Your Highness? The sheath and grip have such an elegant design, yet they’re simple enough for ease of use. I’m sure it’s easy to maintain as well.”


  “…”


  “I drew it from its sheath just for a bit, but there’s little more I can say about its craftsmanship than that it’s simply superb. I’ve always heard that Galkhein’s blacksmiths are skilled, but I couldn’t appreciate just how skilled until I saw it for myself.”


  “…”


  “A sword forged so meticulously must be terribly sharp as well.”


  Rishe had personal experience of just how sharp the blade was. Back then, it had been like her ribs had served no purpose whatsoever in protecting her heart.


  “A clear blade, dark and smooth, like black ice…”


  Rishe considered the blade in her hands, spellbound.


  Then, after a contemplative silence, the straight-faced Arnold said simply, “Do you want one?”


  Rishe’s head snapped up. “How did you know?!”


  “You’re looking at that thing much more covetously than anything else you’ve ever asked for.”


  She was shocked she’d been so obvious, but Arnold was right.


  Well, I never saw a sword so finely crafted even in my sixth life!


  Maybe that was to be expected. Galkhein was a great military country, and this was a sword crafted by a blacksmith brought up in that fertile soil: one forged for the country’s crown prince, a genius swordsman.


  “I-I’m sorry. It’s true that it’s an amazing sword and I was fascinated by it, but I didn’t intend to ask for one myself.”


  “Why not? I told you to ask me for anything you wanted.”


  “It’s clearly an incredibly expensive item…”


  Arnold had lent it to her rather unceremoniously, but it shouldn’t have been handled that carelessly. It was the same as the pocket watch he’d lent her before. She was nervous just accepting these things from him, even on a temporary basis. It seemed that wasn’t important to Arnold, though.


  “I always have a hard time giving you things.”


  Rishe flinched when he smirked at her. “Hrk!”


  “‘A field’ was probably the best answer you’ve given me when I asked what you wanted. You always seem to be giving the question excruciating consideration, but then the things you ask for are so insignificant.”


  “Sweets to eat with my maids and flowers to decorate my room with are luxury enough!”


  As Arnold had said, it was rare that she allowed him to buy her anything. Yet he asked her if she wanted anything often enough that she found herself racking her brains over the question almost constantly. It made her anxious to receive gifts for no reason, so she felt she had no choice but to pick things of little value.


  “Let me ask one more time. Do you want a sword just like this one?”


  “Ngh!”


  It wasn’t fair of him to get right up next to her with that beautiful face of his and ask her that question. Rishe felt terrible admitting it, but she was unable to resist for a variety of reasons.


  Relenting at last, she nodded. “I do…”


  “Heh.” With a satisfied grin, Arnold took the sword in Rishe’s hands. “Got it. I’ll have one made.”


  “Huh?”


  “I’ll find a first-rate blacksmith to make one suited to your strength and height. It’ll have to wait until we’re back in the capital, but until then…”


  Rishe cast her gaze at her feet as she listened. Without thinking, she reached out and pinched Arnold’s sleeve. “I don’t want a new sword.” Even she thought she was acting like a fussy child. “I want to use one of your swords, Prince Arnold…”


  The room went eerily quiet. Rishe’s head was bowed, so she couldn’t see Arnold’s face—but after a few seconds, she gasped.


  Did I just say something super embarrassing and spoiled?!


  She went red up to the tips of her ears.


  “N-no, no! I don’t mean anything weird by it, just that it feels special to me because it’s the sword you use!”


  “…”


  “It seems like it would be good luck, like it would give me strength! As, like, a protective charm! Yes, as a protective charm!”


  The more she explained herself, the more she felt like she was being completely incomprehensible.


  Arnold regarded Rishe with that same unreadable expression he always wore. At length, he said quietly, “Fine.”


  His large hand landed on her head. Rishe blinked as he stroked her hair. “Is…is that okay?”


  “If you want it, I have no reason not to give it to you. Is this one fine?”


  “Y-yes! The one you said was your spare…”


  She had seen traces of use on it, so it wasn’t brand new or anything. It had probably been Arnold’s main sword before the one he used now.


  “Here.” Arnold handed the sword back to her, and Rishe held it to her chest.


  How strange…


  Although she’d come up with that explanation on the spot, it really did seem to give her strength. She felt like just having a sword used by the most powerful swordsman in the world would bring her all sorts of good fortune.


  “Thank you, Prince Arnold!” she said with a broad smile, and Arnold’s eyes widened a fraction.


  He inhaled sharply and stroked Rishe’s hair. “I’m not permitting you to actually use it, okay? It doesn’t suit your build. Just keep it on hand as an accessory.”


  “That’s perfectly fine. I’ll have little use for swords in the slothful life I plan to live, after all!”


  “…”


  “Wh-what’s with that fishy look, huh?!”


  He could give her that dubious look all he wanted, but Rishe’s goal in life truly was still lazing around doing absolutely nothing. Naturally, a sword would have no place in a life like that.


  Even so… Rishe looked down at the sword in her hands, eyes sparkling with joy. I’ll absolutely treasure this.


  After that, she studied the ring that had been her first treasure in this life, feeling tickled by the thought that both had come from Arnold.


  On Arnold Seeing a Young Rishe from Ten Years Ago


   


  SLIPPED IN AMONG THE BOOKS Rishe had brought from her childhood home were a few stories she’d read when she was young. Wanting to investigate something, she flipped through some pages in Arnold’s office before bed. She was sitting on a couch she often used, carefully reading the book in her hand. But when she picked up the next one and opened it, her eyes widened at what was stuck between the pages.


  “Oh!”


  Seated beside her on the couch, Arnold looked up from his own reading. Rishe hurriedly closed the book, but he’d probably noticed she was hiding something.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Um, well…”


  Rishe quickly gave up, slowly opening the book again. Arnold squinted at the object revealed amid the book’s pages.


  “A portrait?”


  “Yes. It’s me some ten years ago. Around five years old, I’d imagine.”


  On the thick card was a portrait of a young Rishe with a big smile on her face.


  “We sent a portrait to my mother’s family to show them how I was growing. This is the first one that was painted, and I hid it in this book.”


  “You hid it? Why?”


  “I was scolded for it—told I had to behave more like a lady and look more composed. The artist went to all the trouble of creating it, but it seemed like it was going to be thrown out, so…”


  Once Rishe had explained herself, Arnold extended his hand to her. Rishe blinked as the meaning of the gesture dawned on her seconds later. “Y-you want to see it, Your Highness?!”


  She couldn’t contain her surprise; she never would’ve expected Arnold to show interest in something like this.


  “I don’t need to if you don’t want me seeing it.”


  “No, that’s not it!”


  She shook her head, but she had to admit that she did feel a strange sense of shame. Why was it so embarrassing just showing him a picture of her in childhood?


  But this is a rare situation where Prince Arnold is actually showing interest in something.


  Arnold lived his life forgoing many different things. He hardly ever expressed an actual desire. Rishe glanced down at her hands again and squeezed her eyes shut, mustering her resolve.


  “H-here!”


  She timidly held out the portrait to him and Arnold took it, studying it quietly. A five-year-old Rishe looked back at him. The little girl from ten years ago was plopped on a chair, her feet nowhere near the floor. She wore a babyish light-pink dress decorated with frills all over and held a fluffy stuffed animal in her arms. The tiny Rishe looked thrilled to be with her beloved rabbit plush.


  As for the present Rishe, she was feeling ever more bashful as she peeked over at Arnold. I do look like a bit of a handful there, don’t I?


  He gazed at the portrait with his usual expressionless face, then opened his mouth and muttered, “You’re little.”


  Of course a five-year-old child would be little. Rishe was slightly amused by his frank impression of the portrait. Hee hee. It’s kind of cute just hearing Prince Arnold call me “little.”


  Arnold gave her a suspicious look when she covered her mouth and giggled. She told him it was nothing, and he returned to inspecting the portrait.


  “Even if you can’t call this ladylike…” He touched the portrait, feeling the bumps of paint as if stroking the little Rishe’s hair. “I think it suits you.”


  Rishe gasped quietly. Even in her oldest memories, she could never recall a time when her parents had patted her head. Maybe that was why seeing Arnold touch her portrait in such a way made her heart ache.


  It’s like he’s patting little me’s head…


  Maybe it wasn’t his intention, but he’d given Rishe what she’d wanted as a child. “Thank you.”


  If young Rishe were here right now, how would Arnold treat her? He told me before that he doesn’t like children, and yet…


  She was sure that he would be kind to her, just as he was now.


  With that thought in mind, Rishe began, “If we ever have children…” She looked into his blue eyes and said with all her heart, “I’m sure you’ll be a very caring father, Prince Arnold.”


  She could picture him patting his child’s head often, looking them in the eye when he spoke to them, and carefully picking them up. He might have been wearing his usual emotionless expression, but she was sure he would be gentle, like he was when he’d touched the little Rishe in the portrait.


  Rishe smiled, her heart filling with warmth. She only returned to her senses when she noticed Arnold staring silently at her.


  I-I just…inadvertently talked about His Highness and me having kids together, didn’t I?!


  Her cheeks flushed with heat, and she hurried to explain herself. “N-no, um! I didn’t mean anything by that, really! It’s just, um, because you’re so kind, Prince Arnold!”


  “…”


  “You’re so strong, so I bet no matter how many children you have, you’ll be able to pick them up effortlessly! You’d easily lift up the five-year-old me, wouldn’t you?! No, that isn’t what I wanted to say! I… Eep!”


  “I mean…”


  Rishe had shrieked because her body had left the couch. She found herself grabbing Arnold’s shoulders as she stared into his blue eyes from up close, sitting in his arms.


  “I can do that now.”


  “Ngh!”


  Arnold walked to the door as Rishe turned redder and redder in his arms.


  “I’ll carry you back to your room. I just realized it’s past your bedtime. Go to sleep.”


  “Your Highness! I’ll go back to my room on my own, I promise! So please, let me—”


  “You said the same thing the other day, but I saw you talking to some maids on the way back to your room.”


  “Hrk!”


  He was keeping a close eye on her physical condition. It made her feel pathetic as a former apothecary. At the same time, it suggested that Arnold was a lot more caring than he thought he was.


  No one ever carried me to my bedroom when I was little either.


  It was strange having Arnold do all the things that she wished someone had done for her as a child. Rishe clung tight to his shirt, trembling with embarrassment. “I’ll go to sleep, I promise! So you have to sleep soon too, okay, Prince Arnold?” she whined.


  Strolling through the halls, he replied, “Yeah.”


  She was relieved—but that didn’t mean she’d been released from his grasp.


  Rishe spent the short trip upstairs swaying in Arnold’s arms, feeling absolutely inconsolable.


  On Arnold Being Kind Only to Rishe


   


  ONE NIGHT, Rishe closed the book she’d finished, sighing with satisfaction. The world is still full of books I haven’t read yet. That story was fantastic…


  She felt like her heart was being enveloped by a comfortable warmth. Just then, Arnold, who seemed to have finished going through the papers at his desk, sat on the couch beside her.


  “You were pretty caught up in that,” he noted.


  “You weren’t waiting for me to finish, were you?”


  “No, that wasn’t my intention.” So he said, but given the timing of his approach, she couldn’t help but think it was.


  Rishe had been reading in that spot because there was something she’d wanted to ask Arnold about their wedding ceremony. She’d been waiting for him to finish, but now she’d made him wait instead.


  “I’m sorry, I got sucked in.”


  “It’s fine. What were you reading?”


  Rishe breathed a sigh of relief at his gentle tone and showed him the book’s amber cover. “Apparently, it’s a fairy tale from Galkhein. I picked it as teaching material for my maids, since the letters are large and easy to read, but the contents are quite moving! Especially the ending, where the bunny cries for his friend… I could feel myself tearing up as well!”


  Arnold said nothing.


  “Y-you don’t look very interested.”


  Anyone other than Rishe would have concluded such a thing without hesitation, but she had a hard time being sure of it. She hummed in thought, and her brow wrinkled as she searched Arnold’s gaze.


  “What?”


  “Well, I was just curious about something.” Rishe could see herself in his sea-blue eyes. “Previously, when I cried, you consoled me very gently, didn’t you?”


  She was referring to when she’d asked about Arnold’s past during their visit to the Grand Basilica. She’d been unable to stop her tears from falling, and Arnold had spent the whole time comforting her.


  Rishe knew that Arnold was kind and that he understood other people’s pain. Thus, she couldn’t discard the possibility that his empathy could extend even to a story about a bunny.


  Yet Arnold gave her an exasperated sigh in response. “That was…”


  “Eep!”


  Arnold reached out, and his fingers gently brushed her hair. He tenderly tucked a coral-colored lock behind her ear.


  As Rishe jumped from the ticklish sensation, he said in a husky voice, “That was because it was you crying.”


  “Huh?”


  Her brain stopped working for a second.


  A moment later, heat bloomed in her cheeks. She didn’t want him to see her face going red, so she instinctively hid behind a book.


  It must be because it was so strange for him to see me cry!


  She was sure there was no hidden meaning behind his words. The problem was what it sounded like he was implying.


  While Rishe was still trying to figure out what to do, Arnold stole the book from her.


  “Hey! Y-Your Highness!”


  “It’s a short tale for children, right? Read it again, next to me.”


  Her eyes widened at the unexpected request, and Arnold smiled mischievously.


  “I don’t care about the contents of the book. I just want to see what your face looks like reading it.”


  “What? Was I making a weird face earlier?!”


  “I couldn’t say,” he said teasingly, and he seemed to have no intent on elaborating.


  Rishe gave up on getting anything more out of him and took back the book with a pout.


  For some time after that, Arnold’s office was filled with the sound of Rishe reading a children’s fairy tale.


  On a Matching Pair of Disguise Glasses


   


  “LET’S TRY ON SOME GLASSES, Prince Arnold!”


  At Rishe’s enthusiastic suggestion, Arnold peeled himself away from his documents but maintained his blank expression. Suspicion crept into his face as he observed Rishe, who was seated next to him on the couch.


  “Where did that come from?”


  “When we were in the castle town the other day, you said you’d bring me there incognito again, right? I’ve been looking forward to it, but there’s still something on my mind, you see.” Dead serious, Rishe declared, “Your face is just too stunning, Prince Arnold.”


  Arnold’s eyes narrowed with even more suspicion. Still, this was a genuine problem for Rishe.


  “When you go into town, many women take notice of you, do they not? Throw in your rare black hair, and I worry that the townspeople will catch on to your true identity sooner or later. So, I thought maybe changing the impression of that stunning face of yours even a little might help.”


  Arnold wore goggles that could hide his eyes when they went out in secret, but he tended to put them on only when he wanted to avoid making eye contact with anyone he knew. He didn’t hide his face when he went out, as it would just draw attention if he was obviously covering himself up.


  The thing was, Arnold’s appearance was far too perfect for him to walk around town like that.


  “You’re tall and muscular, so you draw attention even when you’re not doing anything. I asked the Aria Trading Company to provide me with glasses that have non-corrective lenses!”


  She opened the box on her lap and showed him the glasses inside. She’d chosen a pair with black frames that matched his hair, in a style she knew was in fashion from her experiences in her first life. They would be easy to wear for someone just getting used to glasses. She could tell from how Arnold behaved that his eyesight was good, so the lenses were plain glass.


  “What do you think, Your Highness?” she asked enthusiastically.


  “I’ve said this before, but, Rishe…”


  “Hmm?”


  Arnold was silent for a long stretch before he finally said, “You’re the one drawing more attention when we go into town, not me.”


  That’s just because of my rare hair color and the fact that I’m accompanying you, Prince Arnold.


  So she thought as she opened the other box on her lap. “Just as you say, I believe I also need a solution to this problem, Your Highness. For that very reason, I bought a pair of glasses for myself as well.”


  Rishe’s glasses were smaller than Arnold’s, and they came with golden frames. She slipped them on and looked up at Arnold with a smile. “See? They’re the same design as yours, but in a different color.”


  She thought it would be easy for him to see the use for these glasses if he could see them in action on herself, so she peered up at his blue eyes expectantly.


  Ultimately, Arnold lowered his head and sighed. “Let me see those.”


  “Thank you, Prince Arnold!”


  Rishe beamed, opening up the glasses’ temples. Arnold didn’t take them; he simply closed his eyes as if waiting for something instead.


  Startled, she thought, Does he want me to put them on him?!


  There was nothing wrong with that, yet Rishe was needlessly flustered by looking at Arnold’s face up close. Even with his eyes closed, it was clear why he drew so much attention when he went into town.


  “P-pardon me, then…”


  “Mm.”


  Rishe slipped the glasses onto Arnold’s face, careful not to let her voice betray her nervousness. She avoided brushing his long eyelashes with the lenses as she set the glasses on his nose. Arnold sat still all the while, and she found herself comparing him to a sleeping carnivorous beast.


  “What do you think?”


  Rishe was entranced by the elegant sight of him slowly opening his eyes. The gradual appearance of his clear blue irises was an artwork all on its own.


  Arnold furrowed his brow a bit and gave her his honest opinion. “It feels a bit strange between my eyes.”


  Oh!


  She’d almost been thoroughly enchanted by him. Arnold’s words brought her back to her senses, and she hastened to respond.


  “It…it does feel a bit strange to have something there even if you know it is, doesn’t it? They look very good on you, though!” She picked up the hand mirror on her lap. “Would you like to see how you look with them on?”


  “Not really.”


  “What?!” It was such a waste not to look, in her view. “But you look so good in them…”


  Instead of giving the mirror to Arnold, she faced it toward herself. Then she scooted closer to him so he’d be able to see his face in it as well.


  “Can you see, Prince Arnold?”


  “…”


  “Oh. You’re not in the mirror yet. I’ll need to…”


  Rishe leaned toward him and pressed their shoulders together. Not paying attention, she raised her head in his direction—and gasped. She’d thought Arnold had moved closer to her as well, but she found his cheek resting on top of her head.


  Huh?!


  With the slight weight on her head, she couldn’t help but feel conscious of their proximity to one another. Head resting on hers, Arnold peered at the mirror in her hand. They felt even closer when he did, and Rishe’s cheeks reddened.


  “Wh-what do you think, seeing it yourself? Do you have any comments?”


  “I think they’re the same shape as yours.”


  “You could see that without putting them on!”


  Rishe wanted him to get a better look, but she hastily put the mirror down instead. After all, she could see just how red her cheeks were.


  “The glasses plan is a failure,” she murmured, burying her face—scarlet cheeks and all—in her hands.


  Arnold pulled away from her and said, “It’s rare for you to admit a failure like that. What’s your reasoning?”


  “W-well…” Chastising herself for not realizing this sooner, Rishe said plainly, “Glasses do nothing to disguise how attractive you are, Prince Arnold!”


  “…”


  She was sure he had a sincerely uninterested look on his face at her words, but she couldn’t raise her head just yet—so she had no way of knowing if she was right or not.


  On the Attendant, the Younger Prince, and the Crown Prince


   


  “OLIVER, WHERE ARE THE FILES on the urban planning project my brother worked on last year?”


  “Why, if it isn’t Prince Theodore,” Oliver replied, surprised.


  The younger prince and the manservant had run into each other in between the main palace and the detached wing. It was before nine in the morning, a relatively early time of day. Previously, this was around the time Theodore would have been sleeping somewhere conspicuous around the palace.


  “Strange things do happen, I suppose. I never expected you to ask me a question, Your Highness.”


  “I’m not asking you ’cause I want to. I just want to see these files for my work, and Sister said you were the person to ask…”


  I see. It was Lady Rishe’s suggestion.


  Theodore had always hated Oliver. The boy practically worshipped his older brother, but Arnold had always kept him at a distance. Desperate for his brother’s attention, Theodore had resorted to pulling all sorts of pranks on him. While Arnold could have resolved every single one of his pranks in an instant, he always ordered Oliver to handle it. Thus, Theodore had never seen Oliver as anything but an obstacle to his brother’s attention, and he still carried a grudge over it. Until recently, it would have been unthinkable for Theodore to come to Oliver with a question.


  My lord has always been rather stubborn when it comes to Prince Theodore. Lady Rishe mediated to repair their relationship, so I suppose Prince Theodore will listen to what his future sister-in-law has to say now.


  Theodore scrunched up his androgynous face as Oliver was lost in thought. “Don’t let this get to your head, Oliver.”


  “And what do you mean by that?”


  “Your knowledge of my brother only exceeds mine in one particular area, okay?”


  Oliver blinked, and Theodore crossed his arms with a huff while glaring up at him defiantly.


  “I’m asking you because your knowledge of my brother’s work, and only of my brother’s work, exceeds mine…but I’m sure that I know more about my brother in every other area.”


  “…Pfft.”


  “Hey! What are you laughing at, huh?!”


  “I was trying not to laugh, actually.” Holding it in somehow, Oliver instead put on his attendant’s smile and addressed Theodore, who was royalty, with respect. “I apologize, Your Highness. I just couldn’t help myself, since you were so adorable. But you’re right, I’m sure you know more about my lord than I do.”


  “You’ve got to be making fun of me, you jerk! And that ‘my lord’ shtick is creepy, so don’t call my brother that!”


  Oliver couldn’t help but laugh; the two brothers had said the same thing.


  Theodore grimaced as Oliver eyed him with amusement. “And why are you so normal, anyway?”


  “Normal?”


  “You used to look at me more coldly, didn’t you? You didn’t even hide that you thought I was in the way, when I’m the second-born prince and you’re a mere vassal.”


  “Ah.” Oliver had some idea of what Theodore meant. “That’s because you were nothing but an obstacle to my lord until recently.”


  “…”


  “I will ensure no obstacle to my lord ever gets anywhere near him, even if it may be his biological brother.”


  “Hmph.” Theodore looked down for a moment, then faced Oliver again with a calmer, more mature expression. “The loyalty you show my brother is your only virtue I guess I can acknowledge.”


  “Well, I’m honored by your praise.”


  “But that casual attitude of yours pisses me off! Just hurry up and tell me where the files I want—whoa!”


  With that short exclamation, Theodore grabbed Oliver’s waist. He spun the attendant around until he was facing the training grounds. Oliver was clueless until he saw who was at the end of the path in that direction.


  “My lord.”


  Arnold was striding toward them without a word. Theodore had realized that his beloved brother was approaching and, having no other choice, had hidden behind his nemesis.


  As his elder, Oliver didn’t have it in him to abandon the boy. Hiding Theodore behind his back, Oliver smiled at Arnold. “Welcome back. How was training this morning?”


  “The same as usual,” Arnold responded brusquely before stopping and staring at Oliver. To be more precise, he was staring at his half brother hiding behind Oliver. Arnold was as expressionless as always, but Oliver hadn’t served as his attendant for a decade without learning what his lord was thinking to some degree.


  That face is him asking, “What are you doing?”


  Oliver smiled wryly and turned back to Theodore. “Prince Theodore, look. It’s your brother.”


  “I know! That’s why I’m hiding, you idiot! If I see the radiant sight of my dear brother this early in the morning without adequate preparation, I could collapse if I’m not careful!”


  “My, that wouldn’t be good.”


  Theodore wasn’t like this before. His reaction was overblown because he didn’t know how to interact with his brother now that they’d reconciled. Without the need to hide how much he cared for his brother any longer, he was probably having a harder time figuring out how to act around him.


  I believe Lady Rishe also asked me to please help Prince Theodore if it seemed like he was going to die because of his brother.


  Oliver thoughtfully put a hand to his chin. “You see, my lord, Prince Theodore woke up with a terrible case of bedhead today, which he is attempting to fix by pressing his forehead to my—ouch!”


  Theodore had pinched his waist as hard as he could. Apparently, he did not appreciate the helping hand Oliver had extended to him.


  “Oliver, you seriously need to quit half-assing everything that doesn’t involve taking care of my brother!”


  “I’m terribly sorry. It’s just that I’ve made that my number one priority in life, you see…”


  “It’s that part of you that pisses me off but also makes me trust you! Damn it!”


  Arnold quietly said, “Theodore.”


  Theodore jumped behind Oliver. “Yes, Brother?”


  He’s doing his best to keep his cool, I see. Though still using Oliver as a shield, of course.


  “I read your report from last week. It seems crime is down in a district after adopting your policies.”


  “I-It was a tiny reduction. And only robbery and pickpocketing went on the decline.”


  “But the improvement is there in the numbers.”


  “Well…” Theodore gripped Oliver’s jacket. “If they can work and be paid enough not to have to worry about where their food’s coming from tomorrow, nobody’s going to steal food just for the fun of it.”


  “…”


  “So it’s only natural there’d be an effect. All I did was carry out the duty that’s expected of me as imperial royalty.”


  Oliver understood what Theodore was trying to say. He likely thought that what he’d done was so trivial, he didn’t deserve to be praised by his extraordinary brother. Theodore shrank before Arnold in an awkward response to his commendation.


  But… Oliver smiled. You still don’t understand your brother, Your Highness.


  Just as Theodore himself had said, there were areas in which Oliver knew more about his brother than he did. “Your work is worthy of praise, Theodore. Isn’t that right, my lord?”


  “Stupid Oliver! Don’t—”


  “I would say so.”


  Theodore gulped.


  “You’ve met my expectations more than adequately.”


  Even Oliver was slightly taken aback by that. I didn’t think he would be so straightforward with his praise.


  On further reflection, however, he recalled seeing Rishe trying to persuade Arnold to speak more honestly with his brother a few days ago.


  So, this is Lady Rishe’s influence as well, eh?


  With a look that could be considered gentle, Arnold added, “Keep up the good work.”


  “Ugh…”


  Theodore’s hands dropped from Oliver’s clothes. “Yes, Brother… I will.”


  “Good,” Arnold said. “Oliver.”


  “Yes, let’s get going.”


  Arnold set off for the detached palace without waiting for Oliver to follow. Before trailing after him, Oliver turned to Theodore. “Wasn’t that nice, Prince Theodore?”


  “Sh-shut up!”


  “I’ll lend you my back for a little longer if you’re going to cry.”


  “Who would cry into your back?! And I’m not crying anyway!”


  “Ha ha ha ha.”


  Theodore’s head was lowered, so Oliver couldn’t see his face, but the boy was red up to the tips of his ears. He decided not to mention that to go easy on the poor boy. “I’ll bring the files you were looking for to your office later.”


  “Hmph. You do that…please.”


  “My, my.”


  He really had become more honest, hadn’t he?


  “You should thank your dear sister later, don’t you think?”


  “Stay out of it!”


  Oliver laughed heartily, but when Arnold turned around in the distance and glared at him, he hurried to follow his lord.


  On the Hunter Verifying His Info on the Crown Prince and His Fiancée


   


  ONE DAY, in a room inside a castle in the Galkhein port city of Vinrhys, the crown prince was questioning Raul.


  “And?”


  “Whoo! Scary.”


  Arnold Hein sat across from Raul, his legs crossed and his chin resting languidly in his hand. At a glance, he appeared completely relaxed—but in truth, he was so focused that it was shocking.


  “I see no reason for a prince like yourself to threaten a mere hunter so!”


  Raul shrugged dramatically, placing the item he’d been prompted for on the table in front of him. The prince had formed an alliance with Harriet, after all. If he ordered Raul to offer up his life in this moment, Raul would do so without hesitation.


  “I will do everything I possibly can to repay the debt I owe you two.”


  It was no trouble to give the crown prince paltry information like this.


  “This is the paralytic I gave your wife the other day.”


  Arnold silently narrowed his eyes at the small bottle Raul indicated.


  Guess I can’t complain if the guy kills me.


  Raul had been their enemy just a few short days ago. As part of his scheme, he’d laced some tea and given it to the prince’s fiancée.


  Arnold picked up the bottle with hands even Raul thought were beautifully shaped. Then he asked flatly, “If she hadn’t taken an antidote, what would it have done to her?”


  Though it was a question, Raul sensed no real curiosity in the prince’s voice. It was likely that he had already investigated the drug in question.


  “It works on the part of the body that controls movement. It has no effect on the mind or the senses, so you remain conscious but immobile. Within fifteen minutes, the muscles start to stiffen before going slack. Once the effect wears off, you regain movement from your extremities, and it has no lasting side effects.”


  Raul and the prince were the only ones in the room. In other words, Arnold had secretly obtained poison from a hunter.


  “What are you going to use it for?” Raul asked with a grin, resting his own chin in his hand and his elbow on his knee. “It’s top-shelf stuff, tasteless and odorless. You’d be free to cause all manner of ‘accidents’ for your enemies.”


  Not that Arnold would ever admit to such a thing. Raul had asked jokingly, knowing that, but was surprised when he got an answer.


  “My wife.” Arnold Hein narrowed his eyes, the only change in his expression. In a voice devoid of emotion, he said, “I need to be aware of what sort of poisons she’ll willingly ingest.”


  Raul blinked. It took him a moment to understand what the prince had said. Once he did, an indescribable mirth bubbled up within him.


  “Pfft.” Obeying the impulse, he let his shoulders shake with laughter. “Heh… Hee hee hee… Aha ha ha!”


  “I want to observe the effects. Dose the Fabrannian soldiers with the same amount you gave Rishe.”


  “No reaction to my laughter, huh? I mean, okay!”


  Arnold tossed the bottle to him; Raul snatched it out of the air and spun it in his fingers like a pen. “If you’re that worried, wouldn’t you normally just say, ‘Don’t drink poison’?”


  The next answer that came from the prince far exceeded his expectations. “As long as I have a countermeasure, there will be no reason for me to restrict her actions. I’ll be able to let her do as she likes.”


  “Huh.” Another sight Raul would never forget was burned into his mind. “You two are perfect for each other, aren’t you?”


  A flowery coral color and a clear, faint emerald. Thinking of those two hues, he grinned.


  “I’m sure your wife will be a happy bride in Galkhein.”


  The prince said nothing, probably taking it as sarcasm. But to Raul, it was a prayer of sorts. He stood and walked over to the window, then observed the courtyard. In it was a horse with a golden coat—and a beautiful girl with coral-colored hair.


  “Say, do you think the two of us could be friends? We’re going to be working together after this and all.”


  “No.”


  “Ha ha! So cold!”


  Raul shrugged, glancing down at Rishe in the courtyard again. Stroking the horse’s neck, she sensed Raul’s attention and turned, meeting his gaze with her emerald eyes. Then she flashed him a sunny smile.


  Ah, crud… She’s so cute.


  Raul didn’t wave and instead called her “husband” over to the window. After all, he’d decided to do everything he could for this exceedingly well-matched couple.


  On Arnold Touching Rishe’s Hair


   


  IN THIS LIFE, Rishe was crown princess. Considering she’d have to dress up for parties, she thought she should grow her hair out. But that could invite unforeseen circumstances. For instance, early that afternoon…


  “I can expect to harvest them soon enough.”


  Rishe’s coral-colored hair was tied in a high ponytail at the time, as she’d just been doing field work. On her way back to the detached palace, she’d run into Arnold; so, as they walked beside one another, they had a rambling sort of conversation.


  “You use the leaves for medicine, but the fruit is sweet and sour, and it tastes pretty good. If I get enough of them, I’m thinking of asking my maids to make jam!”


  “But they’re medicinal plants, right? Can a healthy person eat them without any ill effects?”


  Rishe smiled and answered Arnold’s question with pride. “Don’t worry, they lose their medicinal quality when heated.”


  A pleasant spring breeze blew through the trees. Light shone through the branches, glittering as they swayed in the wind.


  “I have some maids who are good at making sweets in my palace. I can have them make things that aren’t very sweet, so if you’d like, Your Highness… Achoo!”


  She covered her face with her hand and let out a small sneeze. The wind was a little strong that day, and there was some dust in the air. The problem was that right when she sneezed, a big gust swept past.


  The moment she tried to lift her head, she felt something tugging at her hair. “Oh.”


  “Rishe.”


  As her neck was held in place, Rishe thought, I’ve done it now, haven’t I?


  “Is my hair caught on a branch?”


  Arnold answered her with his eyes, and she sighed. She would have untangled it herself, but as it was stuck behind her, it was difficult to tell where to reach. She might just make things worse if she groped blindly, so she gave up on dealing with it herself.


  “Your Highness, would you mind closing your eyes for a moment?”


  “Not at all.”


  When Arnold closed his eyes, she rolled up her skirt, exposing about half of her thigh, which was usually hidden under her clothes. I can’t let Prince Arnold see something so disgraceful.


  She removed the knife fixed to her thigh with a belt and let her skirt fall back down. “Thank you. You can open them now,” she said, drawing the blade from its sheath.


  As soon as his eyes were open again, he scowled at her. “What are you doing?”


  “What am I doing? I don’t think I can untangle it, so I thought I’d just cut it off.”


  Arnold’s brow furrowed deeper. “There’s no need to do that,” he said, snatching the blade from her.


  “Ack!”


  “I can just cut the branch down instead of your hair, can’t I?”


  “Y-you can’t do that!” He moved to do so immediately, so Rishe hurried to stop him. “These trees are incredibly delicate! It’s difficult even for first-rate gardeners to prune them. If the branch becomes diseased where it was cut, the whole tree could die!”


  “That doesn’t mean you have to cut your hair.”


  “But…” Arnold still wouldn’t give her back her knife, so she said, “It’s not as if I can ask you to untangle it for me, Your Highness.”


  She didn’t know how bad it was, but untangling hair from plant life could be very difficult. Arnold would surely come to understand that cutting her hair was the best option.


  Yet he looked at her and said, as if it were the simplest thing in the world, “Right.”


  “Huh?”


  Arnold sheathed Rishe’s knife, returned it to her, and reached out.


  “P-Prince Arnold?!”


  “Stay put for a minute.”


  Rishe could feel Arnold pulling on the ends of her hair. The branch was high for Rishe, but it was at Arnold’s eye level. Maybe that was why he looked so unbothered.


  Still… The real problem was that Arnold was standing directly in front of her. H-his face is too close!


  They were facing one another, with Arnold reaching up behind her head. It was as if they were about to embrace, which Rishe was having a hard time dealing with.


  Urgh…


  She lowered her head to try not to get in his way, but she didn’t think she’d be able to lift her head anyway. After all, Arnold was right in front of her, carefully touching her hair with a serious look on his face.


  “Tilt down a bit more.”


  “O-okay…”


  She did as he asked and found they were even closer this way; her forehead was about to touch him.


  I don’t smell sweaty or anything, do I?


  She’d just been working in the field, so she was a bit worried. She tried to shrink in on herself as much as she could when Arnold’s voice came from above her.


  “Your hair is so fine.”


  “I-I’m sorry.”


  “It’s very soft too.”


  “I’m sorry…”


  That was the reason it’d gotten so tangled. She was full of remorse that she was causing Arnold so much trouble.


  Sounding puzzled, Arnold replied, “It’s nothing to apologize for, is it?”


  “But—”


  “I intended them as compliments.”


  “Huh?”


  She couldn’t help lifting her head in surprise. Arnold lowered his at the same time, and their gazes locked.


  “I think it’s beautiful.”


  “Bwuh?!”


  The frank compliment embarrassed her terribly. Arnold smiled when Rishe was struck speechless. Then he added, “I thought you wouldn’t panic so much if I was just touching your hair, but I guess that’s not necessarily the case.”


  “Wh-what do you mean?”


  “Nothing.”


  Rishe felt her cheeks heating up as he smiled playfully at her. He’s teasing me again!


  “There. I got it.”


  After the sensation of her hair coming free, Rishe felt something brushing through it. Her ponytail swayed behind her. Face bright red, Rishe held down her hair. “Th-th-thank you very much!”


  “I can do this much for you anytime.”


  She was getting more flustered with each sweet thing he said to her.


  Arnold started walking again, so she hurried to catch up to him. “It looks like the tree got through it without any damage too. It should have beautiful flowers on it in summer.”


  “More importantly…” Arnold pointed down at Rishe’s hand with an expression that said he didn’t care one bit about flowers. “It seems I’m owed an explanation on just where exactly that knife came from.”


  “Hrk!” Rishe looked away as fast as she could when he brought up her hidden weapon. “I-I have no idea what you mean!”


  “Do you seriously think you can hide it behind your back at this point?”


  Why did he care? She was sure he already knew about the knife anyway. Rishe put up her best fight to play it off, surreptitiously running her fingers through the hair that Arnold had complimented her on.


  Life as a Hunter:
On the Day Raul Fell in Love


   


  ONCE RAUL WAS AWARE of it and took time to reflect, he realized it must have been what people called love at first sight. He had fallen in love with that girl the moment he saw her. Unfortunately, he wouldn’t realize it until two years later—but in hindsight, it was clear to him.


  That day, the girl named Rishe who had saved his life in that forest brought with her feelings that were unknown to Raul.


   


  ***


   


  Raul had been on a mission and injured his left arm in a moment of carelessness. In the pouring rain, he had somehow escaped to the forest they called their territory, but his arm wouldn’t stop bleeding. The wound was close to his heart as well, which hardly helped.


  Not only was the pounding rain hindering the blood from clotting as it flowed out of him, but it mercilessly sapped his body heat. He no longer had the strength to call for his comrades or to find somewhere to wait out the rain.


  Ha ha… This ain’t good. I might actually die.


  Raul took a deep breath and felt a sharp, intense pain. Oddly enough, it made him laugh.


  He tried to find the spot that was throbbing with pain, but his fingers slipped. On top of the rain keeping the wound fresh, it seemed he was bleeding even more than he thought. He couldn’t see a way out.


  Well, this is just about the worst possible place to lose my life.


  His predecessor had been right about forsaking his heart for his mission. He’d lost his concentration today because he was getting too anxious about not being able to find a way to save Harriet. And that had led to this pathetic outcome.


  But there was nothing he could do to fix things now. He closed his eyes, steeling himself, and his consciousness grew hazy. A distant thunderclap allowed him to hang on to wakefulness a few moments longer.


  Good thing it’s raining.


  The place he’d snuck into had dogs. Even if they used the dogs to try to track him, he was sure they’d lose his scent in the rain.


  At least I won’t get them caught up in this.


  Relieved, he let go of consciousness.


  And the next time he regained it…


  “Are you awake?”


  Those emerald-green eyes were looking down at Raul under a cloudless blue sky.


  A girl?


  Waking to find her eyes so close gave him a feeling akin to dizziness. He was peering up at a young woman with fluffy, coral-colored hair. She had soft, cherry-blossom-pink lips and a straight nose. Her long eyelashes framed her large, round eyes. Those eyes had an unexpectedly strong will reflected within them, and they stared back at him from that cute face of hers.


  The dappled light coming through the trees made the girl’s eyes sparkle like shooting stars. The sight was so beautiful that Raul wondered if he was dreaming.


  He quickly understood that this gorgeous girl had saved his life.


  The rain stopped.


  While he had this completely unrelated thought, the girl breathed a sigh of relief. “It looks like the bleeding’s stopped.”


  “You patched me up?”


  “I wanted to bring you somewhere safe too. Unfortunately, I can’t manage that much with my strength. I’m sorry.”


  “No… Thanks. You saved me.”


  He looked up and saw a simple shelter from the rain constructed between some trees. There were bandages wrapped around his arm, and the pungent scent of medicine or herbs tickled his nose.


  He took a breath, then looked up at the girl again. “You’re covered in my blood.”


  “It’s worse than that. I’m famished too.”


  “Ha ha!”


  That was serious indeed. Raul smiled as he realized he was hungry as well. His body appeared to be performing its usual functions to keep him alive now that he’d given death the slip.


  “Could you call my friends, miss? They’ll treat you to a hot meal, and not just as thanks for saving me.”


  “Oh? Will they really?”


  “I’ll do anything for the person who saved my life. My name’s Raul. In my mother tongue, it means ‘the wolf who shows you the way.’” He gave his name the same way he always did, then found himself wanting to add something else to his introduction. “Though the name and the country I’m supposed to be from are both fake.”


  “It’s a bit strange to give a fake name and then reveal that it’s fake.”


  “You’re the first person I’ve ever told.”


  He didn’t know why he’d said it either. Especially to a girl he was just meeting for the first time—even if she had saved his life.


  The girl laughed. “You’re so strange!”


  He gasped. Even her smile was beautiful.


  “I’m Rishe. I’m just a traveler, but I have some medical knowledge. I’d like to redress your wound after washing it with some clean water.” The girl who’d introduced herself as Rishe stood and said to Raul, “I hope you’ll let me stick around for a little longer.”


  “Sure.”


  After she fetched his comrades and tended to his wound once more, Raul promised that he’d do whatever he could for her. In response, Rishe had asked him to teach her how to use a bow. That was surprising enough, but what really shocked him was how fast she learned.


  He taught her the hunters’ outward way of life, and even when he told her what their true job was, she stayed on with them.


  Two years passed, and by the time Rishe had fully settled into their group, Raul finally realized that he was in love with her.


   


  ***


   


  “I’m back, Rishe. You’re cute again today.”


  Raul returned to the hut where the hunters lived, and Rishe greeted him with a grimace as she performed maintenance on her bow. “Welcome back.”


  He found her cute even when she made faces like that, so he must have been well and truly done for. With a flippant smile, he interacted with Rishe the way he always did—at least on the surface. And Rishe reacted as she always did, without noticing anything.


  “Is your hair wet, Raul? Did it rain?”


  “Nah. I broke up with a girl I’ve been fooling around with, and she dumped the well water she was drawing on me.”


  “Raul, what’s going on?” Rishe stopped working on her bow and gave him a worried look. “Haven’t you been breaking up with a lot of girls lately? You’re not planning to venture alone into some big battle looming on the horizon, are you?”


  “No, no, I’m not getting ready to die or anything.” Raul wouldn’t end relationships just because he was heading into a fight that might be his last. “You don’t like men who fool around with women, right?”


  “I don’t think it’s particularly okay for men or women to be unfaithful.”


  “Right? I don’t want you to hate me, so I’m correcting my behavior.”


  “…Raul.” Rishe narrowed her eyes, set her things down on the table, and turned to face him. “You shouldn’t do that. I’ve told you before that you should stop lying when you don’t have to for work, haven’t I?”


  “What? I’m telling the truth, though.”


  “Listen, Raul—”


  “Why do you think it’s a lie?”


  Raul put his hands on the table and looked into Rishe’s eyes. He was almost too close to her, like he was about to go in for a kiss.


  “Come on, tell me.”


  Rishe’s face might as well have been carved of stone. Objectively speaking, Raul was a good-looking guy. He’d used his looks for all sorts of intelligence gathering in the past. Yet she didn’t react one bit. Her cheeks didn’t even turn slightly pink as she said, “You told me about the princess you served when you were little, right?”


  “I did, didn’t I?”


  Now that he thought about it, he had blabbed to her about that. For whatever reason, he became unnaturally loose-lipped around her. If this irresistible desire to tell her about himself was because of love, then love was truly frightening.


  Well, I didn’t tell her everything.


  “You said she went to a faraway country for a political marriage. When I heard that story, I realized something.” With an extremely serious look on her face, Rishe said, “Raul, you’re in love with that princess, aren’t you?!”


  Raul tried to respond, but he couldn’t think of a single thing to say. His silence seemed to convince her even more.


  Pushing his shoulders, she continued, “But you and the princess are far apart in age, and you gave up on your feelings because of the difference in your status, right? I always felt like you were dating so many women to disguise those feelings.”


  “Did you now?”


  “It seems like you don’t understand what you’re feeling sometimes, Raul. I get the sense you’re trying to resolve those feelings by telling a woman you’re close to that you love her.”


  Raul wore a strained smile. “Hmm…”


  He brought a hand to his forehead. What do I even do here? I can’t tell if she’s sharp or dense.


  Just to see what would happen, he told her, “If anything, I’d prefer to forget about my past with that princess. I mean, I can’t ever see her again.”


  He hadn’t told Rishe this, but the princess was already dead.


  Rishe was quick to reply, however. “That’s a lie. You don’t want to forget her.”


  “What?”


  “I think your parting with the princess was hard on you. That was more than clear from how you told the story. But…” She peered into Raul’s eyes and said with her soft lips, “When you talked about the time you spent with her, you looked like you were really having fun.”


  Those words triggered a flood of memories: memories of her sincerely asking him what made him happy, showing him sweet candy, soft blankets, and fragrant flower fields. All those memories with her came back in an instant.


  “I want you to be happy, Raul.”


  He felt like Rishe and that princess who no longer existed in this world were somehow similar. And after having that thought, he had another: that there was nothing similar about them at all. Not the way they felt toward Raul or anything else.


  “In everything that happened between you two, even if one thing was terrible, that’s no reason to cast it all aside. It’s better for everyone if you treasure the good memories, don’t you think?”


  Myriad emotions swirled in his heart. It was a rare sensation for Raul, who had suppressed his emotions all his life, to the point where he didn’t even know what made him happy. Maybe it could’ve even been called a miracle.


  “Yeah…” Raul smiled and told her again, “That’s what I love about you, Rishe.”


  Rishe looked a little surprised, then thanked him sincerely. Her expression told him she’d interpreted his words as mere courtesy, not a confession of love.


  “That makes me happy, but you should really dry off first.”


  “Yeah, yeah… Well, it’s probably best that you don’t take it seriously.”


  Raul walked off, wishing that from the bottom of his heart. The water dripping from his hair reminded him of the day he’d met Rishe.


  He smiled, reaching the same conclusion once again. He really must have fallen in love with her at first sight.


  On Choosing Arnold’s Wedding Accessories


   


  WHENEVER THE NOBILITY on this continent attended ceremonies, they wore jewelry—regardless of gender. Naturally, brides and grooms were not exempt from this rule. In other words, Arnold would have to choose things like earrings and rings for their wedding as well, which was some six weeks away now.


  One afternoon, Rishe visited Arnold’s office and, sitting on the couch across from him, asked, “What sorts of accessories will you be wearing at the wedding, Prince Arnold?”


  Arnold glanced up at her from his papers, then looked back down and said disinterestedly, “I’ve left such preparations to Oliver.”


  “I must confess, Oliver came to me about that. He said there were so many options that he wanted my help in narrowing them down.”


  Arnold frowned and clicked his tongue. “He roped you into it?”


  “Oh, heavens, no! I asked him to let me help!” Rishe leaned forward, her eyes aglitter. She held out the jewelry box in her hands.


  “What’s this?”


  “I put together some pieces from my own collection that I thought might suit you. I don’t suppose I could get you to try them on for me, could I?” she said, barely able to contain her excitement.


  It was a request from Oliver, and she had the excuse of their wedding preparations as well. More than anything else, Rishe was beside herself with glee at the prospect of seeing Arnold in jewelry.


  And yet, Arnold frowned once more.


  Rishe pulled back. “I-I thought you might not want to.” She couldn’t very well force him to do something he didn’t want to do.


  She hung her head, the jewelry box sitting in her lap, when Arnold said quietly, “I don’t mind.”


  “Huh?!”


  “I never wear jewelry, though.” He put his elbow on the armrest and sat his chin in his hand with a grin. “If you want to see it, you’ll have to put it on me yourself.”


  “Oh?!” Rishe went to sit beside Arnold, jewelry box in hand. “P-please excuse me, then…”


  “Uh-huh.”


  Arnold went back to reading his papers; his response essentially told her to do as she liked. From what Rishe could tell, he had a lot of files to go through today, so he wasn’t just teasing her; he was genuinely busy.


  She took a deep breath, determined not to bother him too much, and picked up a set of earrings. Instead of putting them on Arnold right away, she held them up to his ears. The first pair she’d chosen was a simple set of hoops, but something clicked for her that instant.


  “I see.”


  “What is it?”


  “It’s probably better for you to avoid simple accessories, Prince Arnold.” Putting the earrings back in her jewelry box, she continued, “Even if you put them on, they’ll only suffer a terrible defeat.”


  “A defeat? Against what?”


  “The might of your formidable face, of course!”


  Although she’d said it with complete sincerity, he fixed her with a dubious stare in response.


  “Hey! You just looked at me like, ‘What is this girl saying?’ didn’t you?! But it’s true! I mean, that pair was trounced immediately! It couldn’t even put up a fight against the perfection of your face!”


  Arnold had told her once that, for the most part, Oliver picked out his clothes. Rishe understood why he tended to wear things with a bit of embellishment despite preferring plainer garments.


  This time, she picked up a couple of drop earrings. She chose one pair with teardrop-shaped rubies attached to thin chains and another with three large sapphires in a row, opting to put them both on Arnold’s ears.


  “Pardon my reach…”


  Arnold tucked his hair behind his ears and exposed them for Rishe. He hummed in affirmation, closing his eyes to encourage her.


  There was a sensuality to the gesture that stunned Rishe momentarily, and she swallowed hard.


  “Rishe?”


  “Y-yes! Excuse me!” Tamping down her panic, she affixed the ruby earrings to Arnold’s ears. “Oh! Wow, they really look good on you.”


  Arnold lowered his head, uninterested, and the rubies and chains swayed with the movement. He truly did need jewelry that could assert itself beside his face. The rubies stood out against his dark hair, which made for a beautiful contrast. They struck a perfect balance with his languid profile.


  “We’ll try the sapphires next… Oh, this pair would be good too! These colorful opals would be wonderful! Diamonds would stand out nicely against your hair as well, and maybe silver instead of gold!”


  Arnold truly did not seem to care, but Rishe was getting increasingly excited. If she chose large gemstones, Arnold looked good in any accessory.


  “I understand well now why Oliver had such a hard time choosing. When everything looks good on you, it becomes difficult to make a choice…”


  If she could just decide on one thing, then she could pick the other accessories to match, but making even a single decision was proving to be an arduous task.


  “Are there any gems in particular you prefer, Your Highness?”


  “No.”


  Yes, I thought you might say that! The answer she’d been expecting came back to her.


  Rishe gave up and accepted her fate. The wedding wasn’t far off now, so she’d have to make up her mind and pick.


  Just then, Arnold startled her by speaking up once more.


  “If I had to choose something,” he said quietly, eyes never leaving his papers, “I suppose I would decide the same way you did.”


  “The way I did…?” she echoed, then gasped.


  Her gaze fell to the ring Arnold had given her, which shimmered on her finger. She’d agonized over that stone herself, but had gone with sapphire in the end. After all, Arnold’s eyes, which were the same color, were the most beautiful shade in the world to her.


  “Very well! If we go with sapphire, they’ll match your eyes too. I think it will look wonderful!”


  In response, Arnold gave her an exasperated look.


  “Huh? Is that not what you meant?”


  “No.” His hand left the documents and extended toward Rishe, then brushed aside her coral-colored hair to caress her cheek. Regarding her with utmost softness, he said, “I meant emeralds. Ones that are a light, beautiful green.”


  Rishe’s very own emerald eyes widened, and she blinked at him. A few seconds later, when the meaning of what he’d said had fully sunk in, she felt her cheeks reddening.


  “You…”


  He meant…my eye color.


  Rishe clapped a hand over her mouth. When Arnold laughed, she lost the ability to look him in the eye and shot up from the couch.


  “I…I-I-I-I’ll go get some!”


  “What, you already have them and they’re just not here?”


  Of course she did. One of a noble lady’s first purchases was always gems that matched her eyes. But she couldn’t say that because she didn’t want him thinking any harder about the color he’d picked out. He had to be aware of it himself, though. After all, his voice had taken on a teasing note again.


  To disguise her embarrassment, she whirled away from him. “I-I do. That being said…they’re all very cute designs like flowers and hearts!”


  After getting that minuscule bit of revenge, Rishe dashed out of the office. She headed to her own room on a higher floor to pick out some emerald jewelry.


  I bet they’ll all end up looking good on Prince Arnold anyway.


  When she returned with the accessories, as she expected, they all suited Arnold splendidly.


  Oliver happened to enter the room right when Arnold was trying some on and burst into raucous laughter, but at least they’d decided what stones to use for his accessories come time for the wedding.


  On the Two of Them Trying to Stop Rishe’s Hiccups


   


  ONE DAY, Rishe was confirming something with Arnold for their wedding, which was only a month away. He’d found some time for her between his duties, and they were sitting side by side on the couch in his office. The incident occurred after they’d settled on a few things together.


  “Thank you, Prince Arnold! I’ll go forward with this initial draft for now.”


  “It shouldn’t interfere with any customs. And even if it did, I won’t let anyone complain about what you want to do.”


  “Th-that won’t do! There’s only a little time left to prepare, so I want to get all sorts of opinions to make sure things go smooth—” It was then that Rishe’s words were interrupted. “Hic.”


  After a small hiccup, Rishe slapped her hands over her mouth. She blinked, waiting for it to pass. Nothing happened for a bit, and just when she relaxed and lowered her hands, another uncontrollable spasm occurred.


  “Hic.”


  Both of them went quiet. There was no denying it now: She had the hiccups.


  “Rishe.”


  “I’m sorry! It sounds just awful, doesn’t it? I’ll hurry and…stop it at… Hic!”


  “…”


  “Urgh…”


  She covered her mouth again when it seemed there was no stopping them. Arnold watched her with a furrowed brow, but there was something in his expression that she’d never seen before. Curious though she was, Rishe was limited in her actions as long as the hiccups didn’t stop.


  “Hic!”


  She tried to stifle them, grabbing Arnold’s arm and pressing her forehead against him. But even when she curled up on the spot, they didn’t stop.


  “I-I’m sorry, Your Highness… Hic!”


  “It’s all right.” As she buried her forehead in his torso, he said, “Don’t you know a way to stop them, though?”


  “A-a way to stop them?”


  “You’ve always got so much to say when it comes to treating other people. Why is it only when something happens to you that you clam up suddenly?”


  His words triggered an avalanche of information in her mind.


  How to stop hiccups! Not only are there countless ways from all different times and places, but there are also ways that work for some people and not others! There’s medicine that cures them, but it’s nothing I’m growing in my field, so I’ll have to use something else.


  The myriad ways people in her past lives had stopped hiccups flitted through Rishe’s mind: breathing in a particular way, drinking water, putting pressure on somewhere in the body, or pulling instead of pushing. She thought of all sorts of things, but she couldn’t concentrate because of the hiccups, so the methods all jumbled in her mind.


  “P-patting the back…hic! No, taking a deep breath… Uh…”


  As a result, what finally came out of her mouth was the simplest solution.


  “I know! I’ve heard that surprising someone can make them stop!”


  Relieved she’d finally come up with a viable solution, she lifted her head—only to be met with was Arnold’s suspicious gaze.


  “What’s the matter, Prince Arnold?”


  Rishe blinked, and Arnold asked flatly, “Just what would I have to do to surprise you?”


  “Huh?!” she blurted out, surprised, but Arnold went on with utmost sincerity.


  “Why would you suggest something so difficult, of all things? Is there nothing easier that can stop them?”


  “B-but that is the easiest way!”


  “Don’t lie. Nothing surprises you. Not bugs or thunder or shouting or armed thugs.”


  “Th-that’s not…”


  “It’s not what?”


  She couldn’t say anything, so she simply shut her mouth. But even her silence was interrupted by yet another hiccup. “Hic.”


  Rishe’s face fell, and Arnold sighed heavily. “I understand. I just need to reenact whatever I’ve seen that’s surprised you the most so far, right?”


  “Huh? Wait a second, Your Highness. I’m getting a teeny-tiny, ever-so-slight, really bad feeling about—”


  “I’m going to touch you.”


  Before Arnold was even finished warning her, his large arm was already wrapped around her back. Rishe gasped as his other arm went under her knees. Her brain had no time to catch up before Arnold lifted her into his arms.


  Eep!


  She didn’t even have time to scream. Arnold hoisted her up to where he sat, and in the next moment, she was in his lap.


  Whaaaat?!


  She was too shocked to make a peep. Her whole body froze. No matter how much she tried to deny reality, she had to admit that she was seated in Arnold’s lap. He was holding her sideways, and their bodies were pressed close together. Her cheeks flushed with heat in an instant.


  H-he’s carrying me like a princess again!


  Well, yes, that had surprised her the first time—but weren’t there other things he could have done? Then she realized that everything Arnold had done that surprised her would deal her a fatal blow if he repeated them now.


  “Y-Your Highness! Not your lap! I’m heavy, I don’t want to…!”


  She struggled, trying to escape his grasp, but Arnold just held her tighter and closer. “Come now,” he said, unruffled. “You’re not heavy, so just stay put.”


  Gaaaahhh!


  The most beautiful face in the world was watching her from up close and personal. Shapely brows, a straight nose, slender, cool eyes. The summer sunlight shining through the window made those blue eyes of his look brighter than usual. If his eyes were normally the rich hue of an unfathomably deep sea, then today they were the color of shallow water. His expression was close to blank, but Rishe detected some measure of concern for her in it.


  “Take a deep breath.”


  The lips that formed those words had touched Rishe before.


  “Hrk!”


  If she got just a little bit closer to him, they would meet again, just as they had in the past. Rishe tightened her grip on his shirt, which she’d grasped without thinking, and her eyelashes fluttered.


  “Rishe.”


  The moment he called her name, she couldn’t take it anymore; she expelled the breath she’d been holding. “Phew…”


  Just when had she stopped breathing? Her chest was tight from the lack of oxygen.


  Arnold frowned at her. “Don’t just exhale. Inhale too.”


  He traced Rishe’s lips with his thumb and pressed down on their center, obviously urging them to open. But Rishe was so embarrassed, she didn’t think she could do so right away.


  “Come on.”


  “Mm!”


  The soft way he was touching her tickled, and she shook her head to protest. But he just grabbed her chin and forced her to open her mouth. She finally managed to take a breath, looking up at Arnold with vision hazy from the lack of air.


  “Prince Arnold…”


  Arnold frowned deeper when she called his name. Her heart was pounding. She probably shouldn’t have stopped breathing like that, but she couldn’t control herself. Unconsciously clinging to Arnold for support, Rishe took a few deep breaths.


  “Oh…” She blinked. “They stopped!”


  Her previously irrepressible hiccups had ceased completely.


  “Wow! That’s amazing, Prince Arnold! See? They’re gone now!”


  “Yup.”


  “Do you think surprising me actually worked? It was a folk remedy I didn’t really believe in, but maybe there’s some merit to it! Oh, or is it because I held my breath and then drew a few deep breaths?”


  She was giving it serious thought when Arnold drew in a long inhale. “Well, either way, if you’re feeling better, then good. I’m going to put you down.”


  “Ack!”


  So distracted was she by her awe at the hiccups stopping that she’d completely forgotten where she was. Arnold lifted her from his lap and set her down beside him, and she hurriedly let go of his shirt.


  “I-I’m so sorry, Prince Arnold! And thank you so much for your help.”


  “It was nothing.” Arnold looked like he was thinking for a moment before he put his elbow on the armrest and rested his chin in his hand. He gave Rishe an amused smile and said, “Maybe I’ll do a little more research on how to surprise you in the future.”


  No, you don’t need to do that!


  So she thought, but he had cured her, so she couldn’t very well protest.


  Rishe pursed her lips in frustration, trying as hard as she could not to recall the ticklish sensation of being touched there a moment ago.


  On Rishe Being Ticklish


   


  ARNOLD WAS ALWAYS very gentlemanly when he interacted with Rishe. She sensed his consideration for her, which she was of course grateful for. Sometimes, however, that consideration could backfire on her.


  “Um, Prince Arnold?” Before a party one night, Rishe told him, “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you. It’s about dancing at these parties…”


  “What? Don’t want to attend?”


  “No, it’s not that! You’re always very gentle when you put your arm around my waist, right?” Rishe hung her head and mumbled, “When you do that, it’s, um…”


  He was giving her a dubious look, so she did her best to spit it out.


  “It tickles! Sometimes! Quite rarely! Um, a lot!”


  Rishe had no doubt her face was bright red. Arnold, meanwhile, wore a stern yet inscrutable expression.


  “I’m actually quite ticklish, you see.”


  “…”


  “Whenever you put your arm around my waist, Your Highness, well, I’m worried I’ll make a strange sound or…yell or something…”


  The crease between Arnold’s brows was only deepening. Rishe grew more flustered at the sight of it. “Ah! I’m not saying that it upsets me to be touched by you or anything like that!”


  For some reason, his frown deepened yet further.


  “I’m sorry.”


  Arnold sucked in a breath. “No.” Without getting angry, he asked her, “What should I do, then?”


  “Um…”


  Rishe mulled it over. His gentle touch was probably just making things worse. If he didn’t touch her like that, maybe she wouldn’t get that flustered ticklish feeling. She thought that was a brilliant idea and peered up at him with absolute confidence.


  “Maybe you should try being rough instead of gentle!”


  “Rough?”


  “Yes! Just grab me without worrying about—eek!”


  With a yelp, she covered her mouth with both hands. Then she exchanged a glance with Arnold, who had just grabbed her by the waist.


  Both of them were silent for several heartbeats.


  Arnold averted his gaze and said, “I’ll do my best not to tickle you.”


  “Thank you…”


  Thus, Rishe and Arnold had to head into that night’s party with a bit of an awkward air between them.


  Bonus Story:
On Arnold and Rishe Taking a Short Trip in Which They Pretend to Be Married


   


  THE INCIDENT THAT REUNITED Rishe with Raul in Vinrhys in this life had concluded with the formation of an alliance. This tale takes place after Rishe and Arnold parted with Harriet, on their way back to the capital of Galkhein.


  “What is it, Rishe?”


  “Oh!”


  Arnold reached out to Rishe on a vibrant, crowded shopping street. Dressed in well-tailored clothing with a high collar and a robe to top it off, Arnold stood out even when he was incognito. It wasn’t just his height and masculine features; his posture and elegant movements contributed to his beauty as well.


  “Is there something you want?”


  Rishe shook her head. “N-no.”


  Their outing today was different from their ventures into the castle town, so Rishe needed to avoid doing anything to expose him as the crown prince and get him into trouble.


  “Would you like to go look at that store, though? Um, er…” Mustering up all the courage she had, she added, “My…beloved husband…”


  Arnold frowned slightly as he stared down at Rishe, who was frozen in place. “Listen, you…”


  I knew it! I messed up!


  She had worn disguises countless times in the past, yet she always found herself unable to lie convincingly when Arnold was involved. Nevertheless, Rishe only had her own selfishness to blame for this situation—one in which she had to call Arnold her husband when they were still only engaged.


  The conundrum she found herself in now had come about when they’d visited a lake on their way back to the capital from Vinrhys.


   


  ***


   


  “…Prince Arnold.”


  As she walked around the shore of the lake, hand in hand with her fiancé, Rishe watched a caravan pass by. “Would there happen to be a large market nearby?”


  Their carriages were parked beside a forest, right around the halfway point between Vinrhys and the capital. Evening wasn’t for a few more hours, but they had stopped there to rest their horses on the way to their lodgings for the night.


  “It looks like a large caravan was just here before we arrived. These herbs someone dropped are popular in a faraway country.”


  “There’s a decently large city southeast of this forest.”


  Rishe pictured the map of Galkhein in her head. This road goes to the Holy Kingdom of Domana. Prince Arnold doesn’t have much influence in this area, which belongs to one of his father’s vassals. 


  Now that the drizzle had let up, the wildflowers close by glistened with droplets. Arnold was escorting Rishe around the lake, on the lookout for muddy ground so Rishe didn’t trip as she held her skirt up while she walked. His blue eyes were glued to the horse tracks on the ground.


  “They should have a regular market that foreign merchants attend.”


  The caravan was headed for a different town than the one where they planned to stay. Some of their cargo had caught her eye earlier, so Rishe tugged on Arnold’s sleeve and began, “Your Highness, um…” He bent down for her, so she whispered a secret into his ear.


  Arnold sighed. “You’re probably right.”


  “You have a different perspective than me, so did you notice something yourself, Your Highness?”


  Oliver and the rest of their entourage watched over their secretive chat from a little ways away, all smiles.


  Out of nowhere, Arnold turned to his attendant. “Oliver.”


  “Yes? What can I do for you, my lord?”


  “We’re changing our plans for tonight,” Arnold said calmly. “We’ll be heading to Tischt instead.”


  “Sorry…?”


  Rishe felt truly apologetic when she saw the look on Oliver’s face. Arnold, his master, was completely unbothered at all as he continued, “It shouldn’t affect our route back to the capital that much. Make the adjustments.”


  “Wait a moment, please. You have a reason for this, I assume? If so, you should begin by choosing your guards.”


  “We won’t be needing any guards. More people will just make this more trouble.”


  “Why must you always be so…?”


  As Oliver slapped his own forehead, Rishe hastily chimed in, “Oliver, Prince Arnold, don’t worry, I’ll just go to the town myse—”


  “No, Lady Rishe.” Knowing exactly where she was going with this, Oliver swiftly changed course. “Won’t you please accompany my lord on his little ‘diversion’? The rest of us will head for our original destination. I will allow the knights to use the two rooms I reserved for you.”


  “Reward the two who distinguished themselves the most during this last incident.”


  “As you wish. I simply ask that you two do whatever it takes to keep your identities a secret if you’re not going to bring any guards with you.” Oliver smiled sunnily and said, “Pretend to be a traveling husband and wife and enjoy your little outing.”


  Rishe blinked, and Arnold scowled beside her.


  “Wh-what?!”


  Thus, Rishe and Arnold headed out on a small, unplanned trip, during which she would have to play the role of his wife.


   


  ***


   


  True, a man and a woman staying overnight in close quarters probably seem most inconspicuous if they’re husband and wife…


  Rishe sighed when they reached the market in the large town. The warm evening light dyed everything around her gold. This town, surrounded by gently sloping hills, was on the road to the Holy Kingdom of Domana. Here and there, they could see travelers who appeared to be on pilgrimages.


  He can call me whatever he wants, but I can’t call him “Your Highness.” I’ll feel better calling him my husband when we’re in town, she thought as she looked up at Arnold.


  Their eyes met. He’d been watching her all this time, perhaps concerned about the way she was walking around awkwardly.


  “What?”


  “I-It’s nothing!” Rishe shook her head frantically, but she must have looked like she was pushing herself.


  “If you’re tired, let’s head back to the inn. I’ll confirm the rest myself.”


  “No! The inn already accepted our luggage despite us having no reservation. They’re preparing two rooms for us on short notice, so I want to give them a bit more time to prepare.”


  Besides, she was fine. Physically.


  Rishe pulled herself together and gestured toward a stand a little down the road. “That store seems to have an awful lot of employees for its size. Let’s find one more conclusive item before tomorrow, shall we?”


  Arnold took a short breath and watched Rishe run off, letting her do as she pleased.


  Her eyes sparkled when she saw what the shop had for sale. “Oh my!”


  Look at these old books written in Crusade!


  Books lined simple shelves made of wooden boxes with thick boards. Old tomes were stuffed haphazardly underneath cloths to shield them from the sun; they gave off a dusty, slightly sweet scent. There were prayer books with worn corners and handwritten manuscripts. Holy books written for children were put on proud display.


  “Is that a novel?!” Rishe asked, tugging on Arnold’s sleeve as she tried her best to tamp down her curiosity. “I’ve never seen a book in Crusade that’s not about the religion! Oh, and just look! There’s a price tag in Crusade that says it’s half off if you read the language!”


  “You don’t need to worry about the price. If there’s something you want, just buy it.”


  “I can’t do that! This is an opportunity to haggle!”


  Someone who was most likely a store manager laughed at the way the two spoke to each other. “Are you two together?”


  Rishe was so shocked by the question that she almost jumped into the air. “No! We’re not, um, together,” Rishe blurted out, then timidly looked up at Arnold. “We…”


  When their eyes met, Arnold let out a huff that may or may not have been a laugh and smiled tenderly. He put his arm around Rishe’s back and pulled her close to him—not forcefully, but as if to protect her from the nearby crowds. Then he stared straight down at her and declared, “We’re married.”


  Her cheeks flared at the words, which were laced with that mischievous tone of his. These are just Oliver’s instructions! It’s a script to follow so we don’t seem suspicious!


  “As you can see, my wife is a bit of a collector when it comes to Crusade items. Do you have anything I can buy for her? The price isn’t an issue.”


  “M-my husband is just too generous!”


  Rishe tried to stop him, doing her best to stick to her role, but the shop manager was fired up at the arrival of a wealthy customer. He whirled around without delay. “Hey, the husband and wife here are looking for a good find! Didn’t we just get something in today?”


  “I know the one, boss!”


  A young man in the back, who was caring for a large horse, unhooked a ring of keys from his belt. He unlocked an iron safe and took out a small object from within; it looked somewhat like an egg sitting on a stand.


  “This is…”


  The sphere in the center of the object had small holes in it. Rishe had learned in her life as a maid that these represented the locations of the stars. There were myths in the Crusade faith related to the stars, and this was a tool to project them as they appeared in the sky.


  “It’s a miniature planetarium, used to recreate the positions of stars inside a room. If you put a candle inside when it’s dark, the light shines through the holes to—”


  “Oh, you know what this is?!”


  The young lady Millia, who had once been Rishe’s mistress, had owned an item just like this. It had projected the stars at the end of spring, but this one appeared to be from a different season.


  “Rishe.”


  Rishe nodded at Arnold’s prompting and observed the item. There were sparkling gems in the object’s base that supported the sphere. She couldn’t yet tell if they were real gemstones.


  “It must be beautiful to have the night sky on the ceiling of your room. I’d like to know more about this,” she told the store manager.


  “I’m thrilled you’re interested! As for the price, it’s…”


  Rishe sidled up to Arnold where he held her at the waist and smiled. “Say, sir…would you mind if I gave it a little appraisal?”


  “Eek!”


  The shop manager gave a shrill cry for some reason, then shook his head vigorously. It appeared he didn’t mind at all.


   


  ***


   


  That night, when Rishe and Arnold arrived at their inn and inquired about their accommodations, they were met with an unexpected announcement.


  “We’re sharing a room?”


  “That’s right. You’re married, so we put you in the same room,” the innkeeper told them, and Rishe blinked in response. Once it finally sank in, her face heated all the way up to her ears.


  Arnold, of course, carried on with complete composure. “It seems we were unclear when we spoke earlier. Can we have another room prepared in addition to this one? Whatever you’re able to get ready in a rush is fine.”


  “I’m sorry, but we’re fully booked tonight…”


  I have to stay in the same room as Prince Arnold?!


  It wasn’t the first time she’d be doing so, but she had no excuse this time, such as making sure one of them got adequate rest or staying together because she was afraid of something.


  “Rishe.” Arnold took a deep breath. “I’ll find another inn nearby and stay there. Tomorrow morning, I’ll come to your room and—”


  “No, m-my husband!” Arnold was holding the key out to her, but she took his hand in hers and whispered to him so that no one else would be able to hear. “This is the only inn in town that caters to the nobility. If it means you must stay in a normal inn, then I should be the one to find other accommodations.”


  “That’s not happening. Do you really think I’d leave you in an inn with only rudimentary security?”


  “But if something unexpected happens, it wouldn’t do for you to be away from here either.”


  The innkeeper watched curiously as the two of them bickered.


  We’re acting suspicious. If we’re supposed to be a married couple, we should be staying in the same room.


  Rishe closed her eyes and made up her mind, then reached for Arnold. “Let’s hurry and go to our room, my dear husband!” She clung to Arnold’s arm, smiling at him like a loving wife. “I know you wanted a separate room so that it wouldn’t bother me that you were up late for your work, but…you can rest with me in the same room at least for today, can’t you? Then we can eat breakfast together.”


  She gazed up at Arnold and he frowned, just as she’d expected. I’m sorry, Prince Arnold! But we’ll never agree unless I do something like this.


  Apologizing mentally for making the decision on her own, Rishe thanked the innkeeper as well. “I’m looking forward to seeing the room! Thank you so much for taking us in on such short notice!”


  “Of course, madam. Now, allow me to show you to your room.”


  Thus did Rishe miss the opportunity to remove herself from Arnold’s arm even as he stared at her like he had something he wished to say.


   


  ***


   


  After bathing in the room they’d been led to, Rishe traded places with Arnold, trying her best to keep certain thoughts out of her mind.


  Out on the balcony in her nightdress, Rishe dried her hair in the evening air as she waited for Arnold to emerge from the bathroom.


  The gems in this miniature planetarium are the real thing.


  Rishe sat in a gently curved chair made of woven ivy. She set her wet towel down and picked up a dry one, then studied the object she’d bought today in the market.


  I’m still not certain, though. I’ll have to figure out later if this is the one—the same device Mistress Millia treasured.


  Next, she set on her lap several aged books she’d purchased from the same store. She picked one up, a large volume with a starry sky on the cover, and ran her fingers over the title.


  This brings me back…


  Dear memories rose to her mind, and Rishe lowered her gaze with a tranquil expression. Lady Millia loved this story. We used it to study at the beginning of her lessons in Crusade. She had opened this book countless times in her fourth life. The last time I read this was the night before Mistress Millia’s wedding. She asked me to read her a picture book in bed like I used to when she was little.


  Rishe had died during Millia’s wedding the next day. But in this life, she would be marrying the person who’d killed her—Arnold Hein—in just a month’s time.


  My “beloved husband”…


  She reflected on the words she’d uttered earlier today.


  Prince Arnold is my…


  “Rishe.”


  She wheeled around when she heard her name—and gasped.


  Arnold was watching her from inside the room. He wore a buttonless black shirt with a wide collar, exposing his usually hidden throat. His damp hair clung to his neck, which inexplicably drew Rishe’s eye.


  Arnold didn’t usually give the impression of a warm-blooded creature, but fresh out of the bath, he had a languidness to him that seemed almost bursting with heat.


  I feel like I’m seeing something I shouldn’t.


  When they’d slept together in Vinrhys, they had used separate baths. This was Rishe’s first time seeing Arnold right out of the bath.


  “What is it?”


  “Nothing!”


  Rishe squeezed her eyes shut. Arnold had to be eyeing her with suspicion, but there was nothing she could do to make herself less nervous. It’s rude of me to think he looks sexy like this, isn’t it?! Prince Arnold just took a bath, that’s all!


  She sensed Arnold emerging onto the balcony next to her. She couldn’t just avoid looking at him forever, so she mustered her courage and opened her eyes. He was standing next to the ivy chair she was seated in.


  He looked more defenseless than usual, but that only made Rishe more nervous. That didn’t make any sense, did it? Still, out on this balcony with no lights but the ones coming from other windows, she hung her head, all too aware of how close she was to Arnold.


  “I was…reading a book in Crusade.”


  “I see that.”


  The truth was, she hadn’t actually been reading the words on the page, but she didn’t want him picking up on her true thoughts—so she told him a white lie. “I really don’t feel like I’m grasping the full meaning of what I read. Fiction uses different language than the scriptures, and it’s rife with metaphors.”


  “It doesn’t seem to me like you struggle with the language at all. Your understanding probably surpasses a lot of bishops with high standing.”


  “That can’t be!” Rishe shook her head to deny it. “I’m always surprised by the layers of meaning everything in Crusade has. I’m sure there’s all sorts of hidden connotations in this story as well. It frustrates me that I can’t decipher them.”


  “Then I can just teach you,” he said placatingly. “On the carriage ride back, or in the detached palace.”


  Rishe looked up, thrilled by this offer. “You mean it?!”


  When their gazes met, his blue eyes regarded her in such a way that he seemed to be watching over her from afar. “If that is what you wish.”


  Why’s he looking at me so tenderly?


  Rishe could feel her cheeks reddening. She had no idea what to do.


  Arnold reached out and murmured, “Your hair is still wet.” He ran his fingers through her coral locks, which she had almost finished drying. “You’ll catch a cold out here in the wind.”


  “Well…” Rishe trailed off, unable to tell him why she hadn’t been able to wait for him in the room. I wouldn’t have known what to do with myself if I’d been in the room while you were in the bath, Your Highness.


  Arnold had no way of knowing what silly conflicts were going through her mind. In fact, he only made it worse when he picked up the soft brush on the side table and touched her towel, asking, “Do you dry it with the brush and the towel?”


  “Your Highness, what’re you…?!” Shocked by the question, she spun around. “I do, but I can’t ask you to do such a thing!”


  “You can’t, eh?”


  Rishe froze when she saw the teasing smile on his face.


  “You have exclusive rights to drying your spouse’s hair, is that it?”


  “Hrk!”


  She had done just that for him a few days ago in Vinrhys. When she saw him come in wet from the rain, her body had moved automatically. She was fully aware that she’d done something outrageous, so she couldn’t protest too much now.


  “Your hair is still wet too!”


  “It’ll dry on its own. Come on, stay still.”


  “Ngh…”


  Thus, Rishe was forced to allow Arnold to utilize his “rights.” He wasn’t merely toying with her, though. When she told him how she usually cared for her hair, he carefully ran the brush through it and wiped it with the towel afterward. It felt so comfortable, she almost started dozing off. It was difficult to dry hair of Rishe’s length during seasons without use of a hearth, but Arnold did so splendidly.


  In return, Rishe dried his hair, and once it had gotten late…


  “Now then!”


  Arnold insisted he would sleep on the couch and wouldn’t hear otherwise, but Rishe couldn’t allow it, so they were both seated on the large bed together when she pulled out the object from earlier.


  “Let’s try using this planetarium we bought in the market today!”


  She’d used her most enthusiastic tone of voice in an attempt to destroy the awkwardness she felt sitting in bed with Arnold. For his part, Arnold focused on the planetarium in her lap; his expression didn’t change.


  “There’s a mirror on the bottom of the sphere?”


  “Yes, it’s the same principle used to make chandeliers brighter. If we place a lit candle in here and close the lid…”


  She lit the candle from the lamp by her bedside and then closed the sphere when she’d made sure that it wouldn’t go out. Light spilled out from the holes in the sphere, projecting a faint starry sky onto the walls and ceiling of the room.


  It was like the room had been transformed into a nighttime seascape, and the twinkling lights decorated the world around them. If she put the planetarium on the side table, there would be nothing to obstruct the stars.


  She felt she understood why the people who’d created the old myths had seen the goddess in the stars.


  “It’s beautiful,” she murmured, then lay back on the bed. The hair Arnold had dried for her splayed out around her on the sheets. She tugged lightly on Arnold’s sleeve to coax the most beautiful man in the world, “Come look, Prince Arnold.”


  Arnold inhaled sharply, then lay down beside Rishe as she’d asked.


  “Thank you…my beloved husband.”


  “I can’t believe you.”


  For now, she’d succeeded in her plan. Satisfied that the crown prince wouldn’t have to sleep on the couch, Rishe glanced at the planetarium. “There was hardened wax on the inside of the sphere. If we use it for long enough to melt it, we’ll be able to determine its authenticity.”


  “Hey. Don’t just put the covers over me like I’m going to sleep here.”


  “My, what a sour face you’re making.” While neither confirming nor denying it, Rishe rolled over so that she was facing Arnold. “Does this view look beautiful to you, Your Highness?”


  He didn’t answer her right away, but Rishe was relieved by the several seconds of silence that passed. It meant that Arnold was thinking it over when she asked him questions like this.


  Eventually, he said, “Not particularly. It just looks like an imitation of the night sky to me.”


  “Ah. I see.”


  His face still pointed upward, Arnold’s eyes slid to Rishe. “But…”


  “Hmm?”


  Rishe tilted her head to the side. Arnold touched her hair gently, combing his fingers through it.


  “I’ll remember that it’s beautiful to you.”


  “Oh, Your Highness…” Warmth blossomed in her chest like an unfurling flower. She smiled happily, placing her hand over Arnold’s. “Now, I have a question.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Who was born under a starry sky like this?”


  The miraculous beads of light that filled the room were a projection of a real night that had occurred once. And stars were a way to navigate on the battlefield.


  Arnold answered without checking the ceiling again and stared straight at Rishe. “These are winter stars.”


  Rishe laughed, delighted that he’d played along with her game, then told him “Too bad” all the same. “You only get partial credit for the season. The answer is you, Prince Arnold!”


  He lapsed into silence. She giggled, pleased with herself for getting him to answer a question incorrectly. As her shoulders shook with mirth, Arnold rolled over to face her as well, giving her a scolding look.


  “You’re in a good mood, aren’t you?”


  “Hee hee hee! I-I’m sorry, I just…”


  True, maybe she was getting carried away. Was it because she’d been so nervous all afternoon trying to play husband and wife with him? Still, she confided in her “husband” about the true reason for her joy.


  “I’m just happy to talk to you about winter, since it’s still in the future.”


  Arnold’s blue eyes narrowed slightly. The planetarium light was reflected in them, unlike lamplight or sunlight. They were less like a night sky and more like a star-studded sea, fixed solely on Rishe.


  “Prince Arnold.” Lying on a soft bed and staring at those blue eyes, she felt a soft happiness enveloping her. “Prince Arnold…”


  “Yes?” Arnold gently prompted when she called his name twice. Maybe he’d realized that she just wanted to say his name. He didn’t get angry, though he normally disliked such frivolity.


  Rishe felt a ticklish sensation in her chest at the thought. She was overcome by a desire to live in this moment forever, even if it made her nervous at the same time. So, she gave voice to her plea.


  “When we’re really husband and wife…” Rishe slowly reached out and cupped his soft cheek. “When it’s winter, do you think we could go on a trip to find something you’ll think is beautiful? Just like we went to the Holy Kingdom of Domana, to Vinrhys, and to this city today.”


  “…Rishe.”


  “I want to see the real winter sky at night, but not just that.” With thoughts that were almost a prayer, Rishe slowly closed her eyes. “I want to see all sorts of beautiful things reflected in your eyes…”


  Arnold stroked her hair, entwining it gently around his fingers. “You’re sleepy, aren’t you?”


  Rishe shook her head weakly, pouting over the fact that he hadn’t answered her. “I’m awake.”


  She knew that her eyelids were getting heavy and her words were slurring slightly, though. She gripped Arnold’s sleeve, wanting to keep telling him her selfish wishes.


  “I want to see the stars…with my husband…”


  In this room filled with the starry sky, a soft sigh sounded beside her. “Come on. Go to sleep.”


  Arnold traced Rishe’s heavy eyelashes, leaving her hand clinging to his sleeve alone. His index finger, beautiful but rugged from his use of a sword, urged her eyes to shut.


  “You’ll see the stars as much as you want.”


  She nuzzled her forehead against him. Half in a dream already, she asked, “And the sea that’s the same color as your eyes?”


  “Yeah.”


  “And plenty of other beautiful things?”


  “That’s right.”


  This was a very important conversation. She wanted to get Arnold to promise her even more, but she couldn’t resist the supreme comfort she felt.


  “I’ll give you whatever you ask for.”


  Rishe had closed her eyes as he’d bidden her, but she felt like Arnold might be stroking her hair.


  “You’re my wife, after all.”


  Rishe then called him her husband as well, though she wasn’t sure if the words made it past her lips. She sank into the sea of sleep, unable to say for certain. All the while, she did everything she could to keep clinging to his sleeve so he wouldn’t leave, even after he blew out the candle in the planetarium.


   


  ***


   


  The next day, Rishe slowly stirred when she sensed the morning light on her eyelids. “Mm…”


  She felt warm and safe, like she was wrapped in a comforting blanket. Before she could dwell on those feelings, she sluggishly sat up and awkwardly released her grip on the sleeve she’d been grasping.


  Rishe was sitting in bed, looking down at the man sleeping beside her. Perplexed, she contemplated the man whose arms she had been asleep in.


  His Highness…


  The beautiful man sleeping beside her was to be Rishe’s husband. His hair, black as night and the same color as his long eyelashes, looked even darker in the morning sunbeams. When he opened those eyelids, she would see the beautiful color of the sea.


  Rishe touched the corner of his eye, longing for that blue in her sleep-addled mind.


  Emperor Arnold Hein…


  Why was it so comfortable for her to be beside the enemy she’d called by that name?


  When he first proposed to me, I didn’t want to be his bride.


  She’d been preparing so that she could flee at any moment, so that their agreement could be dissolved. Yet now she called herself his wife and him her husband. They were always together, just like this.


  Prince Arnold. The person who once killed me.


  She remembered what they’d said the night before. When he’d called her his wife and promised her things in the future, she had been filled with a ticklish sense of bliss.


  Why am I so happy?


  Before she could answer that, the man in question awoke. He rolled onto his back and slowly opened his eyes. Then he gazed up at Rishe seated beside him. “Rishe?”


  “Yes, it’s me.”


  Sunlight filtered through the white curtains, illuminating Rishe’s back. Not even hiding the happiness she felt at being able to say this to him right after waking up, Rishe smiled softly. “Good morning…my beloved husband.”


  Arnold squinted a bit as he peered at her, as if the light was too bright.


  “Is something the matter?”


  “…No.”


  He reached out to her and touched her coral hair, running his fingers through locks faintly shining in the light. Her hair, which he had dried the night before, seemed to feel silkier than usual. Rishe laughed, feeling ticklish when he touched it.


  Finally fully awake, she called his name. “Prince Arnold, it seems the merchants who sold those stolen goods have been captured without issue!” she said, relieved.


  “Yeah.” Arnold sat up and answered her non sequitur like he’d expected to hear it. After all, that was the very purpose of their stay in this town. “I told them to come to this inn right away if they managed to screw it up somehow. Our peaceful waking means they dealt with the people we marked at the stand yesterday without issue.”


  “I hope they managed to return to the inn they planned to stay at and get some rest. Anything stolen from the Holy Kingdom of Domana is bound to be a sacred treasure of the Crusade Church, which is nothing but trouble…”


  Rishe considered the beautiful planetarium they’d used the night before with a complicated expression. Now that they’d bought it from a criminal—who didn’t even know its true worth—and verified its authenticity, it was evidence that had to be returned to the Church at once.


  “Still, I’m glad this didn’t become a bigger problem. I didn’t even have to use any of the hidden weapons I brought with me, which is always a relief.”


  “I didn’t think you’d sniff out illegal activity from a single herb dropped on the ground.”


  “A-are you talking about me?!”


  He brought up the secret talk they’d had at the lake the day before, which surprised her.


  “You can’t say that when you were saying things like, ‘The hoofprints in this wet earth are too unnatural to belong to merchants’ horses.’ I mean, I know the horse we saw at the market yesterday was built much more like a warhorse, but still!”


  Rishe’s and Arnold’s individual suspicions had been too flimsy to mobilize the knights. That was why they’d come to this town to see the market with their own eyes, giving only a small number of knights very specific orders.


  I’m glad we resolved this. Though I sort of feel like we were just enjoying ourselves like we were on a real vacation.


  She felt a little guilty about that, so she said to Arnold, “It’s a shame to leave so soon, but we should be getting back to everyone else, shouldn’t we? I’ll get ready right away…”


  “Wait.”


  Rishe cocked her head when Arnold stopped her from getting out of bed.


  “We’ve got time.”


  “But…”


  Arnold smirked and repeated what she’d said the day before. “We’re going to have breakfast together as husband and wife, aren’t we?”


  She jumped, and only then did it fully occur to her that she was sitting in bed with Arnold. Her face flushed.


  I was just pretending for the innkeeper, but that was a very brazen thing to say to His Highness, wasn’t it?! And hold on a second, was I sleeping sidled up next to Prince Arnold all night long?


  Rishe’s mouth flapped open and closed in confusion. Arnold laid his arm on a raised knee, seeing right through her. “How many times have we slept together already? You’re still making a face like that afterward, huh?”


  “No one could get used to being so close to you!”


  He snickered in amusement, something he didn’t usually let Rishe see.


  She wanted to tell him that he wasn’t being fair, but even her will to argue with him was withering away.


  “You get dressed first. I’ll wait on the balcony.”


  “Th-thank you, Prince Arnold.” When he slipped out of bed and walked off, she called after him, “Will you go out with me like this again?”


  Arnold turned around and gently patted her on the head. “Yeah.”


  Now that she’d made another promise with him, Rishe’s heart soared.


  No plotting and no emergencies. Just peaceful, slothful time spent enjoying the world. I want to take Prince Arnold on trips like that in the future…


  All she could do was move forward. Making up her mind to do so, Rishe got out of bed.


  There was only one month left until their wedding.


  Bonus Story:
On Their Positions While Reading


   


  CRUSADE WAS THE LANGUAGE the goddess had spoken. This language was difficult even for specialists to decipher, but Rishe’s fiancé had mastered it.


  “Prince Arnold…”


  With a thick book in her hand, Rishe leaned against Arnold beside her and pointed out a line she was reading.


  “From the context, does this word here mean ‘forbidden’?”


  Arnold, who had been reading a different book, gave Rishe a detailed explanation without the slightest change in his expression. “You’re not wrong, but a more accurate interpretation takes into consideration the description of the goddess in the previous passage.”


  “I see! If it has a religious meaning, then maybe ‘taboo’ would be a better translation.” Rishe pressed into him even more, looking back down at the book. “Is this word the same, then?”


  “Exactly. Though this word here has an irregular meaning…”


  Even phrases that most people would find extraordinarily difficult to interpret were the same as everyday vernacular to Arnold. His input gave the passage a much deeper meaning.


  It’s like Prince Arnold is showing me the way.


  Brimming with excitement, Rishe returned to her book. The slightly sweet smell of paper exposed to the sun, common in old books, drew Rishe even deeper into the story. As did the sound of Arnold flipping his own pages next to her.


  Time passed in that manner until Rishe finished the volume, which was when she realized something.


  Hm?


  That “something” was the situation she currently found herself in.


  I feel like I can sense Prince Arnold’s body heat behind me…


  Her hands stopped partway to closing her book, and she blinked several times.


  I’m not leaning against the couch. But it’s not a cushion either.


  What sealed the deal for her was the sensation around her waist.


  It’s tight around me, and comforting… This must be…


  She glanced down and saw a large hand curled around her stomach, and with that, she finally figured it out.


  “Hwaaaaugh?!”


  Arnold lifted his head when Rishe screamed and leapt to her feet. As he stubbornly gave her the same deadpan look as always, she hastily sought to confirm the situation with him.


  “Was I using you as a backrest, Prince Arnold?!”


  “Yeah.”


  “I-I’m so sorry!”


  Her cheeks were filling with heat, but apologizing to Arnold came first. She’d gotten so wrapped up in learning new things that she’d scooted closer and closer to him, and she was thoroughly embarrassed now.


  “I just kept getting closer to you… My book was in the way, so you had nowhere to rest your arm, did you?!”


  Until just a moment ago, Arnold’s arm had been looped around Rishe’s waist, likely because Rishe had been pressed up against him so firmly. He probably had no recourse but to hold her. The thought pained her immensely, and she apologized again. “I’m sorry, Prince Arnold…”


  “You didn’t do anything wrong.”


  “But I—”


  “Anyway, come on.” Arnold patted the couch next to him. “Sit down.”


  “Huh?”


  “That you did it unconsciously means it was a comfortable position for you to read in, right?”


  Rishe’s heart throbbed at the question. She felt like he’d pointed out something incredibly embarrassing, but he didn’t seem to have any ulterior motive.


  He’s not teasing me, he’s just being considerate…


  “Come back.”


  “Hrk!”


  Her cheeks were growing hotter, but there was nothing she could do about that.


  In the end, Rishe couldn’t resist his invitation. She couldn’t let go of this precious time, where she could read all these books and Arnold would teach her anything she didn’t know.


  Bonus Story:
On Rishe Considering Whether to Mediate Between Her Brother-in-Law and the Attendant


   


  ONE AFTERNOON, Rishe was walking with Oliver as they held a little meeting about the wedding.1


  “Thank you, Oliver!”


  As Arnold’s attendant, Oliver was just as busy as his lord. Still, he’d answered all of Rishe’s questions with a bright smile on his face and even taken her suggestions into consideration.


  “I’ll inquire with Prince Arnold about this using these files as reference. And I’ll ask the Aria Trading Company what kind of entertainment they think they can offer.”


  “I appreciate all your efforts, Lady Rishe. But my lord is really—”


  Before Oliver could finish, a voice cried, “Sister!”


  Rishe’s eyes widened as a figure literally flew at her. She had noticed his presence, but she hadn’t anticipated this gesture, so she called out to the boy in front of her. “Prince Theodore?”


  Theodore had wedged himself between them, like he was trying to protect Rishe from Oliver. “Are you all right, Sister?! He didn’t do anything awful to you, did he?!”


  “Oliver? Heavens, no! In fact, he was assisting me with some matters related to the wedding.”


  “Huh… I guess that’s fine.” Theodore sighed in relief, then glared at Oliver once again.


  As for Oliver, he maintained his ever-present sunny smile and greeted the young prince. “Good day. How are you, Prince Theodore?”


  “Terrible, now that I’ve seen you. I hope you realize that my sister relies on me more than anyone else in this palace, with the sole exception of my elder brother.”


  “Why, of course. It’s just as you say, Your Highness.”


  “Urk!” Oliver’s easy agreement just seemed to sour Theodore’s mood further. He spun around to face Rishe and whined, “Sister! You shouldn’t have to ask him for anything! Why didn’t you ask me first?!”


  “Well, Prince Theodore, you would struggle to make any decisions regarding Prince Arnold’s apparel for the wedding, wouldn’t you?”


  “Everything would look amazing on him! I couldn’t possibly choose something like that!”


  Oliver laughed with amusement, though his expression was faultlessly mild. His perfect conduct probably irritated Theodore even more. So Rishe thought as Theodore turned back to Oliver and puffed up like an angry kitten.


  “You can’t think of Oliver as your ally, Sister,” he warned her, hiding her behind his back again.


  “You shouldn’t say such things, Prince Theodore.”


  “But it’s true… He’ll do anything for my brother, and I mean in a different way than I would.”


  Theodore glared at Oliver with unmasked hostility in his eyes, which were the same blue as his brother’s—only a shade closer to indigo.


  “He won’t necessarily keep safe the same things my brother keeps safe.”


  “My, my.”


  Oliver’s smile deepened after Theodore’s warning.


  Observing his reaction, Rishe thought, Oliver probably only truly smiles in certain situations. Even in her life as a merchant, she hadn’t met many people who were as careful as he was.


  “Sister, he’s—”


  “That’s exactly why,” Rishe cut in, smiling from the bottom of her heart, “Oliver is such a fantastic attendant to Prince Arnold, from my perspective.”


  Theodore’s round eyes widened further still. Even Oliver’s smile faltered as he gaped at Rishe in surprise. “I beg your pardon, Lady Rishe?”


  “Is it not important enough that he be unwaveringly loyal to Prince Arnold? Disobeying his master’s orders if it’s for his master’s sake…” Rishe knew there was a certain pride in that. “Why, isn’t that the very spirit of knightly chivalry?”


  “Knightly…” Oliver murmured, then pressed his lips together. A moment later, he huffed a short laugh. With a subtler smile than usual, as if it had risen to his face unbidden, Oliver said, “I appreciate that very much, Lady Rishe.”


  “Hee hee.”


  Of course, Rishe would never admit she knew exactly how he felt. She had been a knight once herself. But she was in a different position here in her seventh life, and she had to be true to herself in this one.


  “Now. As for you, Prince Theodore…”


  Her brother-in-law flinched when she said his name.


  “I don’t think it’s very nice of you to say such cruel things about Oliver.”


  “I-I wasn’t trying to be cruel! But I’m not thinking I maybe went too far or that I also trust that he puts my brother first or anything either!” Theodore protested. “Wait a second, Sister, why are you looking at me like that? Like I’m an experiment you’re running!”


  “I’m considering whether you need to reconcile with Oliver in the future, Prince Theodore. I would have to get Prince Arnold involved, so I’m considering possible methods…”


  “Anything but that!” Theodore shouted with all his might. He then turned to Oliver, his enemy, for help. “You say something too, Oliver!”


  “Ha ha ha. I don’t particularly mind either way, as long as my lord wills it.”


  “I really hate that about you, you know!”


  Another thought occurred to Rishe as she observed them, however. In a manner of speaking, aren’t these two actually on good terms?


  Perhaps she should report this to Arnold when she reached his office and see what he thought of the situation.


  I wonder what he’d say.


  Rishe giggled to herself as she pictured her fiancée giving her an utterly disinterested look.


  At any rate, she stood beside Oliver and Theodore and enjoyed the sight—one that could even be considered heartwarming.


  Afterword & Commentary


   


  TOUKO AMEKAWA HERE. Thank you for reading 7th Time Loop’s first short story collection! I was able to reserve some space for commentary on each story, so allow me to share my thoughts on them with you. I’ll be mentioning things that occur in the main story and these short stories, so please read this after finishing the book!


  My editor recorded the original publishing dates of all these stories after this afterword, so please enjoy those as well!


   


  PROLOGUE: TO TELL A TALE (Written for this book)


  The first story I wrote for this book! Chronologically, this takes place after Volume 4 and after the final story in this book. Please enjoy it with the phenomenal cover illustration drawn by Wan☆Hachipisu-sensei!


  The soft, bright light and the depiction of a quiet, comfortable moment between the two of them is such a treat for the eyes. For me, the highlight of the picture is the arm Arnold has wrapped around Rishe’s waist. Definitely get a good look at the color illustration version on the first page!


  The other color illustrations were also drawn by Wan☆Hachipisu-sensei in the past for an acrylic stand and an acrylic panel. They have a bit of a different impression in a book than they do on the physical merch, but I’m just happy to see the two of them looking so beautiful and cute no matter where they are! I really can’t thank you enough, Sensei!


   


  ON DRESSES AND HAIRSTYLES (Novel bonus story)


  A story in which Arnold firmly calls Rishe cute and Rishe just barely avoids taking him seriously because, in her mind, “it doesn’t count.”


   


  ON THE KISS (Novel bonus story)


  A story about Rishe spiraling after the kiss in the chapel that wasn’t shown in the main story. I was shocked and delighted when they remixed this a bit and put it in the anime!


   


  ON ARNOLD FROM HIS ATTENDANT’S PERSPECTIVE (Web)


  A story on Arnold after the kiss in the chapel from Oliver’s perspective, which wasn’t shown in the main story. In Galkhein, it’s customary to only dance to the first song at a party with one’s wife or fiancée, the true object of one’s affections.


   


  LIFE AS A MERCHANT: ON A NIGHT SPENT IN THE DESERT (Web)


  A story that alludes to Zahad, the king of the desert nation. Rishe’s longing to see everything the world has to offer is connected to her dream to travel with Arnold one day, so I always take great care in depicting it!


   


  ON AFTER THE LULLABY (Novel bonus story)


  The first volume had a short story about Rishe lulling Arnold to sleep. This story takes place after that one. Once again, I was shocked and delighted that they put both into the anime! I’ll leave whether Oliver noticed anything up to your imagination.


   


  ON LIKES AND DISLIKES (Novel bonus story)


  A story about how strange it is that Arnold likes Rishe’s cooking when his taste buds work and her skills are rather lacking. Hinoki Kino-sensei drew this story in the manga, and everyone is so adorable in it!


   


  ON ARNOLD’S AND RISHE’S HANDS (Web)


  Rishe’s nail polish isn’t traditional polish but gel (resin), so it’s pretty hard to remove.


   


  DURING A STROLL THROUGH THE CASTLE TOWN (Novel bonus story)


  A story about how Rishe may not be accosted by gentlemen at parties since she’s the crown prince’s fiancée, but Arnold has to be on his game when they go into town to avoid disaster. Rishe, of course, thinks the opposite.


   


  ON THE BURDENS OF AN ATTENDANT (Novel bonus story)


  A story about how Arnold surprises Oliver daily after his engagement to Rishe.


   


  ON ARNOLD AND RISHE SNEAKING INTO TOWN (Web)


  A story about Rishe making plans so that the two of them can go into town many more times in the future.


   


  IN RETURN FOR THE RING (Novel bonus story)


  I wrote this thinking about how he probably enjoyed squishing her cheeks quite a bit.


   


  ON THE CROWN PRINCE AND HIS FIANCÉE ON A SECRET OUTING, AND THOSE WHO WITNESS THEM (Book Fair bonus story)


  A story I enjoyed writing about how extraordinary these two are from an outsider’s perspective!


   


  ON WHAT RISHE WANTS (Web) & ON RISHE’S VIRTUES (Web)


  Stories about how objective Arnold’s perspective is. These were one story online!


   


  ON COMPARING HAND SIZES (Web)


  Rishe respects Arnold, but she also often finds herself wanting to imitate him and challenge him to contests.


   


  ON A FEARFUL RISHE AND A COMFORTING ARNOLD (Web)


  This is the first short story that explores Rishe’s fear of ghosts. Her weaknesses are ghosts, cooking, and romance. Also, in this world, “The moon is beautiful, isn’t it?” has no hidden meanings like it does in Japan!


   


  ON ARNOLD’S LIKES (Web)


  Rishe is always looking for things Arnold likes. This story is one such example.


   


  ON THE INSPECTION OF THE MARK LEFT ON RISHE (Novel bonus story)


  Don’t tell Rishe this, but she’s almost definitely making a big deal out of nothing with that bandage-wrapping technique thing.


   


  ON RISHE CALLING ARNOLD’S NAME (Novel bonus story)


  This is a husband and wife who are always saying each other’s names.


   


  ON A WORLD WHERE ARNOLD AND RISHE GO TO THE SAME SCHOOL (Web)


  This is not a parody of modern Japan but a parody of a far-off fictional world’s academy. In the main story, Arnold is a crown prince who carries a lot of burdens, so he takes his work seriously. But in a world where that isn’t the case, he might be a bit of a delinquent.


   


  LIFE AS A MAID: ON A BELOVED MAGICIAN (Written for this book)


  Rishe’s life as a maid from the perspective of Millia, who’s fifteen like Rishe is in the main story. To Millia, Rishe was an object of love and admiration, but on the romance side of things, Millia was more Rishe’s protector.


   


  ON AN IMPERIAL GUARD AND OLIVER THE ATTENDANT (Web)


  A story about how Arnold is a unique person, but as his attendant who’s served him for ten years, Oliver merely masquerades as a normal person and is just as unique as his master.


   


  ON ARNOLD, RISHE, AND PALM READING (Web)


  Some time later, Rishe forgets about hiding her palms from Arnold, and he’s able to sneak a peek at the line in question.


   


  ON ASKING ARNOLD WHY THEY WERE SLEEPING TOGETHER (Novel bonus story)


  Why didn’t Arnold just sleep in the empty bed? He weighed the tactless option of sleeping in the bed that his fiancée had been using and sleeping in the bed that was supposed to be his (whether or not said fiancée was currently in it) and figured the latter was probably better. And he was tired.


   


  ON A SEASIDE TOWN DATE (Novel bonus story)


  Arnold learns every show of affection Rishe gives him and returns them to her. In this story, he remembers Rishe feeding him in the marketplace in Volume 2 and returns the favor.


   


  ON RISHE’S NEW TREASURE (Web)


  This is the sword Arnold was using when he saved Theodore during the war in the flashback in Volume 1.


   


  ON ARNOLD SEEING A YOUNG RISHE FROM TEN YEARS AGO (Book Fair bonus story)


  As a little girl, Rishe was all smiles, all energy, and all curiosity. The portrait overflows with these aspects of her.


   


  ON ARNOLD BEING KIND ONLY TO RISHE (Book Fair bonus story)


  Rishe thinks it’s Arnold’s true nature, not that she’s special.


   


  ON A MATCHING PAIR OF DISGUISE GLASSES (Book Fair bonus story)


  Please watch as Arnold does pretty much anything Rishe asks him to do.


   


  ON THE ATTENDANT, THE YOUNGER PRINCE, AND THE CROWN PRINCE (Web)


  A story about the influence Rishe has had on each individual. Theodore seems like he’ll reconcile with Oliver, but he doesn’t.


   


  ON THE HUNTER VERIFYING HIS INFO ON THE CROWN PRINCE AND HIS FIANCÉE (Written for this book)


  Raul acts like a weirdo, but he’s just self-sabotaging and he’s actually a very reasonable person on the inside. So sometimes, he sees Arnold and Rishe and goes, “The real deal sure is something else…”


   


  ON ARNOLD TOUCHING RISHE’S HAIR (Web)


  A story about how Arnold is under the mistaken impression that touching Rishe’s hair is fine. Also, when Arnold touches Rishe’s ring, it’s because he was thinking about touching somewhere else but decided against it.


   


  LIFE AS A HUNTER: ON THE DAY RAUL FELL IN LOVE (Web)


  A story about how there are three men Rishe was close to in her past lives who fell in love with her—and Raul is one of them. It’s not touched on in the main story because Rishe didn’t realize it, so I wrote about it in a short story!


   


  ON CHOOSING ARNOLD’S WEDDING ACCESSORIES (Web)


  Arnold will let Rishe do whatever she wants to him, but he’ll show no mercy to Oliver for cracking up about it. She won’t do anything he really wouldn’t like, though, so there won’t be any disasters.


   


  ON THE TWO OF THEM TRYING TO STOP RISHE’S HICCUPS (Book Fair bonus story)


  Arnold occupies all the top spots in the rankings of Rishe’s biggest surprises in her life. It’s probably the same for Arnold.


   


  ON RISHE BEING TICKLISH (Web)


  Arnold’s also pretty ticklish, but he doesn’t let it show on his face. (Discovered when Rishe whispered in his ear for the first time.)


   


  ON ARNOLD AND RISHE TAKING A SHORT TRIP IN WHICH THEY PRETEND TO BE MARRIED (Written for this book)


  The first trip they took all alone! I always thought if I could put out a short story collection, I’d want to grant at least a little bit of the dream Rishe has in her seventh life, so I’m thrilled that I was able to write them enjoying a little trip together!


  The next book will be Volume 7 of the main story. I hope to see you all again there!


  Original Release Dates


   


  “On Arnold’s and Rishe’s Hands” April 2020


  “Life as a Merchant: On a Night Spent in the Desert” April 2020


  “On Arnold from His Attendant’s Perspective” May 2020


  “On Dresses and Hairstyles” October 2020


  “On the Kiss” October 2020


  “On After the Lullaby” October 2020


  “On Likes and Dislikes” October 2020


  “On Arnold and Rishe Sneaking into Town” December 2020


  “On What Rishe Wants” December 2020


  “On Rishe’s Virtues” January 2021


  “On Comparing Hand Sizes” January 2021


  “On a Fearful Rishe and a Comforting Arnold” January 2021


  “During a Stroll Through the Castle Town” February 2021


  “On the Burdens of an Attendant” February 2021


  “In Return for the Ring” February 2021


  “On Arnold’s Likes” February 2021


  “On the Crown Prince and His Fiancée on a Secret Outing, and Those Who Witness Them” April 2021


  “On an Imperial Guard and Oliver the Attendant” April 2021


  “On Arnold, Rishe, and Palm Reading” April 2021


  “On a World Where Arnold and Rishe Go to the Same School” May 2021


  “On the Inspection of the Mark Left on Rishe” June 2021


  “On Rishe Calling Arnold’s Name” June 2021


  “On Rishe’s New Treasure” August 2021


  “On the Attendant, the Younger Prince, and the Crown Prince” August 2021


  “Life as a Hunter: On the Day Raul Fell in Love” August 2021


  “On Choosing Arnold’s Wedding Accessories” August 2021


  “On Rishe Being Ticklish” September 2021


  “On Arnold Touching Rishe’s Hair” September 2021


  “On Asking Arnold Why They Were Sleeping Together” November 2021


  “On a Seaside Town Date” November 2021


  “On the Two of Them Trying to Stop Rishe’s Hiccups” February 2022


  “On a Matching Pair of Disguise Glasses” April 2022


  “On Arnold Being Kind Only to Rishe” September 2022


  “On Arnold Seeing a Young Rishe from Ten Years Ago” April 2023


  “Prologue: To Tell a Tale” New!


  “Life as a Maid: On a Beloved Magician” New!


  “On the Hunter Verifying His Info on the Crown Prince and His Fiancée” New!


  “On Arnold and Rishe Taking a Short Trip in Which They Pretend to Be Married” New!2


  Footnotes


   


  Bonus Story: On Rishe Considering Whether to Mediate Between Her Brother-in-Law and the Attendant


  [1] This story takes place after Volume 4. Please read it after the included stories, “On an Imperial Guard and Oliver the Attendant” and “On the Attendant, the Younger Prince, and the Crown Prince.”


   


  Original Release Dates


  [2] Stories have been revised for publication.
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