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    Gill—Age Eleven


    Little by little, the mysteries are starting to unravel.


    At his royal audience, Gramps negotiated with the king to free the inhabitants of Roana Village. At first, the king was reluctant to agree to it. If all those people of questionable background were released, it was quite possible that Durkis’s subjects would be in danger. And truth be told, I don’t trust every single citizen of Roana, either. Some of them very well might plot to assassinate the king.


    But with one promise, “I shall accept all responsibility,” the king accepted Gramps’s request.


    His promise weighed heavily on the room. It held a pressure so great that nobody could dispute it. In that moment, Gramps looked so different from the man I’d known.


    So why are two high noblemen now standing in the gloomy forest that serves as the entrance of Roana Village? I glance to the side at the pair. Their auras, so divorced from mediocrity, overwhelm me where I stand.


    One of them is a prince, for a start. And the other possesses the presence of a former royal. Though I couldn’t even imagine the king himself setting foot in Roana Village…


    “Don’t we need the king’s help to lift the magic walls of mist around the village?”


    “Am I unsatisfactory?” Duke asks me, not looking particularly hurt by my question.


    “Er, no, it’s just…I assumed a kingdom-wide transformation of this scale would require personal action from the king.”


    “Well, my magic is more powerful than my father’s.”


    I almost ask “Is it really?” but I stop myself. It is the obvious conclusion when you think about it. Duke is not an ordinary prince. He is superhuman. He probably also falls into the category of Divergent.


    Duke raises one of his strong hands in the direction of the mist. Then Gramps speaks up.


    “Wait. You shouldn’t lift the barrier yet. Go in first.”


    Not having any arguments, Duke quietly nods.


    “Hold on a minute. I didn’t bring any Avel with me.”


    “I have some.”


    Gramps produces a little bottle of pink liquid from his pocket, takes a sip, then hands it to me. I take a swig of Avel. With that potion, we can cross through the magic walls of mist.


    “Let’s go.”


    Gramps takes the lead and slips through the mist. Duke and I follow.


    Today, a change is going to take place. A huge change that is going to shake this kingdom. And when that moment arrives, I will be a part of it.


    Cradled in a bit of fear and a great deal of excitement, I feel my heartbeat quicken and my muscles surge with vigor.


    “So you came back.”


    Nate is the first person to greet us. He looks at us with a smirk on his face. Then his gaze slowly shifts over to Duke. Nate’s eyes are sharp, as if he is looking at an enemy. But Duke doesn’t falter under his intimidation. He stands tall and proud.


    I wonder what Duke’s first impression of Roana Village is. I know it is a wretched place, but I can’t help but hope it looks a little nicer than before. At the very least, it has improved by leaps and bounds since Alicia’s first visit. The air used to be terribly polluted, and everyone’s eyes were lifeless.


    “I am Duke Seeker, prince of the kingdom of Durkis.”


    He looks Nate right in the eye. Duke’s unfamiliar bearing makes Nate stiffen a little. He is probably wary of the arrival of yet another troublesome person. But the firstborn prince’s presence is enough to make even Nate shrink back.


    “Where did all that brave spunk disappear to?” Rebecca whispers in Nate’s ear.


    Acclimated to the nobility by her interactions with Alicia, she shows no signs of balking in the prince’s presence. Besides, Duke isn’t here to wield his authority over them.


    “Aw, shut up.” Nate curses under his breath.


    Duke watches silently. This all feels like I’m introducing my friends to my family…


    “Your Highness, I am Rebecca.”


    She ignores Nate and bows deeply. The other villagers follow suit and bow. They don’t know good manners, so they are copying Rebecca.


    Nate is the only one who does not bow, but Rebecca discreetly stomps on his foot, forcing him to show some respect.


    Watching the scene reminds me that Duke really is the prince of this kingdom. All this time, I have been treating Duke as if he is one of my peers…and perhaps that is incredibly disrespectful.


    “There’s something I must tell you all.”


    Duke’s deep voice causes everyone to lift their heads. The air thickens with tension at the grimness in his expression.


    “No matter how horribly this place has decayed…no matter how reluctant any of you are to return…some people consider this place home. This is where you all have lived. Surely not all your memories of it are bad?”


    “Skip the preamble, Your Highness,” Rebecca tells the prince, her eyes steadfast on him.


    I think his speech is a little odd. He never beats around the bush when he speaks. Does this mean he has something of a sensitive nature to tell the villagers…?


    After a short pause, Duke speaks again.


    “This village will be reclaimed…and turned into a military compound.”


    Military compound… A military compound?!


    Everything happens so fast, I can’t keep up. Duke devised quite the harebrained scheme while I wasn’t looking.


    All the villagers look shocked by the news—except Gramps, who doesn’t even flinch. Then again, I’ve never seen him shocked…


    That proves he and Duke are related by blood. Gramps had already predicted what Duke would do.


    “Are you saying this village will disappear without a trace?”


    “That’s right. When I compared Durkis to the world standard, it was clear that our military is weak. Without strong facilities, we cannot strengthen our armed forces.”


    What sort of kingdom does Duke want to turn Durkis into? I thought I understood how his mind works…but maybe I’ve been mistaken.


    He is several steps ahead of me. Humanity calls the person one step ahead of the crowd intelligent, but the person who is two steps ahead is a genius. And the person several steps ahead is……an enigma. That is how the world works.


    “Just what the hell are you trying to do?” Nate barks.


    Rebecca sharply kicks Nate’s leg. His face twists in pain, and he softens his tone.


    “Your Highness, what exactly are you trying to accomplish?”


    “I want to establish a place for Alicia in my hands.”


    ……Huh?


    If he wants to keep Alicia close, his actions are hypocritical. Exiling Alicia to another land ensures that she will be in a place completely out of his reach.


    “Uh, am I the only one who doesn’t understand a thing he’s saying?” Nate looks at Rebecca. She returns his confused expression. Apparently, nobody understands Duke’s logic.


    Unfazed, Duke continues, “If I want to set Alicia free, I need to expand my jurisdiction. Though I’m sure Alicia wouldn’t wish that.”


    This makes everyone understand. This prince remains a prince purely for Alicia’s sake. All of Duke’s objectives revolve around Alicia. His vast magic power, his extraordinarily critical eyes, his crystal clear intellect—all of it exists to protect Alicia. But he never let her know any of this.


    Alicia…you’ve won the love of the craziest prince in history.


    “Behind every good man is a good woman,” Rebecca murmurs.


    It really is true. But it isn’t limited to love. Every good leader has good subordinates. Which is what makes fools in this world all the more terrifying.


    ……If Liz Cather turns out to be wise, not only Durkis but the entire world will be shaken. She can wield every magical element—that is something someone will surely want to exploit. That is just how different she is.


    Nate takes a breath and says, “Well, we don’t have any love for this kingdom, so you can’t win us over with patriotism or any of that shit… But we have pledged our loyalty to that fine lady.”


    The fine lady in question is Alicia. I didn’t know Nate regards her so highly…


    How is her charm so boundless? I’m both proud and envious of her.


    She has a divine quality that I could never possess. It isn’t a quality that can be attained through hard work. But to Alicia, who wants to become a villainess, it is the most cumbersome quality of all… She has her own fair share of challenges.


    “Therefore, I will never betray her,” Nate declares, his clear gaze penetrating Duke.


    I start to feel melancholic. I wish I was the only person who recognized Alicia’s greatness.


    Hey, Alicia…you don’t know it, but you’ve won the love and trust of so many. I’m supportive of your dream to become a great villainess, but our definitions of it are vastly different. Not that I would ever tell you this to your face…


    “You have to understand, she’s our hero,” I say, then smile.


    To Alicia, that was probably the most aggravating line I could have delivered.


    “You sure do struggle, Duke,” Gramps murmurs.


    Duke smirks cynically, then says, “She would certainly be easier to handle if she were a little meeker.”


    “So what do you want us to do?” Nate asks.


    Duke’s expression becomes severe.


    “First, you must promise not to act out of violence after you leave this village.”


    “Understood. If there is any violence, I’ll nip it in the bud.”


    Many residents of Roana hold grudges over their imprisonment—grudges decades in the making. Releasing everyone at once is undoubtedly a huge risk.


    Though I’m sure the militia Nate leads can quell any uprisings…


    “Having said that, I’ve already got my eye on the real bad seeds.”


    “Good work,” Duke says.


    “Here’s our list of those people.” Rebecca cuts in on Nate and Duke’s conversation and discreetly hands the prince a sheet of paper. I steal a glance at the list. There aren’t that many names on it.


    “Thanks. This really helps,” Duke says.


    “Well, we knew we’d need a certain level of readiness and grit to go to the outside world,” Nate admits. “After all, what’s common sense in this place is bullshit on the outside.”


    Wow, Nate. Way to chat with a prince like he’s an old friend.


    “Your Highness, where exactly are we going to live instead?” Rebecca asks.


    “I’ve set aside a block on the outskirts for everyone. It’s a bit far from the royal capital.”


    “Thank you, Your Highness. We would prefer to be far from the capital. Right, Nate?”


    “Rebecca said it. We’re misfits. We know we aren’t welcome,” Nate says in a self-mocking tone. “But we’ll cooperate with you, Prince.”


    Nate puts out his hand. Duke takes hold of it with a strong grip.


    “I’m Nate. I’m the captain of Roana’s only militia.”


    “I’m impressed that you have an army.”


    “We formed it a little while ago—to escape this village and pick a fight with the crown.”


    “Well, I’m glad we avoided that. I don’t want to make an enemy of your people.”


    Duke smirks, and Nate echoes it with one of his own.


    “Well, I don’t wanna fight an aberration of a prince like you.”


    “All right. Let’s make preparations to leave.”


    Duke’s announcement makes all of Roana’s residents frown. At long last, they are able to leave Roana Village. No one could measure how desperately the citizens have been wishing for this day.


    They will go to the world where the sun shines. They will be set free to a bright place filled with hope.


    “I don’t know why…but I feel scared now,” Rebecca admits.


    “Don’t worry.” Nate takes her hand in his.


    Huh…? Oh, they’re together?


    No. I won’t make assumptions right now. Now’s not the time to stick my nose into anyone’s love life.


    Duke faces the wall of mist and sticks out his hand. The mist quickly evaporates. The wall that was there only a second ago is now gone.


    “Yaaaah!”


    Somebody roars and runs with all his might to the place where the wall once was. I thought he was cheering with unbridled joy, but instead, he is charging at Duke with a look of raw animosity.


    “Uuugh.” I sigh in frustration at the sight.


    Duke snaps his fingers, and the man hits the dirt. Duke’s spell is binding him, so no matter how hard he struggles, he can’t get up.


    “Ngh!”


    “Fool,” Nate spits.


    “Can I leave him in your care?” Duke asks Nate.


    “Yeah, sorry about that. We’ll take good care of him. Jett.”


    At Nate’s command, a tall redheaded man behind him steps forward. He crouches and easily lifts the man squirming by Duke’s feet.


    What crazy upper-body strength… I’ve never seen someone deadlift a grown man with one arm.


    “Listen up, people! Remember what we promised before we got out of here? No funny business. Keep that promise. Anybody who doesn’t like me in charge, come forward right now and we’ll fight it out.”


    Nate glares at the man who attacked and raises his voice so everyone can hear. The villagers stay silent as tension ripples through the air. Nobody would dare challenge Nate to a fight in this sort of situation.


    Nate is the strongest fighter in the village. Everyone knows that nobody stands a chance against him.


    And since Alicia held her own in a fight against Nate…doesn’t that make her dangerous?


    I stare Gramps square in the eye. I don’t have to say the words Alicia is dangerous. I can see that understanding in his eyes.


    There are so many outlandish people in my circle that I don’t know what’s normal anymore. Even if Alicia was stripped of her title, she could survive. As a commoner, she just might accomplish even crazier feats.


    And as I ponder these things, the villagers gradually walk out into the world.


    “Th-the air is so fresh!”


    “What is that bright thing?”


    “I hear it’s called the sun.”


    Each individual is awed in their own way by their first moments outside. The forest is still dim and a bit gloomy, but the sun’s light is faintly visible. And unlike the filthy air of Roana, the air out here is fresh and clear.


    As he listens to the joyous voices of the villagers, a peaceful smile forms on Gramps’s face. I hate Durkis for locking us all up in a horrible place like that…but I love Durkis in spite of it.


    I know I’m being hypocritical… So to rephrase my statement, I love Durkis because it gave me Alicia.
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    And thus, Roana Village’s residents were set free. Aside from that first man, nobody was violent.


    ……Everyone has a very different bearing about them now. This would have been inconceivable were it the version of Roana Village prior to Alicia’s efforts.


    Nate keeps everyone in line with an iron fist. It is reassuring to have him as militia captain. And it seems that Duke trusts him as well.


    Gramps returns to the royal palace. The king prepared a room for him. When Duke told him, Gramps’s eye filled with tears.


    Well, he was born and raised in the palace… I wonder if he and the king are having a lively chat right about now.


    Vague images of the estranged royal brothers enter my mind as I stretch both hands to the sky above the campus garden and yawn.


    It’s been one earth-shattering event after another… I’m exhausted.


    It feels wrong to be so tired when Alicia is in exile. But I know her. I imagine she’s enjoying herself in Laval. For the daughter of a high noble, she is extremely adaptable.


    What sort of fierce struggles in life led to such growth? I have seen my fair share of noble ladies since attending the Academy of Magic, but none of them are anything like her.


    I have never heard of a noblewoman swinging a sword, not even in rumor. And aside from Duke, a prince, and Liz, a saint, no other noblewoman has reached such a high magic level.


    But that aside, peace has finally returned to my life……and we all know that won’t last.


    There she is, walking straight toward me.


    “Liz Cather…”


    I stare at her and bring myself to attention.


    I never thought the day would come when she and I would face off one-on-one… Up until now, she has always been surrounded by an entourage. I rarely see her alone, for that matter. I wonder where all her groupies are.


    “Gill…dear.”


    I think that’s the first time she’s called me by name.


    I glare at Liz as she fidgets. I have no inclinations whatsoever of being friends with her. In fact, I detest her.


    I’m not a direct victim of her antics, but just as a passive observer, I can’t bring myself to like Liz.


    “What do you want?”


    “Gill dear…do you dislike me?”


    Her emerald-green eyes penetrate mine. If I let down my guard, they just might absorb me.


    I can tell my concentration has been lax. Is this the charm spell of hers that Mel mentioned?


    Experiencing it firsthand, I agree it is indeed troublesome. Her very body and soul are imbued with extraordinary levels of magic. Without a strong will, most humans would fall victim to it.


    “Is there something wrong with me disliking you?”


    “Did I ever do anything bad to you, my dear?”


    “Are you trying to pacify me?”


    “Heavens, no! I just wanted to chat with you to better understand your circumstances.”


    I don’t know how my secret Roana upbringing got leaked, but it had become a huge rumor at school without my knowledge.


    “Do you pity me?”


    Liz’s eyes seem to darken in response to my question. She has probably approached me out of kindness, but I no longer need help from anyone. That’s because before Her Saintliness made her grand entrance, I was already rescued by the (self-described) villainess. Also, though it may be strange to say so myself, I’m quite cynical. So unless I’m dealing with somebody I trust, I’m rather abrasive.


    “Listen, Gill dear…I truly want to save Roana Village,” she says, tears brimming in her eyes.


    “You want to save it, eh…?” I glare scornfully at her.


    What an easy thing to say. But her words are nonsensical (and missing the point, in a way), as well as too little too late.


    Besides, Roana Village is as good as gone in Durkis’s eyes. Though that fact hasn’t been made public yet…


    Conversely put, if news of the emancipation of Roana’s people is divulged, the kingdom would be in an uproar.


    “I will study hard and improve my magic, and I promise I will make Roana Village great!”


    Her confident eyes stare into mine.


    Wow, you really know nothing. Sorry, honey, but it might be difficult making a village that no longer exists great. Good luck with that, Liz.


    “I shall make it a place overflowing with smiles.”


    Too bad it’s uninhabited.


    Though I have absolutely no interest in what she has to say, Liz excitedly chatters on, subjecting me to her idealistic manifesto for a while. She wants to create a village where nobody suffers and where hearts will be made pure again. Her feverish mutterings fall in and out of my ears relentlessly.


    What a pity. Suffering is what gives joy meaning…


    The more she talks, the more baffled I am by her ignorance. Liz Cather’s ideal world is not a bad thing at all. In fact, it is a very good thing. And yet for some reason, it makes me unbearably angry.


    “Do you have the courage to march into the place with the greatest concentration of criminals?” I demand mockingly, unable to stand her soliloquy any longer.


    “Huh?”


    “If you really care about our happiness, that ought to be easy for you, right?”


    “But…my training is still…incomplete…”


    “And saying that lets you get away with doing nothing… This is all hubris. Why don’t you show some grit, go to Roana Village, and ask the people what they want?”


    I can tell my question has made her balk. Maybe I’m being too hard on her, but she shouldn’t let some harsh words from a boy several years her junior terrify her so. She is far too weak-willed.


    Alicia does not hate Liz. If anything, she considers Liz a necessary existence to stand in opposition to her role as villainess.


    But to me, Liz Cather is nothing more than an obstruction. I don’t really care how she lives her life as long as she doesn’t meddle with the people I love.


    That said, if Liz Cather has her way too much, this kingdom might fall to ruin.


    Besides, just as Duke told me earlier, the time will come when we have to exploit her, because she is the saint. It is best not to dwell on ill feelings toward her.


    “Then again, all that is meaningless now,” I say.


    Liz’s eyebrow arches quizzically as she asks, “What do you mean?”


    “The village is gone.”


    “It’s gone?”


    “That’s right. So you don’t have to worry about it anymore. There…one less burden for you to carry.”


    As I say the words, I note the distinct dissonance of a lie in my voice. But I feel I owe her a bit of kindness.


    “Then…where are the villagers? What happened to them?!”


    It’s odd seeing her so emotional after the fact…unless she did some research I’m not aware of? Either way, it’s too late.


    If somebody else finds the answer first, it does not matter how hard anybody else tried. Their efforts would not be recognized. It is just like scientists and scholars who race to see who will come up with the next big healing potion first.


    Liz Cather claims to lose sleep over studying. That is why her grades are far above the norm. Her name is always just below Duke’s on the scholastic test rankings. It is clear how hard she has worked.


    A sweet scent suddenly hits my nose. I detest Liz so fiercely, yet a part of me cannot stand to abandon her.


    “Please…Gill dear…won’t you help me study?”


    Asking a lowerclassman to help you study… Have you no pride? Or are you so desperate to learn more about the world that you’re willing to put your pride on a shelf?


    “What do I get out of it?”


    “I don’t have the power to heal your broken heart, my dear… But I do want to get to know you better.”


    We are talking past each other. I know it is pointless to talk to her any further, but I can’t get my feet to budge. It feels good being by her side.


    No…this can’t be. My heart isn’t broken, for a start. All the painful things I experienced during my early childhood in Roana mean nothing to me anymore. That’s just how dramatically Alicia has changed me.


    I want to yell at the girl in front of me. Tell her not to make up my mind for me. But when I picture the look of hurt in her eyes…I find it difficult to say.


    What is going on…? This is my own mind…my own body…yet I can’t move them at will…


    “Gill.”


    My eyes immediately widen in reaction to the deep, crisp voice. I feel as though my body has lost a hundred pounds.


    It’s Duke.


    “What are you doing out here?” he asks.


    He stares at Liz dubiously. Her expression seems a bit stiff and strained.


    “We aren’t doing anything in particular. Gill and I were just having a little chat.”


    “Well, have you finished your chat?”


    “Yes. I’d like Gill to help me study.” She gives the prince a smile that could melt stone.


    ……I don’t know why, but it’s unsettling.


    “But I never agreed to help you study,” I protest.


    “Huh? But didn’t you…just say…?”


    “All I did was ask what I would get out of the arrangement. I don’t want to teach you anyth—”


    _____Liz Cather’s monitor.


    Suddenly, those words materialize in my mind.


    That’s right. It’s my duty to take on Alicia’s role.


    “Gill dear?”


    Suspicious of my sudden silence, Liz peers into my eyes.


    “Okay, I’ll teach you. Only if you take my lessons seriously.”


    “Of course!” Her face blooms into a bright smile. Duke maintains his icy gaze. “Thank you! Well, I must get to my special lesson, so excuse me!”


    With a wave, she leaves the garden.


    ……Wielding all the elements sure is an ordeal.


    “Gill, you should avoid seeing her alone from now on,” Duke murmurs quietly after Liz Cather is out of view.


    “Why?”


    “Because you can’t use magic.”


    So that strange sensation I felt earlier…that must have been the charm magic that only the saint possesses. I have no magic whatsoever. So I can’t resist her magic with my own.


    “Then again, you put up quite a fight, despite your inability.”


    “That’s a compliment, right? I’m not sure why…but that felt more like you were mocking me.”


    Duke smirks back in reply.
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  Yeah, I know. You just love messing with people, Duke. You aren’t the mild-mannered, dashing prince people think you are.


  “All this time, Alicia has been protecting you with her magic. Though I’m sure she did it subconsciously,” Duke says quietly, staring off into the distance.
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  So Alicia has been protecting me.


  I ponder what Duke said as I lie in bed and stare at the ceiling. Alicia is in Laval, fighting a lonely battle.


  “……I have to do something, too,” I murmur at the ceiling.


  Gramps…and everyone in Roana Village are free now. Starting today, I fulfill my purpose.


  If Liz Cather is using charm magic—even subconsciously—that means she can unleash it on anybody she converses with.


  It isn’t at all a stretch to say that military power is useless against her.


  I only managed to stay uncharmed all these years because I was so close to Alicia…


  Then I hear a knock at my door. I sit up and look at the entryway… Who could it be this late at night?


  “Come in.”


  The door opens just as I answer.


  And in walks somebody who had not crossed my mind.


  I was assuming it would be Henri or perhaps Arnold…not the Williams family’s eldest son—Albert.


  He greatly resembles Henri and Alan, but he is a little taller and more mature.


  What could one of Liz’s devotees want with me? For that matter, he and I have never spoken directly before. That reminds me, isn’t Albert the one who gave Alicia her first sword lesson?


  There is a rather apologetic look in his eyes as he stares at me.


  “What?” I prod.


  “……I’m so sorry.”


  Then he suddenly bows his head to me. It’s so unexpected, I’m at a loss for words.


  What in the world is going on? Why is Albert groveling at my feet?


  Did somebody threaten him?


  I thought I hated Albert, but the shock is so strong that I can’t bring myself to feel any disgust.


  “Um…I don’t understand why you’re apologizing to me.”


  “The things Alicia said…they were harshly worded but correct.”


  Looking back now, Albert changed the day Alicia was exiled. I haven’t seen him with Liz ever since his sister left the kingdom.


  Albert is the heir to one of the Great Five noble houses. His magic is powerful. No matter how great the saint’s magic is, all he needs is a catalyst, and he can resist her.


  “It’s not me you owe an apology to—it’s Alicia.”


  “I know. But I’m sure I’ve upset you all these years.”


  “Then we’re even. I defied my social class and behaved horribly around you. In fact, I’m well aware that I am an abomination. A little urchin from Roana Village popping up like a disease.”


  “Huh? Oh, that didn’t bother me in the slightest.” Albert shakes his head.


  ……I guess he takes after Alicia in that regard. That’s siblings for you.


  He is the son of a great noble house. He has every reason to scorn me, yet he doesn’t.


  “I used to be convinced that Liz could do and say no wrong. That was why I resisted everything you and Alicia had to say against her. I truly am so sorry. I know I was infatuated with Liz, but now, I have a hard time understanding how I could have been so obstinate.”


  Oh, I get it. Your brain rebels against your will and won’t listen to what you tell it. Now that I’ve experienced it for the first time myself, I understand.


  I don’t blame him for succumbing to it. She is a saint with special powers.


  “My opinions have been biased by blind faith, too,” I assure him. “Just like Liz Cather was your entire world, Alicia is mine.”


  My face crumples as I think of her.


  “You are deeply devoted to Alicia, aren’t you, Gill?” Albert’s tone is far gentler than I have ever heard from him before. “And those young eyes of yours make observations wiser and more intelligent than I could ever imagine… You are quite similar to Alicia.”


  To me, there is no higher praise.


  I’m like Alicia. Hearing it from her eldest brother…is a great honor.


  “Even if I spend a lifetime atoning for how I behaved, I don’t think Alicia will ever forgive me.”


  I have never seen sadder eyes. But Alicia doesn’t resent Albert. Even though he’s been on Liz Cather’s side, she still loves her brother.


  “Albert…do you love Alicia?”


  Albert takes a deep breath in and out, then he smiles softly and says, “I’ve loved my sister since the day she was born.”


  “If that’s the way you feel, you’ll be all right.”


  There is no way I can chastise him.


  ……Look at how mellow I’ve become. Must be getting older.


  “Oh, that’s right.” I speak up out of nowhere.


  “Something wrong?”


  “I am getting older. I’ll be twelve in two days.”


  “What?! Well, that calls for a big celebration. What would you like? What’s your favorite food?”


  I know Albert and I just buried the hatchet, but isn’t he being a little too familiar? Well, not that I mind.


  “But twelve… That’s still a child,” he mumbles.


  A child? I’m not a child. I’m an independent adult. I’m planting my feet more firmly than your average son of a nobleman.


  I’m about to make some snappy retort when Albert looks me in the eye and says, “We’ll take good care of you.”


  I don’t know if he is saying it out of pity, but his deep violet eyes look as though they truly do cherish me. He must be a big brother to his core.


  “Okay, then…I’d like a new book on herbs.”


  “All right.”


  “And a magnifying glass.”


  “That doesn’t sound like the wish list of a twelve-year-old.”


  “I also want to drink liquor.”


  “You’ll have to get a little older for that.”


  I bet Albert didn’t expect me to honestly tell him everything I want. The term doting adult was probably made for men like Albert. I’ve never had someone like him in my life. Not Duke, nor Alicia…nor Gramps… Henri and Arnold don’t quite fit the mold, either…of a person I can let myself be a child around.


  “Gill, it’s good for children to act like children. They’re supposed to let adults spoil them.”


  Albert is offering me kindness and warmth. What a good feeling it is.


  “I’d like to have apple pie sometimes for tea.”


  “All right. I’ll have the cook make you lots.”


  “I’m weak, and I haven’t had training, but I want a small sword.”


  “I’ll have a top craftsman make you one.”


  I let every want I ever had spill out. Because Albert is so warm and open…I’m losing control of my feelings.


  “Also, I want to see Alicia.”


  I can hear the slight tremor in my voice. Not a day passes since she left that I don’t miss her. Alicia, the girl who was always by my side, suddenly vanished. She went far away, out of my reach.


  I miss her…but if I say so, that would only upset those around me. So I have forced myself to suppress my feelings all this time. But now…


  “I miss Alicia, too,” Albert murmurs, gently rubbing my head.


  Albert’s kindness fills me with a rush of worry. He is being nice to me now, but he might resent me someday… He might abandon me.


  “Albert…is it really okay for me to be so selfish? To ask for so much?”


  All my life, I have put up a shield of pride to keep people from taking advantage of me…but now I no longer have the ability to hide my fears.


  I couldn’t show weakness. I had to be stronger than the norm if I expected to stay with Alicia. So no matter what the circumstances, I had to stand tall, and I never showed a bit of panic or fear.


  But that was a lesson I taught myself by observing her.


  Alicia is bold and beautiful, no matter what environment she finds herself in. If anything, she looks enthusiastic, vibrant, and full of life. With Alicia by my side, I would never falter. Looking at her, I convinced myself that this was true.


  I idolize her for being that way…but I can’t deny that I feel scared sometimes.


  Despite the strong front I put up, I still care about how people feel. I’m sensitive to the slightest changes in emotion.


  Even now, I’m just as weak and feeble as I always was.


  “Compared to the selfish requests of young Alicia, yours are endearing, Gill,” Albert assures me. “Besides, she’s special. It’s my fault she became someone nobody could dote on. So please, Gill, stay a child.”


  With a soft smile on his lips, Albert answers my last question.


  “Huh? Alicia was selfish?” I ask.


  “Oh, you bet. She demanded ten times what you just asked for every single day.”


  I can’t believe it. That Alicia would make such outlandish demands.


  ……Alicia, you were much more a villainess when you were young.


  “But for some reason, she suddenly changed one day. She started reading avidly and took up the sword… I have no idea what made her that way. I still do not know.”


  “Do you think there was some major catalyst for the change?”


  “It does not seem like there was. Her transformation was truly sudden. It happened when I was genuinely considering giving up on indulging her selfish whims… Maybe she sensed I was about to do that and changed.”


  Albert’s expression is grim as he speaks. I can’t imagine Alicia ever being so selfish. I’ve always suspected she embellished her own history for my benefit, but it turns out she was telling the truth.


  If all that is required for change is a desire to do so, anybody can do it. But people cannot change so easily. And unless they suffer amnesia, a person cannot just alter their entire personality overnight.


  “It remains one of the Williams family’s biggest unsolved mysteries,” Albert says. “It happened when Alicia was just seven years old. Only the residents of the house know about it.”


  “I just realized something. Alicia is the only daughter among the Great Five… Could it be that everything was an act from the very start?”


  “What do you mean?” Albert’s head tilts.


  “If the saint had not made an appearance, Alicia would have undoubtedly been betrothed to Duke. So maybe she acted deplorable on purpose so he would hate her?”


  “Then why did she suddenly drop the act? And all this happened before she met Duke, too.”


  He has a point. She would have had no reason to drop the act then. But as a self-proclaimed villainess, everything she did was probably exactly what she wanted.


  “Upon further reflection, something strange did happen to Alicia just before her transformation,” Albert says, desperately searching his memory. “But it was so insignificant… I can’t see how that would have anything to do with it…”


  As Albert frowns and mutters quietly, I prod him to tell me what it was. And it is with a look of complete confidence that he tells me.


  “A flower bloomed.”


  ……Huh?!


  “Er, a flower?”


  “That’s right. A flower.” His tone is as earnest as ever.


  What should I do…? I have absolutely no idea what Albert means. Do I need to study harder?


  “You’re right. That is insignificant.” Firing up my brain on all cylinders, that’s the best response I can come up with.


  “It was a rare black rose. I thought it was a sudden mutation and didn’t pay it much mind, but the mystical rose truly was beautiful when it shone in the moonlight.”


  A black rose… I’ve never seen that before.


  That new piece of information alters the story a little. We are no longer in pure fantasy territory.


  “Did you ever find out how that black rose bloomed?” I ask.


  “No. Nobody looked into it. Besides, it bloomed at night and withered the next day. It never even crossed my mind until just now.”


  “Well, I agree that a rose blooming could hardly change a person. But it might be worth investigating, even after all these years.”


  I feel the corners of my mouth rise. In this moment, I know that Alicia truly is special.


  I can’t get any further on my own. I need to talk this over with Duke.


  “Wasn’t it unsettling when Alicia’s personality suddenly changed?”


  “Not unsettling. Just surprising. Even with a different personality, she’s still my little sister. And I’ll do whatever it takes to bring her back home,” Albert declares, nodding firmly.


  Uh, please don’t? She was so happy to traipse off to Laval. If you try to bring her right back home, you’ll incur her wrath.


  As much as I long to see Alicia as soon as possible, I don’t want to stand in the way of her goals.


  “She’ll come home in her own time,” I assure him.


  “But she’s alone in an unfamiliar land. And she’s lived the coddled life of a noblewoman…”


  “Oh, don’t worry about that. Come on, this is Alicia. A strong and beautiful flower will be desired by all. Lots of people will want to get close to her.”


  I can’t imagine her starving to death in the Laval wilderness. Rather, that would never happen.


  It is possible that she is enduring unthinkable hardship. Though it sounds strange coming from me, Alicia is still a child. She feels like crying sometimes—she just never lets it show.


  However, she will always keep her eyes forward and walk on. As long as she doesn’t lose her sense of self, she will be fine.


  Knowing Alicia, she’ll sprint forward, not walk.


  As I picture the image in my mind, a soft chuckle escapes my lips.
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    Alicia, Eldest Daughter of the Williams Family—Age Sixteen


    Aaaagh! I can’t believe it!


    I’m running at full speed. No cool, no sophistication. I’m just moving one leg in front of the other.


    “You! Devil!” I scream as I run toward Victor.


    Look at me, accusing someone else of being a devil…


    Everyone aside from me is riding cozy on horses. Side note, but isn’t it bad for horses to make them run full speed for that long? Have they forgotten I fell unconscious right after we came out of the lake? Is this prince’s memory really that bad?


    “It’s a wonder you can keep up this long without becoming winded.”


    Not helping, Captain Marius.


    “Hey, I carried you yesterday. You must have a lot of energy left.” Victor smirks at me. Grandfather shoots him a sharp look.


    What’s this? Why is Grandfather glaring at Victor? Did something happen yesterday while I was out cold? Apparently, Grandfather and his friends rendezvoused with us while I was asleep. I wonder what brought them all this way?


    Victor gives my grandfather a rebuking stare back.


    “Lia, I can’t believe you’re really a wo—”


    “Huh?”


    “A—a regular human being like us,” Ceres stammers, tripping over his words.


    Did he bite his tongue? It’s easy to bite your own tongue while you’re talking on horseback.


    “What’re you blabbing about? Of course we’re all human beings,” I answer, deepening my voice as much as I can. If anyone in this group falls under suspicion of not being human, it’s Victor. What is he, a monster? A mutant?


    “Stop blathering and start riding,” Victor says, mercilessly pushing his horse faster.


    If I were to enter a track tournament, I would surely set a new world record with legs like these. After all, I ran from my mansion to Roana Village practically every day in my childhood. My long-distance running is second to none.


    “Bitsy, I ask this in earnest… Aren’t you running too fast?” Captain Marius’s eyes are wide in shock as he watches me run alongside the horses.


    ……Perhaps I’m better suited to be an assassin than an aristocrat. After all, at this point, I’m an unofficial spy for Durkis. A spy is my main profession, and an aristocrat’s daughter is my side hustle? Huh? Now I’m not sure which is which…… At the end of the day, I’m fine with being a villainess.


    “Your Highness, I think that’s enough,” my grandfather tells Victor.


    Oh, you’re too kind. All the other soldiers seem to be excited to watch me drop dead in the road…


    Victor ignores my grandfather and asks me, “Are you tired?”


    Excuse me?! I see that scornful look in your eyes! Are you baiting me? This isn’t even my final form!


    “Not a bit,” I answer, glaring at Victor, who just smirks in satisfaction.


    A villainess never gets tired. She never panics. She is always a pillar of confidence and cool.


    But wait a minute, I’m just an average boy soldier right now… Aren’t I allowed to be tired……? He baited me, and I fell straight into it!! Oh, it’s on. You made me say I’m not tired? Guess I’ll just have to run all the way home!


    After a while of running, a vibrant town comes into view. I can tell from all the way out here that it’s teeming with life.


    “You may be a kid, but you’re old enough to drink. We’re going into town,” Victor announces.


    The soldiers cheer.


    ……Wait a minute… Is…is this the moment? Am I going to have my first drink here?


    “Lia, it’s your birthday, right? You should be pleased. It’s an honor to have a prince celebrate your birthday,” Ceres murmurs in my direction.


    You can say that again. Forcing a boy to race against horses straight out of his sickbed? What a wonderful present. This prince really doesn’t understand women, does he? If you really consider yourself a prince of Laval, at least gift me a sharp sword or an extensive history book on this kingdom.


    As I bad-mouth him to myself, I suddenly meet my grandfather’s eyes.


    ……Oops. I completely forgot. The Grandpa Trio is going to mentor me. I’ve been given a birthday present more valuable than my wildest dreams.


    “Your expressions have been changing so quickly that I can’t keep up. Don’t know what’s on your mind, you strange wo—” Lieutenant Neal closes his mouth before he finishes the sentence.


    ……Wo?


    “You’re like a…strange wooden instrument.”


    “Huh?” I blurt out. I surely have a dreadful expression on my face. Not the sort of look I should be giving my superior officer.


    “W-well, it’s just, your expression changes so frequently, you remind me of somebody playing a whimsical ditty on a wooden flute.”


    “Since when have my expressions been that poetic?” I quip.


    Lieutenant Neal looks a bit flustered, but he coughs softly and assumes a neutral expression.


    First Ceres, now Neal. Why is everyone tripping over their words? Something stinks. Wo…wo… Wolf, wooly, woodsman…wurst?! No, it can’t be that. This world would be amazing if it had good German sausages, but that’s just a selfish wish of mine.


    “Wo…wo……man.”


    Could it be…they figured out I’m a woman?! Well, I am missing my memory from last night.


    Everyone shoots me awkward looks while I mumble under my breath. Victor inhales and exhales deeply, followed by a dramatic sigh. Lieutenant Neal and Ceres flinch. What are they scared of? It’s just Victor.


    “I knew these guys wouldn’t be able to keep the secret, but I didn’t think they’d be this obvious about it,” Victor comments.


    “I couldn’t agree more.” Captain Marius nods.


    Real talk, I’ve pegged Captain Marius as the worst at keeping a secret in this group. He’s the type who would blurt out “It’s you!” before the day was over.


    “Well, it’s not the sort of thing you can hide forever… Hey, brat.” Victor looks at me. I see my reflection in his yellow-green eyes. “I told these guys you’re a woman.”


    He says it boldly, without a shred of remorse.


    ……Yeah, I figured. It wasn’t exactly a life-and-death secret, but hearing he blabbed it so unceremoniously makes me mad. It’s like, you’re a prince, why did you have to spill my secret to everyone? Have you no shame?


    There are other things I want to tell him, but I shove those feelings back inside.


    Fine, if you’re gonna be like that, I’ve got a trick of my own. It doesn’t seem like you told them all I’m also a daughter of the nobility, so now’s my big chance to show you my villainess skills I’ve racked up all these years.


    “……So?” I ask Victor, beaming radiantly.


    “Eh?” Victor gives me a dubious look.


    “So what are you going to do to make it up to me? You revealed my secret. I assume you’re going to make amends?”


    “Do you know who the hell I am?”


    “You’re the prince of Laval… So there’s nothing you can’t do, correct?”


    You’re always baiting me; now it’s my turn to bait you.


    When Grandfather sees the utter shock on Victor’s face, it seems to take everything in him not to laugh.


    “How dare you speak to His Highness in that manner,” Lieutenant Neal butts in, sounding a bit flustered.


    “Yes, we have sworn our loyalty to you, Prince Victor, but if you lose me, won’t you be the one in trouble?”


    I give Victor a testing look. I doubt any soldier has ever treated him this way before. But that just shows how valuable I am. And I don’t say this conceitedly. I’ve trained hard not to bring shame to the name of Alicia Williams, and I aided in retrieving Victor’s qualification to become king—the lake’s source. He ought to give me a little leeway with mere words.


    Then Victor suddenly bursts out laughing.


    “I hardly ever hear His Highness laugh that loudly…,” Captain Marius mutters.


    “When he’s around Lia, I see many new sides to him,” Jurd murmurs back.


    “Boy, my father sure took in quite the ward!” Victor wipes his eyes, trying to contain his laughter.


    I’m not sure if he is praising me or mocking me…but knowing that Victor would almost never praise me, it is surely the latter.


    “You’re right. I do need you right now,” Victor concedes. “I cannot abandon somebody as useful as you… The only people allowed to behave that way around me are you and the geezer trio.”


    “““Rude,””” the three old men and I grunt in unison. It is Victor, not us, who has to mind his manners.


    “So, young lady, what is it that you wish for?”


    I almost answer “books,” but I stop myself. I have people who are going to teach me. I don’t need to choose books… Which means I should ask for…a sword? But this is a prince I’m negotiating with. I should aim higher… That’s it!


    “I want a platoon of my own to lead.”


    “…………Huh?” Victor’s eyebrows furrow in an epic frown.


    “So you’re saying you want my job?” Captain Marius says in disbelief.


    “I am not aiming to take your position, Captain Marius.”


    “A fine answer…but why did it sound disrespectful?” Ceres murmurs beside Marius.


    Victor’s expression is stern. “No. You defecting to my older brother is not entirely out of the question. I cannot give you a platoon so easily.”


    Well, I completely understand… But I still can’t pull back. Not now.


    I don my best smile. The one I’ve perfected over my years of villainess research. No matter what he says, I will not back down.


    “Even if I don’t have my own platoon, if I defect to the firstborn prince, that will disadvantage you, Prince Victor. Remember, I’m on nobody’s side to begin with.”


    “How dare you—”


    “I owe a debt only to His Majesty the King.”


    “But you swore loyalty to me, remember?”


    “If I swear loyalty to the king, by necessity, that includes you and the rest of the royal family—that was what I meant.”


    Victor is so awestruck that he can’t seem to think of anything to say. And now, not only my grandfather but also Cate and Mark are desperately trying not to laugh. Their hands are clamped over their mouths, but their shoulders are clearly shaking.


    Prince—zero, me—one!


    I enter the town in high spirits and find it far livelier than I even imagined it would be. The people are happy and healthy. Though there are a few verbal disputes here and there, it is a safe and lawful place. Maybe I only have that impression because of all the time I’ve spent in Roana Village. Once again, I’m reminded how seeing a place with one’s own eyes and hearing it with one’s own ears is an invaluable experience.


    And yet even though this town’s inhabitants are quite diverse, our party stands out most of all. Naturally, the prince wears a hood over his face to obscure his royal identity. Grandfather and his associates have also covered their heads. And I walk in the shadow of their horses.


    “Captain Maaarius!!”


    “Sir Neeeal! Eeek—he looked at me!”


    “Who are the others? Their hoods are covering their faces… Ooh, could it be the prince?!”


    “Of course not! The prince would never come to a place like this.”


    ……They know Victor’s personal detail by name and face?!


    I had no idea they were this popular. I guess from an outsider’s perspective, they are quite dashing knights…


    “Sir Ceres! Would you accept…?” A pretty little lady with red cheeks hands him a box filled with fragrant cake. Ceres takes the box with familiarity, gently smiles at her, and expresses his gratitude.


    “Huh?!”


    W-wait a minute. Ceres is an NPC, isn’t he? Why does he have so much rizz?


    “Hey, you were thinking something extremely rude just now. I can see it on your face.”


    “A girl just gave you a cake, Ceres…”


    “That a problem? I’m a rather popular knight, you know.” Ceres proudly puffs out his chest.


    Indeed, a knight would not have been selected for the prince’s mission party unless he were skilled… Which means not only Ceres but Jurd must also be quite the competent knight.


    “And who is this little one?” the lady who gave Ceres cake asks, eyeing me.


    Uh-oh, trouble. I know I’m covering my face with a blindfold, but I wanted to stay hidden with the prince and the old men. Any more attention than I’m already getting will be a real hassle.


    I turn to look at the prince and old men.


    Huh? They’re…gone?!


    “They disappeared!”


    “The prince and three gentlemen went that way. It’s best that they stay away from large crowds,” Lieutenant Neal whispers while I fidget anxiously.


    Well, I wish they took me with them… I mean, I’m drawing attention for some strange reason.


    “This is Lia, a new recruit.” Ceres politely introduces me to the lady.


    “W-wait a minute…is this the kid who fought the lion in the arena?”


    I wanna make a break for it.


    “Ah! It was you!”


    “I thought you looked familiar!”


    “I knew it was him at a glance—see how he’s wearing the blindfold?”


    The others around the squealing lady begin to react. They surround me with intense stares, as if I am a sideshow at a circus.


    Since when did I become a celebrity here? I’ve never attracted so much friendly attention before… It’s a strange feeling. This might be what it feels like to be a saint. Well, I’m a villainess, so no thank you.
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    Victor is elegantly drinking liquor across from me. The old men are enjoying some good cups of hot coffee.


    Lieutenant Neal somehow rescued me from the crowd, and I was able to escape. It truly was an ordeal, being bombarded with all sorts of questions like that. Not even the legendary politician Prince Shotoku could have handled that hype.


    “Took you long enough,” Victor says without offering me so much as a glance.


    Captain Marius and the other men bow apologetically. I take a leisurely survey of the spot. Captain Marius said earlier that this was the prince’s special getaway…but the interior design does not give that impression at all.


    The lighting can’t be called bright; it’s built of old, rotten wood; and there are not many patrons around. The barkeep is a surly, silent man, too… It feels more like a hole-in-the-wall.


    “What’s on your mind?” Victor asks, his eyes searching mine.


    “Just thinking what a strange place this is.”


    “Thinking it doesn’t suit a prince?”


    ……Victor, are you psychic?


    “This place is quiet and free of disturbances,” he explains.


    Everything is falling into place. Compared to the castle, where everything is pristinely and lavishly adorned, this place is more relaxing.


    “Want a drink?” Victor asks.


    “No thank you,” I snap.


    Tension shoots through the air.


    Not wanting to incur any further bad blood from Victor after his verbal blunder earlier, Lieutenant Neal takes a stern tone with me.


    “He’s the prince. Show some respect.”


    “I can’t afford to lower my guard when we’re outside. I want to keep my senses sharper than normal,” I explain.


    “We’re in a safe place. Why don’t you relax a little…?”


    “Lieutenant Neal, have you forgotten? Up until very recently, I was essentially a slave. I have to protect myself. When I’m out, danger follows me wherever I go.”


    My bold reply shuts Neal’s mouth.


    Truth be told, I’m confident I could fight just fine even if I was a little tipsy, but I don’t know how Laval’s spirits would affect my constitution. It is not a good idea to drink in front of anyone—much less in front of Victor.


    Letting the wrong remark slip could spell disaster for me.


    “Can you hold your liquor, Your Highness?” I ask.


    “I couldn’t get drunk even if I wanted to,” he answers curtly. “Don’t be modest. Order whatever you like.”


    Victor hands me the menu. It only contains two items: liquor and coffee. So much for ordering a cup of tea… This restaurant sure has a narrow selection of beverages.


    Marius, Ceres, and Jurd order liquor, and Neal and I order coffee.


    “So back to our previous topic—who exactly do you want in this platoon of yours? Where will you get your men from?”


    Victor glugs down the rest of the liquor in his glass and sets it loudly on the table.


    “No need to worry. I’ll recruit the personnel myself,” I reply.


    “You’ll search one by one?”


    “Yes. I’ll rely on my eyes to identify the right people.”


    “What a hassle. I don’t envy you. If you just admitted you needed my help, I was going to offer you some of the more capable men from my troops…but then again, I doubt any of them would want to be in a unit led by a brat. It would take a real loon to want a kid for a leader. Are you sure you can handle this? Unless you’re trying to form the Pitiful Platoon?”


    This prince really is good at getting a rise out of people… But otome game douchebag characters like him often wind up being the main romanceable targets, don’t they?


    “The contrary, Your Highness.”


    “Eh?” Victor’s brow wrinkles.


    “I will have everyone know that my platoon is the hardest in the world to join. I’ll pound the lesson into them so hard it hurts. I’ll also show them what an honor it is to join my platoon.”


    I maintain my immaculate smile.


    “Huh… So you’re saying your platoon will be even more elite than mine?” Victor smirks.


    “Where in the world does your confidence come from…?” Ceres mutters tiredly beside him.


    Um, my Villainess Platoon will go down in history, you know? Of course I’m not gonna make a Puny Platoon.


    “Just what exactly is your goal?” Victor demands.


    “You’ll have to wait and see.” I smirk back at him and take a sip of coffee. Up until now, I would have answered “To become the world’s greatest villainess!” But I’m sixteen years old now. A mysterious woman has a lot more charm.


    Besides, I remember what Gill told me before. A true villainess would never call herself one… And he had a point.


    If the saint introduced herself like “I am a kindhearted person, so I pray for world peace—namaste,” she would make everyone cringe.


    “How deep have your calculations run?” Lieutenant Neal asks me, his eyes narrowing in suspicion.


    “What do you mean?”


    “From the time you fought the lion in the arena to the moment you won the king’s favor, you calculated all of that. What’s more, somebody else was scheduled to fight that day. Was this all something you knew in advance, or was it truly a big coincidence?”


    Lieutenant Neal’s words put tension in the air.


    Good man, Lieutenant. You’ve been suspicious of me all along.


    “To be honest, I didn’t think a small child like you could amount to much, but your lung capacity and muscle strength are beyond the norm. And you’ve got hidden potential that the word extraordinary fails to do justice. What’s more…you’re female. A dainty lady, at that. How were you raised to turn into what you are? If you grow any further than you already have, you must be a monster.”


    Was that a diss? No, was it praise? I merely followed the villainess playbook as written… For that matter, was Lieutenant Neal always this eloquent? He’s a logical thinker, but still… Okay. How do I answer him?


    “Indeed, I do wonder what sort of upbringing would produce somebody like Lia.”


    Cate suddenly barges in on the conversation. His eyes are brimming with curiosity as he looks at me.


    “I concur,” Grandfather agrees. Mark is nodding beside him.


    Grandfather…you may have noticed I am your granddaughter, but please don’t say anything that would disparage Father.


    “I suppose it’s the result of living freely?” I offer with a cackle.


    Lieutenant Neal’s gaze grows even sharper.


    Come on, stop glaring at me like that! I’m a lady! I don’t care how hot you are; you’re gonna lose fans at this rate!


    “If you were useless to us, I was going to send you back to your homeland…but I want to keep you close to me from now on.”


    Oh my, Prince Victor…that’s a foul move. My exile to Laval was all part of my training.


    Lieutenant Neal persists and asks, “So by living freely, you were exiled from your kingdom, you got in the king’s good graces by fighting a lion, and now you’re the prince’s favorite?”


    “What a convoluted list of steps,” I remark.


    “That you went through.”


    Lieutenant Neal surprises me yet again. Perhaps I have been acting very villainously all this time? I mean, winning the favor of the prince of the kingdom you’re exiled to… That’s like a perfect game for a villainess. I’m a natural. But after a while, phase two of my villainess plot involves returning home. Having Victor’s favor is nothing but a hindrance for me…


    “Hey. What’s with the look of disgust?” Captain Marius demands. “His Highness bestowed you with high praise. Most men work a lifetime and never receive so much as a nod.”


    Ceres adds, “Bitsy, you don’t seem to appreciate just how incredible it is to earn the favor of His Highness. If you are a knight of Prince Victor, there is nothing of greater value.”


    I know full well that it’s an honor, but I never asked for that. Being indispensable to Victor isn’t exactly a good turn of events for me.


    Then again, if I upset him, I might get tossed back into the arena again for lèse-majesté. Oh well, guess there’s only one thing I can say…


    “Thank you?”


    “Why was that a question?” Victor’s brows knit at my compromise.


    “Excuse me, may I ask just one question?” I change the topic.


    “Sure.”


    “It’s about the firstborn prince.”


    In an instant, Victor’s complexion changes. His expression is now one of blatant disgust.


    Are you sure you have to look so sickened? He’s your brother. You’re letting the hostility show a little too much.


    My own older brothers Albert and Alan don’t like me, either, but that doesn’t mean I hate them.


    “Does the firstborn prince really want to succeed the throne?” I ask Victor.


    “Beats me.”


    “Do you really know nothing?”


    The moment I dig my investigative claws in deeper, an immeasurable wave of malice flows from Victor. I wouldn’t be surprised if he killed me here and now. Apparently, I struck a nerve that isn’t meant to be touched.


    “You—if you know what’s good for you, mind who you’re speaking to. Marius…chop off her finger.”


    The room freezes. It is clear Victor is serious.


    I knew he was a loose cannon, but I didn’t realize he was this unhinged…


    “Marius.”


    The tremendous might in Victor’s voice makes Captain Marius flinch slightly.


    “B-but, Your Highness.”


    “Just do it.”


    “I think it would be prudent to reconsider.” Grandfather cuts in to quench Victor’s anger.


    “Shut up. She’s too cocky. I need to put her in her place.”


    Ugh… Well, sorry, but you can’t touch me.


    “Haste makes waste, Prince,” I tell him.


    “Huh?”


    “How can she keep smiling at a time like this?” Ceres whispers.


    “……Fearlessness has its limits, you know,” Jurd whispers back.


    “Have a drink and calm down, Your Highness,” I suggest.


    “Are you mocking me? Or do you really want to die?” Victor is baiting me.


    “I’ll choose the time and place of my own death, thank you.” I bait him right back.


    “Hey, Bitsy!” Ceres frantically steps in. “Don’t hold your ground when you don’t have a leg to stand on! Now apologize.”


    Aw, he’s worried about me. What a good person. But I’ll be just fine. I’m not so weak that the prince of the neighboring kingdom could kill me. Besides, my life has been so lacking in villainess glory lately that I’ve been craving a hit.


    Keeping his eyes dead set on me, Victor says, “Marius, hold her down.”
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    Gill—Age Twelve


    “Did you find any answers?” I ask.


    Duke shakes his head. If Duke has no answers, then I surely have none.


    Duke, Henri, and I are in the school library, researching what happened the day before Alicia’s personality changed.


    I turned twelve yesterday, and a big celebration was held at the Williams home in my honor. Alan still seems to dislike me, but Henri, Albert, and Arnold were so good to me that I couldn’t possibly thank them enough. I thought that at last I would get to interact with Alicia’s mother face-to-face, but she was out running an errand that day.


    Naturally, Duke also had a present for me. It was an envelope—one I have yet to open. When he gave me the envelope, I told him about the black rose Albert mentioned.


    “No matter where I look, I can’t find anything about black roses. I wish I could have seen it with my own eyes,” Duke now laments.


    “Never mind thaaat! I’ve got some really good news!”


    With a shrill cry, Mel joins us, her cheeks puffed indignantly. Henri is smirking wryly behind her. He looks like a father who’s exhausted because his child never listens to him.


    “What is it?” Duke asks.


    “Ali-Ali’s sainthood registration is all donnne! I just submitted it to the kingdommm! Yaaay!”


    Alicia’s going to kill her for meddling… It was nice knowing you, Mel.


    Still, I’m surprised she was able to do that with Alicia gone. All of Alicia’s hard work was for nothing. She wants to be a villainess so bad, and she got awarded the exact opposite title.


    “I have…mixed feelings,” I say.


    Henri gives me a commiserating nod and adds, “Ordinarily, it would be an honor to receive such a recognition.”


    “Yeaaah, I kinda wondered if Ali-Ali would get mad at me for going through with it without her permission, but I had to go to these lengths. Otherwise, Duke can’t marry Ali-Ali!”


    Mel is right. The kingdom has to recognize Alicia as a saint for Duke to be allowed to marry her.


    “It was surprisingly easy to get permission, wasn’t it?” I say.


    “Um, it’s sainthood recognition! It was anything but easy!” Mel protests melodramatically.


    “How did you do it?”


    “I appealed directly to His Majesty. And I got the go-ahead!”


    “So it was easy.”


    “Gill, you don’t understand just what a big ordeal it is scoring an audience with the king,” Mel argues. “Then again, I just dropped Duke’s name!”


    “So how did you pitch Alicia to the king?” Henri asks Mel.


    That is something I want to know, too. For starters, I can’t imagine Mel speaking to the king without being rude…


    “Well, I told him Ali-Ali has baby-soft skin, her golden eye pierces the hearts of all, she’s adorable, she’s smoking hot and invincible—”


    “That’s completely different from what I heard,” Duke interjects. “My father said you listed all of Alicia’s achievements in detail and made a passionate case that she already embodies all the requisite qualities of a saint.”


    Duke smirks playfully at Mel.


    Mel’s cheeks burn red, and she screams, “Duke!!! How could you?! You coldhearted prince! I’m gonna tell Ali-Ali on you!”


    At the end of the day, however, Mel is loyal to Duke.


    “But you can’t tell Alicia. Then she’ll know she’s been recognized as a saint.”


    “Oops—right.”


    “Let’s keep this a secret from Alicia,” Henri suggests.


    Mel nods solemnly. Duke nods beside her.


    “I don’t think we’ll be able to keep it a secret long. Then again, with Alicia exiled, I hope this new title can aid in her return…… Though knowing her, she’ll come back on her own. Well, if she does find out, I had nothing to do with her sainthood recognition—understood?” I confirm, a satisfied smile on my face. I don’t want to incur Alicia’s wrath.


    “The only issue is…now this kingdom has two saints,” Henri points out.


    Mel grumbles, “Well, I don’t think Liz is a saint.”


    Liz Cather’s sainthood hasn’t been made public yet, but most of the people who matter have already gathered as much.


    But I wonder why they haven’t announced it.


    It doesn’t seem like classified intel… If anything, Alicia’s sainthood would be the one the crown would want to keep secret.


    Duke and I exchange glances.


    ……No way.


    “Don’t tell me…you were holding off until the day Alicia’s sainthood was recognized…?” I ask him.


    “That’s right. No matter how excited everyone was about Liz Cather being the saint, we avoided announcing it publicly. All the Great Five are on the same page.”


    Before I can say any more, Duke begins to explain.


    “Liz’s sainthood was rather obvious, you see. She’s a commoner who can wield all the magic elements—something not even members of the nobility can do… But Alicia was far more intriguing. I let her go through with that farce of being the saint’s monitor to help get her confirmed as a saint. I really could see no other way. We have a genius with an extraordinary work ethic who relishes playing the villain. Alicia is just undeniably fascinating.”


    “Yeaaah, Duke was eager to make Ali-Ali a saint from the very start,” Mel pipes up energetically.


    And he acted so angry when Alicia was appointed Liz’s monitor. I’ve always known Duke to be a calculating person, but I didn’t realize the extent… We were puppets all along, with Duke pulling our strings.


    “Well, one of this kingdom’s saints went off on a solo quest,” I murmur, staring into the distance.


    “Too bad we got stuck with the worthless one,” Mel replies with a sigh.


    Huh? Wait a minute…


    “When you consider the power she can wield…you can hardly call her worthless.”


    Everyone looks at me as if I am an exotic animal.


    “Wh-what?”


    “I’ve never heard you say anything nice about Liz…!” Henri is astonished.


    Duke and Mel nod in agreement.


    “Hey, I’m not that cruel…… Did I really drag Liz Cather that badly through the mud?”


    “““YES,””” all three answer at once.


    ……I think I still hate her. I’m not sure what happened. Maybe it’s because I’m following Alicia’s advice and looking at things more objectively… Maybe my anti-Liz bias is starting to dissipate a little.


    “You used to exude epic levels of malice just from the sight of her,” Henri adds.


    “Did I?”


    “Yes—you looked like you were ready to lunge forward and kill her! Ooh, it was deliciously thrilling.”


    “Now, that’s just deviant,” Henri tells Mel.


    “I’m glad you didn’t kill her,” Duke remarks.


    “Who do you guys think I am?”


    Their comments make me realize just how much I have changed. I’m not sure if it is a good or bad transformation. But by talking with Liz Cather, I feel as though I’ve gained a better understanding of her. She isn’t an evil person. She’s just ignorant of the true evils of the world.


    “Say…just a hunch, but did she use her magic on Gill?” Mel asks Duke.


    “Yes… Until I approached them, they were alone for some time.”


    “But her magic couldn’t break his love for Alicia, of course,” Henri argues.


    “Still, he held his own against that demonic spell without magic,” Mel retorts.


    “Anyway, I think we should keep an eye on her for a while,” Duke warns.


    That brings me back to my senses. The trio are having a whispered conversation, but I was so lost in thought about Liz Cather that I haven’t heard any of it.


    I’d better stay sharp and be wary of Liz like the others.


    Liz Cather is friendly with a variety of students, regardless of their school year. No matter how hostile they are to her, she responds with a smile. It is almost as if she is unaware of the dark sides we all have.


    I’ve gained a better understanding of what makes her so popular. Being near her feels like one’s heart is being purified. That means her magic energy is uniquely soothing.


    “Gill dear?”


    While I was observing Liz Cather in a daze, she creeped up on me before I knew it.


    “Huh?”


    “It just seemed like you were staring in my direction.”


    She smiles kindly at me. When I say nothing in reply, she continues the conversation.


    “You seem peaceful and calm today. All this time, you always had a sour look in your eye whenever I was around, so I assumed you disliked me.”


    “No, I…”


    Why did I almost correct her? I really do dislike Liz Cather.


    Her eyebrows arch as she gives a little laugh.


    I’ve never felt this way around her before… What is this strange sense of guilt? Is this part of her charm magic…? Or could it be that I merely misunderstood Liz all these years?


    “Are you and Duke good friends?” she asks.


    “Yeah…you could say that.”


    “Oh, how nice! I’m very good friends with him, too. Isn’t Duke just incredible? He is the youngest person to ever reach level one hundred, he’s intelligent, he’s strong—he’s just the ideal prince, isn’t he?”


    I didn’t ask her to elaborate, yet her eyes are sparkling as she raves about Duke.


    “But sometimes, I see a melancholy look in his eyes…”


    Probably because he misses Alicia.


    “I only wish there were something I could do. But he and I don’t speak much anymore…”


    “What did you used to talk about?”


    “Well…I suppose we talked mostly about our coursework. I would often ask him questions.”


    Why am I having a conversation with her? And without any revulsion, besides.


    “The truth is, I wish I could have become closer friends with Alicia, too. I still feel that way. And yet she always pushes everyone away—I think it’s because she’s lonely.”


    This girl bases entire conversations on her imagination.


    I quietly sit there and listen to her. But not because I find her company enjoyable. It is because I want to give her way of thinking an honest shot. I think I can apply my own judgment to it.


    “Even now, I still believe I can save Alicia. If I keep reaching out to her, I have faith that she will eventually take my hand. So I will never give up.”


    …………What in the world is she saying?


    I know Liz Cather lives in a fantasy, but I didn’t realize how extreme the fantasy is. I start to feel ashamed of myself for giving her a chance. She is too far gone—completely out of my hands.


    The moment I have this revelation, the mist that has been dampening my thoughts about Liz Cather clears as if by a gust of wind.


    I heave an exaggerated sigh.


    “Gill dear?! What’s wrong?”


    “Alicia got exiled. How exactly are you going to save her?”


    I sneer at Liz. Sensing the change in my mood, Liz straightens her smile into a tight line.


    Sorry, Liz Cather. My very instincts reject you. There’s nothing I can do about it.


    “And just what about Alicia is lonely? I think the word aloof suits her much better.”


    “W-well, she rejects everyone so fiercely and never tries to give them a chance.”


    “But she gave me a chance.”


    “Then why is she so heartless to the other students at this academy? She should be kinder to everyone. Even a daughter of a great noble house mustn’t treat others cruelly.”


    “She’s just choosing her battles, like we all do. Everyone must choose between people who will be of merit and people who won’t… Being friends with all types of people just isn’t feasible.”


    Liz Cather’s eyes widen. It seems she has no rebuttal. I can tell what I’m saying is insolent. But it is still much better than Liz’s fanciful idealism.


    If one spends only a short time interacting with somebody, one can generally tell what sort of person they are. But time is finite, which is why carefully selecting the people with whom to associate is not at all a bad thing.


    Besides, Alicia is giving Liz a chance. By being her monitor.


    “You really should be thanking Alicia, not the other way around,” I mutter under my breath. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”


    Continuing the conversation further would bear no fruit. But as I turn to walk away, Liz stops me.


    “P-please, wait. Gill dear…please, just listen to me. This will be the last time, I promise.”


    Her eyes beseech me. Why is she being so aggressive today?


    “I know it’s strange of me to be telling you this, but I still want you to hear it.”


    She looks as though she will burst into tears at any second.


    Now, I am a boy. I’m chivalrous. If I see a girl crying, I can’t ignore her. Rather, if I did ignore her, Alicia would probably get angry with me.


    “What?” I ask begrudgingly.


    “Will you hear me out?” she implores.


    “For a little while. So get to the point.”


    I thought I made my tone amply rough, but Liz looks happy.


    ……If you were really dying for somebody to talk to, you should have chosen your devotees. They’d give you all the sympathy you could want.


    “Thank you. So you see…I’ve never told anyone this before, but I was always insecure about being a commoner. No matter how I told myself it didn’t matter, I could not rise above my lower station. Others judged me. Though I tried to convince myself I would be all right if I was just true to myself, that didn’t always work.” Liz smiles cynically, then takes a breath and continues. “The judgmental looks the other students give Alicia? I know those looks well. No girl on this earth could come away from them unscathed.”


    …………But Alicia lives for those judgmental looks.


    “When it happened to me, Duke came to my rescue. Of course, I wasn’t all right with being bullied. Every single day, I was hurt. It was a real struggle. But Duke and the other members of the student council reached out a helping hand.”


    It sounds an awful lot like she is dramatizing events to suit her narrative, but since I wasn’t actually there, I decide not to comment.


    “And eventually, I gained my true self back. Since Duke is such a heartthrob, some girls were biased against me. But their hate inspired me to approach them and try to be friends.”


    Isn’t that, like, dumping oil onto a blazing fire?


    “And then, little by little, those girls came to understand me.”


    Behold the power of charm magic! Freakishly powerful stuff…


    “So you see, Gill dear, that’s why I believe mutual understanding is very important. Once people understand one another, they will never fight. If we value one another’s perspectives and find compromise, I know we can create a wonderful world.”


    ……What the hell is she even talking about? Now she’s devolved into a world peace rant. But the substance of her speech is shockingly shallow.


    “So you’re saying one side should compromise?”


    “You mustn’t phrase it like only one side is evil. What I’m saying is that both sides should come together.”


    There are all sorts of things I’m dying to say, but I shove them down.


    All right. First, I should understand and acknowledge her beliefs. I know Alicia would do that.


    I take a deep breath and stare into her emerald-green eyes.


    “To be sure, if everyone in the world did that, we would be at peace. But there are many instances where compromise is not an option. Everyone takes pride in their beliefs—their ego is tied up in them. And I’ll admit there are many people who value your beliefs, Liz Cather. But the majority is not always right. It’s impossible to bring both sides together in mutual understanding when you’ve already tried to shove your dogma down our throats.”


    What Liz Cather is espousing is the exact opposite of what is happening at the Academy of Magic.


    “I’m sorry, but it sounded like you were implying I have been forcing my values onto everyone,” Liz replies, her brow furrowing. Her clear voice penetrates my ears.


    “Am I wrong?”


    “You are very wrong. I detest brainwashing.”


    “The subconscious is a terrifying thing.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    She frowns dubiously at me. It is a look one rarely gets from Liz Cather.


    “All right, Gill, what about Alicia, whom you respect so much? Isn’t she the one trying to force her values onto me?”


    Well, yes. Because she’s your monitor. She has to state her opinions emphatically; otherwise, you wouldn’t notice.


    “For starters, I don’t get why you don’t chastise the jerks who bullied you,” I tell her. “Why did you try to be friends with them? You didn’t reach a mutual understanding; you just quelled the dispute and swept it under the rug.”


    “We reached a mutual understanding!”


    Angered by my remark, she raises her voice louder than usual.


    Mutual understanding… Coming from Liz Cather, that sounds like bullshit.


    “Liz Cather…when will you ever be satisfied?”


    When I ask the question, her expression changes immediately—no longer a trace of tranquility in it.


    “I—I just…” Liz stammers over her words.


    “You just…what?”


    And with lonely eyes the likes of which I’ve never seen, she murmurs meekly, “I just—I just love Duke.”


    I am at a loss for words. Those are the eyes of a woman genuinely in love.


    “I’m well aware that Duke loves Alicia. That’s why I didn’t try to stop her exile… I didn’t want her to be near him anymore. And still…still, his heart belongs to her.”


    Aha…now it makes sense. Liz Cather is in love.


    She is fighting as hard as she can, while coming to terms with her jealousy. She is beloved by so many, yet she has carried a torch for Duke and Duke alone all these years.


    Duke is special in her eyes. In the same way Liz’s devotees love her ardently, Liz loves Duke with all her being.


    And so, deep in the recesses of her heart, she hates Alicia…and that part of her might be influencing her magic. This is all just my theory, though…


    “My heart is ugly. I know that. I tell myself I wish for Duke’s happiness, but deep down, what I really wish is for him to be happy with me. I care for Duke so much more than Alicia does… But no matter how much I care, my feelings won’t amount to anything. That is why I desperately tried to convince myself that with hard work, my feelings would most certainly bear fruit. I had to tell myself this; otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to function. Because…when you’re in love, those feelings don’t go away so easily.”


    Her big eyes are brimming with tears, begging me for help. I have a feeling I’m hearing Liz Cather speak from the heart for the first time. The person she longed to be the most was Alicia all along.


    I can’t say anything in reply. All I can do is hear her out.


    “Curtis once told me…that I could never compete with Alicia. That I could never surpass her. But that’s just vexing, isn’t it? I’ve got my feminine pride on the line in this fight. So…why shouldn’t Duke notice me a little, now that Alicia is exiled? I mean, that girl absolutely will return to Durkis someday.”


    “Did you ever wish Duke had met you before Alicia?”


    I know it is a careless question, but in this moment, it is all I’m capable of asking.


    Liz Cather shakes her head. “I think Duke would have only had eyes for her regardless… That’s why I’m tormented with jealousy. Winning Duke’s love… That’s life’s greatest luxury.”


    A sad smile forms on her face. I do not understand the workings of a woman’s heart all that well. But right now, I understand a little of how Liz Cather feels.


    If I were Alicia’s age and I had met her before Duke, things might be different between us. The thought has crossed my mind before.


    The heart-wrenching pain of watching over someone from afar and wishing for their happiness… I know exactly how that feels. Then again, I suppose in my case, the heartbreak I feel is different from romantic love.


    Liz Cather’s love for Duke has been thwarted for all these years. Even though she knows her love doesn’t have a chance, she has desperately clawed at Duke, hoping to leave traces of her grasp behind.


    …………And for my purposes, that is a massive inconvenience.
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    Back at the Williams home, I hole myself up in the library and reflect on the events of the day. Unable to erase the image of Liz Cather wrestling with her romantic demons from my mind, I can’t absorb any of the words from my book.


    Her values are completely different from mine, so there is no way I can completely understand them. But Duke is the one topic on which I can’t help but sympathize.


    By keeping a bunch of validating people in her circle, Liz Cather fulfills her desire for approval. She probably just wants to feel that she is in the right. And though I can never forgive her for being the reason Alicia almost died, for the first time, I think of Liz Cather as very human.


    “Whether we can use her or not is all up to Duke.”


    I quietly close the book. Then I sense another presence enter the library.


    “Arnold—just tell me quickly what this is about.”


    ……I know that voice. Gale’s father?


    I look in the direction of the voice and spot a disgruntled man with ash-gray hair and glasses. That is, without a doubt, Gale’s father, Joan.


    “A little patience, please. There’s something I need to show you.”


    Arnold turns to a shelf and touches one of the books. It is an old tome, adorned with golden embossing. It is one I have not yet read. Arnold blows on the cover, sending dust flying into the air.


    The disgruntled look still on his face, Joan asks, “What book is that?”


    I squint, trying to read the title.


    “Albert told me something recently that reminded me it exists.”


    “Again, what is the book about?”


    “As a child, Alicia’s behavior changed drastically one day, and the night before that, a black rose bloomed.”


    “A black rose?”


    “You’ve heard of it, too, I take it? It’s the flower that supposedly blooms the moment the person holding the fate of this kingdom is born.”


    “Yes. That’s the legend about the single rose of a unique color blooming, right? If I recall correctly, a golden rose blooms when the saint is born.”


    “Since she was a commoner, it took a little while to locate it, yes…… Since all our focus was on the saint, we completely forgot about the legend when it happened to Alicia.”


    Arnold’s words bring a look of further disgruntlement to Joan’s face.


    Easy, old man. If you think that hard, you’ll get more wrinkles…… But the real takeaway is, not only did I get intel on the black rose, but there was also a golden rose?! Is it really all right for me to be overhearing national secrets like this? They…aren’t going to kill me if they find me eavesdropping, right?


    “Also, do you remember? The day the prince was born, a beautiful blue rose bloomed.”


    Ah. Now there are three of them.


    Arnold’s revelation makes my mind spin.


    Blue roses… They symbolize a miracle, I think. Black roses symbolize…eternity. And golden roses symbolize jealousy. Well, this is all just based on the language of flowers…


    But the most important thing to remember is that the one holding the fate of Durkis in their hands is Duke.
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    Alicia, Eldest Daughter of the Williams Family—Age Sixteen


    ……Captain Marius. Where does your inhuman strength come from?


    I’m pinned face down on the table, unable to escape. Victor’s intimidation freezes the air in the room…as he quietly pours liquor on my head.


    Oh my. Not a polite way to treat a lady. Do you really detest the firstborn prince that badly?


    Liquor pools in my eyelashes.


    “Fingers. Out.”


    Thanks to his menacing glare, I can practically hear him saying, “I’ll make it so you can never use magic again.”


    For goodness’ sake. Fine way to thank the girl who got you the lake’s source.


    “Did four-eyes give you more intel about me?” I ask Victor. Four-eyes is the arena administrator.


    Captain Marius gives me a look that says, “I can’t believe you’re able to ask such a question right now.”


    “Not really, no. Only that you are a strange, bratty kid who was exiled,” Victor answers, his face twisted with disgust.


    Meaning, he didn’t dig particularly deep with the arena administrator. So what, is he gonna send me straight back to the arena for defaming the crown? Well, I did want to look into that arena one more time anyway…


    “Hey. What are you thinking about?”


    “I’m thinking that a prince would never cut off my li’l fingers,” I answer, a defiant smile on my face.


    Immediately after I finish my sentence, I raise my leg high behind my back and kick Captain Marius. Then I let my foot land on the table and stand up atop it. Captain Marius takes my foot directly to his face and wobbles.


    I felt Marius’s grip on me grow lax while I was talking with Victor. Thanks to his lapse in focus, I make an easy escape.


    “Well, well, how limber you are,” Cate says, nodding at me in awe.


    I glare at Victor as he sits back down. His eyes are wide as saucers. That was probably the last thing he expected me to do.


    “You see, Prince, I’m stronger than you think,” I tell him with my wicked woman’s smirk on full display.


    Well, he found out I’m a woman—I might as well act like a good villainess!


    “I wondered what the racket was—what the devil are you playing at while I’m trying to sleep?!”


    Then I suddenly hear the voice of the fairy—Kee. She is hovering beside my face, wings flapping.


    Sorry, Kee, but I don’t have time to entertain you right now. So I’ll just have to ignore you.


    “You’re right. I don’t know what you’re capable of,” Victor agrees. “So tell me. Just how strong are you?”


    Victor put a lid on his emotions. Where did all that hostility go? Does he have dissociative identity disorder?


    “Tell me just how far your limits go. You never know this sort of thing unless you ask someone directly.”


    ……Wait a minute. Did Victor… Did Victor just compliment me? Is he asking me to demonstrate my strength so he can know how strong I am?
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  The tiny smirk on Victor’s face is not lost on me. I take a dramatic breath in and out.


  Every prince in every kingdom just has to have the upper hand on me, don’t they? Well, I suppose I should grant his wish and show him what I’m capable of. No, I must be modest… Wait, no, I’m a villainess. I’m not supposed to be modest. Then again, it’s probably wisest not to display my magic in front of everyone.


  “Why the hesitation? You said yourself that you’re strong.”


  “Hmm… Well, true power is not flaunted.”


  “As some great hero once said.”


  “Hero? Not a villainess?”


  Victor’s brow furrows.


  “Lia—what are you blathering about?” I hear Captain Marius ask behind me.


  I can easily imagine what sort of expression he’s making.


  “Villainesses are master schemers. So I would never be so careless as to show all my cards at once. Don’t make me spell it out for you, dear.”


  “……So what are you saying?” Victor still looks dubious.


  Could it be…my villainess glory has not been adequately conveyed? Well, of course not. A villainess never names herself. Curse me, if only Gill were here, he would give my wickedness proper praise!


  In times like this, if I could whip out a card that says “Hello. I am a villainess,” people would then go, “Ah! Good golly, you’re a villainess!” and easily understand. How convenient that would be.


  “I’m saying that I’m currently scheming.”


  “Well, how considerate of you to kindly inform us that you are scheming.”


  Victor resumes his smirking. This prince really is a kaleidoscope of emotions. The total opposite of Duke.


  “You’ve been ignoring me this entire conversation… Poor little Kee…”


  A very clearly depressed Kee enters my line of sight. And unless I’m mistaken, her luster has dimmed significantly.


  ……Are fairies emotionally sensitive?


  “I’m sorry, Kee. You and I can have a nice long chat later.”


  Kee’s hanging head suddenly shoots up. And earnestly, she asks, “……Just what about you is a villainess, Alicia? I don’t really get what you’ve been saying.”


  Oh dear. It appears now even the fairies are mocking me. And my magic is more powerful than hers, too…


  Even though Victor can see Kee, too, he ignores her and asks me, “So? What exactly are you scheming?”


  I know you can’t understand what Kee is saying, but couldn’t you show a little more tact? You have a much more scheming face than I do, Victor.


  “If I tell you, that will entirely defeat the purpose.”


  I need to get through this moment without revealing any information.


  “Yes, I suppose so.” Victor nods promptly in agreement, the corners of his mouth rising.


  A chill runs down my spine at the sight of his smile. He is going to say something I won’t like.


  “Then I guess I’ll just have to keep constant watch over you. Starting today, you’re sleeping in my room.”


  ………WHAT???


  “Did your brains rot out your ears?”


  Oops. I said that out loud. Well, it’s his fault for making such a crazy suggestion out of nowhere! Just how do the brains of Laval’s princes even work?


  “I suppose I misspoke,” I snap boldly, while Captain Marius fumbles and his lips flap as he looks at me incredulously.


  I’m a top-tier villainess. This isn’t enough to make me sweat.


  ……More to the point, does this prince understand the implications of his proposal? I know he wants to keep an eye on me, but he still just asked a woman to share his bedroom. I suppose his brains haven’t rotted—they’ve disappeared altogether…


  “You were thinking something incredibly rude right now, weren’t you?” Victor says.


  “No. Not at all.”


  “Anyway, you’re sleeping in my room now. My decision is final.”


  “I don’t quite understand what you’re saying, Your Highness…”


  It was harrowing enough when the academy found out I slept in Duke’s bedroom with him once, but now the same thing is about to happen with the prince of Laval.


  …………Huh? Could it be…that perhaps I’ve become an outrageous villainess who toys with the hearts of princes all over the world? I’m a villainess who seduces a harem of men?! No, wait, I think I’m the one being seduced right now.


  “Don’t misunderstand—I’m putting you under surveillance.”


  “Surveillance?”


  “You really don’t understand the position you’re in, do you? You’re no average rookie soldier. You’re a dangerous person of interest—admit it.”


  “Huh? Am I really that dangerous?”


  Wow. I didn’t realize that’s how people have come to perceive me.


  “Listen, you…” Victor sighs heavily, pressing a hand to his head. “Your very existence is the epitome of danger. You think I’m okay with a brat like you buzzing around us all the time?”


  The epitome of danger… Has a string of words ever sounded more beautiful?! Ahhh. This is the sort of villainess I’ve been striving to be! That I’ve been deemed a danger is quite a triumph.


  “Lia, I doubt His Highness meant that as a compliment,” Captain Marius whispers behind me.


  “An esteemed prince is taking the time to surveil you personally. You should be thankful.”


  Though I don’t like the condescending attitude, since I’ve been a monitor, I reckon being on the other side of that relationship might be a useful experience.


  After all, a villainess is meant to be watched more than the norm.


  “I doubt surveilling me will yield any results,” I warn the prince.


  “I wouldn’t be too sure.”


  Hey. What’s with the challenging stare…? For that matter, I feel like Victor has already seen through me.


  “As a courtesy, I’ll warn you that if the public finds out I’m a woman, you will be the one in trouble, Your Highness. Being murdered by your fiancée is the last way I’d want to go.”


  “Rest assured, I’ve rejected all my suitors. I’m not interested in any of them. And, well…it’s not like I would be bothered if strange rumors developed about the two of us.”


  Uh, please be bothered.


  “I would be bothered.”


  “What, you’ve got a sweetheart back home?”


  Why must Victor be so nosy? A sweetheart… If I drop Duke’s name, we’ll go to war. After all, I’ve sworn my loyalty to Victor.


  “Now, that’s an interesting question…,” I tease, a mysterious smile on my lips.
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  After I expertly dodge my way through grueling conversations with Victor, we finally make it back to the castle. Though I have not been living here for long, it feels like I’ve been here for ages. It’s terrifying how quickly we can adapt.


  I pay my respects to Captain Marius, the old men, and Victor before sprinting back to my cottage.


  Our away mission is finally over. I gently rotate my arms to ease the tension in my shoulders.


  For all our personal drama, Victor really saved me back in Mortwood… I was supposed to be his protector, and he protected me instead—shows how inadequate I am. I need to train harder.


  “I’m home, Lai!”


  As soon as Lai sees me, he happily jumps up. I gently pet his beautiful, soft black fur. He looks at me with excitement.


  Is my return home really that joyful an event? I guess every villainess needs a lion by her side.


  I slowly remove the blindfold wrapped around my head. My work for the day is done. My hazy vision clears, and I can now see in high detail.


  “Mmmm! I feel so free!”


  I stretch my hands high and flop straight onto the floor. Lai pads over and nuzzles his face against me.


  He’s so nice and warm… I feel safe and cozy.


  A big yawn spills out of my mouth.


  “I feel like there’s still something I have to do, but…I’m done…for the day…”


  Unable to resist fatigue’s lure, I fall right asleep.


  The morning sun mercilessly streams through my tiny window. Its light wakes me.


  So…bright.


  I squint my eye and sit up. Ordinarily, I would be able to jump out of bed immediately, but the exhaustion from the away mission has not yet left my body. I still feel so heavy.


  “Good morning, Lai.”


  I give Lai a good petting as he sleeps soundly beside me. Truly, what a magnificent mane he has… He is like a luxury pillow.


  Then the door to my cottage opens with a loud bang, its old wood breaking in the process.


  “How much longer are you going to stay in bed?”


  Victor stands, arms akimbo, with the morning sun at his back.


  “……This must be a dream.”


  Warding off the worst morning image imaginable, I roll over onto my other side.


  “It’s not a dream. You already had enough sleep. Also, you’re parting ways with this cottage today.”


  “So your proposal wasn’t in jest? I don’t want to share a bedroom with you, Your Highness. Now fix my broken door.”


  Victor kicking the door has left it in a very sad state.


  “You really are an oddball… Most girls would cry for joy at the prospect. And my bedroom is much more comfortable than this cottage.”


  Victor stares at me obliviously.


  “Well, sorry I’m not most girls. But I would feel much more relaxed in this cottage than in a prince’s bedchamber.”


  “You really are impossible to understand… Well, nothing you say will change my mind. I let you sleep in this cottage until this morning as a kindness. I’ve been more than reasonable.”


  I heave a sigh and look at Victor. His demeanor is brimming with confidence.


  Okay, let’s just do everything in our power to keep sharing a room with Victor a secret from Duke…


  I quickly wrap my cloth around my head and get my uniform. Then I promise Lai I will stop by to visit every day, and I leave the cottage.


  And if my imagination serves me correctly, the prince is about to take me to his room and give me an impassioned lecture about how splendid the furnishings are.


  Victor is a mega-douche of a prince. Bragging is his specialty.


  ……I’d better strike first before he has a chance.


  “May I have some time off, Your Highness?”


  “Don’t push your luck, brat,” Victor snaps back.


  Wow, this prince really has no gratitude. Just who does he think secured him the fairy that signifies his worthiness as king? No, wait… I’m a wicked woman. I can use this as a bargaining chip.


  “I’m the only one who can understand what the fairy says. Wouldn’t it be prudent to grant a trivial wish or two of mine?”


  “Did you forget the geezers can understand her, too?”


  What?! They can? If the old men can use magic, I guess it makes sense that they can understand her… But still, I cannot accept Victor’s unfair treatment of me!


  “I would expect nothing less from my mentors,” I reply. “But Kee has been allotted a lovely room and is treated with care. So why am I handled with such ill regard?”


  “Fairies are delicate creatures. You can’t handle them willy-nilly. She might disappear on us.”


  “I might disappear on you, too,” I murmur quietly, side-eyeing him.


  I’m not staying in Laval forever. One day, I’m going to suddenly disappear from Victor’s world.


  “Obtaining the fairy was the condition for me becoming king, but if I had to choose between losing the fairy and losing you…”


  “Losing me? What now?”


  He was probably trying to keep his muttering to himself, but I have superb hearing.


  But Victor does not answer my question. He probably meant to say losing me would hurt more…or be more disadvantageous to him.


  “You are an awfully needy prince,” I say, making my voice sound cheerful on purpose. The situation calls for instigation.


  “Yeah…I probably am needy. If you leave, this castle is going to get awfully quiet.”


  ……Victor admitted it! No way! The douchey prince admits he’s lonely?! And what’s with that gloomy look on your face? Totally out of character, Victor. All I said was I wanted some time off. Why did he have to get so gloomy about it?


  “If I leave, you’ll adapt to my absence immediately. Things will feel amiss at first, but before you know it, everything will be back to normal.”


  “Even so, you’re going to leave behind some awfully giant claw marks after you go.”


  “Oooh, what an honor.”


  “……You know, you really should be more careful. You’re speaking in the cadence of a noblewoman,” Victor says, quickening his gait.


  Uh-oh. Does he know I’m a noblewoman now?


  Still confused, I hurry along behind him.


  So he really has taken me to his room. What a big, grand door he has. Yikes…I really don’t wanna go in. It’s like he’s put his foot down and I’m staying here… Well, yeah, that’s exactly what’s happened.


  “Um, Your Highness?”


  “What?” Victor turns to look at me, a look of obvious disdain on his face.


  “Please, just let me have the day off. Otherwise, I’ll die of overwork!”


  “You won’t die.”


  “Well, I……won’t deny that.”


  But I can’t let myself stay cooped up in this palace forever. I have to go back to the arena and figure out exactly what is going on there. And I need to see what the living conditions are like in Laval’s cities, too…


  “Why are you so desperate for some time off?”


  “I wish to rest and recharge.”


  “Liar. You’ve already recharged yourself mostly.”


  “A rested body is not the same as a rested spirit. Don’t treat them the same way. Now stop nit-picking and let me at least have one day of freedom!”


  “You’re the last person I should grant any freedom.”


  “Well…I…”


  It’s not that I can’t see where the prince is coming from…but his words still sting.


  “What exactly do you want to do on your day off?” he asks, resignation in his eyes.


  “Well, um…I’d like to make a little trip to the arena.”


  “No.”


  “Whoa, a little jumpy, aren’t we? At least give it some consideration.”


  “I object. We never had this conversation.”


  How can he be so insolent? And how can someone so rotten have so much game? I do wish the ladies wouldn’t be so easily fooled by a pretty face.


  “Please tell me why,” I demand, suppressing my rage as much as I can.


  “An infectious disease has begun to spread in that arena,” Victor murmurs quietly.


  An infectious disease is spreading in Laval…


  “Is it Spot Sickness?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Is the source the Deigon River?”


  Gill once told me in class about Spot Sickness and the madi flower that cures it. But only a few blooms grow every year, and the highest nobles hoard them for themselves. So it is an illness that cannot be easily stopped.


  “You sure know a lot. We know bacteria in the Deigon River has something to do with it, but we still don’t have a proven cause. Where did you get that information?”


  “I did a little light studying on it.”


  “Light studying, huh…? Well, do you also know about madi?”


  “Yes. It’s a flower that grows on cliffs, right?”


  Victor stares right into my eyes without looking away.


  “Listen—only the nobility in Laval know about madi. The peasant class consider Spot Sickness to be a death sentence. There’s no antidote, and their only recourse is to quarantine and die in agony.”


  Victor already sees through me. He knows I’m no commoner.


  “……Your Highness, how much of my true identity have you unmasked?”


  He breathes in and out before he answers, “You’re a shitty little brat—that’s all I know.”


  Come on, that’s not all you know… Unless you’re being considerate?


  “Don’t get excited. I’m not interested in you.”


  I retract my last statement. This prince is incapable of consideration.


  “All right. I’ll mind what I say,” I promise.


  “Good. It’d be a hassle if some other guys got their eye on you.”


  With that, he opens the door to his room. It feels like he is casually seducing me… But it was awkward, having a conversation in front of a closed door to a room.


  I follow him inside. It is different from the room where I first met Victor. This room is spacious, without any frivolous furnishings. All it contains is a bed. What an extraordinary presence that bed has…


  A tremendously strong beam of sunlight pierces through the glass of a large window.


  “You’ll sleep here, starting tonight.”


  “The fluffy carpet should suffice.”


  “Most normal peasants would rejoice at the sight of such a bed.”


  I could be wrong, but it sounded like he placed extra emphasis on the word normal.


  I suppose if I want to survive Laval, I’ll have to be thorough in my portrayal of a boy in exile.


  “Whoo-hooo! Golly gee, never have I ever seen such a gorgeous and fantastic bed!” I put both my hands to my chest and look around the room with awe.


  ……Even I can tell I’m a ham. I really suck at this sort of acting.


  “Your eyes are dead.”


  “But you can’t see them behind the cloth.”


  “I can still tell.”


  Oh my. Does the prince share my heightened eyesight?


  “You seem to be taking all this surprisingly well,” he says.


  “Taking what surprisingly well?” I tilt my head, unsure what he is referencing.


  Why did he omit the object of the sentence? If he thinks I’ll understand everything he means just because he’s a prince, he is sorely mistaken.


  “I thought you would be angry because Laval’s commoners don’t know about madi. I thought you’d say the aristocracy shouldn’t have a monopoly on it.”


  “……The gap between the rich and the poor is quite big in Laval, yes?” The prince noticeably stiffens when I ask the question. I let my gaze drift away from him as I continue. “I can’t speak much about the wealth gap here since I haven’t seen evidence of it firsthand…but you have a gladiatorial arena. Exiled and incarcerated individuals are as good as dead. I also heard that Laval has a thriving slave trade…”


  It is something I read in a book, but I wonder if it is actually true.


  “We destroyed most of the slave markets, but there are still some sales on the black market.”


  I smirk to myself. This prince sure is a suitable intelligence broker for Laval.


  “Merchants are wealthy,” I explain. “If they knew about the madi plant, they would pay top coin for it. But what about the other peasants? You can’t have a hierarchical system without a pyramid…”


  “Pyramid?”


  Oh, right. This is an otome game. They probably don’t have pyramids here.


  “I’m saying, class systems are shaped like triangles. Compared to the small section of upper-class nobles with most of the wealth and power, the lower class overwhelmingly outnumbers them. As the system stands, it cannot be capsized. When you think of it that way, not giving the peasantry a shred of hope may be, in a way, a consolation.”


  Victor’s eyes widen at my logic.


  Oh my, were you expecting me to say something saintly? Sorry, but I’m a baddie to the bone.


  “Well, I never thought of it that way… You’re right. Giving the people false hope over something they’ll never get will only cause suffering. It’s extremely likely that a family might bankrupt themselves to save the life of one infected person. That would only make current conditions far worse for everyone.”


  “What’s more, public order would deteriorate. If the peasants revolted, you would be in danger, Your Highness.”


  That said, I’m not a fan of aristocratic oligarchies. Meritocracies are best, in my book.


  We should quit the hereditary system of governance and implement a sort of nobility exam once a year… Of course we would have the aristocracy take the exam, too. And those who fail would lose their noble status.


  But this is Laval. I can’t speak out of turn. When in Rome, shut up and obey.


  “You know, you’re sharp for a brat.”


  “I could do without being called a brat. Did I disappoint you? Should I have wrung my hands and cried that we should give the poor peasants hope, no matter how miniscule?”


  Not that I would ever say anything like that.


  “No, if you spoke in platitudes, I’d have been disenchanted,” Victor says with a soft chuckle.


  Why do pretty boys shine so bright when they smile? Personality aside, his looks are sheer perfection.


  “Sometimes ignorance is bliss,” I say. “Although…those who stand at the top must face the problems they dislike head-on and solve them. That’s why any aristocrat or royal who is too soft should have a taste of hell at least once. They need to think long and hard about why they have their high position.”


  As I gaze out the window of Victor’s room and behold the spacious scenery outside, I boldly lay out my beliefs.


  Listen to me, telling the prince “Royalty should go to hell” to his face. I am the perfect baddie, aren’t I?!


  “Do you want to stop the disease from spreading?” I ask, turning back to look at Victor.


  “Of course I do. There have already been many victims… Do you have a solution?”


  “In a way… But do you think I’ll reveal that information for free?”


  In negotiations, one must always place oneself a step above one’s opponent.


  Victor sneers. “What do you want. Jewels? Money?”


  “You know, Your Highness, you’re surprisingly stupid.”


  “What?” Victor’s sharp eyes pierce me.


  “I’ve been telling you, I want some time off. But I’ll add to that now. I want to meet with the firstborn prince of Laval.”


  I present my request with a big smile. After all, Victor detests the firstborn prince with every fiber of his being. Of course I want to see what the guy is like.


  I don’t care how much he hates it when I bring up the firstborn prince. I have to get him to agree to that condition…


  “You really are a shameless bitch. You know full well that I loathe him.”


  “Don’t bring your personal feelings into the negotiation. Consider the merits and demerits and act logically. Isn’t that a necessary quality for someone who wishes to be king?”


  Hey, Victor baits me all the time. I have to pay him back.


  “Ugh. Look at me, letting this shitty little brat talk me into her proposal. I’ve really lost my edge.”


  “Watch what you say! All that means is that I bested you.”


  “I still don’t understand it…but it looks like I’ll have to accept your conditions.”


  “Glad you’re quick on the uptake. Now, I would like one day off per week.”


  “What?!” Victor bellows, his eyes as wide as saucers.


  Thinking back to the work I’ve done so far, he’s basically ignoring labor laws. One day off per week is essential.


  I should also get a bonus for the military expedition we just went on. I didn’t come here to do a survey of Laval’s conditions. I demand compensation.


  “It’s a deal!” I cry out.


  “No. It isn’t fair.”


  “Why not? Isn’t this preferable to me escaping this place? I’ll have you know, escapes are kind of my forte.”


  “If you escape, not only will you never meet the firstborn prince, but those geezers will also never mentor you.”


  Oooh…he has a point. Palace living does kind of suit my needs in every way.


  “But please think it over. I can save every person infected with Spot Sickness,” I remind him.


  “……Where does your unbridled confidence come from?”


  “The days I’ve spent struggling gave me confidence. Confidence turns into conviction, and conviction turns into achievement.”


  I fix my gaze on Victor.


  “Why are you going to such lengths in service of another kingdom? Are you trying to be a hero?” he asks.


  “What are you blathering about?” I look at Victor as if he is a common fool. “Think about it. A rotten person like me would never save a bunch of people without hoping to exploit them afterward.”


  “Huh? Well…point taken. Continue.”


  It seems that Victor has given up on the idea of empathizing with me.


  “We’ll cure the peasants, then have them work harder and tax them heavier,” I declare, putting on my best villainess’s smirk.


  “You’re proposing a tax increase?” Victor frowns. It seems he doesn’t like my idea.


  “Yes. If I save their lives, shouldn’t they compensate me for it?”


  “That will just provoke hostility.”


  “Who will provoke whose hostility?”


  “You’ll provoke the citizens’ hostility.”


  “And so what?” I tilt my head.


  I am the epitome of villainy right now. If I could go down in Laval’s history as a villainess, too, there would be no greater joy.


  “I guess a genius and a fool are two sides of the same coin…” Victor looks at me in exasperation.


  Naturally, I do not mean to tax the people into extreme poverty like you see in those historical paintings. But I would tax them in a range conducive to a comfortable lifestyle. There would be no point in taxing them to bankruptcy.


  “I’m not going to give them hope of salvation—I’m going to give them solid evidence that their lives will be saved. I’m just requesting apt compensation. What exactly about that displeases you? Is it because you’ll lose face as a prince?”


  “Yeah, that’s right. If it’s money you want, I can give you more than you can imagine.”


  “A generic, makeshift resolution like that won’t motivate your people. I have my own way of doing things. And I won’t let anyone stand in my way.”


  “……Hmph.” Victor grunts indignantly, disturbing the atmosphere between us.


  Am I really going to sleep in this room starting tonight? It’ll be too stuffy to sleep.


  “Don’t convince yourself that with enough money, you can improve the economy and the kingdom,” I say. “What’s most important is what motivates your people. You can leave unconditional charity to the church. And if the current taxes collected are insufficient to sustain the economy, you must raise them. Then you must keep the people safe in return—that’s governance.”


  “Can’t we solve the problem with the taxes as they are?”


  I consider Victor’s question. I don’t have a full grasp on Laval’s budget, but I doubt they have enough revenue. Not only does this world not have national insurance and welfare, but I imagine its national budgets are quite tight.


  Ideally, we’d fix the root of the problem—overspending by the aristocracy… We’d need to hit the noble class with one big shock, rather than whittling down the problem over time with a bunch of incremental changes. When considering the future, my plan is much more efficient.


  “I don’t know what you’re scheming, but I’d stop it if I were you,” Victor says.


  “And why is that?”


  “I don’t want to make an enemy of my people.”


  “So you’re running away, then?”


  Victor flinches at my provocation. Princes and anyone like them absolutely loathe the phrase running away.


  “Just so we’re clear, if we implement this policy, I’ll be the enemy of your people, not you,” I assure him. “Go ahead and tell the public that I was driven mad by a lust for money. Go ahead and play the victim, Your Highness.”


  His ego wounded, the prince puts his irritation on full display. “Do you realize what you’re saying?”


  “Of course.”


  The day I became Alicia Williams, I knew better than anyone exactly who I was and the role I had to play.


  “You know, Your Highness, you never had veto power over me. After all, the lives of your people are on the line here.”


  “Is that a threat?”


  “Yes.” I smile.


  Could somebody please invent a video camera and capture this moment? “Wicked Woman Threatens Laval’s Second Prince!” What a wonderful headline that would be…


  “And how are you going to save them?” Victor asks, his tone calm.


  “Oh my, you’re ready to listen?”


  “Yes, I’m ready to listen—nothing more.” Victor gives me a displeased glare.


  “It’s quite simple. I’ll acquire one madi flower, then multiply it with magic.”


  Victor smirks cynically. “The part where you use magic is anything but simple.”


  “But I can do it,” I answer with full confidence.


  It requires a dark magic spell, so I’m sure my grandfather could cast it, too.


  “But madi isn’t so easy to come by,” the prince argues. “It grows on high cliffs—and I doubt you realize how dangerous that is.”


  “How dangerous is it?”


  “What would you say if I told you it’s more dangerous than Mortwood?” Victor assesses me with his gaze.


  Well, of course I would be crazy excited! A villainess lives side by side with danger every day!


  “…………Why is your eye sparkling?” He is clearly put off.


  How rude. You ought to praise me for being ambitious.


  “You seem to misunderstand… Madi is traded at very high prices, even among the nobility. A few flowers bloom once a year, but you’re lucky if you can pick just one.”


  “So you’re saying only one can be obtained every few years?”


  “Yes, that’s what I’m saying. Many noblemen have lost their lives for it,” he declares, grimacing as if he’d bitten into a lemon.


  “Has anyone foraged this year’s crop yet?” I ask.


  “No. But don’t get cocky just because you can use magic. You might lose your life climbing those cliffs to get the madi. There’s no point in saving someone’s life if you die.”


  “……Are you worried about me?”


  “Of course not! Why would I be worried about somebody like you?” Victor’s speech suddenly becomes erratic.


  Hey, no need to blow your top… Knowing Victor, he probably is worried about me deep down, but he doesn’t like that I picked up on that.


  I haven’t known Victor for that long, but even I’m aware of that much.


  “Thank you for your concern.” With a polite bow, I turn to leave the room.


  “Wait. Where do you think you’re going?”


  “Where am I going…? Well, I got the day off, so I’m going to make good use of it.”


  Oh my? Could it be…he’s dissatisfied with the negotiations? And here I thought we were done.


  “I’ll accept your conditions but not the retrieval of the madi. Let other people take care of that.”


  Victor is dead serious. I wonder why he doesn’t want me to go after the madi.


  “Um, but I am quite confident in my abilities, Your Highness.”


  “Eh?”


  Why are you so upset? Victor, you really are moody, aren’t you?


  “I’m not drunk on my own ego just because I can use magic,” I assure him. “I’ve trained long and hard to gain this confidence.”


  “…Yes, that much is painfully obvious just from watching you. I just… Anyway, it’s too dangerous. Easily as many people have died trying to obtain madi as they’ve died from Spot Sickness.”


  “Is there something sinister at the top of those cliffs?”


  “Giant beasts, poisonous flowers and venomous insects, unstable terrain—lots of things could kill you if you’re distracted even for a second.”


  His voice is ominous and deep.


  Well, that completely eclipses the name of Mortwood, doesn’t it?! That place was much easier to come back from in one piece, wasn’t it?


  “Don’t you worry about me. I’m prepared to face any eventuality.”


  In the face of my steely resolve, Victor sighs in defeat and mutters, “When you look at me like that, I can’t argue anymore.”


  I did it! Now I can stave off that pesky infectious disease! It’s too early for celebration…but on my word, I will get my hands on that madi.


  “But when you go to forage the madi, I’m coming with you.”


  …………Huh? Why? Victor just said that, right? It wasn’t some random soldier with a voice just like his, right?


  “Dost mine ears deceive me?” I lightly tap my ears.


  I always thought I had good hearing. Am I having auditory hallucinations?


  “I’m coming with you,” Victor repeats, pointing directly at me.


  “Huh?!”


  “What kind of reaction is that? You should be happy. I’m doing you a favor.”


  Does this prince understand the exact meaning of what he’s saying? I do wish he wouldn’t treat all this as if he were a parent taking me to kindergarten.


  “Um…but isn’t it a dangerous place?”


  “Yes. Terribly dangerous.”


  “And aren’t you the second prince of Laval?”


  “Yes… What are you trying to say?” His face scrunches up.


  Hey, I should be wrinkling my face in disgust, not you! Why is the prince of a kingdom accompanying a lady on a death-defying madi expedition?!


  “But you have nothing to gain from it,” I argue. I thought Victor only did things that would be advantageous to him. “Isn’t it more efficient to exploit me for the task?”


  I’m right. Aren’t I? And yet…why must I be the recipient of such death glares?!


  “I’m surveilling you, remember? No further questions.”


  And with that, Victor forces the conversation to a close. I still don’t agree with him, but if he says the matter is closed, there’s nothing I can do.


  If he’s going to risk his life to come with me in the name of surveillance…does this mean he barely trusts me? Or is he just worried about me? No…probably the former.


  “Understood, Your Highness… Let us both take caution!” I really have no idea how else I’m supposed to respond to him. “Now, I’m going to meet with this nation’s top three brains, so no need to surveil me.”


  Without another word, I quickly leave his room.


  Ahhh! Free at last! Goodness, I wonder if Victor is the needy type? And for that matter, I wonder if I’m going to have to inform him of every single thing I do from now on……? Royal thorn in my side!! I wonder…have I gotten myself snagged by a terribly annoying prince?


  These thoughts rush through my mind as I shuffle along the shiny, polished floors.
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  “Ah. We were expecting you to show up about now.”


  As soon as I enter the room where the old men are, those are the words I hear from Cate.


  It’s one thing to hear that phrase from a man with such a sweet smile…but to be honest, I’m terrified to find out how he knew I was coming. It doesn’t seem like he used magic… Perhaps it was the intuition of long years. I’d better learn from his example!


  My grandfather and Mark are playing chess.


  “Ah, checkmate,” my grandfather murmurs indifferently as Mark knocks over his own king piece.


  I could make a film scene out of that one moment. That is just how imposing their auras are.


  “So, um…I look forward to learning all sorts of things from you gentlemen.”


  “Like what, exactly?” Cate gives me a testing look.


  I suppose Victor told them I can use magic…


  I meet my grandfather’s gaze.


  That reminds me…how was I saved that day?


  When I emerged from the lake in Mortwood, I think I felt much better as soon as my grandfather came close to me. But I don’t recall him using a healing spell. So based on the circumstances, I have to assume he gave me magic energy.


  “Why are you musing so? You just want us to share all our knowledge, don’t you?”


  “Yes! That’s right! I’m very eager to learn everything!”


  I suppose I’ll have another opportunity to tell them who I really am… For now, I should use this time wisely.


  I eagerly bow to them.


  Until the sun sets, the three old men teach me many things. I am so engrossed in what they are saying that I forget to eat. They each have their own unique perspective, but one thing they have in common is their wish for world peace.


  The more I listen to them, the more they make me think…and all sorts of opinions form in my mind.


  It reminds me of the day I met Old Man Will. I was shocked by his intelligence, but he broadened my horizons.


  Durkis is probably the most foolish kingdom ever for sending this trio away.
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  “That young lady has quite the sharp mind,” Cate murmurs as he drapes a soft blanket over Alicia, who had fallen asleep.


  “And she’s had so many experiences, at such a young age… Albert, don’t you agree?”


  Cate glances in Albert’s direction. He just stares silently at Alicia. He slowly reaches for her hair, gently caressing it.


  “Now, there’s a look I haven’t seen in your eyes before,” Mark says in surprise as he observes Albert. After years of witnessing his friend’s constant grumpy frown, the way the man is looking at Alicia is quite novel.


  “Why in the world did you come to a place like this…?” Albert murmurs to Alicia.


  “She had to do something extreme to get exiled,” Cate says. “And she’s a daughter of one of the Great Five noble houses… What in the world is happening in Durkis right now?”


  Mark and Albert ponder the question. They had agreed not to tell anyone they knew who Alicia really is, but they have more questions for her than they can count.


  “Well, that kingdom does love to exile its best minds.” Cate chuckles cynically.


  Mark turns to Albert and says, “Her dedication and tolerance of hard work remind me a lot of you.”


  “No, she and I are vastly different. When most people reach a certain level of intelligence, they get lazy. But no matter how much she learns, she doesn’t understand the concept of limitations. She rejects the past and embraces the present, she sees far into the distant future…and she marches toward it, without arrogance. I could never be like that.”


  After a thoughtful pause, Mark replies, “That’s what people who strive for the top are like. She’s special.”


  The old men stare at Alicia for a while, until Albert scoops Alicia into his arms, gently so as not to wake her, and carries her to Victor’s room.
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    Gill—Age Twelve


    “Is there something on my face?”


    Duke’s question brings me back to the present. Ever since I overheard Arnold and Joan’s conversation about roses the day prior, I’ve been unable to get it out of my head. Consequentially, I’ve been staring at Duke for a while without realizing it.


    “Er, no,” I answer Duke quickly.


    “Oooh, did you fall in love with Duuuuke?” Mel teases, smirking at me.


    When I cast a quiet glare her way in response, she squeals, “Eeep, how can you give me the evil eye when I’m so pretty?!” but I ignore her.


    We are in the library discussing Liz Cather’s behavior. I have not told them what she and I discussed earlier. I could, but it feels wrong to divulge her unrequited love and jealousy.


    “Liz was super insufferable today, wasn’t she?!” Mel grumbles, sucking on a hard candy she produced from who knows where.


    “Something happened?” Henri asks.


    “She’s just so desperate to get close to Duke!” Mel snaps back. “I keep telling her that he’s not into her and she should take a hint!”


    Since Mel is technically of noble blood, it is baffling where she learned to talk like this.


    “What did she do, specifically?” I ask, glancing at Duke.


    Seeming quite frustrated by Liz Cather’s behavior, Duke frowns deeply and replies, “She’s just gotten worse. She approaches me almost constantly. She asks me out to lunch even though I turn her down every time. But worst of all…the special lessons for people who have reached level one hundred. Those are exhausting.”


    How curious. A simple change in perspective would make Liz Cather an endearing girl who doesn’t falter despite her love troubles. So why does she seem so insufferable…?


    “She’s spinning her wheels,” Henri murmurs, a cynical grin on his face.


    “She’s solidifying her support, that’s what!” Mel cries out.


    “How so?”


    Henri answers for Mel. “Everyone seems to be Team Liz—they keep telling Duke what a sweet girl and an amazing person she is. Today alone, Duke got approached by quite a few people.”


    “What the hell? They’re really not helping.”


    “They’re all like, ‘Liz is sooo merciful! Her philosophy is sooo wise! She’s beautiful not only on the outside but on the inside, too! She’s saved me sooo many times!’”


    Mel’s rendition of Liz’s devotees is quite accurate.


    Yikes…the resemblance is uncanny. I can immediately tell what it’s been like for Duke.


    “I wouldn’t buy her flimsy, superficial faith if you force-fed it to me! Honestly!!”


    Mel stares harshly at me, seeking my agreement. Succumbing to her intensity, I nod fervently.


    “Putting up with that every day is like hell on earth,” Henri says, reading Duke’s emotions through his eyes.


    When we leave the library with Duke, the passion with which the students bombard Duke is indeed extraordinary. Even students who were previously intimidated by Duke are approaching him now.


    And every one of them has the same things to say—endless praise and worship of Liz Cather. Could it be that the stronger her love and passion, the stronger her magic is?


    “Um, Your Highness? I’m Team Alicia!”


    One girl suddenly blurts that out to Duke before running away from us. I know Alicia has some secret fans, but this is the first time any of them has said something to Duke’s face.


    I hope she isn’t bullied starting tomorrow. Though if she likes Alicia, she is probably strong-willed…… No, Gill. You shouldn’t lump other people into the same category as Alicia. She’s special.


    “Well, stranger things have happened,” Mel says, her eyes wide as she watches the girl run away.


    “Sadly, love for my little sister is in the minority,” Henri says.


    “And your brothers are Team Liz, too,” I say.


    Henri thinks for a moment before he says, “Setting aside Alan, Albert is Team Ali now. He’s always been a smart guy, so he wised up to his mistakes. He even apologized to me. It sure was surreal, seeing my own big brother bow his head to me.”


    “So he really is converted… Guess that leaves one to go,” I say.


    “Alan is going to be tricky. Trust me, I know. I’m his twin.” Henri points his thumb at himself.


    “A little too confidently pessimistic, aren’t we…?”


    “That’s why I’m saying, shouldn’t we use Alan as a test?” Henri asks.


    “For what?”


    “Use Alan as a test subject to find out how to break her charm spell.”


    Every single one of us is astonished by Henri’s suggestion.


    This guy says the craziest things sometimes. Strange. Henri is usually the sanest among us… But now this makes me the sole voice of reason in the group.


    “Give us the deets! What do we do to him?!” Mel demands, leaning in as if she is going to bite Henri’s head off.


    “First, we capture Alan and surveil him in isolation.”


    Um, Duke? That’s a crime.


    “We could use the cottage Alicia lived in for two years. No, wait, should it be someplace more inconspicuous?”


    Henri! Is this really the time to take him seriously?!


    “C’monnn, let’s just put him in the dungeon! Considering all the horrible things he’s done to Ali-Ali, I’d say it’s plenty reasonable, no?”


    “Not a bad idea.”


    He’s your brother. For the love of all that is good, stop her. Wait a minute… Why am I defending Alan here? Come on, Duke. You’ll be a proponent of sanity, won’t you?


    I gaze hopefully at Duke.


    “Okay…we’ll use my dungeon.”


    He’s just as crazy as the rest!


    “Ooh, nice! I love it! Nobody will get in our way if we use the royal dungeon!”


    Mel’s cheerful voice rings in my ears.


    ……You all are having way too much fun with this. Let’s not forget that kidnapping a nobleman and experimenting on him is illegal.
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    “Alan, got a minute to talk?” Henri asks Alan in the hallway of their family home.


    ……I never thought we’d actually go through with this.


    It is in opposition to my morals, but if the prince says it’s okay, I guess it’s okay.


    I haven’t really seen the twins talking to each other before, but among the four of us, Henri is the most logical choice to lure Alan. Though there is some friction between them, if Henri says he wants to have a friendly sibling chat, Alan is probably not going to be suspicious of it.


    I hide myself and observe. I can see Alan’s back and Henri’s face. I meet Henri’s gaze. When he sees me, he winks.


    ……Can’t you at least be a bit nervous?


    Then again, I suppose showing that degree of laxness is optimal to avoid suspicion.


    “What did you want to talk about?” Alan asks, seemingly not skeptical of Henri’s motives.


    “What level of magic have you reached?”


    “Fifty-two. Why?” Alan answers promptly.


    Level 52? Isn’t that a bit low?! No, wait, he’s eighteen. I think that’s about right? Alicia is fifteen—no, she just had a birthday in Laval, so she’s sixteen. And she’s level 91. Duke is twenty years old and level 100… Maybe everyone in my circle is an anomaly? I just don’t know what average is!!


    I don’t know Mel’s magic level, but since she isn’t among the Great Five, I have a feeling it isn’t too high. I’m only sure of one thing. If the people in my circle were average, that would make Alan a dunce.


    “What about you, Henri?”


    “Sixty-eight.”


    “For twins, we couldn’t be more different.” Alan laughs, intending it as a joke. “You were always the more advanced of the two of us.”


    “Was I?” Henri tilts his head slightly.


    That makes sense. When you stand behind someone else, you are well aware of their level. The person in front never so much as looks at the people behind them. As someone who grew up in Roana and now attends a prestigious academy, this is something I can understand. I can also grasp how Alan and Liz both feel about it.


    I doubt Henri, Duke, and Alicia can understand how they feel. Those with confidence never feel cheated by someone else…which is easy to understand intellectually, but it is a matter on which we will never agree.


    “You were always significantly better than me at magic and scholastics,” Alan continues. “When Alicia was still very small, remember how you and Eric went to the plant shop in town? I couldn’t go, because I was receiving special lessons from the tutor to catch up.”


    “That’s right… I’d forgotten about that.”


    “Well, I’m not surprised you forgot.”


    “It sure is annoying being twins sometimes. It’s a different flavor of comparison than we get with Al,” Henri says with self-deprecation.


    Huh? Is it me, or is the conversation taking a serious turn? So much for luring Alan out by asking him about the weather.


    “Well, Henri, you aren’t bothered by being compared to Al… I know you’ve looked down on me all these years.”


    Listening to Alan now reminds me of how I was before I met Alicia.


    “I never once looked down on you,” Henri insists.


    “…………Yeah. That’s why it makes me angry. You’re smart, accomplished, and likable. Whenever I’m around you, I start to hate myself. I feel so pathetic.”


    Alan’s voice grows weaker by the second. Some people thrive on competition. Others shrink back. I guess this proves that being twins does not mean they are anything alike.


    “Finally, you’re speaking your mind,” Henri remarks. “We started avoiding each other a while ago, so I haven’t known how you felt about me.”


    “Well, you hate me, don’t you?”


    “What makes you think that?”


    “What do you think…? Our ways of thinking are completely different. Yet everyone seems to lump us together.”


    “Didn’t Liz’s little ‘You’re your own person, Alan’ speech give you a little salvation?” Henri asks, cutting him off.


    That’s right… Henri once said he’d realized their differences himself.


    “Yeah. Her words meant everything to me. I felt like all the struggles I was keeping inside vanished. Everything Liz said to me, every smile she sent my way—it was all so special. That’s why I would do anything to protect her.”


    Alan speaks as if emboldened. If all Liz did was save Alan’s ego, Henri could say “I’m happy for you,” and that would be the end of it… But his twin caused a lot of harm to their family…


    “But as Alicia’s older brother, you have a duty to protect—”


    “Alicia is beyond the pale!”


    This time, Alan cuts Henri off. His rough voice booms all the way down the hall.


    Yikes… Is there nothing in Alan’s head anymore except for Liz?


    “All my childhood, I thought it was my duty to take care of Alicia. She was my baby sister, and I loved her. But she was just so cruel to Liz…”


    “Well, I can’t blame you for siding with the girl you fell for. It’s just…one time, I asked Ali if she hated you, Alan. And she smiled and said, ‘Even if Alan detested me strongly enough to want to kill me, I would never hate him.’ She was not being at all sarcastic. She meant it.”


    Henri’s words petrify Alan. “But…why? I did such horrible things to Ali…”


    By the tremor in his voice, I can tell how shaken up he is.


    ……Just a theory, but could we maybe reverse the brainwashing without locking him in a dungeon?


    No, no, no. Henri is the one who said we would experiment on him. Undoing his brainwashing now would be pointless.


    I decide to just observe the pair a little longer.


    “Forget about the Alicia faction and the Liz faction—forget about the pointless squabbles—and answer me honestly. Alan, can you tell me Alicia has never once saved you?”


    Henri looks Alan directly in the eyes. But Alan has no answer.


    …Even if Alicia did save him in the past, it’s possible that Liz’s charm spell has erased that from his memory.


    Truth be told, Alicia did not say that she doesn’t hate her antagonistic brother Alan because she is generous or kindhearted. I’m certain that if Alan’s hatred drove him to try to kill her, she would say something like “Look at me, hated so vociferously by my own brother—look at how far I’ve come!”


    At first, nothing Alicia said made sense to me, but now I’ve become rather well acquainted with her psyche. I thought she was quite the masochist, but she isn’t. She is merely passionate about becoming her ideal self (which to her is a villainess, apparently).


    Huh? You know, thinking about it that way, I feel like what we’re doing now is terribly out of line…


    If we undo the brainwashing, all of Alicia’s hard work would be for naught. And I am an accomplice. There is no escape for me.


    ……Oh no, what do I do now?!


    If not only Albert but Alan comes to understand Alicia, that’s bad news. But it’s too late, isn’t it?


    “Alicia was…”


    I can hear the trembling in Alan’s voice.


    “Whenever I was home, it was painfully clear just how steadfastly she worked hard every single day… Even when she was holed up in that cottage for two whole years, I noticed how many books the maids diligently brought her. And sometimes I’d sense tremendous magic power coming from that cottage… I didn’t want to admit it. I didn’t want to admit Alicia stood on equal ground with Liz through intense effort.”


    Henri quietly hears Alan out. Alan continues, spitting out all his repressed feelings.


    “Whenever I saw her practicing the sword early in the morning or studying in the library until late at night…I didn’t want to believe my eyes. I’m the worst brother in the world. I know that. But…watching her made me feel increasingly ashamed of myself—that’s what made me develop a dependency on Liz.”


    “I can’t say I don’t understand how you feel. Watching Alicia makes me feel pathetic, too.” Henri commiserates with him.


    I can also understand how they feel in that regard. Being around Alicia makes you hyperaware of your own insignificance—down to your core.


    “One day, I bumped into Ali in the hall, and she asked me a question. She asked if I knew what happened in Laval such that their cereal crops were suddenly destroyed in one day. It was so out of the blue that I didn’t indulge her with an answer…but I never would have guessed she was researching Laval. I just assumed she came to give me snark since Laval’s grains were destroyed the day Liz was born…”


    Why did Alicia ask Alan of all people? Then again, I guess it’s normal to go to your older siblings first if there’s something you don’t know.


    “I didn’t know that happened on Liz’s birthday…” Henri appears pensive.


    “I’m not sure if it’s true or not. Alicia just asked me about it. And I hadn’t heard anything about it, of course. So I just assumed it was her backhanded way of telling me that Liz was a bad omen or something…”


    I suppose a severe loss befell an opposing nation because the saint was born. Which means the saint brought prosperity to Durkis but pestilence to other nations? If so, what in the world even is this saint?


    “I’ll look into it,” Henri answers.


    Huh? Wait a minute. Isn’t our objective kidnapping Alan?!


    “I’ll look into it, too.”


    Alan’s shocking response makes both Henri’s and my eyes widen.


    “I need to find out if it’s true or not,” Alan says.


    Could it be…his brainwashing is already undone?! Just like that?


    Maybe it is easy to undo the brainwashing on the Great Five noble houses, since they are powerful magic users.


    “……When I learn the truth, I hope to prove Liz’s innocence.”


    He’s still totally brainwashed!


    Looks like we chose our test subject wisely after all. Liz’s magic is every bit as powerful as we suspected. Henri shoots me a look as if to say, This guy’s hopeless.


    I’m not sure why. But Henri always relaxes me, even when I know I should take things more seriously.


    I look at him and mouth the words exaggeratedly. Do it now.


    “Okay! Alan, let’s go research it together!”


    And with that, Henri clamps his arm around Alan’s neck eagerly. Barely a moment after, the energy drains from Alan’s muscles, and Henri lowers his arm.


    ……Is he dead? Did he kill Alan before we could run the experiment?


    Henri slings Alan’s arms around his neck and slowly drags him over to me. All I can see is a murderer dragging away a dead body.


    “Um…he is alive, I hope?”


    “Of course he’s alive. I simply injected him with a powerful sedative.”


    I take a closer look…and find that Alan is peacefully sleeping against Henri’s back.


    “Thank goodness… Wait, is this actually good?”


    We really are just common kidnappers.


    “I’d say it’s good—we managed to secure Alan safely.”


    Safely is an odd word choice… Is it me, or does everyone in this family have strange understandings of language?


    “Weren’t you gonna discuss the weather with him?”


    “Oops! Right, I was. Hey, Alan, how’s the weather today? Ooh, it’s a lovely day, Henri!”


    “It’s crazy cloudy,” I mutter, looking out the window.


    It is pointless asking a sleeping boy about the weather, besides.
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    “So what’re we doing with this guy?” Mel asks icily, pointing at the bound boy on the bed.


    She really shows no mercy toward those in Liz’s faction.


    After we captured Alan, we slipped out of the Williams property on a horse-drawn carriage Henri had arranged, and we rendezvoused with Duke. Then we used the back entrance to make our way into Duke’s home—into a hidden room inside the palace.


    Mel genuinely wants to lock him in the dungeon, but Duke and I put a stop to that, feeling too sorry for him.


    I turn my gaze on Alan. He is beautiful, which is to be expected. I think his bone structure is similar to Alicia’s. It goes to show that they really are related.


    “He’s not even budging,” I remark. “Hasn’t he been out for over ten hours now?”


    “Guess I should have used a weaker sedative,” Henri says.


    Um, Henri, wasn’t it you who wanted to kidnap him without a sedative in the first place?


    I let this little quip remain unspoken. If I uttered every little retort that came to my mind that day, there’d be no end to them.


    “Guess I’ll wake him,” Duke mutters, snapping his fingers.


    At the same time, a bucket of water is dumped on Alan’s head.


    That’s a water magic user for you!! Wait, now’s no time to marvel… That is a really rough way to wake a person up.


    “Mm…mmngh.”


    Alan’s eyes slowly open. Since we are technically kidnappers, we have gagged his mouth so he can’t call for help and sat him in a chair.


    Still in a daze from his rude awakening, Alan is in a stupor for a few seconds…but the moment he recognizes Duke, his eyes shoot open in shock.


    “Oh! He’s awake! Good morniiing!” Mel waves, cheerfully greeting Alan.


    Unable to move, Alan shivers in terror, probably wondering what we are going to do to him.


    “Don’t worry. We won’t hurt you,” I say, trying to ease his tension.


    “Huh? We won’t?” Mel asks.


    “Were you going to?”


    Mel gives me a look of disbelief. She really is a radical.


    “Mm! Mmmm!!” Alan screams with all his might.


    Sorry, buddy. I have no idea what you’re trying to say.


    “Ooh, interesting! He’s screaming that he loves Ali-Ali with all his heart!” Mel mistranslates in her own favor, her eyes sparkling.


    Alan looks at Duke beseechingly. “Mm! Mmmm!”
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  “Henri, take off the gag,” Duke says. Henri complies.


  “Won’t somebody hear him?” I murmur.


  “I’ve put a sound barrier around this room with magic,” he assures me.


  “Then why did you bother gagging him in the first place?” I ask.


  “To strike fear in him,” Duke says with a grin.


  Yikes… I really never want to get on Duke’s bad side.
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    Alicia, Eldest Daughter of the Williams Family—Age Sixteen


    “What…? Why?”


    I open my eye to find Victor’s sleeping face just inches from mine.


    ……I don’t remember going back to Victor’s room after I met with the old gentlemen.


    As I lie in the soft, luxurious bed, my mind is spinning first thing in the morning. The sun shines on Victor’s long lashes, casting shadows on his lower eyelids.


    Seriously…for someone with such a rotten personality, he has such a pretty face… It makes me sick.


    “What’re you staring at?” Victor demands, rubbing his eyes as I stare hard at him.


    “Huh? You’re awake?”


    “Of course I’m awake. Somebody was staring passionately at me.”


    He begrudgingly lifts his eyelids. His yellow-green eyes are a blinding sight first thing in the morning.


    …………Is it my imagination, or am I a baddie who toys with the hearts of princes around the world?


    Wait a minute, I’m resuming my training today!! If I’m late, they’ll probably make me do push-ups.


    I jump out of bed and step away. Victor looks at me curiously.


    “Where are you going?”


    “To training.”


    “…You really don’t go easy on yourself at all,” Victor murmurs. He sounds impressed.


    I don’t go easy on myself? Of course I don’t. I can’t afford to skip training for even one day. It will only put my dream further out of reach.


    “I’ll gain nothing from lying around,” I tell Victor with a smile. Then after a slight bow, I leave.


    Out in the hallway, I heave a quiet sigh. I don’t know how I got to Victor’s room last night, but my grandfather surely has something to do with it.


    I decide to try not to fall asleep around him or his buddies anymore. I couldn’t stand it if they carried me to Victor’s room in my sleep again.


    I’m sure Grandfather thinks nothing of me sharing a bed with a boy because he doesn’t know who I really am…


    I need to gather my wits about me. I have a madi hunt ahead.


    With all this on my mind, I run to the training grounds.


    “A few seconds later and you would have been tardy,” Captain Marius says, glaring down at me after I arrive.


    Guess I was right to skip the stairs and jump down from the second floor.


    “I’ll come earlier from now on, sir.”


    “That’s the spirit.”


    Saying nothing more about it, Captain Marius lays out the day’s training to the group. First, we plank—horizontal, down on the ground, holding ourselves up with our forearms to strengthen our trunks. I engage my core, concentrate on my abdominals, and focus hard so I don’t wobble.


    If there is even one weak link in the platoon, morale will suffer. And Captain Marius detests that.


    ……Everyone was wary of me at the start, but now they’re chummy with me like we’re besties.


    Nobody thought I would make it back from the away mission alive. So now that I did return, everyone, including the superior officers, is much friendlier with me. Too bad for me. I have a lot to think about, and I could use some quiet…


    As I stuffed myself with my sandwich lunch like a chipmunk, I ignore all attempts at conversation.


    “Hey, Bitsy, where did you learn to fight like that?”


    “Say, how did you come out of Mortwood alive?”


    “Do you have a mentor? If so, I’d love to know his name!”


    “Bitsyyy! Throw me a bone. Just tell meee!”


    But nobody calls me by the name Lia. So see if I ever answer them!


    “Please! Just tell me the name of your mentor! Please, Sir Lia!”


    Oh my. Somebody finally called me by my name.


    “I don’t have a mentor,” I reply, taking another bite of sandwich.


    Ooh. This one’s a ham sandwich. How delicious. This castle chef is top-notch.


    “So he trained solo all this time?”


    “And with that tiny body, too? Wait…maybe that tiny body helped.”


    Everyone has lowered their voices to whispers, which I pretend not to hear.


    My brothers taught me the sword, and Old Man Will taught me magic, but the rest of it was my own hard work… So in truth, there is nobody I would call my mentor.


    “Aw, I wish the prince would take a liking to me, too.”


    “Then you’d better practice your sword more.”


    Victor’s voice booms through the training grounds. Everyone whirls around in unison to look at him.


    You shouldn’t pop out of nowhere like that. Look how terrified everyone is.


    “F-forgive me, Your Highness!”


    The man who spoke jumps to his feet and bows at ninety degrees.


    “Never mind, just get back to work,” Victor grumbles in annoyance.


    All the men shout, “Yes, sir!” and run off.


    Huh? Aren’t we gonna finish lunch? What about my ham sandwich?!


    I reluctantly stand to join them when my collar is suddenly yanked from behind.


    “You stay.”


    “Why, Your Highness?” I ask without looking at him, an angry edge in my voice.


    Why do I have to be singled out by the prince? This attention is extremely unwanted.


    “I’ve got a job for you, brat.”


    “Whaaat? Then give me a raise.”


    “What are you blathering about? I’m giving you an extremely important task.”


    His hand still on my collar, Victor spins me around to face him. I can see my sour expression reflected in his yellow-green eyes.


    I grudgingly follow Victor.


    …Could it be we’re ready for the madi expedition?


    “Get in.”


    He stops and points at a thick door several times heavier than me.


    Um, this looks like a particularly sketchy door to me, Your Highness…


    “Am I going inside alone?”


    “Yeah… Unless you’re too scared?”


    “Of course I’m not scared! I’m delighted, in fact!”


    Oops. Why do I let Victor bait me every single time…? Ugh! Fine. I’m not gonna give him the satisfaction of seeing me scared.


    I take a deep breath. After a glance at me, Victor opens the door. And just as I’m going to take a nervous step inside, I feel something hit my behind, and it sends me sprawling onto the floor of the room.


    He kicked me!


    As I realize that, I whirl around and glare at Victor.


    “Okay. Good luck.”


    With a smirk, he slams the door shut.


    What an insufferable prince. I always knew he lacked finesse, but really!


    “Who’s there?”


    The voice is androgynous, but I can tell it belongs to a man. I shoot to my feet.


    “A new attendant?”


    A man with long blond hair asks this as he appears from the back of the room. His hair is in a half updo, revealing his beautiful face. His eyes, reflecting in the sun, are a blindingly vivid yellow green…


    _____It’s the first prince!


    I’ve spotted him only from a distance at the training grounds, but I know I’m right.


    Damn you, Victor. Kicking me in to see him without a word of explanation!


    “You. Do you have a name?”


    As I stand there in silence, the first prince smiles.


    So he’s much nicer than Victor. Hard to believe that brutish boy is his brother.


    “Apologies for the sudden intrusion, Your Highness. My name is Lia.”


    “Nice to meet you, Lia. I am Vian, first prince of Laval.”


    His voice is calm as he introduces himself, even though he has every right to bark at me for jumping into his room without knocking…


    He’s such a peaceful man… Why does Victor hate him so? Is it the whole succession thing? Does that just make brothers hate each other?


    Then again, there’s always the possibility that he looks innocent but has a dark soul, so I’d better be careful… I’ll follow his lead for now.


    “I’ll be your attendant starting today, Your Highness. Um…may I ask a question?”


    “What is it?” Vian looks at me with curiosity.


    “Don’t you have any other attendants?”


    “They all quit abruptly. I don’t know why.”


    ……I suppose Victor has something to do with that. Sounds like him.


    “Oh dear, I’m terribly sorry… Well, starting today, I will serve you, Your Highness. It is an honor.”


    I follow up my little speech with a polite bow. I decide to make up for my lack of decorum around Victor by showing proper etiquette around Vian.


    “You fought the lion, didn’t you? Impressive work, for a blind boy.”


    “Thank you, Your Highness. Your words are the highest praise.”


    So he remembers me…


    I hide my surprise behind my bow. Meanwhile, Vian has a blank stare on his face.


    “Uh…is something wrong, Your Highness?”


    My question brings Vian back to the present. Then he dons a gentle smile again and says, “You give off a much different impression than you did in the arena…and I heard Victor selected you for his away mission.”


    Just how much does this prince already know…? That smile of his is starting to scare me.


    Vian slowly approaches me. There is regality in the elegance of his gait. Everything about him is the exact opposite of Victor.


    “No need to be nervous.”


    I wonder if the other attendants really did leave because of Victor. I have a strange hunch…


    “Just relax.”


    Now that he is closer, I can tell he is much taller than Victor. He is runway-model tier.


    If he knows I work for Victor, then he ought to have figured out that Victor sent me here…


    It is not hot in the room, but I feel a bead of sweat trickle down my forehead. The strange anxiety and discomfort are suffocating me.


    My first encounter with Victor was preferable to this. I’m even starting to miss his loud griping.


    “Your body and voice are awfully delicate for a boy…and you have the sweet scent of a woman. Yes… You are a girl, aren’t you?”


    ……Isn’t this guy too perceptive?!
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  He and Victor have that in common. He figured out I was a girl right at the start. This makes it easier to believe he’s Victor’s older brother.


  But he deduced it from vibes alone… Yeah, I think that gives the first prince a leg up.


  Well, I guess I can’t hide it now. Fine.


  “You’ve got a problem with me being a girl?”


  “Oh my, so quick to show your true colors. I wouldn’t have minded you remaining a polite boy for a while longer.”


  From the way Vian mutters, I can tell he is not pleased.


  “Wouldn’t it just be silly for me to act my heart out when you already know my secret?” I ask.


  “Fair point… Still, it’s been a while since I’ve been in the company of such a gutsy lady. I put an awful lot of pressure on you earlier, but you didn’t even shiver.”


  Aha. So that strange anxiety I felt earlier was warranted.


  “Lia…I’m going to have you serve me from now on. And yes…I wouldn’t mind if you kept on your splendid man’s uniform.”


  Um, creepyyy?!


  He knows I’m a woman, yet he wants me to keep dressing as a man… As a villainess, I can imagine no greater humiliation!


  I sigh to myself. Am I going to survive being his personal attendant…?


   


  
    [image: ]
  

   


  When the time is right, I leave Vian’s room and dash full speed back to Victor.


  “What the hell was that all about?!” I burst into his room without knocking.


  Victor nonchalantly says, “I got you a job serving my brother—you’re welcome. Didn’t you say you wanted to meet him?”


  “You’re making no sense whatsoever. And you hate the first prince, don’t you?”


  Since the words are flying out of me, I’m not exactly minding my manners, but I couldn’t care less at the moment.


  “Well, the situation has changed.”


  “Exactly how and in what way has it changed? I believe I have a right to know.”


  If you pull back now, you lose, Alicia. Take a stand.


  Victor glances at me, then sighs.


  Hey, I’m the one who wants to sigh, buddy.


  “Yes, I did say I wanted to meet the first prince,” I concede. “But not be his attendant… So explain it to me. What exactly am I supposed to do here?”


  Victor glares at me, and his voice comes out rough. “That bastard is suddenly making a serious go at the throne. He has always been gifted at anything he tries. Everyone says the firstborn prince is going to be the next king, but I have succession rights, too. What’s more, my brother never showed the slightest interest in the throne until now. But as soon as I returned from our mission, he suddenly changed his tune. I showed my father the source of the lake that proves my claim to the throne, but he told me, ‘Your brother has started to prove his worth as king, so I have yet to decide who will succeed me.’”


  Wow, I’ve never heard Victor monologue this long before. He must be very agitated.


  Okay, so from what he said, he showed the king the fairy—Kee—yet wasn’t awarded the throne… Yeah, it sucks to get your hopes up only to have them dashed.


  “Anyway, please calm down,” I tell him. “I suppose the royal succession isn’t something that can be decided so easily.”


  “You wanna talk about easy? Have you forgotten that we almost died on our mission?”


  His sharp gaze pierces right through me.


  Oh dear. Now I’ve gone and made him angrier.


  “That’s why I made you his attendant. You need to find out what made him change his mind after all these years and determine his weakness. Understood?”


  Hmm… But I think Vian already knows I’m Victor’s spy.


  “Very well, Your Highness.”


  Deciding silence is the best diplomacy, I agree and leave.


  I really wish they’d have their sibling spat far away from me. If they’re both gifted, why don’t they just divide Laval and rule it separately? It’s a big kingdom.


  Suppressing the urge to sigh loudly, I head back to the first prince’s room.
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  “Lia, I’ve got a task for you. You’re wearing a blindfold, but you can see, can’t you? How does that work? Well, it doesn’t matter, as long as you can work for me.”


  “Take care of this, Lia. And don’t mess up the calculations.”


  “You still aren’t finished, Lia? Read these documents and make a contract.”


  “Here’s your next task, Lia.”


  ……Am I in hell?


  He’s working me to death here. These brothers sure love to torment me, don’t they?


  And wait, did he just figure out super casually that I can see?!


  I came in here with the mindset that I would get the job done, so I’m managing somehow…but this would all be impossible for an ordinary attendant. I can see now why they would want to quit.


  Just when one stack of documents has left my hand, a stack twice as big as the one I just finished is handed to me. A fast reader I may be, but reading that quickly all day takes a lot of stamina.


  Endless piles of work is a drain on the psyche… But I have a feeling Vian is doing just as much—if not more—work than me.


  It ain’t easy, being a first prince…


  Huh? Wait, does Duke take on this much work every day, too?


  “Why is your head in the clouds? You aren’t finished yet, are you?” Vian hands me even more work.


  Ugh, I’m exhausted! My brain is on the verge of screaming.


  “Anybody who can work steadily and with efficiency is a valued commodity here.”


  Oh, was that a compliment? It’s disorienting, hearing him say nice things out of the blue.


  But this prince is right. Those who can’t accomplish the work right in front of them can succeed at little else. I’ve been given the opportunity to help the prince. I’ll find a way to glean some valuable intel while I’m here!


  I pump myself up and speed-read through my blindfold.


  ……Huh? What could this be?


  My hand freezes on the paper it is flipping. And my gaze lands on some unexpected words.


  Regarding the Saint in Durkis


  Where did they get this intel from…?


  I read it swiftly, so as not to be detected by Vian.


  We have determined there is a saint in Durkis. Her name is Liz Cather. She was born a commoner, but her giftedness granted her special admittance into the Academy of Magic. She is an ultrarare class of magic user, wielding all elements.


  So that was why Laval sent wolves to the academy. To sniff out Liz. Her saintly status isn’t even public knowledge in Durkis. So how and when did Vian get this intelligence?


  I want to ask him directly, but that would make my efforts to earn his trust all for naught.


  “Find any problems?” Vian approaches me, perhaps sensing something is off.


  “Nothing, Your Highness!” I quickly flip through the rest of the documents.


  “It’s very helpful that you can read even faster than I can, but is that blindfold really necessary?”


  “You see through everything, don’t you, Your Highness?”


  With a sigh, I let my tense shoulders slump. I can sense the smirk on Vian’s face. His smile is so lustrous that my heart flutters in spite of myself.


  In any kingdom, a prince’s sex appeal is unparalleled.


  “But I am missing an eye—that is the truth,” I warn.


  Vian sets the papers in his hand down on his desk and comes closer. I would have preferred he question me quickly and leave it at that. His silence makes the tension build, and an indescribable fear creeps over me.


  “Say…can you take off that blindfold for me?”


  What a gentle voice… Is he trying to pacify me?


  Victor has already seen my eye. So it ought to be all right for his brother to see it, too…but I am inexplicably scared.


  Given Vian’s flair for intelligence gathering, he might figure out that I am Alicia Williams, the daughter of House Williams.


  “If you look at my eye, you’ll turn to stone,” I caution him.


  He smirks. “Stone, eh? Not a bad prospect.”


  I am probably the only person capable of turning down a request from the first prince. Utterly badass, if I do say so myself.


  “Since you’re beautiful, Your Highness, you would make a lovely statue,” I tease.


  An unsettling smile forms on Vian’s lips as he whispers, “Is that so…?”


  The next thing I know, I can’t breathe. Vian’s hand is around my neck, and he is lifting me into the air.


  “Guh…kah!” I try to breathe, but I can’t take in any oxygen.


  So you have the same superhuman strength as your little brother…


  I grip his wrist with both hands and squirm, trying to free myself from his grasp.


  How is he this strong…? I’m not even budging.


  If he holds me like this much longer…I really will die.


  I can’t die like this. A villainess always escapes a crisis!


  As my consciousness starts to become hazy, I manage to twist my body. Then I spin back around, swinging my leg over Vian’s arm, and using the momentum to rotate my whole body.


  When Vian’s stance crumples, I feel his hold on my neck loosen. I seize the opportunity to escape.


  I will never let him think of me as a frail little lady.


  I muster up all my strength and then somersault out of his reach, ultimately landing on my feet.


  I suck in a sharp breath of air, filling my body with oxygen. My lungs are making a strange raspy squeak, but I am relieved to be free.


  That asshole… He was wringing my neck for real.


  “Tough break…Your Highness. You can…never…eliminate me…”


  I glare at him between gasps for air. Vian appears shocked and doesn’t move.


  I press my hand to my neck, fiercely steady my breath, and assume a defensive stance. I’m not taking any chances.


  And then, in a voice loud enough to boom through the entire room, Vian laughs.


  ……Er, is this guy insane? I don’t want to deal with an emotionally unstable man.


  Why did I ever believe this guy was kind and mature? The maniacal way he laughs is exactly like Victor.


  “Didn’t think you’d escape that way,” Vian says in awe after getting his fill of laughter.


  “Were you trying to kill me?” I ask, somehow managing to sound normal.


  Vian gives me a meaningful smile. “Of course not.”


  This prince makes me sick…


  He approaches me again, faster than I can take a breath, and this time rips the blindfold off my face.


  Excuse me, Prince, why are you moving like a superhuman?!


  My vision clears in an instant, and I stare intently at the sparkling, handsome prince.


  “…So you really are missing an eye.”


  “I told you so.”


  Hey, he’s staring at my eye. First prince or no, I’m allowed to snap rudely at him.


  “A golden eye… Truly beautiful.”


  He doesn’t avert his gaze.


  “Satisfied?”


  “You’re a beautiful woman.”


  Guess he didn’t hear me… And what a strange line to hear from such a beauty. Sorry, but I lack the glimmering aura you’ve got.


  “With your beauty, combat training, and impressive skill set, you would make a splendid empress.”


  “Empress, you say? Since when was Laval an empire?”


  “We’ll become an empire soon.”


  ……What in the world is Vian scheming?


  Does he think he can take over the world? But the POV kingdom in this otome game is Durkis.


  …………Is it because I was exiled to this kingdom?


  Duke falling in love with me took the plot way off track. Had I stayed the detested character and Liz the beloved character, I assume the game setting would have stayed the same…but maybe I’m wrong.


  Is this game headed for an ending I’ve never seen before…?!
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    Gill—Age Twelve


    To break Alan’s fanatical devotion to Liz and restore his ability to reason logically, we test all sorts of methods on him.


    Though he was bound when we first brought him in, we don’t make him deal with such encumbrances for long. He sleeps in a soft bed, eats lavish meals, and has an assortment of books to read to pass the time. He has a life of leisure.


    What’s more, when Alan expresses a need to practice his sword training, Duke gives him a sword without question. When I ask him if that isn’t too dangerous, Duke only smiles confidently and says nothing.


    That’s right…I forgot Duke is magnitudes stronger than the norm.


    Henri chats with Alan about a number of subjects, but Alan’s feelings for Liz are so all-encompassing that Henri starts to believe breaking the spell will be an arduous task.


    The fastest way to break the spell would be to ask Liz to do it…but since she is unaware that she is even casting the spell in the first place, she is sure to refuse.


    ……No. Actually, I think it might be a good idea to force her to come to terms with it.


    “Why don’t we bring Liz Cather to see Alan?” I suggest during a strategy meeting in the school hall.


    Mel immediately looks disgusted and says, “But if she finds out we kidnapped Alan, she might lose her temper, and her magic might run wild.”


    “It would definitely be a hassle if Liz got seriously angry,” Henri agrees.


    “Then let’s consider changing our objective,” Duke proposes calmly, turning his blue eyes on us.


    “What do you mean? Like, do we just leave Alan alone?” Mel’s head tilts.


    “No, we’ll have Alan help us out later. If we’re looking for a way to use Liz Cather herself to break the spell, it would be easier to use somebody already on campus.”


    “You mean we target somebody else?!” Mel eagerly latches on to Duke’s idea, her eyes wild with interest. “Ooh! What about four-eyes over there? Or what about the bookworm sitting over there?”


    “For a start, it has to be somebody who hates Alicia.”


    Henri’s rebuke snaps Mel out of her frenzied fantasy. She sticks out her tongue and giggles.


    “So a devout Liz worshipper would be best?”


    “Don’t you think the easiest person to break would be somebody whose thinking sides only slightly with Liz?” Henri says.


    I butt in. “If we can break the spell of a hardcore Liz Cather devotee, all the other cases will be easy in comparison. So shouldn’t we go with the hardest case first?”


    “Kid has a point,” Henri says.


    “Okaaay, then we should go for that redheaded beefcake,” Mel agrees. She is staring at Eric.


    His broad frame makes him stand out. He happens to be helping some schoolgirls carry their books.


    ……Looking at him now, he seems like a normal nice guy. But he has been extremely hostile toward Alicia.


    “Who’s gonna approach him?” Mel asks.


    “I will,” comes a voice from behind me.


    Er…Duke?!


    Duke is somebody Eric will follow without question, but I ask him if he is sure he will be okay.


    “It’ll work out somehow.”


    And without a shred of fear, he boldly walks in Eric’s direction.


    “The girlish sighing has subsided, but look at all the attention he’s still getting… Poor guy,” Henri whispers.


    “I don’t see the issue. Duke has Alicia,” I whisper back.


    “But I want Ali-Ali all to mysellllf!” Mel wails the grievances of her heart.


    We quickly cover her mouth. Being with Mel is exhausting sometimes.


    From where I’m standing, I can’t hear anything Duke and Eric are saying.


    Gramps could probably understand…and Alicia might be able to as well.


    “What are they talking abouuut?” Mel whines, squinting her eyes in their direction.


    Eric’s expression is growing grimmer by the second.


    ……What in the world did Duke just tell him?


    I focus on the movements of Duke’s lips. Now is the time to employ the lipreading techniques Alicia taught me.


    “Do you honestly think Alicia is going to survive Laval?” Duke asks Eric.


    I know Duke doesn’t believe what he is implying, yet he is able to ask the question without raising an eyebrow.


    I would never tell this to Alicia, but I doubt she could ever surpass Duke in that regard. Alicia is too sincere for that. She isn’t the sort of girl who can tell a lie without a blip on her expression. That is probably why Duke is well suited to the governmental affairs of Durkis…


    “I think they’re done,” Henri murmurs beside me.


    Eric walks into the school building, and Duke returns to us.


    How did it go? I wish Duke would show some sort of emotion.


    “Did it go well? Think we can kidnap Eric?!”


    Why is Mel so eager to become a kidnapper?


    “Yeah…it should work out,” Duke says with a glance at the school building Eric just walked into.


    “Why did you talk about Alicia?” I ask.


    “You could hear us?” He looks at me with surprise.


    “No, I read your lips a little.”


    Duke gives my head an impressed pat and says, “Good boy.”


    I hate that he is still treating me like a child. But Duke’s praise makes me happy. I doubt that feeling will change, no matter how old I get.


    “Eric doesn’t think Alicia is at all intelligent. So it’s only natural that he doesn’t think she’ll survive Laval. But he hadn’t even given it a thought until I mentioned it. Since he never entertained the idea of Alicia dying abroad, he went to see Liz right now to ask her for help.”


    That poor boy is experiencing a huge misunderstanding. There is no way a powerful woman like Alicia would die in Laval.


    But at least the trap for Eric and Liz is set. That’s our Duke!
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    As we sit in the student council room, Eric brings Liz inside. Immediately after, I hear the door’s lock turn.


    “So what is this I hear about Alicia’s life being in danger?” Liz Cather demands of Duke, her face drained of blood.


    I stare at her with a look of deep distrust.


    “Oh, now you care?” Mel mutters under her breath beside me.


    …Her voice is like ice!


    “Alicia is five years younger than us,” Henri says, following the script.


    All of us supporters are certain Alicia will not die in Laval. But it is necessary to keep up the act… And so Duke has written a little script for us.


    “But she’s of noble blood. So I suppose she’ll live quite comfortably in another land.”


    There it is…Liz Cather’s fortress of fantasy.


    Laval has no need for an exiled daughter of the nobility—that much is obvious. Name me a nation that would welcome a condemned criminal from Durkis with open arms.


    Criminals are either put in shows or enslaved… That’s usually how it goes.


    Had Alicia been raised as a typical noblewoman, she would suffer in her new environment and likely take her own life in anguish. Either that, or she would be deemed useless and killed.


    “Those exiled to Laval are sent to a gladiatorial arena,” Duke says.


    Liz tilts her head quizzically. “Gladiatorial arena?”


    “They’re made into a spectacle. Forced to fight wild beasts.”


    “Oh no… But Alicia is a girl, so surely they wouldn’t…” The color drains even further from Liz’s face.


    “To be sure, a girl wouldn’t put up much of a fight. That’s why they’re offered as sacrifices, to stir up the crowd. That is just how brutal Laval is.”


    I wonder when and how Duke got a hold of such detailed intel.


    Did Alicia fight a wild beast…? Truth be told, I’m sure she’d win.


    “Duke, why are you telling Liz all this? I didn’t bring her here to be chastised,” Eric says, leaping to the wrong person’s defense.


    Funny how he doesn’t conclude the person who needs defending is Alicia.


    “How can we save her?” Liz Cather asks Duke. Her expression is sincere. I can tell she genuinely wants to rescue Alicia. She isn’t just saying that to make herself look good in front of Duke.


    In moments like this, she does seem to deserve the title of heroine that is given to the main characters of fantasy books. Alicia is right. She is an axis.


    Realizing this for the first time myself, an unpleasant feeling fills me. Even without Liz Cather’s aid, Alicia will return safely home on her own.


    “Mel.”


    “I know, Master.”


    Mel disappears. I haven’t heard her call Duke “Master” in a while.


    Our strategy is simple. All we need is for Liz and Eric to be together in the same room.


    “What are you doing? Didn’t you bring us here to help Alicia?” Liz asks.


    Henri answers, “Sorry, but no.”


    Panic is clear on Eric’s face.


    “Liz—you have been casting spells on Eric unconsciously. I want you to lift that magic now,” Duke tells Liz Cather, looking her dead in the eye.


    Incidentally, Eric cannot hear Duke’s voice. Mel has cast a spell on their conversation, so it cannot be overheard. If Eric knew what was happening, we’d have trouble.


    “……What are you talking about? I haven’t cast any spells on Eric.”


    “It’s not just Eric. You have used your magic on most of the students here.”


    “I would never do such a thing!”


    Before Duke can finish telling her everything, Liz screams. Meanwhile, Eric appears utterly confused.


    “Liz, what’s happening?”


    But Liz ignores Eric and demands of Duke, “Just what spell am I using? Have I hurt anyone?”


    What angers me the most is that she has no malicious intent. And that they are talking past each other. She would be much easier to handle had she cast the spells intentionally.


    Liz Cather, who is usually so calm, is extremely distraught by Duke’s accusations. We know she can be dangerous in that mental state, which is why we previously have erred on the side of caution and avoided confronting her directly like this. I only hope her magic won’t run wild…


    “Hey! Just what the hell is going on here?!” Eric barks at us.


    Ugh, he is just so annoying. I wish he’d shut up.


    “Okay, let’s take a little naaap.”


    I hear Mel’s disembodied voice. It is apparently some sort of telepathy.


    Eric slowly collapses onto a nearby sofa with a thud. Then he falls sound asleep.


    ……I love how Mel’s magic is just casually overpowered. I can see why Duke keeps her close.


    “Eric?” Liz Cather turns around to where he fell.


    “Don’t worry. He’s just sleeping,” Duke says.


    Liz Cather slowly returns her gaze to Duke. Her emerald-green eyes remain calm, even when facing a prince. I didn’t know she was capable of such a strong gaze…


    “……I’ll ask once more—what magic spells did I cast?”


    After a long silence, Duke answers, “Charm magic.”


    “Charm magic?” She murmurs the words, sounding genuinely baffled.


    “It’s the most powerful magic—it can coax a human being to do anything. It’s what makes everyone love you, Liz Cather,” I explain concisely.


    A look of disbelief fills her face. “But…I don’t use magic like that. And if I did, wouldn’t you all be under my spell?”


    “Your magic doesn’t work on those with powerful magic and strong convictions. If everyone fell under your spell, you would have the entire kingdom under your thumb.”


    “That’s impossible. Eric and I got to know each other and became friends naturally.”


    “But the love Eric feels for you is different from the feelings you have for him. Surely you’ve realized that much,” I tell her coldly.


    Liz Cather casts a bewildered glance at Eric. “But if such magic exists, then why doesn’t Duke love me? If my feelings are that powerful…and if such ridiculous magic really exists…then I want to cast it on you! Why won’t you notice me?”


    Liz’s voice is abnormally shrill. I sympathize with her. But Duke is the most powerful magic user in the kingdom, and he is madly in love with Alicia.


    “I love you more than anyone, Duke…” Her voice trails off weakly.


    “I’m sorry,” Duke says.


    Tears flow from Liz’s eyes. “But I love you more than Alicia does… Please, if you met me before her…wouldn’t you have fallen for me instead?”


    Duke pauses for a moment, then he looks Liz Cather in the eye and says, “I still would have fallen for Alicia.”


    “I see…,” Liz says with a hollow smile. The sight of it makes me a little sad.


    Just maybe…nobody is at fault here. Which is the very reason why I’ve wanted to make Liz the villain. I believe in Alicia and have never doubted her…but Eric and the others believe in Liz and have never doubted her, too.


    They are the idealistic girl and the pragmatic girl. But the latter is at an overwhelming disadvantage because she is the one who actually needs to solve the problems… And conversely put, if the idealistic girl gained the ability to solve problems, she would be invincible.


    Alicia worked so hard all these years to get Liz Cather to realize this. But Liz does not have a shred of ambition to stand at the top of the kingdom. The powers granted to her by chance are powerful and valuable. That might be all there is to it.


    She is just an ordinary girl…hopelessly devoted to the object of her desire.


    Without knowing it, we have put pressure on the saint. And we aren’t the only ones. Those with power in the kingdom have high hopes for her.


    In a commoner who knows nothing…


    “Did you want to save the world? Or did you just want Duke to notice you?” I ask.


    Henri and Duke both quietly wait to hear Liz’s answer. I want to hear how she truly feels. Nobody knows the burdens others carry deep in their hearts.


    “I wanted…to marry Duke and use my power to help him bring peace to the world. But you see…” She takes a breath. “If I’m being perfectly honest, all I really wanted was Duke. I didn’t need him to be a prince, either. This may sound bad, but it hurts so much I could just die. I’ve never felt this way before. I wish I had been born an ordinary commoner…and run a bakery my whole life. I wish I didn’t have these special powers. I was happy where I was born and raised. I never particularly felt that the world was unfair.”


    “Then why did you say you wanted to bring about world peace?” I ask.


    “Because I thought it was my duty. The sacred duty entrusted to me as a saint. So in the name of equality, I thought eliminating villages like Roana was best. But to be honest, I really had no idea what should be done. Maybe my passionate desire to change the world was all an act. Maybe I didn’t really believe in it.”


    As I listen to Liz Cather’s emotionless tone, she seems very human to me.


    “What drove me to work so hard all these years is Duke. I wanted him to notice me. I kept being a good girl, because I believed I was special… Alicia was right. This world is not equal, and I was reaping the benefits.”


    “But it’s okay if your motive for working hard is impure,” I assure her. “I’ve worked hard all these years for Alicia’s sake.”


    I mean every word. It is one small consolation I can give the saint, who is anything but pure and good.


    “Alicia was always so confident…always so driven…and most of all, loved by Duke. And I hated her for it. So I tried to be the exact opposite of her. I never once seriously wished to become her friend.”


    There is resignation in Liz’s voice as she spits out the truth. It must have hurt to hold those emotions inside for so long. A saint never lets her hatred show. It makes sense that she would suppress any ugly emotions in her heart. We all watch quietly as she falls into despair.


    “So many people loved me, yet the only one I cared about wouldn’t even give me a passing glance…and now you’re telling me Alicia might be dead! What exactly am I supposed to do?! I’m just a boring daughter of a baker! I knew nothing of the world of nobility. Nobody would teach me the rules!”


    “Liz…I’m so sorry.” Duke’s calm tone makes Liz Cather’s eyes flood with tears again.


    “I don’t need a nobleman’s apology.” Though she was mumbling, probably everyone in the room heard the tremor in her voice.


    I didn’t know the rules of high society, either. I didn’t even know basic table manners at first, but I learned from books and lessons from Alicia and Henri.


    …In that regard, I consider you very blessed, Liz Cather. After all, so many aristocrats treat you kindly.


    And maybe that’s why you let their kindness make you soft.


    Duke apologized, but this is a problem Liz Cather faces within herself. She believed in her philosophy and never doubted it…and now she is reaping what she sowed. She probably deserves it.


    “Besides, I don’t recall ever asking Alicia to become a villain. Your father ordered her to do that, didn’t he? So it’s not my fault she got exiled.”


    Liz’s voice is eerily calm as she lays out her defense.


    “Then why did you come here?” I ask. “To see Duke?”


    “No… I came because I genuinely wanted to save Alicia… Ha-ha, a little late, I know. Even the strongest ego has its breaking point.”


    Liz smiles in self-deprecation. She has probably given up on lying to herself. And with that, Eric wakes up. Rather, Mel lifts her spell on him.


    “Was everything she just said the truth?” Eric asks, looking at us in shock.


    Mel pops back into view beside me and whispers, “Redhead here could actually hear everything that was said.”


    It is now that I understand Duke’s plan. Make Liz believe Eric is asleep and rip off the mask. And to make sure there were no slipups, Duke kept this a secret from us. There really are no chinks in Duke’s armor.


    To Liz Cather, somebody who had a normal life, the prince’s strategy was difficult to foil.


    It is looking like Duke and Alicia are on track to becoming a major power couple.


    For me, it feels like my world is expanding wider and wider, and it is very exciting. Even though it burdens me with many more responsibilities, I deeply desire to become special.


    Unlike Liz, I want to expand my limitations.


    “Liz…um, have you always felt this way?” Eric asks.


    Liz cannot hide her anguish. I think the end-of-the-world pathetic expression is a bit much…but I also think Liz Cather is absolutely better this way.


    I watch over the pair, believing that after seeing and hearing all that, surely his brainwashing has come undone.


    Liz hangs her head, not denying Eric’s question.


    “Did you want Alicia to die?” he presses.


    “…No. Nothing that extreme. I just…felt she was in my way. But that said, I did not cast a charm spell on you all.”


    Liz sounds uncertain. It is as if her boldness from a few minutes ago has disappeared.


    “I—I feel nothing for you now, Liz,” Eric says uncomfortably. “Up until a few minutes ago, I would have done anything for you…”


    No way. The spell really has broken…


    Liz’s eyes are wide as she murmurs, “How can this be?” She fights back tears as a faint smile appears on her lips.


    “If I really was using charm magic, then fine. So let me ask, what exactly did Alicia do? She just pushed her own egoism on us.”


    “To you, she may have been a villain, but she stirred up a revolution by fighting for her brand of justice,” I answer. “If you want proof, Roana Village is free now because of Alicia’s efforts. There was no violent uprising, either.”


    Liz crumples to the floor. She has probably lost the will to fight. Tears spill incessantly from her eyes.


    “…………Alicia is smart, strong, and kind…and I despise her for it… Yet I can’t help but idolize her.”


    It hurts to be bound to Alicia. Whenever you are compared to her, you are tortured by your own inadequacies.


    Now I see… Liz Cather unconsciously uses charm magic to protect her own ego.


    “Please… Somebody, please help me,” she begs desperately.


    ……Hey, Alicia? What would you do?


    “Why are you feeling sorry for yourself? You sowed those seeds yourself. Shouldn’t you have assumed what you reap from them would make you suffer? Well, nonetheless…”


    I hear Alicia’s voice in my mind. I know it is only an auditory hallucination, but I’m sure Alicia would extend a helping hand to Liz Cather without hesitation.


    That’s the sort of human being Alicia is. Even if somebody causes her harm, she lets her principles guide her. It is that quality that has ensnared the hearts of so many.


    And in this moment…I’m Alicia’s best helper.


    “If you want to get closer to me, then you have no time to waste crying, do you? Get on your feet now before I leave you behind. I detest stragglers.”


    My words freeze the air in the room. Even Duke looks at me with shock.
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  “Sorry for the outburst. I just figured that’s what Alicia would say,” I clarify, looking Liz Cather in the eye.


  The words might have no effect unless they come from Alicia directly, but I want to assist her in some way.


  “He’s riiiight! Ali-Ali would totally say that! So just get rid of your attention-seeking way of thinkiiing.”


  …Mel really knows how to pour salt in the wound.


  “We didn’t bring you here to hear you complain. Think hard about what you can contribute.”


  Setting aside Mel’s snark, I let Liz know it is her duty to think about how she should behave moving forward. She wipes her eyes and stands, sending a look of grim resolve toward us. The crafted smile she has shown all these years is nowhere to be seen.


  “Good work, Gill—that’s what Alicia would say,” she says. “Well…I don’t have to put on a good face anymore or pretend to be a nice girl. So I… I’ll do whatever I feel is right. Sorry if I become an even more insufferable saint than I was before.”


  “Um, please don’t,” I blurt out in earnest. Her crisp smile is too much for me.


  “So the brainwashing is undone… All’s well that ends well?” Mel asks.


  “But Alicia isn’t back yet. And Eric is the only one who’s unbrainwashed,” Henri argues.


  “But now that Liz has turned over a new leaf, won’t the rest of the spells break?”


  “I guess we’ll just have to wait for the brainwashing to lift gradually.”


  Wait a minute… As much of a happy ending as we’re having right now, when Alicia comes back…won’t she be upset?


  …………Alicia, I’m sorry, but I don’t think you can be a villainess after all.


  “I miss Alicia so much…,” Duke mumbles, staring out the window.


  That is unusual for him. He doesn’t say things like that.


  The longer a person is away, the more worried you are that they were never there in the first place. Alicia is like a legendary hero who both appeared and left my side on a gust of wind…but no, I know Alicia exists. I shouldn’t be so quick to mope.


  “As a son of one of the Great Five noble houses…as a leader, I did nothing.” Eric sighs with self-deprecation. “I let Liz’s ideas cradle me, and I didn’t find my purpose.”


  “Well, acknowledging you have a problem is half the battle. Making amends is the easy part,” Duke replies.


  There is truth to that. No matter how low rock bottom is, the only place you can go from there is up.


  I look at Liz Cather. Her reputation is about to sour quite rapidly.


  ……But I doubt you’re the sort of person who will let that get you down.


  “You are a saint. Own it and do good work,” Duke encourages her. I’m sure he means it.


  Liz holds her gaze on Duke and sighs…then she smiles softly.


  “Ugh, why did I have to fall for a man like you?! If only it were Eric, I could have lived happily ever after.”


  “What? Are you saying I’m a pushover?!” Eric yells.


  I wonder where all her meekness from earlier went.


  Duke dons his usual devilish smirk and says, “I’m not worthy of adoration, either.”


  ““Do you want a fist in your mouth?”” Eric and Henri demand in unison.


  Henri adds, “That’s rich, coming from the prince every girl squeals at wherever he goes. You’ve got a pretty face worthy of daily praise, and you know it.”


  “But my skin color is unusual in this kingdom.”


  “Tanned skin is the best!” Liz Cather responds emphatically. Duke shrinks back a little. “Do you have any idea how much daughters of the nobility fetishize you?!”


  What a speech… If she were this sort of character from the start, she would have been easier to like.


  “Your voice is stupid loud, you know!” Mel yells, rising to the offense.


  Stay out of this, Mel, before things get out of hand……! I guess that ship has sailed, though.


  “You know, Mel, I’ve always thought you were awfully rude,” Liz says.


  “Only when I’m talking to you, Lizzy,” Mel taunts, a big smile on her face.


  This very well may be the first time I’ve seen Liz look at anyone with blatant disgust.


  “But I’m older than you, aren’t I? You should show some respect.”


  “If I don’t respect someone, I won’t respect the rule that I should treat them with respect. I did nothing wronnng!”


  “I am much more socially adept than you.”


  “Two-faced creeeeep!”


  Wow, Liz is holding her own against Mel…and her expressions are looking much more natural than before.


  “It’s going to be very difficult for you to carry the burden of sainthood from now on, Liz. Do you understand that?”


  Henri voices my concerns for me.


  Liz opens her mouth wide and laughs. Her laughter lingers for a while. And when she finally calms down, she says, “That’s rich, coming from one of the people who’s given me a hard time. Oh, I’m prepared to face what’s to come. After all, if Alicia were in my position, she would stand proud and enjoy it… And if she can do it, then I can do it, too!”


  Alicia…you truly are amazing. Even from a distance, you’re still supporting her. You are the one who helped Liz Cather get back on her feet. Because of you, she’s stronger now. She’s become the wonderful rival you’ve always wanted, Alicia.


  “Case closed?” Henri asks.


  “For now, yes.” Duke nods.


  We can’t exactly say things are going well, but Durkis is at least making progress. And this kingdom will only get better from this point on.


  Alicia…I wonder what you’re doing right now.
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    Alicia, Eldest Daughter of the Williams Family—Age Sixteen


    “What the hell did you just say?”


    I do believe my voice booms throughout the entire palace this early morning. Even to myself, I am shockingly loud. All the documents fall to the floor from the sheer impact of it. But what Vian said to me was so out of the blue and so outside what I could have possibly imagined…


    I get the sense my language has gotten much rougher during my stay in Laval…


    “Did you not hear me the first time? I’ll say it again—”


    “Yeah, I heard you. I just don’t believe it! And please don’t say it again!”


    “Awww, look how shaken up you are. Cute.” Vian smirks at me.


    Just how is this guy’s brain even wired?


    “Why are you so disgusted? You get to be the emperor’s bride.”


    “That’s why! Please don’t say such an embarrassing line without even blushing!”


    “Well, you sure are a strange little thing.” He eyes me with curiosity.


    You’re the strange one, trying to make a near stranger your concubine! I worry for your sanity…


    I only came to Laval to spy. Marrying the emperor is a laughable notion. I’m going to go home to Durkis someday.


    I take a deep breath and calm down a little before continuing. “For a start, I’m baffled that you could suggest such a thing when you don’t even love me.”


    Don’t let your opponent set the terms of the debate, Alicia.


    “Oh, but I actually am rather fond of you.”


    “But you aren’t in love with me.”


    “Love is not needed for marriage. Only the commoners need that.”


    Fair. That is the way royalty thinks… Marriage is nothing more than a tool for them. Well, I wouldn’t let anyone in Durkis marry me like that, even if it were strategic for me. My evil name is going to resound across the world!


    ……Though I’ll make an exception for Duke.


    “Besides, you are the perfect vessel for an empress.”


    I give Vian the side-eye, unsure of what he means.


    “You are more than qualified to be empress.”


    “Am I? Why?! Sure, plenty of the great empresses have been baddies, but still…”


    “What are you going on about?” A dubious look fills Vian’s eyes while I mutter to myself.


    “Er, nothing.”


    Okay, Alicia…for now, focus on the work in front of you. You don’t have time to indulge this guy in his silly hypotheticals right now.


    I pick the fallen papers up off the floor. It is then that I catch sight of something shining in a corner. I approach it, slowly grab it, and roll it over in the palm of my hand.


    …………Is this rouge?


    “Whose is this?” I look the cosmetic over.


    Could it belong to Vian’s lover?! Yes, it wouldn’t be out of place for him to have a couple of lovers.


    “Hey, is this…?”


    “What?” Vian asks, turning around. When he sees what is in my hand, he gasps and snatches it away.


    That’s the reaction of a man who just got caught cheating. I can tell Vian is flustered. It is a state I haven’t seen him in before.


    Well, he commanded me to be his empress just a minute ago. Of course he would be flustered by me finding his lover’s makeup.


    I stare hard at Vian.


    Why is he blushing so profusely now? He shouldn’t be so shocked that I’ve put his lover in a bad…spot… Oh no, I think I know what this is.


    “Um, Your Highness…is that your rouge?”


    Vian flushes even harder. As red as an apple.


    I’m right? Wait, does this mean……Vian does drag?


    “What would you say…if I said it was mine?” he inquires, glaring at me with a little mist in his eyes.


    Oh crap…is he gonna kill me to protect his secret?!


    No, he wouldn’t do that. I can’t die.


    “Hey…are you listening to me, honey?” Vian sounds a little angry. Like he is tormented by my lack of reply.


    I murmur, “Watch what you say, Your Highness…”


    With a gasp, he slaps a hand to his mouth. His image is quickly sliding off the rails. The coolheaded but slightly dangerous prince vibe of his has shattered in an instant.


    “Just a hunch, but…are you a friend of Dorothy?”


    “Who is Dorothy?! For that matter, what sort of reaction is that?! Isn’t there something else you could say?!”


    Hey, you don’t have to yell at me. By the way, you sound completely like a lady now.


    “So does that rouge belong to you or not?”


    The prince sighs. “Let me ask you this—could it possibly belong to anyone else? Yes, I like dressing as a woman. But that doesn’t mean I’m into men. I’m romantically interested in women, I’ll have you know… You have a problem with that?”


    I haven’t even said anything… Vian’s just digging his own grave.


    Vian has very beautiful features, so he would surely be drop-dead gorgeous in drag… I would love to see it.


    “What color is it?” I ask him.


    He looks at me skeptically as he answers, “Red.”


    “Lovely. You should put some on right now.”


    “Are you thick in the head?! You are the first person not to judge me…”


    He mumbles the second part of what he says, so I can’t hear it very well… But the main point is he is a beauty. I just want to see him looking even more beautified.


    “Come on, put it on! I know you’ll look wonderful in it,” I coax Vian when he hesitates to make a move.


    A flash of joy spreads on his doubtful face as he gently applies the rouge. His light pink lips are dyed a deep red before my very eyes. His long golden hair, shining in the sun, his divine yellow-green eyes, and his snow-white skin make his red lips pop.


    “Stunning…,” I utter without thinking.


    I can see Vian’s pupils dilate when I say that. As I look at him, I think only a man could pull off this kind of beauty.


    “H-how could I possibly be stunning…?”


    Vian roughly rubs his lips. The beautiful red smudges and thins.


    But you were so beautiful… Though I was a little surprised when you actually put it on just because I told you to.


    “I’m sure you would look beautiful in a bright red dress, too.”


    “…What are you on about? I’ll have you know I’m a prince.”


    Wait a minute…is this why Vian has a poor relationship with his brother? Like, maybe it crushed him to find out the smart, strong, handsome older brother he idolized was a closet drag queen? Yeah…knowing Victor, that tracks.


    “Well, aren’t you going to say something?” Vian presses me.


    I answer resolutely, “You give that rouge a special allure because you are a man, Your Highness. As an androgynous person, you have a charm that women are incapable of.”


    “My father and brother both judge me for it… But for some strange reason, I believe you’re being sincere. Oh, how vexing! I knew you were trouble, but both my brother and I are falling under your spell now.”


    For all his grumbling, there is a hint of joy in Vian’s smile.


    What an adorable human being. That spunk is enough to blast away all the bloodlust I sensed from him just a little while ago. I suppose that was just a shield to protect himself.


    “……All right, I’ve told you my secret. Now you tell me one of yours,” the prince says, a frown on his face. “It’s unfair otherwise.”


    “My secret?”


    “That’s right. You’re full of secrets. You reek of something fishy. I’m sure Lia isn’t even your real name.”


    He stares intently at me. An angel and devil pop out of my mind and squabble on my shoulders.


    “He’s deceiving you! Keep your mouth shut.”


    “Now, now, you’ve learned his secret. Shouldn’t you tell him one of yours?”


    “And let him kill you?! This is a trap!”


    “Yes, but isn’t this a little unsportsmanlike for a villainess?”


    …The angel gives a very convincing final argument. It is also worth noting that neglecting to say “Showing your true self is the right thing to do” is very on-brand for my angel.


    So I brace myself for impact, look Vian in the eye, and say, “I’m Alicia, eldest daughter of the Williams family, one of the Great Five noble houses in the kingdom of Durkis.”


    After Vian’s jaw drops and stays that way for a few seconds, a smile quickly spreads on his face.


    “Oh, wow…that’s the best news ever.”


    “Huh?”


    “I mean, you’re a noblewoman, aren’t you?! Yet you were exiled from your kingdom and fought a lion—that’s uh-maze-ing! How and where did you acquire such mad skills, girl?! Your latent abilities really are a major turn-on. Ooh! Wait, this must mean you can use magic! And wait, if you’re an aristocratic lady, how did you lose your eye?! You must be a major tomboy!”


    Vian’s rapid-fire quips are so relentless, there isn’t an opening for me to respond. Way to steamroll a girl into silence.


    “Don’t you suspect I’m a spy?” are the first words out of my mouth after Vian finally quiets down.


    Vian’s expression becomes one of surprise…which quickly turns into a hearty laugh. “Durkis’s most extraordinary noblewoman is in Laval. Um, of course she’s a spy! But isn’t that great? This means Laval won’t be easy to topple.”


    Vian’s eyes are brimming with confidence as he answers.


    What a badass answer… Ten out of ten. No notes. He’s a freaking star.


    “Say, if you’re a noblewoman, I assume you’ve got good fashion sense, no? Wanna help me pick out my dresses from now on?” Vian asks.


    “Er, but we have to deliver these documents to Captain Marius. And you have more work left, Your Highness. Isn’t it too early for fun and games?”


    “Oh please, why do you have to be such a spoilsport?” Vian pouts.


    I’m trying to convey, “Well, because we’ve got a lot of work to do,” with my smile. Sending the psychic message I wish you’d lighten the load a little.


    “Agh, fine. There’s a lot I’d like to know about Durkis, but while I’m being this version of myself, I won’t ask! Except…might I make just one request?”


    Why is he even asking? What kind of servant would I be if I didn’t honor a request?


    “What is it?”


    “When it’s just you and me…could you call me Vivian? I’ve always loved that name.”


    “I can do that.”


    Vian grins at my prompt answer. I smile back. I think the name Vian suits him, but Vivian is also a lovely name for the prince. He murmurs “Thank you” under his breath. He probably doesn’t mean for me to hear it, but I do.


    His image changed just a little…scratch that, a lot. He’s much easier to talk to now.


    “Victor is such a baby, of course he would rebel against it,” I add.


    Oops, I went and called the prince by his first name. Oh well, whatever. It’s just Victor.


    “Lia—I mean, Alicia—those are some harsh words, considering your station… I doubt my little brother will ever understand me as long as he lives.”


    “Oh, it’s surprisingly easy for him to understand you. Accepting you, however, is not so easy.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Victor is running from the truth. He’s scared of the despair he might feel in facing the real you. But he would never reject you simply because you aren’t the older brother he envisioned—only a feeble child would do that. You need to be open and accepting of each other first before you can have a conversation. And in that regard, he is still very much a feeble child.”


    Vian listens quietly while I emotionlessly tell him all this.


    “One can’t easily change the personality they’re born with. Differences in perspective are inevitable the moment you interact with another person, yet everyone is eager to dismiss these different perspectives as things they can’t understand.”


    If Victor were to somehow overhear this conversation, he would rip my body limb from limb tomorrow.


    “So perceptive… I’m impressed, Alicia. I just assumed you would always take Victor’s side, since you’re in his platoon. But you’re always mercilessly blunt, no matter who you’re talking to… You make me feel very small.”


    “Well, I am the greatest villainess of all time.”


    I smile smugly at Vian, taking it as a compliment. But Vian only blinks blankly at my words. Though he doesn’t say it out loud, I can practically see the words What the hell are you saying? written on his face. How horribly rude.


    “Now let’s get back to work,” I say.


    “Wait.” Vian stops me before I can resume my duties.


    “What is it?”


    “……Don’t you feel at all frightened?”


    “Of course I do. But no matter how scared I feel, I’ll never let it show. That’s a secret trick to getting stronger. As prince, you ought to know that better than anyone.”


    Vian quietly ponders that for a moment before murmuring, “That’s true.” Then he speaks up. “I am Vian Sanchez, firstborn prince of Laval. Showing any fear is taboo. I shall take it to heart.”


    “That’s right. You’ve got this, Vivian!”


    When I call her by her preferred name, her cheeks redden slightly as she smiles in a way I have never seen before. It is a smile that nails me to the spot.


    “This is our little secret,” she says, pressing a finger softly to her lips.


    The gesture is too beautiful for words.
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    After I leave Vian’s room, I run straight to Captain Marius to deliver the documents. And as I run, a question pops into my mind. Then I abruptly stop in my tracks.


    Wait a minute…isn’t Victor’s last name Harrist?! But the first prince said “Vian Sanchez,” right? Oh dear…please don’t let this be another Old Man Will–tier crazy royal family problem.


    But knowing Laval…I guess a lover or two on the side is practically expected.


    “No, wait, if they had different mothers, they’d still have the same family name, right?”


    No sooner do I mumble this to myself than I see my grandfather walking toward me.


    What perfect timing! If I just ask Grandfather, I might get my answer right away… Oh, except he might suspect me for being so ignorant of Laval’s matters.


    Then again, I won’t be able to sleep tonight if I don’t get an answer.


    “Ah, Lia. What are you doing out here?”


    “Grand— Lord Albert, I was on my way to deliver these documents to Captain Marius.”


    It feels like ages since I’ve seen him. Well, I have been holed up in Vian’s room pushing paper.


    “I see… So what serious conundrum have you been musing over?”


    …Does this guy see through everything? Beware the power of blood ties.


    “Er, nothing really…,” I trail off.


    Ignorance isn’t a bad thing. I should just tell him what I don’t know and let him teach me. But I don’t want Grandfather to become suspicious of me. Vian knowing my true identity is plenty for me.


    “Judging from the direction you’re coming from, were you just with the first prince?”


    Grandfather. You shrewd bastard.


    “That’s right… I’ve become Prince Vian’s servant recently as per Prince Victor’s command.”


    “I see. That’s good. You’ll get to see quite a lot of new things if you spend time with him. The first prince is an odd one, but odd in a good way.”


    “Whose side are you on, Lord Albert?”


    My grandfather’s eyebrow twitches slightly. For somebody who was on Victor’s away mission, it does sound an awful lot like he favors Vian…


    “I’m on neither’s side. I just want this nation to progress.”


    “…Could you tell me more about Laval’s history?” I blurt out, knowing it’s now or never.


    Without judgment, my grandfather murmurs, “So that was your question…” Then he slowly turns back the way he came.


    Does he want me to follow him? But then what about these documents…?


    Screw it! I am woman, hear me roar! I’ll just mentally prepare myself to get punished later. I suppose Captain Marius’s penalty will be a thousand push-ups…


    Despite these intrusive thoughts, curiosity gets the better of me, and I run after my grandfather.


    And he brings me to the tower I gave up on trying to climb the other day.


    This place is enchanted, isn’t it…?


    My grandfather disappears inside.


    …Should I just assume I’m still unable to climb up these stairs?


    “Um, excuse me, but—”


    “The enchantment is lifted,” he replies, catching on to my concern.


    I obediently climb up the stairs… And even though the spell was lifted, it is still quite a climb. The winding staircase goes on for so long that I’m starting to get dizzy.


    “Here we are.”


    Once we make it all the way to the top, my grandfather pushes open an ancient wooden door.


    My heart races a little as I set foot inside his room. The joy of going someplace you’re not allowed never disappears, no matter how old you get.


    “What is this place?” I exclaim when I see what is inside.


    Houseplants litter the room. There are even tiny butterflies fluttering around. A massive collection of books lines the walls, and there are several piles on the floor as well. Light streams in from a big round window… It’s mystical.


    The air is crisp and refreshing. I drink it in.


    What a beautiful place…


    I hear a cute little meow from nearby and look down.


    …A black cat? But it looks kind of like a lion. I should have brought Lai here for a playdate.


    “Wow. That cat usually isn’t nice to anyone except me…”


    Kitty isn’t a people person? Could it be…it instinctively smelled that we have the same blood? Well, you can fool humans but not animals.


    “It doesn’t really look much like a cat,” I remark, trying to change the subject.


    My grandfather smirks. “That’s because I cast a spell on it…same as your black lion, right?”


    “How do you know about Lai…?”


    Nobody should know that Lai is black. Because I cast the spell inside the cottage…


    “Ever since you got here, there’s very little about you that I haven’t discovered.”


    My grandfather’s words make me tense all over.


    Barely a moment after, a silver snake appears. Its scales shimmer brightly, and it looks out of this world. And yet.


    ……I’m not sure why, but I feel like we’ve met before.


    “That’s my Albee. Very perceptive.”


    As my grandfather says the name, the snake transforms into a human before my very eyes.


    …………No way. I recognize this person. It’s the guy with the shaved head who was exiled with me. I remember him vividly, since the malice in his eyes was so intense.


    He always looked like he was on the verge of murdering somebody…yet I sense none of that anymore.


    “This is Albee. He always surveils the people who get exiled here.”


    Huh? He transformed a snake into a human to spy on people? What a high-level magic spell… Could it be that my grandfather is…?


    I look into the proud, intelligent violet eyes shining in the sunlight. My grandfather returns my gaze.


    “This is Albert Williams, the most powerful mage in Durkis at one time. He is at the magic level of one hundred, and he is your grandfather,” Albee says, in a very clear voice.


    “……What?!”


    Albee watches in amusement as my mouth opens and closes in shock while I desperately try to grasp the situation.


    Grandfather…so you knew it was me all along?


    Wait, wrong takeaway—Grandfather is level 100?!


    This is much more important than Laval’s royal history.


    “Um…since when did you know I was your granddaughter…? And how?”


    “Oh dear. Truthfully, I was going to keep it a secret…but no matter. You seemed so soothed when you readily accepted my magic energy…”


    His magic energy? But I don’t remember… Wait, did it happen in Mortwood?!


    So that’s why I felt so light and energized that morning. After all, everyone else was riding horses, and I was running. Thinking about it now, it doesn’t make sense that I could run like that after I almost died the night before.


    “Albee assesses the people exiled to Laval. We’re very interested in the sort of people Durkis exiles, you see. I never expected my own granddaughter would be among them.”


    My grandfather looks at me and smiles gently.


    I haven’t seen that expression on him before… I suppose granddaughters are special?


    “Can you remove your blindfold?”


    I obediently remove the cloth from my eyes. The sunlight is a little harsh, streaming in so suddenly.


    “You have your mother’s eyes. You’re beautiful, just like her.”


    Is this how typical grandfathers talk to their granddaughters? Well, I guess I’ll just have to be a granddaddy’s girl.


    “Did you give your other eye to somebody?”


    “Yes… I’m sure you know him very well.”


    After a moment’s thought, my grandfather realizes who it is. “Will?”


    “That’s right.” I beam broadly.


    “I see. So he survived in that village. Will was quite a prankster. Cate, Mark, and I loved him like a little brother.”


    A nostalgic gleam fills my grandfather’s eyes. I wish I could have seen them during their younger days. I can’t imagine Old Man Will being a prankster.


    “Though it was his cockiness that lost him his magic.”


    That’s my grandfather. No punches pulled.


    “So wait…does this mean you went to Roana Village?!” he suddenly yells.


    Well, I don’t blame him. Roana Village wasn’t the sort of place the daughter of one of the greatest noble families should stroll into.


    “What sort of upbringing did Arnold give you? Sword and academics aside, your tenacity and courage couldn’t have been taught… What an impossible granddaughter I’ve got.”


    “Don’t you mean a sweet granddaughter?”


    “Yes. There’s no granddaughter sweeter… And that’s why I’ve got to bring you up right. What’s your current magic level?”


    “Ninety-two.”


    I haven’t made any progress since coming to Laval—mostly because I have no opportunities to practice my magic here. I can’t blow my cover.


    “And how old are you?”


    “…I’m sixteen. My name is Alicia Williams. I started using magic at age ten, and then I was allowed special admittance to the Academy of Magic at thirteen. Two years later, I got myself exiled so I could learn more about Laval.”


    I go ahead and tell my grandfather everything I assume he wants to know.


    “…Your magic specialization reminds me of Will. I could tell you were very intelligent, but I never dreamed your intelligence was exceptional.”


    My grandfather nods and looks awestruck.


    “Now then, I’ll give you magic lessons. Come here every day, starting today.”


    “Er—but don’t we need magic books?”


    “I don’t need books. Everything is in my head.”


    “Thank you so much!” I grin widely and bow.


    What a wonderful teacher I’ve just gained! And you know…it occurs to me now that I never actually received any magic instruction at the Academy of Magic.


    “Now, why don’t we chat a little about Laval?” My grandfather indicates a nearby chair for me to use while he also takes a seat.


    I sit on the wide windowsill. Albee is back in snake form, slithering up beside me. The black cat jumps onto Grandfather’s lap.


    What a beautiful scene!


    Trembling with joy, I listen to my grandfather talk. What he has to say is very impactful. Laval has two royal families—House Sanchez and House Harrist. Since both houses held a lot of power, the royal families were bound together into one.


    That is why each house traded sovereignty with each generation. It’s the SanHari System. Its name is tremendously safe and cliché but easy to remember, so let’s not dwell on it.


    The SanHari System worked very well at first, and both houses got along. But the current generation is on the brink of a tricky crisis. The head of House Sanchez fell in love with a daughter of House Harrist, and the head of House Harrist fell in love with a daughter of House Sanchez. And from those romances, Vian and Victor were born. Incidentally, the current king is of House Sanchez.


    The heart of the matter is that both houses married into each other. And of course, Victor and Vian are not siblings.


    Ordinarily, both houses are forbidden from interhouse romances to preserve their respective influence and power. And since the blood relationship has gotten complicated, the matter of succession is in dispute.


    His hand forced, the current head of House Sanchez—the current king—took both Vian and Victor under his care. And as a result, the king declared that whichever of the two shows more potential will be given the crown.


    After my grandfather explains everything to me, my brain is on the verge of short-circuiting.


    “Um, Grandfather…”


    “What?”


    “Isn’t this all a bit too complicated? Why did this have to happen now, of all times?”


    “Well, that’s what love does to people. You can’t ignore it, even if you know it’s wrong. Though I heard the branch family married someone from an opposing house once.”


    “But that just makes the family tree a labyrinth of branches.”


    “Family trees mean nothing to them. They only have their eyes on the present and future.”


    “I guess this is what the term culture shock was made for…,” I mutter, my words echoing through the quiet room.


    After I finish chatting with my grandfather, I return to my cottage. In summary, ever since Vian and Victor were born, tensions between House Sanchez and House Harrist worsened, but despite this, they were raised in the palace together like blood siblings.


    Though they don’t seem that way anymore…


    There is no need for Victor to use me to suss out Vian. What’s more, him neglecting to explain the reason behind the command leads me to believe he is simply curious about the first prince.


    I’m not going to meddle any further. If I get myself caught up in every affair that crosses my path, I’ll get myself killed.


    I lie beside Lai, who is sleeping peacefully. Lai’s fur is extremely soft and warm.


    Their family matters are so complicated, there’s nothing I can say…


    According to their original rules, Victor ought to be the next in line. But since somebody from House Harrist married into the Sanchez family, succession rights also fall to Vian.


    “They should just flip a coin at this point,” I mutter to myself as I slowly close my eye and try to sleep.


    But the very next moment, I feel something strange in my left eye. The temporary sensation of sight returning to it.


    …What just happened?


    My brain can’t keep up with the sudden development. Has my magic weakened?


    I arrive only at two possibilities: Either my magic is wearing off, or…something happened to Old Man Will.


    No. Nothing would ever happen to him. I desperately wish with all my heart that the problem is my magic.


    I want to check on Will right now. I hope nothing bad occurred, but if something did, there’s no guarantee he can ride it out.


    Noticing my heightened temperament, Lai wakes up and gives my face some consoling nuzzles.


    Don’t let this make you weak, Alicia. Gill and Duke are still in Durkis. They will do something. So I need to focus on what I can do here.


    “Thanks.” I gently pat Lai.


    I don’t have even a moment of time to waste worrying.


    I’m reaching the point where I need to start thinking about going back to Durkis…
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    I wake to the sun’s bright rays. I get dressed and cover my eyes with cloth as usual. Sleeping in my own cottage suits me much better than sleeping in Victor’s room. Though Victor is sure to complain about it again.


    I quickly open the cottage door, wanting to get to Vian’s as soon as possible, and I am faced with Captain Marius’s epic frown.


    Uh-oh… I completely forgot about the documents.


    “You…didn’t bring me…the documents yesterday.”


    The stilted cadence of his speech reveals an extraordinary edge in his mood. Knowing this requires a prompt, honest apology, I bow my head.


    “T-terribly sorry, sir.”


    “Sorry won’t cut it.” Lieutenant Neal is smirking cynically behind the captain. “Yesterday, he had a date with a girl he met in town. But since his documents didn’t come, he made her wait for him all day.”


    No way. I didn’t expect Captain Marius to have a sweetheart.


    “You just had a very rude thought, didn’t you?” Captain Marius accuses.


    “No, sir,” I reply promptly.


    “Why did you have to do this to me?!” His anger gone, Captain Marius beseeches me with tears in his eyes.


    “Why don’t you just ask her out again?” I ask.


    “If I could do that, I wouldn’t be in this mess. But I’m sure she’s angry.”


    “Why don’t you send her a bouquet?” I press.


    “A bouquet?”


    “Yes. No girl on earth could stay angry with a man after he gives her flowers. If she really likes you, Captain, you will succeed.”


    I smile innocently at him. His mood restored, Captain Marius says, “Aha!” and runs off somewhere. He has probably gone to buy flowers. He is the type to act before thinking.


    Lieutenant Neal meets my gaze. “You’ve been very busy since they sent you to serve the first prince.”


    “Yes, I’m busy…but I’m enjoying myself, sir.”


    “Well, I’m glad to hear it… Everyone really misses you, Lia.”


    “Do they?”


    “You mentioned forming your own platoon… Any news on that front?”


    That’s right. I did make such a declaration in front of Victor.


    “I haven’t encountered any worthy soldiers yet.”


    “Well, we just received a problematic pair of rascals. They’re a little too much for us. What do you say? Want to take them under your wing?”


    “Me?”


    “Yes. You haven’t been in the platoon long, but you’ve got talent.”


    I am genuinely flattered to receive the compliment. Imagine, receiving praise directly from the lieutenant of Victor’s personal squad.


    “All right. Let me meet them.” I nod firmly.


    Lieutenant Neal takes me to a dark, creepy dungeon. The ground is moist and puddles in places. I see a rat dart out of one with a squeak.


    ……Uh-oh. Is he trying to pawn off criminals on me?


    I got to spend the day prior in my grandfather’s beautiful apartment…and today, I’m in a stinky, dirty dungeon.


    “Let’s say they’re beyond me… What will happen to them?”


    “Have to kill them, I suppose,” Lieutenant Neal answers coldly. Though every human life is valued equally, the weight of it changes drastically depending on the person’s station in life.


    “Here we are.”


    His voice prompts me to stop in my tracks. There is a little splash beneath my feet—I just stepped into a small puddle.


    But I’m in no place to worry about that. I stare at the pair of people behind thick iron bars.


    ……What sharp eyes. I see nothing but animosity and malice.


    The bloodthirsty eyes of the boy on the right especially shock me. He is a bit younger than me. Perhaps the same age as Gill.


    Come to think of it, he used to look at me like this when we first met. Oh, how I miss those days.


    They appear to be brothers. The older one holds his fearful younger brother and glares at us both. They have messy black hair and crimson eyes. They aren’t the same age, but their features are extremely similar.


    However, their personalities show so strongly in their expressions that the atmosphere they both exude is at opposite ends of a spectrum… Their skin is also dark. Much darker than Duke’s tan skin.


    “Where did you find these boys?” I ask.


    Lieutenant Neal smiles sheepishly. The look in his eyes seems to say, You ought to know better than anyone.


    “From the arena?”


    “That’s right. Technically, they escaped from the arena.”


    “And their dark skin…”


    “Why are you so startled? We get criminals all the way from Melvin, too.” Lieutenant Neal sounds so matter-of-fact.


    …………Fair point. Of course Laval doesn’t take in criminals just from Durkis.


    Melvin… That is the kingdom Duke’s mother was from. Up until now, I haven’t paid the kingdom a second thought. I have way more things on my plate. But seeing these Melvinian boys fills me with curiosity.


    “And you’ll let me have them, sir?” I ask in as deep a voice I can muster. It’s best I play the part of a boy in this moment.


    “Yes. But they really are a handful. The younger one as well as the older one.”


    I shift my gaze toward the boys in the cell as Lieutenant Neal speaks. The word mercy does not suit me. So I have to be tough. My platoon is not the sort of group just anyone can join.


    “Your names?”


    The boys do not answer. The elder fixes his gaze on me with an extraordinary scowl. But all those years of being scowled at in the magic academy have made me immune to it.


    “My name is Lia. I’m sixteen. How old are you boys?”


    “What business did you have with Laval?”


    “Are you hungry?”


    They answer none of my questions. They are blatantly ignoring me.


    ……Okay. What do they wish for most of all?


    “Do you want to be free?”


    Finally, the elder brother’s eyebrow twitches. In the chilly dungeon, I stare hard at both of them. Thin clothes hang on their emaciated bodies. Their rebellious eyes remind me of Roana’s villagers.


    “If I set you free…where will you go?” I ask them.


    The elder brother opens his mouth. “We’d go home.”


    “Is somebody waiting for you boys there?”


    His glare grows even sharper.


    “Looks like somebody would be in trouble if I set you free,” I say, baiting them a little. The boys are not much younger than me. I know a little mocking will make them angry.


    “I’d rather that than work for you pigs.”


    “Ohhh? Then where would you like to work? Nobody here will hire you, and you know it.”


    “Aw, shut up. We’ll do what we must to survive. Steal, even.”


    “Didn’t that get you arrested? Are you all right with your poor little brother dying all alone?”


    “I’d never make that mistake,” he snaps gruffly. The jab at his little brother has clearly riled him up. His little brother squeezes his eyes shut in his big brother’s embrace.


    “If a life of thievery is the alternative, you’d be much better off working for me,” I inform them. “Unless you’re saying you’re too incompetent to work for me?”


    I shoot the boys a condescending smirk.


    “You little—!”


    The boy releases his younger brother and lunges at the bars, grabbing my collar.


    “Hey!” Lieutenant Neal barks, coming closer.


    But the boy ignores him and keeps his death glare on me.


    “Have you lost everything? Have you had your family, your title, and your honor stolen from you? Well, I won’t be ignored. Remember my face. Don’t ever forget the face who swore vengeance. I’m busting out of here, and I’m going back home!” the boy yells desperately.


    “If you’re out for revenge, want me to train you for it?”


    “Huh?” With a dubious expression, the boy relaxes his grip on me.


    “Though if it turns out I’m wrong about your potential, I’ll cast you aside,” I add.


    “Why would I let someone weaker than me train me? Ridiculous. Besides, I’m not dumb enough to fall for your little offer to help me get revenge.”


    With that, he releases me and returns his attention to his little brother.


    After a pause, I say, “Lieutenant Neal, might I have a word in private with the boys?”


    “Very well.” With a nod, Lieutenant Neal leaves.


    “I’d prefer you piss off, too.”


    Somebody just won’t shut up, will he?


    Not trusting others easily is a good trait to have, but in his case, it is clear the boy has been betrayed by quite a large number of people.


    I attempt some persistent negotiations after that, but the boy’s lips do not budge. Unable to soften the brothers in the slightest, I leave the dungeon.


    An utter failure as a villainess. I never thought I would taste such humiliation… I’d better get to Vian soon. I’m already running late.


    As I power walk through the palace, Victor marches up to me with the most epic sneer on his face.


    Er…what’s this?! Why are you so angry?


    I turn sharply on my heel and scurry back the way I came.


    “Hey! Hold it!”


    Victor’s voice booms down the hallway. I can hear the clomping of his shoes getting closer.


    “Why are you chasing me?!”


    “Why are you running from me?”


    “Because you’re scaring me!” I yell without looking back.


    But before I know it, he catches me, gripping my arm with all his strength.


    “Wh-what is it?” I demand.


    “Have you forgotten your promise?”


    I don’t remember promising Victor anything. I give him a perplexed look.


    He sighs dramatically. “You’ve been sleeping in your cottage, haven’t you?”


    “Yes?”


    “Don’t act all innocent. Have you forgotten you’re supposed to sleep in my room?”


    “Ah!”


    That’s right. We did have that conversation. But I’ve been so pooped from working for Vian every day that it completely slipped my mind.


    “I’ve been busy. Anyway, I can’t stay in your room while I’m tending to Prince Vian.”


    “……Did you find out anything about him?” Victor’s expression is suddenly serious.


    I think for a moment, then answer, “He…put me off a bit—”


    “Put you off a bit?”


    “—by accomplishing so much work.”


    Victor looks taken aback by the second half of my sentence.


    “Only a genius could accomplish that workload alone.”


    But before I can finish my sentence, he grips my arm with tremendous strength. He is gripping me so hard that he is sure to leave a bruise.


    “The next time you even think of praising him, I’m cutting off your arm.”


    ……Why is this guy’s temper so short when it comes to Vian?


    I let the momentum of his pull on my arm carry me, and I stomp on his foot with all my might. When he winces in pain, I jump up and drop-kick him.


    Victor slams to the floor. I crouch down and peer into his face.


    Serves you right for treating a lady like that. Karma’s a bitch.


    “You sent me to work for Prince Vian without explanation, then when I give you a legitimate evaluation of him, you lose your temper? You petulant child.”


    Without a word more, I ignore Victor on the floor and head for Vian’s room. I might receive quite the punishment later, but see if I care!


    I knock on Vian’s door.


    “Who’s there?”


    “It’s Lia.”


    There is no reply. Just when I’m starting to wonder why, the door flies open. I sidestep slightly to avoid getting hit.


    “You’re late, missy!”


    An angry Vian escorts me inside and lectures me for several minutes. He asks me to remove the cloth around my eyes, so I comply, and I admire his beautiful face as he continues to scold me.


    “From now on, you must tell me if you’re going to be late! I was worried.”


    Maybe it’s because I was just with Victor…but Vian seems like an angel right now.


    I humbly apologize.


    “Oh, I’m not angry anymore. It’s a relief to see you’re not sick or injured.”


    “Thank you, Viviaaan!” I glomp the prince without thinking.


    Hey, I haven’t had any friends for a while. Though I suppose Vian is more like a big sister than a friend.


    I can never show this side of myself back in Durkis.


    “Oh…that’s right. What about work?” I ask with a start, looking up.


    “Already finished. Actually…the day you were sent to be my attendant was my busiest. Besides, I gave you extra tasks out of spite since you were my brother’s subordinate. Sorry about that.”


    ……That explains why there was so much work.


    “Now that all the hard work is finished…wanna go out into town?” Vian asks me, eyes sparkling.


    How could I refuse such eager eyes? I fold and agree.


    “Well then, we’d better get changed!”


    “Into what?”


    “Into dresses, of course,” Vian answers gleefully.


    While going into town as the first prince would indeed be dangerous, Vian will most definitely stand out in drag. There aren’t that many beauties in the world.


    “Come, you must choose your dress,” Vian insists.


    “Huh? I’m changing, too?”


    “Of course you are. And I’ve got a huge wig collection, so your short hair is not a problem!”


    “That’s not the issue here—whoa!”


    Vian yanks my hand, paying no heed to my protests.


    Vian hums a little tune, unlocks a door in the back of the room, and leads me through it. We are inside a closet bigger than I have ever seen. It is filled with a large assortment of dresses in every color as well as many wigs of all lengths and styles. There is also a collection of jewelry so big you could probably buy a castle with it. There are also many heeled shoes, clearly designed with painstaking detail.


    Everything is arranged in tidy little rows. It feels like we are in a shop. I glance around the room, jaw dropped. The lace, the gemstones, the fabric, everything is of the finest quality.


    It feels like I’ve stepped into a sparkling treasure chest.


    “But everything’s in your size, isn’t it, Vivian?”


    “Yes, but I started this collection when I was little, so there’s plenty in your size, Alicia,” he answers, brimming with confidence. “I think you’d look cute in this!”


    “Ooh, but this blue dress cannot be ignored,” Vian says indecisively.


    “Ooh! Maybe this one?” Vian holds up dress after dress.


    Unable to get a word in edgewise, I just stand there and comply, until I have tried on too many dresses to count.


    ……As fast a worker as Vian is, it sure takes forever to pick out a dress.


    “Alicia, what color dress would you like to wear?”


    “I’d like…black, I suppose.”


    “Black! Yes, a sophisticated black gown would suit you. Strong women always choose black or red.”


    “That intel is suspect. Who told you that?”


    “I did my own research, of course!”


    With a triumphant cry, Vian selects a simple, sophisticated black dress with lamé accents from the pile.


    ……Did Vian actually wear this as a child?! Well, I know girlfriend could pull it off, but still.


    I delicately run my fingers over the fabric of the dress. By its softness, I can immediately tell it is of the finest quality.


    “I have no doubt. This will look so good on you!”


    Vian smiles at me.


    This royal really does love dresses…and has an aesthetic sense that surpasses that of every girl I’ve ever met.


    “What color dress are you wearing, Vivian?”


    “Well……I’d like you to choose my dress! I trust your fashion sense for today’s outing.”


    Please don’t throw a major dilemma in my face…


    Of course I have decent taste. But Vian intimidates me.


    An amateur really shouldn’t show off in front of a pro… Wait a minute? No. A villainess ought to be bold and in the spotlight!


    Being around Vian has sapped the feeling clear out of me without my noticing it. A villainess was my original goal, and I will never falter on it. But something feels different with Vian.


    Comrades-in-arms? Perhaps that is the best term for our relationship.


    “Why so serious?” The yellow-green eyes bore into me like glass marbles.


    “Don’t worry. I was just thinking about what dress would suit you best.”


    Challenge accepted. I’ll find the perfect dress for Vian if it kills me.


    A villainess always arrives at a conclusion that she can accept and be satisfied with.


    I pull a few dresses from the giant collection and hold them up to the prince.


    To be honest…Vian looks great in anything.


    That’s why it is so hard to decide. After trying out a few options, I finally find my winner.


    “This is the dress.”


    The dress is beautiful beyond compare and will draw out Vian’s charm points perfectly. There is not a frill or a ribbon in sight. It is a plain, long, bright red dress. It is a little tight, but the fabric is stretchy, so I know it ought to be comfortable. It exposes the shoulders, making Vian’s silhouette a little masculine…but we can remedy that with a white fur shawl.


    When I select the dress and show Vian, he stares hard at it with a look that says, You can’t be serious?
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    Gill—Age Twelve


    Later, Liz Cather goes around campus and tells all the students that she unconsciously cast a spell on them. When the spell is broken, everyone is disgusted at first, but when she apologizes sincerely to them, the blowback isn’t all that severe.


    We quietly watch over her. Realizing one’s mistake is one thing. Owning up to it is very difficult. Nobody wants to go out of their way to destroy the good reputation they’ve built up. As I watch her bow her head and ask forgiveness, knowing full well that everyone might hate her, I see how truly uprightly she was raised.


    Liz Cather bares her soul, and the members of the student council all return to normal. Gale is the only one who takes longer for the spell to wear off. He was one of Liz’s most ardent devotees.


    “I don’t believe it… I refuse to believe it.”


    He roughly tousles his ash-gray hair. The way he clutches his head, he looks as though he has completely lost his way.


    The person he has believed in for so long without question has suddenly disavowed herself. Of course that sows discord in the psyche.


    “I truly am sorry. You may curse me or hit me as you wish,” she says.


    “I could never hit you!” Gale’s eyes widen.


    Tension fills the classroom, the eyes of every student focusing on them.


    Gale is surely the last person to stay under Liz Cather’s spell. Or perhaps the spell is already broken, and he simply can’t bear to face the truth. The more earnest a person, the deeper his struggles.


    Gale was definitely fond of Liz even before she cast a spell on him.


    “Hey, Duke, what would you do if Alicia cast a charm spell on you?” I ask Duke, who is standing beside me.


    He looks a bit startled, but a smirk quickly comes to his lips. “I wouldn’t care.”


    “……You’ve got it bad.”


    “My heart moved for the first time ever because of her… What about you, Gill?”


    “What if Alicia cast a charm spell on me…?”


    I have never considered it. Alicia is a constant presence in my heart, and my world revolves around her. Even without charm magic, I would already be under her spell…


    But even if everything I know about Alicia turned out to be a lie, I would still follow her. After all, she gave me the world. Even if she truly were a bad person, I could never leave her side.


    “A life without Alicia doesn’t exist,” I say firmly.


    Gale says he wants to take some time to calm down and think everything over, and he leaves the school. Liz hangs her head all the while, looking incredibly remorseful. She tried to save him but wound up hurting him instead.


    There is nothing else we can do. Everything else is in their hands. And Liz Cather lifting her spell is already quite the accomplishment.


    With all this on my mind, I head to the royal palace with Duke. I’m going to see Gramps. He is living in the palace with the king now. The day he will become king is not far off. The king wants to abdicate the throne to him, and preparations are well underway.


    None of the heads of the Great Five noble houses objected. But I suspect that the mastermind who ensnared Gramps is secretly among them. If the king’s mother truly is still alive, she has to have a very powerful ally helping her.


    And since voicing an objection to Gramps’s ascending the throne would attract suspicion, whoever it is has no choice but to comply. That is my theory.


    “Brother?! Are you all right?”


    The king’s voice, a mixture of shock and panic, bounces off the polished floor of the hallway. Duke and I exchange glances and run toward the sound of the voice. And the sight that meets us makes me doubt my eyes.


    Gramps is crumpled on the floor. His hand and mouth are drenched in blood. Beside him is the pale-faced king, trying to prop him up.


    ……He’s coughing up blood?


    “Brother!”


    “I’m fine. Don’t worry.”


    “But you’re bleeding…”


    “It’s my body. I know it better than anyone.”


    I can’t move. I can’t even speak. All I can do is stand motionless, staring at the scene before me.


    “I’ll call a doctor.”


    Gramps shakes his head at the king. “It’s too late. I can’t be cured with medicine.”


    I can’t breathe. I feel only a chaotic stirring in my chest.


    “Is somebody there?”


    The king’s deep voice takes the breath right out of me. Ignoring Duke, who is trying to keep me grounded, I flee.


    And as I run, I pray silently, please don’t take my loved one away from me…


    I can’t sleep a wink that night.


    I don’t even want to consider the possibility of Gramps leaving the world. But I can’t let myself be weak. Alicia would be angry. I have to face reality.


    Avoiding the truth now will only result in regret later. I have to learn exactly what condition Gramps is in and do whatever I can for him.


    Maybe I’m just being paranoid. Maybe he only coughed up blood out of fatigue.


    Perhaps I merely jumped to the conclusion that he is dying. Until I ask him directly, I won’t know anything.


    So I summon all my courage, and I head back to the royal palace. There is a slight chill in the air. The morning sun has only started to climb. Its light is red with a hint of dull white.


    It is such a beautiful morning…but my heart is heavy.


    I arrive at the door to Gramps’s room and take a deep breath in and out. Ordinarily, I can easily knock on his door, but today, I am nervous. I hear my own heart racing faster and faster.


    Don’t worry…I’m sure it isn’t bad news. How could it be? Everything has been going so well.


    I gather my wits and knock on the door.


    “Who’s there?”


    It is Gramps’s voice. That alone puts my heart at ease.


    “It’s Gill.”


    “Gill… What could you want at this hour?” he asks, opening the door.


    There he is, my gentle grandpa. I look into his left eye. Its golden light seems to give me Alicia’s courage.


    “I have something to ask you,” I say.


    “Come on in.”


    I can’t hide my feelings from him. He immediately notices something is wrong.


    His room is tidy, and his desk is lined with stacks of books. I can’t imagine plunging into all that work right after leaving Roana Village. How can fate possibly let such an asset to the kingdom die? Surely it wouldn’t…


    “So what happened?” Gramps asks gently, sitting in a chair. I love his peaceful voice.


    I hesitate a moment, then blurt it out. “Are you sick?”


    I hear the tremor in my voice. Gramps looks a bit troubled by my question. That reaction is a bad sign. I feel it, viscerally.


    A soothing chilly breeze flows in from the window.


    “Tell me the truth,” I demand of him again when he doesn’t answer.


    “Yes. I’m sick… Guess you saw me yesterday.”


    “……Are you dying?”


    “Not yet. But I will die someday. All men must die. That is the one law of the world that cannot be overturned.”


    “But I don’t want you to die.”


    Unable to hold back my feelings, I am on the verge of tears. I feel wretched. I promised not to cry after Alicia left Durkis… But the feelings are beyond my control.


    “Gill, I’m still all right. I won’t kick the bucket that easy.”


    “Really?”


    Gramps smiles and nods.


    But I know the truth. That it is a sweet lie to reassure me.


    “I have before me the great task of setting this kingdom right again… But once I’ve finished, will you let me have a rest?”


    I am unable to promise him that. I don’t want to acknowledge even the slightest possibility of him leaving.


    ……But if this is Gramps’s fate, then we have to abide by it. I’m not allowed to complain.


    “All right,” I answer, choking back my tears.


    “Thanks,” Gramps says, tousling my hair.


    The knowledge that someday soon, I won’t feel my grandfather’s warm touch on my head anymore makes my heart rip in two.


    But I still have to press forward. As long as he is still alive, I have to give everything my all.


    “Are you going to tell Alicia?” I ask.


    “Alicia is very perceptive… She’ll figure it out on her own soon enough.”


    Gramps says nothing more and stares out the window. Everyone who cares about Alicia never stops thinking of her during her stay in Laval. Subconsciously, she is permanently stuck in our minds.


    It is the same as it was with Liz Cather. Ultimately, Alicia has us all ensnared, too.


    “But she won’t come back here for me,” Gramps says.


    “Why not?”


    “Because she knows more than anyone that I don’t wish for that.”


    His eye squints with a smile. It is the face of a man who loves his granddaughter.


    “But you know Alicia. She’s compassionate. She won’t stay away from you.”


    “She will stay away from me,” Gramps answers crisply, cutting off my words.


    I do not understand how he can be so certain. She respects Gramps more than anyone. He has been like a guardian angel to her. Of course Alicia will come back to him. That’s who she is.


    She might even be able to save Gramps. She might be able to cure his illness.


    I embrace that faint glimmer of hope. Then Gramps, perhaps sensing what is on my mind, speaks again.


    “Gill…Alicia may very well be a saint. But being a saint doesn’t mean she’s omnipotent. She can’t save somebody fated to die.”


    “B-but—”


    “Alicia knows what she’s supposed to do. She has no time to tend to me. There is nothing else I can do for her now.”


    “Don’t say that! She needs you—and there are still so many things I want to learn from you!”


    “You don’t need me anymore, Gill. Look around. Duke, Henri…you’ve found so many people you can trust besides Alicia.”


    It sounds like Gramps is knocking on death’s door, and he knows it. It feels like he is giving me his parting words.


    Don’t worry…he’s not dead yet. He won’t let himself die until he’s finished the work he was put here to do.
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  I desperately cling to the thought, trying to convince myself it is true.


  “What an interesting life I led.”


  The morning sun, rising high into the sky, reflects in Gramps’s eye. I sit quietly and listen to him talk.


  “I lost my magic…lost both my eyes…got exiled to Roana Village…and after that, I met Alicia… I met you, Gill… I helped rebuild Roana… I never dreamed I would someday return to the palace and live here again. Meeting you and Alicia gave me the courage to try living again.”


  “To try living?”


  “What is living…? It’s a very difficult concept to define. Does drawing breath and moving your limbs make you alive? Or does setting goals and steadfastly working to achieve them make you alive? The definition of living is different for everyone—that’s fascinating. Some find life’s meaning in romance…others find it in their work.”


  I reflect on his words for a moment. I was dead when I lived in Roana Village. I was dead until I met Alicia and she brought me to life.


  And it was surely the same for Gramps. When he was banished to Roana Village, he gave up on everything. Roana Village was a place that robbed you of the concept of living.


  Up until a little while ago, we were all just waiting for death.


  “I was supposed to live out the rest of my days and die in Roana. That’s why when Alicia first asked me to leave, I refused. I believed there would be nothing for me to do in the outside world if I came here.”


  “…Were you already sick back then?” There is a crack in my voice.


  Gramps always seemed fine before… He even looks reasonably healthy now. There isn’t the slightest sign of weakness in him.


  He rolls up his sleeve and shows me his arm. Then my brain stops. I can’t think. I can’t speak.


  ……Green spots.


  Just the sight of his arm seals his fate.


  Until only a moment ago, I couldn’t imagine Gramps dying. But now I know with every fiber of my being that he is not long for this world.


  “Spot Sickness?”


  “That’s right. Don’t worry. It’s not contagious.”


  How could I possibly not worry? I promised I would support Gramps, and I am about to break that promise.


  Why is the human heart so fragile? How can I become more resilient?


  It is because we never experience death firsthand—we experience death through other people. When I die, I won’t be bothered. I’ll feel nothing. Because anything that happens after my death does not concern me.


  But if Gramps dies? What will become of me?


  “Why? Why do you have to die, Gramps…? Hardly anyone in Durkis has Spot Sickness! Why did you have to get it? This is just too cruel.”


  I am holding back tears, but now I can’t stop them from flowing freely. How can Gramps die when he still looks so alive?


  He looks at me with remorse.


  Please…don’t look at me like that. Smile like you always do and tell me everything’s going to be okay.


  The death of family, friends, and lovers hurts us most of all. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t scared of my own death. But the death of those I love—that scares me much more.


  “This is my fate, Gill.”


  “Well…I’ll destroy that fate. I’ll make a drug just as potent as madi. So please, please don’t die! I’ll give you my life—don’t die!”


  I wail like a little child.


  “Even if you found the medicine…it’s too late for me. Even if you got your hands on madi, there would be no point.”


  “But you won’t know that unless we try! Liz Cather… Yes, she might be able to save you!”


  “Gill. Listen to me.”


  “I’ll be right back!”


  I storm out of the room. I know I’m being disrespectful, but I can’t stand being in that room any longer. If he rejects every hope I have, I won’t be able to stay standing anymore.


  As I open the door, I almost collide with the king. I see my reflection in his deep blue eyes. Without so much as a nod, I run away.
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  “Gill was here to see you?” Luke asks as soon as he enters Will’s room.


  Will smirks cynically and says, “Yes. We talked about my illness… I don’t think Gill’s accepted it yet.”


  “Well, he worships you, Brother. And though he’s mature for his age, he is just a boy… I still can’t stand the idea of you leaving.”


  “Gee, I sure am loved…”


  A sad smile crosses Will’s face. That smile crushes Luke’s heart harder than anything else.


  The joy of reuniting with the brother he loves and respects was stolen from him in the blink of an eye. Luke’s heart is conflicted. He had truly believed he would be able to save his brother this time.


  “My job was over long ago. Before my life burned out, I would free Gill from Roana Village. That was the duty I fulfilled.”


  Luke’s eyes widen at Will’s declaration. It was hard for him to believe Will devoted his life to one boy; not to being a good teacher to Alicia, nor to being the leader of Roana. He had lived for the sake of just one person—Gill.


  That was likely the only thing Will found worth living for in Roana.


  “Gill was too smart and talented for a place like that,” Will explains. “He had no family. To survive that ruthless world, he needed a mentor. But I knew my power alone wasn’t enough to set him free. The day Duke informed me that a daughter of the nobility would come to visit me, I thought maybe that was my chance to get Gill out of Roana. And that’s just what happened. Not long after Alicia started coming around, Gill left Roana Village… She truly is a wonder.”


  Will smiles warmly. Luke cannot find the words to describe the satisfaction in his brother’s eye. He can tell there is only one thought in the other man’s mind… Will loves Gill more than anybody on earth.
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  I go to the Academy of Magic to see Liz Cather.


  She can control all the magic elements. She just might be able to perform a miracle.


  Even I feel wretched for asking for her help. But I am desperate enough to save Gramps’s life that I am willing to abandon my ego.


  I can’t possibly remain calm. I need to see Liz and be reassured. I hate the cliché “Nothing’s impossible,” but in that moment, I want to hear her say those words.


  Duke quietly watches over me. He does not pry. He will wait for me to talk to him when I am ready. That’s the kind of man he is. That is why it feels so good to be around him.


  When we arrive at school, there is a clamor. I can hear the students shouting.


  ……Is there some sort of scandal again?


  Duke and I exchange looks and make our way to where the students are.


  “Liz Cather deceived us all!”


  “She must be punished!”


  “Liz Cather is just a commoner!”


  “Bring Alicia Williams back!”


  What’s going on…?


  In the garden, students with Dark Angel headbands are causing quite an uproar.


  That nickname really is cringey enough to make my skin crawl… Wait, Gill, there are more important things to think about.


  They are probably one sector of extremists. Alicia supporters further enraged by Liz’s confession.


  So it’s as we feared. The matter can’t be settled peacefully. Truth be told, I never thought an honest apology would tie everything up in a neat bow. But I didn’t think it would come to this…


  Their impassioned fervor looks like a sort of religious or political demonstration. Alicia would absolutely not wish for that.


  Why is this academy filled with nothing but imbeciles?


  I wish they would use their heads. Durkis was already doomed from the start, since it gives people power solely on the basis that they can use magic.


  “What’s that all about?” Duke frowns, a look of blatant distaste on his face.


  “They’re Alicia loyalists, I suppose. But they’re going too far.”


  “If Alicia saw this, she’d be upset. Let’s clear them away.” Duke marches over to the students.


  “Of course we’re doing this…”


  Despite my grumbles, I run after Duke to assist. I will have to look for Liz Cather later.


  “What do you think you’re doing?”


  Duke’s cold voice freezes the commotion in an instant, his disgust radiating freely at the mob. We appreciate that they are Alicia supporters, but this sort of support is nothing but unpleasant.


  Perhaps frightened by Duke’s imposing figure, they suddenly begin to fidget. It is hard to believe they were so militant only a minute ago.


  “Um…well…”


  But the moment one of the mob chances speaking, a loud scream rings out through the school building.


  ……What now?!


  I turn to look in the direction of the noise. It is as if a tranquil aquarium has suddenly turned into a noisy zoo.


  “What happened?!” I ask.


  “Allow your Mel to answer that!” Mel answers, appearing on the scene.


  You…freaked me out! Your surprise entrances are bad for my heart health.


  Duke, a veteran to her ways, does not even flinch. That’s our Duke.


  “Thanks to the Liz Cather Unbrainwashing Extravaganza of Doom yesterday, there was an epic rift this morning between Alicia loyalists and Liz loyalists—now the academy is in chaos!”


  The Liz Cather Unbrainwashing Extravaganza of Doom… What a name.


  A mirthful grin in her eyes, Mel continues, “Liz loyalists’ membership dropped dramatically, but there are still some people out there who wanna follow Liz’s idealism in spite of it! There aren’t many of them—only within the assumed range. But behold! In a crazy plot twist, the Ali-Ali Extremist Brigade was founded!”


  “The biggest victims are the normal students who want none of it,” Duke mutters.


  I nod in agreement. From the perspective of child aristocrats who just want to study magic, extremist organizations are nothing but a headache.


  Besides, Liz loyalists and Alicia loyalists officially dragging a bunch of people into a fight could never be a good thing.


  Though Duke is an Alicia loyalist, he is also the prince of Durkis. Surely he wants to handle the matter peacefully to avoid putting the students in danger…


  I guess you could say Liz Cather’s feelings were put right, but her devotees’ hearts are still in chaos.


  “By the way, where’s Alan?”


  “Don’t worry, he’s home.” Mel flashes me a proud peace sign.


  “Is he still infatuated with Liz?”


  “Hmm, probably not. Liz went to the Williams family right after that, after all.”


  “To do what?!”


  I was so preoccupied with Gramps yesterday that I didn’t know Liz visited the Williams estate.


  “She went to apologize, apparently,” Duke answers for Mel.


  That does seem like a feasible reason for Liz to go to Alicia’s family home. But Alicia would not wish for that. And if she saw the Alicia groupies rioting in the garden now, she would be quite disturbed.


  A question pops into my mind then—have we messed things up while Alicia has been gone?


  “Don’t worry about any of this, Gill,” Duke says, reading my thoughts and giving my hair a tousle.


  A part of me feels happy, but there is a rising tide of bitterness inside. I need to become smarter. I need to get closer to Alicia’s and Duke’s level.


  We head for the school building. We cannot let the disorder spread any further through campus. This is a place of learning. If they are going to go on a whining spree, they should do it somewhere else.


  The school building is much noisier than I imagined it would be. I can hear voices singing Liz’s praises among the clamor.


  As far as I can tell, Liz has not come to class yet.


  “Sure, Liz may have deceived us! But it is the pursuit of idealism that will make this world a better place—I truly believe that!”


  Murmurs of approval resound through the crowd. It is true that bolstering your feelings without abandoning hope is important. But what pisses me off is that there are people who sit on their hands and follow an idealist blindly, brandishing someone else’s version of justice.


  If Liz or Alicia were rallying the troops with a battle cry, then I could understand. But it is wrong to cause an uproar when neither is in the vicinity.


  “A wise man devises a strategy before striking his opponent,” Duke mutters under his breath as he walks. “You have to fuse peace and menace together.”


  “Yeah, nothing’s getting resolved at this rate,” I agree.


  “Out of the frying pan, into the fire!” Mel sighs loudly.


  We avoid the demonstrations and move to a quieter spot. The old library is the one refuge blanketed in tranquility among the rabble.


  We sit down to discuss our next move.


  “Okaaay, what do we do?”


  “Try to suppress the uprisings as quickly as possible,” I answer Mel.


  “Wanna just exile everyone?”


  “Think of the poor nations we’d send them to.”


  “But if they’re exiled to Laval, then they’ll get to meet Ali-Ali! Ooh, maybe I should join the Ali-Ali Extremist Brigade.”


  “……I think we should have Liz help us,” Duke suggests, ignoring the whole exchange between me and Mel. Barely a second after, the door to the old library flings open.


  Is that Henri? Why is he in such a hurry?


  I turn my gaze to the door, and my jaw drops. There stands Albert, Henri, Alan, Curtis, Finn, Eric, and even Gale. Liz Cather is with them.


  It suddenly occurs to me that Durkis’s story could have two heroines.


  Liz is the heroine at the center of the story—that part hasn’t changed—but with her is Alicia Williams, moving our pieces across the board.


  I stare at the reformed members of the Great Five noble houses in silence. It took all night, but it looks as though Gale has come to terms with the truth about Liz. He has dark circles under his eyes. Gale is diligent and smart. That is why it is such a strain for him to reach acceptance.


  As far as I can tell, Alan also looks as though he is no longer brainwashed. Liz’s special visit to the Williams home seems to have been beneficial…… Sorry we kidnapped you.


  Finn and Curtis remain the same, but I have a feeling there was a light of reason in their eyes all along.


  Everyone, including Liz, has a different look in their eyes now. This is my first time seeing them like this.


  “You’ve come back.”


  It does not escape me. I see the moment Duke’s mouth raises into a smile at the sight of them.


  “Hey, Henri, you should sit closer to me.”


  “I’ve sat here all along. Sit on the floor for all I care, Alan.”


  We used to chat with plenty of room to spare in the old library, but the arrival of more people instantly makes the space feel cramped.


  Albert smiles and casts a spell on Henri and Alan to stop their squabbling. As a son of one of the Great Five noble families, Albert’s magic is powerful. In an instant, Alan and Henri are floating in the air.


  “There. Now we have more seats.” Albert floats Alan and Henri over our heads as he takes a seat.


  ……Beware the power of the firstborn son.


  “C’mon, Al! Let me down!”


  “Alan, I can understand, but you shouldn’t punish me!”


  “Need me to shut your mouths, too?” Albert asks, a pointed smile on his face.


  I kept out of the sibling squabble that I assumed was all talk, but it really did take magic to shut them up. Good thing we have Albert on our side.


  “Hey, Liz, a little help?” Alan looks at Liz.


  A look of doubt fills Henri’s face. “Why’re you asking Liz for help?”


  “Who else am I gonna ask? Liz is the most powerful magic user here.”


  “Oh…fair point. Hey, Liz, a little help?”


  Wow, way to fold right over, Henri. Yes, Liz may have more powerful magic than Albert, but don’t forget that Duke is the most powerful magic user here.


  “Oh, fine. You win.”


  Liz Cather snaps her fingers and sets them down atop a nearby bookcase. The bookcase is sturdily made, and it supports the weight of the two young men without a wobble.


  Even though she helps them out, she won’t let them sit with the rest of us. I imagine in these circumstances, Liz Cather would say something like, “The poor things, let’s give them a place to sit, even if it’s a bit cramped.”


  ……I suppose playing the part of the perfect saint for all those years was a drain on her psyche.


  “All right, let’s get down to business,” Duke says, calling the room to attention.


  For a time, I judged every nobleman as an idiot, but this is the student council. Of course they are different. They are strictly educated and disciplined since birth.


  “We’re here to discuss ways of suppressing the student uprisings, I assume?” Liz asks.


  Duke nods.


  “Ooh! Then why don’t we make a pitfall?” Mel suggests, her eyes sparkling.


  ““A pitfall?”” Alan and Henri ask in unison. They are certainly twins.


  “This is a task for an earth magic user—yours truly! I’ll poof! a pitfall where they’re rabble-rousing, and we can catch ’em all in one go!”


  Eric turns to the smug Mel and demands, “And then what?”


  “I dunno, use brute force to convince them never to cause a ruckus again?”


  Such an angelic smile for such a terrifying idea. Everyone else is clearly disturbed by her terrorist-adjacent proposal, but she doesn’t seem at all bothered by it.


  Meanwhile, Liz gives her opinion. “I’d like a more peaceful resolution. I can’t think of any specific ideas right now, but if we quiet them by force, that will only make them angrier.”


  “I agree with Liz,” Duke says.


  Mel sticks out her tongue.


  I never thought the day would come when Duke would agree with Liz, but this time, I sympathize with her. Use of force can never be carried out for long, and it never completely resolves a problem.


  “So I guess we’re going to come up with the specific plan now?” Eric asks.


  Everyone agrees. This is a marathon, not a sprint. If we want to temporarily suppress the rabble-rousers, Mel’s proposal would work, but we aren’t at liberty to do that.


  We talk it over a lot, but we reach no solution. Gale shoots out one pragmatic proposal after another, but from all the proposals, it is clear that suppressing the students’ rampaging emotions will be a difficult undertaking.


  I offer no proposals. I am surrounded by nobles whose critical thinking has been restored and who can use magic. I feel out of place among them.


  I have never felt so inferior in my life.


  In the end, we adjourn without reaching a conclusion, and I return home with the Williams brothers. I am so preoccupied with my own insecurities that I completely forget to ask Liz if she knows a way to cure Gramps.


  I have lost my raison d’être…and I feel utterly gutted.


  I shut myself up in the library without supper. I just need to be alone. Since I can’t use magic, I need to be cleverer than everyone else. I can’t use my youth as an excuse.


  I feverishly devour the books in front of me, cramming my head with massive stores of knowledge. If she knew I am losing sleep over this, Alicia would be angry with me. But she could never understand how I feel in this moment. The fear of getting left behind… Only I know what that feels like.


  Alicia, Duke, Gramps—they are miles ahead of me. I can understand why Liz struggled. Why she had to study hard to catch up.


  I know my methods are less than ideal…but I can’t simply do nothing.
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  I stay up three nights straight without attending school. Rozetta brings me my meals. She always accompanies her deliveries with the mindful words “Please don’t overdo it.” I ask her to make sure Henri and the others leave me alone.


  The only time I take to relax is during meals. Aside from that, I spend every moment in intense study. I don’t know what is going on at school. But at least I know the faction wars will be resolved. After all, everyone has regained their sanity.


  ……I let my mind drift to the worst-case scenario a little. Things might be better had everyone stayed under Liz’s charm spell forever… Such a stupid notion.


  The student council will do something to quell the unrest at the academy. So I need to develop the medicine that will cure Gramps. I have to let my feelings motivate my research.


  Whenever I feel sleep’s hand on my shoulder, I walk while reading. I need to find a way to save his life as soon as possible.


  I can’t use magic. That is why my mind must be sharper than anyone else’s.


  My eyes fall on one of the books in the pile. I stop flipping the pages and stare hard at one in particular, taking it all in.


  “Durkis…the land of magic?”


  According to this book, Durkis is the only nation where anyone can use magic. All other nations are incapable of magic. I knew that Laval doesn’t have magic, but I didn’t realize it is the same with all other nations.


  ……Which means all nations other than Durkis are perfect meritocracies?


  The book tells of people who climb all the way from slavery to the upper crust of society. Durkis is the only nation that has the ridiculous rule that if one can use magic, they are of the noble class.


  I always thought Durkis’s way is the proper way of being, but once I unpack that idea, everything changes. I realize Durkis is the nation in the wrong.


  But there is no proof anywhere which nation has it right. And there is no definitive proof either that Durkis is the only nation where magic exists.


  What about Laval?! Oh, I wish Alicia would just come home and tell me everything.


  I run my eyes over a book about Spot Sickness. Then I grab a different book so I can understand the symptoms on a deeper level. I reach for book after book. But at one point, I reach for another book and finally notice that I am having trouble standing up… I am probably exhausted.


  Then, after wobbling for a few moments, my consciousness cuts out.


  “Gill! Hello? Gill! Can you hear me?!”


  Henri’s voice booms in my ears. I feel so sluggish. As if my entire body is weighed down with lead, I can’t move.


  When did I fall asleep?


  I slowly open my eyes…and there is Henri, staring down at me with concern. Duke is right behind him. Henri helps me to sit up.


  “Gill! Are you okay? Come on…have some medicine.”


  Henri presses a cup of thin blue liquid to my lips. I want to tell the frantic young man I am okay, but I can’t even speak.


  I sloppily drink the flavorless medicine.


  “It’s slow acting. You’ll feel revived in a while,” Duke says.


  In this moment, I realize just what a burden I am being.


  “I’m so sorry…”


  “Why?” Henri gives me a strange look.


  “I was studying so I wouldn’t be a burden…and I wound up troubling you both.”


  “You big idiot! Do you hear yourself?!”


  Henri’s shouting makes my eyes shoot wide open.


  “You’re still just a boy. Go ahead and trouble us. Let us help you! Why are you keeping all your troubles to yourself? Come to me before you martyr yourself!”


  “But I’m useless. I was only set free from that village because I’m supposedly useful…but I’m nothing compared to all of you.”


  My frail voice echoes through the library. After a short pause, Duke opens his mouth.


  “Gill, you are the most competent person of everyone I know. You’re wise, and you see the big picture—that’s why you’re good at reading people. It’s good that you march to your own drum. I admire the hell out of you for pushing your longing for Alicia inside and keeping the fight. I say this over and over, but Gill, you are a great help to me. So if the weight you carry ever starts to hurt, then let yourself cry. Push your feelings on us. We will never let you down.”


  Duke is wordier than I’ve ever heard him. It is clear just how concerned he is for me. My friends always say exactly what I need to hear. Their words lighten my heart…save me over and over again.


  I learned Gramps was not long for this world… I lost my sense of belonging at school… I am tormented by fear and loneliness… I feel as though the weight of everything will crush me.


  Alicia…I didn’t realize just how warm the place you gave me is.


  “Thank you…”


  It is all I can say. I desperately search for better words, but that is all I can come up with.


  I cannot use magic…and they will never understand how that feels. But as long as they need me…I can keep going.
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    Alicia, Eldest Daughter of the Williams Family—Age Sixteen


    As Vian stares at the dress and says nothing, I inquire, “…Is something the matter?”


    I envisioned Vian jumping for joy. But I’m faced with the exact opposite reaction.


    “This…dress. It doesn’t suit me,” Vian murmurs meekly, eyebrows lowered a little.


    I am stunned. The dress looks like it was designed for Vian. If Vian can’t pull it off, who could?


    “Then, want to try a different dress?”


    “…………Do you think I’ll look good in this dress, Alicia?”


    “Huh?”


    “Do you think red is my color?”


    “Of course I do! I wouldn’t waste my time choosing a dress that didn’t suit you.”


    Vian reaches out and slowly takes the dress.


    Why is Vian so scared? Was this dress dyed red in someone’s blood or something?


    ……Now, don’t be silly, Alicia.


    “The first dress I wore when I was little was red. The moment I put it on, I felt like a spell was cast on me… It gave me confidence.”


    Vian begins to speak emotionlessly. I quietly listen.


    “But then…a servant caught me. She was so shocked that she didn’t speak with respect, even though she knew I was a prince. A look of disgust filled her face. She said I was revolting… I know she meant no harm. But as much as I want to forget it, I’ll never forget the judgmental look in her eyes.”


    What do I even say here…?


    I mean, I’m sure Vian rocked that dress! Just the thought of little Vian in a red dress makes me jealous that I missed the moment.


    “Vivian…forget about what that servant said. Trust me.”


    I look at the prince earnestly, seeing my reflection in those beautiful yellow-green eyes. But there is no change in expression. Anything I say seems to be meaningless.


    But I know I can’t leave things like that.


    I’m a villainess. I can’t soothe someone with cheap words. I need to rise to this moment with the solemnity it deserves.


    “Now Vian Sanchez is not so feeble, and we both know it.”


    I cup his cheeks in my hands. I am so forceful that a slapping sound rings out in the room. The prince looks at me with round, confused eyes.


    “If you like red dresses, then wear them with pride! Don’t be hurt by the words of people who wouldn’t know style even if it hit them on the head! You and I stand at the top of the world, don’t we, Vivian?”


    I know it is presumptuous of me to lump us together, but Vian is just as much of a baddie as me, so I let it slide. Laval’s first prince must never show weakness to anybody. I am in the same position. As the daughter of House Williams, one of the Great Five noble families of Durkis, I have to be even stronger than expected.


    Even so, simply having one ally who lets you be your true self can be lifesaving. I have so many allies close to me in Durkis—that’s how I am able to let my true self shine.


    “Nobody’s ever consoled me with such conviction before…”


    Vian clutches the bodice of the red dress and looks right into my eyes. There is a hypnotic clarity in his gaze. I know those eyes would allow no falsehood. I need to be boldly honest with them.


    “Vivian…I want you to live as your true self.”


    I notice the eyes widen, then shine with tears. It is an expression I did not see when this person was acting as Vian.


    I consider it an honor to know the real person behind the mask.


    “Alicia…you’re such a good person.”


    “I am not a good person…”


    I stumble over my words a little. I don’t want to be a good person. But it is clear even to me, a girl who wants to become a villainess. By affirming the way Vian wants to live, I am a good person to the prince. This very well may be the first good act of my life.


    “You don’t look very pleased,” Vian says.


    “That’s because being a good person is the last thing I want. I just…”


    “Lack of self-awareness is a terrible thing.”


    “Huh?”


    I can’t quite hear what Vian murmurs.


    “Forget it. Sometimes, a harsh or firm word…can be the most tender-hearted act. Only a small handful of people realize this. And sometimes when they do realize it, it’s too late. Your people might call you a villainess for being exiled. But that’s a superficial judgment. True evil runs much deeper. It deceives the hearts of those it poisons.”


    Oh dear… The prince of Laval just accused me of not being a villainess.


    Well…I suppose that’s all right, since in Durkis, I am the epitome of evil aristocracy. I also have the excuse of masquerading as a boy in Laval.


    “Perhaps I should study true evil in this kingdom… Then I can return home a new and improved villainess.”


    Vian gives me a strange look. “What are you blathering about, honey? You need to live true to your convictions. You shine no matter what you do, Alicia… I truly envy you.”


    “Awww, Vivian!”


    I glomp onto Vian for joy.


    “Oh, you silly girl,” Vian mutters, gently patting my head. It feels so good. “Now let’s get changed and go out!” Vian uses a higher-pitched voice than usual.


    I change into my dress and let Vian put on my jewelry and earrings with a skilled hand. It is so sophisticated and sexy that I can’t help but swoon.


    “Why are you staring?” I ask.


    “I wish I could be as voluptuous as you.”


    Vian’s eyes drop to my chest. In an instant, I know the meaning behind the words. My face turns redder by the second.


    “Hey…! I can’t exactly help it, can I?! And I’m average! Any bigger is just…too big!”


    “Doesn’t that make it easier to dress as a boy?”


    Hey. Not helping.


    Nobody has ever made fun of me for it before, but I’m not particularly flat. However, my rival is Liz. She is much bigger than average. And of course she is. She’s an otome game protag.


    “Okay, Vivian, what does sexiness mean to you?”


    Vian’s answer is prompt. “It’s something that comes from within. Like a flower that lures people…just like you.”


    …Just like me?


    “We’re going.”


    “Huh? But wait…”


    Before I can say anything back, Vian takes me outside and hops into a carriage without any trouble. The driver probably thinks we are two random noblewomen. Anyone could tell at a glance that we are wearing quality.


    I turn my attention to Vian, who is sitting eagerly across from me.


    ……Vian hasn’t looked in the mirror since changing into that dress. What a waste of such beauty.


    “Is there something on my face?” There is a dubious look in his eye. I am staring too intently at him.


    “Yes, two eyes, a nose, and a mouth.”


    “Oh, you know that wasn’t what I meant.”


    “……Why won’t you look in the mirror now that you’re dressed up?”


    My question shuts Vian’s lips. The carriage shakes from the bumps in the road. Vian says something as the carriage is jostled. He probably thinks I can’t hear it, but I catch it clearly: “I’ll look later.”


    What does he mean…? Does he want somebody else to see him first?


    Is it all right for me to pry? Probably not. Vian didn’t mean for me to hear that.


    We ride in silence for a while longer. Vian looks out the window, deep in thought. And when we get closer to town, he slowly says, “What do you think I say when I order a dress made?”


    ……I never considered it. It is difficult to construct a dress for Vian’s physique. A dressmaker would need to take detailed measurements.


    Sensing something from my hesitance to speak, he continues, “When I was little, I could easily order girls’ dresses. But as I matured, I couldn’t order ladies’ dresses anymore. So I would go to town to negotiate with the dressmaker.”


    “Vivian, you’d go to the dressmaker personally?”


    “That’s right. And it was there that I met someone… He’s a horrible human being… But he does make the best dresses for me. And I’d like to believe that nobody who loves dresses can possibly be that bad of a person.


    Vian sounds pleased to tell the tale.


    “How exactly is this dressmaker a horrible human being?”


    “……Though he never condemns me, he never once looks at me in a dress. Whenever I ask him why, he says he has no interest in how I look in a dress. I don’t know if it is because he already knows the dresses he makes are perfect, so of course I would look perfect in them…or if he is just disgusted by the idea of a man in a dress and won’t admit it… So I decided the next time I pay him a visit, I will be the most beautiful version of myself possible. Until he looks at me, I won’t look at myself.”


    Vian’s face is reflected in the carriage window. I can see the strain and torment in his expression.


    “Does the thought of his rejection scare you?”


    He looks at me. Our eyes meet firmly. “……So what if it does?” Vian glares at me.


    I smile sweetly. “Well, we’d better see him soon so he can throw out his back when he realizes how beautiful you are, Vivian.”


    Vian looks at me like he has just been sucker punched.


    “Before my eyes is the most stunning red jewel in all the world. I want you to see her before the designer.”


    Vian takes a breath in and out…then he smiles. “Ohhh, Alicia…I can never compete with you.”


    We arrive at our destination, and the carriage comes to a smooth stop. I step out of the carriage first. Once I’ve safely landed, Vian follows. Though he is wearing a dress and a cloak, he is still Laval’s firstborn prince. He needs protection. And I am well up to the task.


    Then again, I don’t suppose this is a dangerous outing…


    As soon as Vian steps out of the carriage, he stands still in front of the shop. The light cream-colored building says Lilton in small script on a pink sign. It is a very posh, very stylish shop.


    When I move to open the door, Vian stops me. “Alicia. I’ll open it.”


    I see the resolute look on Vian’s face, so I yield the door. He yanks it open. The bell clangs. A soft floral scent hits my nose. The shop interior is dainty and exudes luxury. It is the sort of place you imagine elegant women shopping.


    “Welcome, patrons!”


    A high-pitched voice sounds from the back of the shop as a very stylish woman walks out, her heeled shoes clicking on the floor as she goes. Her back is straight, each step deliberate and refined—exactly what you’d expect from this sort of shop.


    “And what are we looking for today?” She directs her best industry smile at us.


    “I’ve come to see Ben.”


    The lady hesitates for a moment at the name, but she quickly says, “I’m terribly sorry, but you cannot meet the shop head directly—”


    Vian cuts her off by thrusting a card in front of her face. The black card wedged between his index and middle fingers bears the name Lilton in red lettering.


    “D-do forgive me! I’ll escort you to Lord Ben’s room at once.”


    A black card… I suppose that would be a VIP card in my past life? Well, Vian really is a VIP. I mean, he’s a prince.


    We follow the lady up a set of stairs carpeted in red velvet. It has been so long since I wore heels that I’m terrified I’ll trip. The lady stops before a white door and knocks.


    “Lord Ben…you have a customer.”


    “A customer? People have the strangest taste. Let her in.”


    The man on the other side of the door answers gruffly. It doesn’t sound as though we are welcome.


    The lady slowly opens the door, bows to us, and gestures for us to enter. “Go on in.”


    I follow Vian into Ben’s office.


    “What do you want? Sorry, but I’m very busy—”


    The man on the large sofa stops midsentence when he sees us. The low-set table before him is littered with piles of design prints.


    He appears to be about seventy years old. He is a stern-faced old man with long white hair tied behind his neck. He is old but tall and well built. He looks more like a blacksmith than a dressmaker.


    I remove my cloak and bow.


    “My name is…”


    Oops, I can’t introduce myself… I never came up with a fake lady’s name! What is my name?!


    I suddenly hear the sound of a cloak fluttering to the ground beside me. Vian has revealed his dress. His fair skin makes the red of the dress pop. His exposed shoulders are covered with a white fur, but since he has a slender frame, he looks like a lady at a glance.


    The head dressmaker stares at Vian in silence, quietly setting the design print from his hand onto the table. Then, after a long hard stare at Vian, he murmurs quietly, “Your Highness.”


    Tension fills the air between them. I quietly observe. Then a gentle breeze flows in from the window, tickling our skin. Just as the curtains billow out, Vian’s lustrous golden hair flutters elegantly around him. It looks like a slow-motion scene in a movie.


    “Well? I’m wearing a dress you made… Does it sicken you?”


    Vian speaks just as a prince should. Meanwhile, the dressmaker is so deeply moved by Vian’s words that even without speaking, the look in his eyes says, How could you ever sicken me?


    ……I wonder, was this a simple miscommunication all along?


    “You said you had no interest in seeing me in a dress. Yet you happily looked at every other patron in their dresses. Were you not confident in the dresses you made me? Or was this your way of tactfully saying you couldn’t stand the sight of a man in a dress?”


    As I watch Vian get emotional, I can see just how strong the connection between them is. It isn’t my place to speak, but it is clear to me that Ben put a lot of thought into Vian when he made the dress.


    After a long silence, Ben finally speaks. “I was considering your position, Your Highness.”


    “…Drop the polite veneer.”


    “I feel bad that I caused a misunderstanding. I should have treated you like a friend, not royalty. I was shallow. I didn’t even consider how my behavior might hurt you. How could you possibly sicken me? Vian…you are the most beautiful person in the world. Of course you are. You’re wearing a dress I made.”


    Ben directs Vian to look in a nearby full-length mirror. Vian slowly turns to check his own reflection. I’m not sure what Vian sees in the mirror. But I see a strong-willed goddess.


    Vian’s pupils dilate. Ben silently approaches him.


    “Well? Beautiful, right?”


    Vian simply stares. Frozen by his own reflection. “……Thank you.”


    And at last, he expresses gratitude. Ben gives a heartily satisfied smile when he hears it. A lovely warmth fills the room.


    “Oh! I almost forgot—”


    Ben turns to me as if he has suddenly remembered something.
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  “What’s your name, miss?”


  “Er, it’s Alice.”


  What a bother. I managed to blurt out a woman’s name that sounded like Alicia, but it concerns me how many aliases I’m adding to the list.


  You know, it’s not that unique a name. I should have gone with Alicia… Am I an idiot?


  No, wait a minute, having lots of names makes me like a spy. That’s badass!


  “Alice… What a nice name. I’m Ben Lilton.”


  That must be why the shop is named Lilton. I’d love to open my own shop called Williams.


  “Your eye… Do you serve Vian as you are?”


  “Yes, sir. I am more than capable of fighting like this,” I answer with a smirk.


  “All the most gifted assets certainly do flock to you.” Ben delivers the words looking directly at me, even though he is talking to Vian.


  “We’d better be on our way.” Vian puts on his cloak. He has talked like a prince the entire time we’ve been with Ben.


  I turn to follow Vian out the door, when Ben suddenly grabs my arm and whispers, “The younger of the two dark-skinned boys… He has early symptoms of Spot Sickness.”


  “How did you know…?”


  “The legendary boy who fought the lion blindfolded… That was you, wasn’t it, miss?”


  Oh dear…he’s seen through my disguise. Then again, I am originally a girl. The boy is my disguise.


  Huh? Wait a minute, I was dressed as a boy when I fought that lion…so he knows my true gender and who I am?!


  This old guy seems like he’s not an ordinary dressmaker… Maybe that’s why Vian trusts him. I suppose he’s in a similar position as Paul, the plant seller in Durkis.


  “Well, take care,” Ben says, releasing my hand.


  His hand on the door, Vian turns back to look at Ben. “Thank you for helping me become my true self, Ben.”


  What a joyful smile. I’m sure that smile could ensnare the hearts of anyone who saw it, regardless of age and gender. And she is speaking softly, as Vivian.


  I steal a glance at Ben. He just stares hard at Vian, unable to move. Those are probably the words any dressmaker loves to hear the most.


  Vian covers up with the cloak, and the two of us leave the shop.


  Back in the carriage, I reflect on what Ben said.


  The smaller of the two dark-skinned boys has early symptoms of Spot Sickness… He must mean the two boys I met this morning.


  The early symptoms of Spot Sickness… That’s a fever. And itchiness at the points where the spots will begin to show.


  I was so preoccupied with the older brother that I didn’t get a good look at the younger.


  “……Did Ben tell you something important?”


  “Huh?”


  Vian looks at me with concern. “You have a very grave look on your face.”


  I take a deep breath, then say in a serious tone, “Vivian…I have a favor to ask.”


  “What is it?” Vian asks, intrigued.


  “I want to return to work for Victor for a while.”


  I have to forage for the madi. No matter how dangerous it is…


  “You want to make him king?”


  “No. There’s just something I must do. Besides, I think either of you would make a fine king, Vivian…Vian. Both you and Victor have the right qualities.”


  If Victor heard me say that, he would probably blow his top. He perceives his brother as nothing but the enemy. His obsession is impressive.


  “I figured you would say that, Alicia… Well, if you want to go back to him, I won’t stop you. You worked for him originally, after all.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Of course I’m sure. You won’t listen to a thing I say anyway.”


  “You know me so well.”


  A giggle slips past my lips. It truly does fill me with pride to have him understand and accept me like that.


  When I was in Durkis, I spent my days consumed with becoming a villainess to rival the heroine…but ever since I came to Laval, that hasn’t crossed my mind much.


  In a way, I suppose I’m on a sabbatical? Huh…an exiled sabbatical? Sounds strange.


  “Ouch!”


  Pain suddenly shoots through my left eye socket. It isn’t intense. It feels more like static shock.


  My left eye socket has been feeling strange lately. I hope Old Man Will is all right…


  “Are you okay?” Vian asks.


  “I’m fine. My eye just hurts a little.”


  “……Your left eye?”


  I nod.


  “Does it happen often?”


  “No. But I’m fine! I’m probably just a little tired.”


  Vian looks at me dubiously but asks no further questions. I love that about him. He didn’t try to figure out what Ben told me, either…


  I suppose this is what a good friend is like. It’s nice having friends.


  I assumed we would be walking around town in our dresses all day, but meeting Ben seems to have satisfied Vian, so we turn straight back to the palace. We aren’t technically supposed to be gone anyway, so we might as well.


  Most of all, I am worried about the boy with Spot Sickness.


  I need to get him cooled off. If he stays in an unsanitary place like that cell, his illness will only get worse.


  We sneak back into Vian’s room. I efficiently remove my dress and accessories and transform back into Lia. I never thought I’d wear a dress in Laval, but life is just full of surprises.


  Vian finishes changing before I do and has gotten back to the rest of the day’s work. Vivian’s transformation into Vian is so fast… It is as if his entire personality alters.


  “This is good-bye for a while…”


  When I finish changing and approach Vian to say farewell, he looks a bit melancholy.


  Come on, it’s not like I’m dying… Then again, I might die trying to get that madi.


  “I know I wasn’t here for long, but it has been a pleasure working for you.” I bow reverently.


  I really am glad I worked for Vian. Seeing him work up close is stimulating in all sorts of ways. And even though it was Victor’s trickery that got me the position in the first place, I need to thank him. If not for Victor, I wouldn’t have met the wonderful person that is Vian.


  “Why so formal all of a sudden?”


  Vian sounds a bit perplexed. I slowly look up, my eye meeting his pair of yellow-greens.


  “I consider it a great honor to serve a prince.”


  When I say this, Vian’s expression turns solemn, all signs of Vivian disappearing.


  “And I consider it an honor to have had you work for me.”


  Ahhh, what beautiful words to hear. And from Vian, too!


  Those words are the greatest reward of all.


  “Work good and hard for Victor. I can’t wait to see how you learn and grow, Alicia.”


  He smirks playfully at me. I answer with a confident smile.


  “I promise I won’t let you down, Your Highness.”


  We look deep into each other’s eyes. Then with a light bow, I leave. And as I walk out the door, I hear Vian sigh quietly behind me and murmur, “Promise me you won’t die.”
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  That night, I make my way to the dungeon where the two boys from Melvin are being held. I carry a soft blanket and a pot of clean hot water in my arms.


  The dungeon is chilly and damp. It is dimly lit and difficult to see anything. I can’t let a sick person stay there.


  “Why are you here?”


  A loud voice breaks the silence. The crimson eyes of the elder brother gleam in the darkness, ensnaring me.


  “Where’s your brother?” I ask.


  “Asleep. Leave us alone.”


  “Put this on him. I also brought hot water.”


  I slide the blanket through the bars and hold up the pot. But he shows no signs of wanting to take either. If anything, he eyes me with suspicion.


  Oh, right. I suppose he thinks I’ve poisoned them? I have a sensitive tongue, so I can’t handle hot drinks… But I have to reassure him.


  To dispel the boy’s worries, I take a gulp of hot water.


  “That convince you?”


  He finally takes the pot of water from me. Then he drapes the blanket around his sibling, who is breathing evenly in his sleep.


  He really does love his baby brother. That’s why I can’t let him lose his sibling in a place like this.


  “Why are you being so nice to us?” he asks, his eyes not leaving his brother.


  “Well, I clawed myself out of the gladiatorial arena myself. I know what it feels like to be locked in a dungeon.” I embellish the statement with a smirk.


  I have to win his trust, no matter what it takes. I still do not know if they will be of any use to me, but they surely have room to grow…


  And Lieutenant Neal has entrusted them to me. I don’t want to let him down.


  The elder brother gives me a surprised look. “What did you say?”


  “Those with talent survive. Isn’t this a great world?”


  He glares daggers at me. “What’s so great about a world with a slave market?”


  While it is true that Laval has a slave market—it’s underground and illegal. A black-market thing, I suppose…


  “In the kingdom where I used to live, the nobility are given preferential treatment. Those at the top remain there forever. And the peasants, no matter how talented they are, die before they can use those talents. They aren’t even given a chance.”


  Magic is everything…I want to tie up the argument with that, but it is best I not mention it.


  “So I’d say this kingdom is at least better than that, wouldn’t you?”


  ……The more I think about it, the stranger Durkis seems to me. I didn’t realize it until I left. That’s because other nations don’t have magic users.


  I suppose you could say “The frog in the well knows nothing of the great ocean.”


  Though Durkis is very insular. I can’t blame them for not knowing any better.


  “What do you want?” he asks.


  I smile and answer, “Your trust.”


  The boy’s brow furrows.


  I look straight into his eyes and continue, “I want you to trust me. And to depend on me.”


  “But why…? Why should I follow a guy who can’t even see?”


  “If you don’t, your brother will die.”


  Irked by my threat, the boy lunges and grabs hold of my collar through the bars. “You bastard…”


  He is stronger than he looks. But I hold my ground and don’t flinch. The bloodlust emanating from him is impressive.


  “If you touch my brother, I’ll kill you.”


  “I’m not going to kill him; the sickness will.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “It’s famous, so I’m sure you’ve heard of it, but your little brother has contracted Spot Sickness.”


  The grip on my collar loosens.


  Huh…? He doesn’t seem that surprised. Has he noticed his brother is sick?


  “…How do you know that?”


  Because Ben told me…but, of course, I can’t tell him that. I’ll just tell some random lie.


  “I just know. But that’s not what’s important right now—saving your brother is. And I can save him.”


  I sense deep doubt in the boy.


  I suppose he still doesn’t trust me. Well, I don’t blame him. What I’m saying does sound too good to be true.


  “Let me make a proposal. If I save your brother, will you put your trust in me?”


  The boy glances at his little brother. Is he his only family? If so, he must be terribly worried…


  “Fine. If you really save my brother, I’ll trust you. On one condition.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Fight me. If you win, I’ll let you try to save my brother. I’ll even pledge loyalty to you. But if I win…you’re letting us out of here.”


  Uh, kid, why are we being so condescending? Well…in negotiations, it’s important to always put yourself above your opponent. I don’t hate it. He’s given himself the upper hand. He gets extra points for being a master negotiator. And what’s more—


  “Fine. If you beat me, I’ll set you boys free. I’ll even let you choose the weapons for our fight.”


  —there’s no way I’m losing.


  The boy thinks for a moment and answers, “We’ll use our fists.”


  Well, he does have a small frame… He’s probably quite spry.


  “I’m fine with that.”


  I remove the key from the wall and stick it in the sturdy lock of the cell. I’m not worried that he will run away as soon as I unlock the door. His beloved little brother is still in the cell. He would never abandon him. He surely understands that if he breaks our promise, I might kill his brother.


  I gesture for him to come out, and he cautiously steps outside the cell.


  “By the way, what’s your name?”


  “Leon. I’m fourteen.”


  Well, that was a quick answer.


  He is small for his age. He is about the same size as me. He ought to eat more. He’s going through puberty.


  After I win this fight…I’m gonna make him eat a big meal!


  “Leon? Good name. My name is—”


  “Lia, sixteen years old. I heard.”


  “Did you? Well, no matter. Nice to meet you, Leon.”


  “Is it nice? We’re about to fight.”


  Leon’s face contorts.


  Kid, are we in our rebellious phase? I do wish he’d at least humor me a little here… He reminds me exactly of Gill when I first met him.


  “He’s Leo. He’s eight,” Leon says, pointing to his little brother.


  Ooh, introducing your little brother? Are we opening our hearts just a little?


  “You must really love him,” I say.


  “I do. I would do anything to protect him.”


  “Then you’d better fight me as soon as possible so I can help him.”


  “Why do you keep acting like you’re gonna win?”


  I smirk at the unamused Leon and say, “Because I am gonna win.”


  We climb up the stairs to the surface. The humid night air feels good on my skin.


  This kid’s got bloodlust beyond his fourteen years. I wonder what sort of life he’s led? Well…not like I’m one to talk.


  “Well then, do we begin?” he says.


  The moment I am about to answer “Anytime,” he vanishes. I am unable to even sense his presence. I have no idea from which direction he is going to attack.


  He’s melted beautifully into the darkness of night. Well, looks like this fight is going to be harder than I thought.


  I take a deep breath and heighten all my senses. From the faint shifts in airflow, I try to find where he is.


  I sense a kick come at me from behind. I dodge it a fraction of a second before it would have hit my head.


  “Wow…nice dodge.”


  “You mask your presence like an assassin,” I remark.


  I turn around to find him staring soberly at me. But he lifts the corners of his mouth into a confident smile.


  “Well, that makes sense… I am an assassin.”


  The next moment, he vanishes again and attacks with lightning speed.


  I suppose that first attack was to test my abilities…


  And my goodness, could he be any peskier? At this rate, I’m just going to keep dodging him in perpetuity… I need to find his weakness!


  I backflip away from Leon’s powerful kicks. He glares sharply at me, wheezing. It is clear that he is not fighting half-heartedly.


  “Take this seriously,” he growls.


  “Your greatest efforts aren’t enough to make me take this fight seriously.” I bait him again.


  He audibly gnashes his teeth.


  Sorry, but I’ll never lose an agility contest.


  I have figured out how to gauge his speed by now. His next attack will spell his defeat.


  “Your smug confidence really pisses me off.”


  With that, Leon vanishes into the dark again. Looking for someone you can’t see is a waste of time. I just wait for the moment to strike.


  With a whirring sound in the air, a fist appears right in front of my eye. I quickly crouch and send a left hook flying into the pit of his stomach.


  My punch is slightly faster. With an anguished gasp, he falls to the ground. I punched quite hard, so I know he won’t be standing up anytime soon. He crawls along the ground, glaring up at me in a bitter rage.


  “Who the hell are you…? I thought you were blind.”


  “Did you think sight is the only sense that matters in combat? I fight using all five of my finely honed senses, and that makes up the difference.”


  Leon rolls onto his back. He stares up at the sky and sighs quietly. “Guess I lose…”


  “Yeah, you lose.”


  “Are you baiting me?”


  “Of course not.” I chuckle cynically.


  I knew Leon was going to lose from the very start. But with a little training, Leon definitely could defeat me. And in an instant, too.


  “I can’t believe you’re that strong…”


  “Feeling bitter?”


  “Of course not. I’m excited, actually. I haven’t felt this alive in a long time.”


  When I see the fire of enthusiasm in Leon’s eyes, my body tingles with rapture.


  Would you look at that face? I’m terrified to see what he grows up to be.


  Leon rises to his feet. “So how are you gonna save Leo?”


  Oh, you can stand up already…? Most people wouldn’t be able to do that yet. It looks like he really is a trained assassin.


  “There’s a medicinal herb called madi that you can only forage once a year—I’m gonna go find it.”


  He answers with a snort, as if to say, You’re insane.


  “You can stay here and look after your little brother,” I say.


  “No…I’m coming with you.”


  “And leave your beloved brother behind?”


  Nobody is taking care of Leo. If Leon leaves, the little boy will be in the dungeon all alone.


  “I’m still coming with you. You’re the only one who can save my brother, right? So I’ll do everything I can to help you.”


  His eyes don’t show a hint of falsehood.


  ……What should I do? I understand how Leon feels, and I want to prioritize that. But Leo is just eight years old. He needs somebody nearby to take care of him.


  Sensing my hesitation, Leon falls to a knee. “I, Leon Dikk, give you my solemn vow. I am your faithful servant, Lord Lia, and I will protect you with my life.”


  His clear voice rings through the quiet night air.


  Wow. He’s swearing his loyalty to me…?


  “Then I’ll give you a solemn vow, too.”


  Surprised by my reply, he looks up at me with an arched eyebrow.


  As the moonlight shines down on us, I smile at Leon and say, “I swear that I will never let you or Leo die.”


  And I’ll keep that promise by finding the madi.


  “Now that that’s settled, let’s go back to Leo. We can’t leave him in that cell alone.”


  But Leon just stares at me dubiously, a wrinkle between his brows. “…Why are you going to such great lengths to help us?”


  He sounds much more polite now, probably because he has accepted me as his master.


  I wasn’t expecting such a question this late in the game. Does he still not trust me? Or am I being too trustworthy of them?


  …It’s probably both.


  I suppose I’ll extend the olive branch. If Leon still betrays me after all this, I’ll only have my own poor judgment to blame.


  I slowly remove the cloth from my eyes. With my right eye liberated, my vision improves. Leon’s eyes widen at the sight of me. I can hear him stop breathing.


  It sure is fun stunning people with my appearance. It’s like he’s been snared by a villainess—it makes my heart dance.


  Once again, I experience the power of my blindfold. It helps me mask my gender. My bare face wouldn’t have anyone believing I was a boy. I am a nasty noblewoman, after all. My features make my womanhood quite clear to him.


  All that remains now…


  I snap my fingers. Then all the clouds in the sky clear. All the stars now exposed, Leon looks up into the night sky. As the stars twinkle above him, his jaw drops. I hear him mutter quietly, “This can’t be…”


  This is my first time showing him my prestige as Alicia Williams.


  “My name is Alicia Williams. My dream is to become the most wicked woman in the world.”


  “Huh…? What…?”


  My confession leaves Leon stammering in confusion.


  “And I’ll need your help to accomplish that.”


  By the look on his face, I can tell he has only grown more confused.


  “I cannot become the greatest villainess of all time on my own. I need a powerful platoon that’s second to none. And I want you to become its first member.”


  “A lot of things don’t make sense right now…but I’ve sworn loyalty to my master, so I’ll do anything she says… But what exactly do you mean by ‘villainess’?”


  “I mean what I say. My dream is to become a villainess.”


  “Again…why a villainess?” Leon asks dubiously.


  Why a villainess…? I have the feeling Gill asked me that question at first, too. But why I want to become a villainess is a silly question to me.


  “Because a villainess is smart, strong, and true to herself no matter how disgusted others are of her—don’t you think that’s a valiant way to live?”


  I smile a little as I look at Leon. He responds with a blank stare.


  “Er, is that all?” he stammers.


  “Yes.” I nod.


  “So that’s your reason…for lying about your gender…and working in a place like this?!”


  “I don’t see what’s so shocking about that. People who love eating sweet things might work at a bakery. People who want to protect someone or be popular with the ladies might become a soldier… A nobleman who loves plants might renounce high society and open a flower shop. Most reasons behind pursuing a dream are quite mundane. I don’t want to change the world or anything. It’s impossible to save everyone in the world anyway. I just want to become the version of myself I strive to be. And I won’t let anybody stop me… Wouldn’t you say that’s peak villainess behavior?”


  I continue to smile at Leon as he stares at me. And after a few moments of silence, he speaks again.


  “Well, wish all you want…most people don’t achieve their dreams.”


  “True. But I’m devoting my life to my dream. Until my life force burns out, I will continue chasing after my dream. If you believe you can accomplish something without taking on any risk, you’d best give up on that dream. Say, Leon…do you have a dream?”


  Leon mumbles, “My…dream?” and stiffens in surprise.


  I have had a clearly defined dream since the age of seven. I know there are not many people like me. Most people’s dreams change as they grow up and learn how the world works.


  But to me, this world is an otome game I played in my past life. That’s why I’ve known all along what my place in it is. So I am going to use every moment I have to fulfill my role as the villainess.


  “I abandoned my dream long ago,” Leon answers, a melancholy smile on his face. “Now I devote my life to protecting my master and my little brother.”


  “…If I call you a pawn to help me achieve my dream, would that vex you?”


  He quickly shakes his head. “No. Though sometimes I don’t understand you, I choose you… I want to be with you, Master.”


  I ought to jump for joy, but one thing he said makes me a little conflicted.


  Does this boy think I’m strange…? Well, I suppose strange is a compliment, coming from an assassin!


  “One more thing. I don’t like my pawns going missing. So promise me you won’t let anyone steal you away. If I lose you, Leon, it will be when I have already departed this world. I want you to face this relationship with the same level of grit.”


  In Leon’s eyes, I can see my own reflection, standing beneath a sky full of stars. I notice his gaze wavers a bit.


  “Leon…do you think I can become a villainess?” I add with a smile.


  Leon grins. “Yes, Master. I know you can.” His clear voice reverberates through the quiet night air.


  After that, I move Leon and Leo out of the dungeon and into my cottage. I feel a bit bothered, letting sleepy Leo walk on his own…


  But since I have to sleep in Victor’s room, I decide to let these boys use my cottage for a while.


  They are both startled by the impact of Lai’s majesty, but they quickly warm up to the lion. Leo falls fast asleep beside Lai. Since the lion is warm, he serves as a perfect heated blanket for the sick boy.


  Then I head straight for Victor’s room and finally get to lie down. The soft bed feels so good. Blessing my stroke of luck at Victor’s absence, I close my eye without a care in the world.


  I wake to the sound of somebody opening the door—and my fight-or-flight instinct immediately kicks in.


  Look at me, flinching from the slightest noise or presence. I’m just like an assassin.


  It is so early the sun has not yet risen. Golden hair enters my line of sight.


  “You came back?” Victor’s clear voice echoes through the room.


  I sigh away my tension, ashamed of going into fight-or-flight mode just for Victor…


  I get out of bed and walk over to him.


  “So. How was the royal pain?”


  By “the royal pain,” I assume he means Vian.


  How should I answer that…? If I answer honestly, I’ll have to disturb the morning calm with Victor’s screaming. But if I lie, he’ll know.


  “What sort of answer are you looking for?” I ask.


  “I want to know his weakness.”


  “So you can sabotage him?”


  “Yes,” Victor answers solemnly.


  See, this is why everyone calls you a petulant child. I do wish you’d have more of Vian’s mature confidence.


  “You’re being silly.”


  “What did you say?” Victor demands, his eyebrow twitching.


  Guess I hit a nerve.


  “Just whose side are you on anyway? And I’m gonna fight him fair and square, I’ll have you know. I just think it would be good to know his weakness. Oh, that’s right! He’s got a perverted fetish, hasn’t he? I’ll expose that…”


  I’m so exasperated… When a person panics, they lose the ability to think rationally.


  “Call me a brat all you want, Your Highness, but you’re an even bigger brat than I am.”


  Even though their families are feuding, I can’t understand going to such lengths just to become king.


  “Huh?”


  “You helped me get out of Mortwood alive, and you’ve treated me rather well, all things considered…but I’m disappointed in you,” I say.


  “Do you realize who you’re talking to, you little shit?”


  “Of course I do,” I answer with a smile. “And you’ll never be a king with that attitude. Vian will surely be made king. But he doesn’t want to fight. Just a hunch, but I think he’s going to abdicate to you.”


  Vian does not want to be king. He has the makings of a king more than anyone, but from where I am standing, a future with Victor on the throne is much easier to imagine.


  Besides, Vian can attain happiness without being king. Rather, I want Vian to be happy…


  “What’re you trying to say?” Victor’s face twists in scorn.


  “That you should grow up, Your Highness.” Before he can snap back at me, I add, “A king must look at the bigger picture—it’s a silly notion that a boy who still hates his brother could fill such a role. All nations have their own form of governance. And if neither of you would surrender the throne, you could divide the government… Anyway, my point is, you need to grow up.”


  Victor, who was on the verge of blowing his top only a minute ago, has calmed down a little during my stoic speech.


  We have the means to solve the problem right here… It would be such a shame to stall in gridlock over something silly like this. Victor needs to mature.


  ……But if I told him that, he would snap and demand I know my place.


  “So you’re saying I need to be more tolerant of him?”


  “Yes…I suppose that’s what I’m saying,” I answer with a smile.


  Vian is the type to keep his true feelings secret, but Victor is the complete opposite. He is a go-getter who wraps everyone up in his bullshit.


  “But, well…I feel better now that you’ve come back to me,” he concedes.


  “Oh, I’m gonna leave to forage the madi today.”


  “Today?! When did you decide that?” he bellows.


  “Just now,” I answer calmly.


  I have to find the madi as soon as possible so I can save Leo. Strike while the iron is hot.


  “Does it have to be now? Remember…I said I was going with you.”


  “Well, I don’t care if you come with me or not.”


  “You really are a little shit…” He looks down at me, his forehead twitching.


  Well, can you blame me for being disgusted by Victor’s flattery? Goody-goody rich girls who fawn all over boys are the archetype I detest the most.


  “Understood. Get ready to embark,” he says, sighing quietly.


  “Er—you’re good to go today?”


  “Well, you said you’re going today, so I’m coming with you. I can do my other tasks after we come back.”


  I can just picture the people in Victor’s circle having a hard time. Sorry I made the decision so suddenly.


  “Right. Can we bring a boy along?”


  “Will he be useful?” Victor asks dubiously.


  I smile and say, “Of course.”


  “Well, if you trust the guy, I’ve got no complaints.”


  Oooh. Music to my ears. I earned the trust of the prince of Laval… I commend Victor on his good eyes!


  “What are you smirking about? You’re gross.”


  ……I take back everything I said.


  “So what are you going to tell the old guys?”


  Calling my grandfather and his friends “the old guys”…only Victor could pull that off.


  “Can’t I just tell them I’m going on an expedition?”


  “I’m sure they’ll miss you… They really love you. Must be nice to be loved wherever you go.”


  Victor’s words surprise me. Grandfather and his friends love me…? I couldn’t even fathom the situation back in Durkis. Getting exiled was the best thing that happened to me.


  “But if I’ve got a lovable personality, that makes me like a saint…,” I say sadly, feeling as though I’ve strayed even further from villainess glory.


  “Oh, you’re far from a saint,” Victor replies promptly.


  “You mean it?!” I squeal.


  Victor looks a bit taken aback. He probably meant it as an insult.


  “That is the highest praise!”


  “God, you’re weird… If anything, you’re not a saint. More like a sage.”


  I am so overjoyed that I don’t catch the last thing Victor says.
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  I gather my belongings and head to the cottage where Leon is. There isn’t a single cloud in the sky. I squint as I look at the sunrise and breathe in the crisp air.


  Most distinguished young ladies would spend a fine sunny day like this having a tea party… Meanwhile, I’m about to go on a questionable hunt for madi, which may or may not exist, with a prince and an assassin.


  The latter sounds so much more fun!


  “I’m coming in.”


  I lightly tap on the door. I hear a grunt from inside and enter the cottage.


  “Early riser,” Leon grumbles, sounding not at all like an early riser himself.


  “The prince’s footsteps woke me,” I reply.


  Leo is still sleeping peacefully on Lai’s back. Leon gives his shoulder a light tap to wake him.


  “Leo. Get up.”


  With a moan, Leo slowly opens his eyes. When he yawns sleepily, he looks more his age.


  Actually, Leon’s psychological age is beyond what it should be. So is Gill’s… Watching Leo is oddly soothing in comparison.


  “What is it, Brother? Are we going on the run again?” Leo sits up, rubbing his not yet open eyes.


  “Again”…he said. A life constantly on the run is bad for your mental health.


  “We’re not running anymore. Now, I’m going away for a little while, buddy. Can you hold the fort while I’m gone?”


  Leo nods dutifully at his brother.


  “I’ll send somebody to look after you,” I answer in my best Lia voice. I have decided to pretend to be a boy whenever I’m around Leo.


  “Thank you. I’m very grateful.” Leon bows deeply to me.


  I am, of course, referencing Vian. I slid a letter under his door on the way here. I also explained that Leo has contracted Spot Sickness and that I have left on an expedition.


  I know I can trust Vian to take good care of Leo.


  …I could have asked Captain Marius, but he’s not exactly reliable. I dunno, I could easily imagine him forcing Leo to exercise.


  “Will you be back soon?”


  “……I don’t know.”


  Leo’s face clouds over. He must feel lonely with his only family, his beloved big brother, leaving him.


  “But I’ll come back.”


  “You promise?”


  “I promise. So you need to hang in there, buddy.”


  “I will,” Leo replies cheerfully.


  What a sweet little boy. I can see why Leon loves him so much. If I had such a sweet little brother, I’d spoil him to death.


  Gill was never sweet to begin with… Well, he has his own good points, and he can be sweet in his own way.


  “Well, I’m off,” Leon says.


  “Okay. Have a safe trip!”


  Leo acts cheerful, but he is on the verge of tears. I can tell from the faint tremor in his voice and the wetness in his eyes.


  What a reasonable little boy… I wonder if Leon was ever like that.


  He had no choice but to deny himself his childhood and grow up early. It was the same for Gill, too. With these thoughts on my mind, I take Leon to where Victor is waiting.


  “Who’s the impudent little brat?” Victor’s face twists into blatant disgust at the sight of Leon.


  Without batting an eye, Leon stands his ground beside me.


  ……Does this guy call everyone he doesn’t like a brat? I think you’re the biggest brat of all, Victor.


  “He’s the boy I said was coming with us.”


  “But he’s a foreigner.”


  “As you know, I am also a foreigner.”


  Victor curses quietly under his breath, adding, “I’m surrounded by outsiders.”


  The prince of Laval, an assassin from Melvin, and an exiled noblewoman from Durkis… What a gorgeous group! It’s true what they say, “Birds of a feather flock together.” What a glorious turn of events! My heart is dancing.


  “Okay, misfits, we’re going to have so much fun together!”


  “Why are you so excited? You really are an enigma.”


  Victor turns up his nose at my morale boost, and Leon remains emotionless.


  We head to the stable together. And what a glorious stable it is. From just this one stable, you can tell what economic condition Laval is in. It certainly deserves to be called a major nation.


  I am told to pick any horse I fancy…which makes the decision difficult. Victor chooses his usual big, fast horse. Leon selects a sturdy-looking black stallion.


  Just as I am about to randomly choose a smaller white horse, something black appears in front of the stable. When Victor hears the grand roar, he flinches and mutters, “What’s that?”


  And there is Lai, standing majestically before our eyes. The way he stands, he looks just like the king of beasts. I can see now why lions are called that.


  Wow…was Lai always this badass?


  When I approach Lai, he slowly lowers his head to me. It almost looks as though he is offering to be my mount.


  “What a sight… A lion bowing in respect to his master.”


  “…It could take a lifetime, and I’ll still never understand exactly who this brat is.”


  I can hear Leon, then Victor, murmuring something behind me.


  “Can I ride you?” I ask Lai.


  Lai lifts his head in reply.


  Is he this obedient to me because I imbued him with my magic…? Look at me, controlling the king of the beasts. Even in the animal kingdom, they might call me a villainess.


  “Thank you,” I whisper in Lai’s ear, gently patting his beautiful mane.
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  When I saw his memories that day in the arena, I learned that he distrusted humans, but ever since then, Lai has been loyal to me. Now it is my duty to become a woman worthy of his dignified beauty.


  I climb atop him. A gentle morning breeze blows by, rustling my hair. The cloth around my eyes flies off into the wind.


  Victor and Leon exchange glances.


  “You’re such a strong and proud woman it makes my skin crawl.”


  “Don’t you dare swoon over my master’s beauty,” Leon says.


  “……I wouldn’t be caught dead swooning over a brat like her,” Victor mutters feebly in reply.


  You know, those two make a surprisingly compatible pair.


  —Fin


  
    

    Afterword


    Hello! Izumi Okido here.


    Thank you for reading to the very end.


    Yet again, some new characters have joined the cast.


    And Alicia is once again growing up quickly into a strong, beautiful woman. As I write this series, I always think to myself, Awww, I wish I could be like Alicia!


    With the conclusion of Volume 4, I really think the characters have come into their own. ♪


    Thank you to my editors, who are always there with wonderful advice, and thank you to Jyun Hayase for the very beautiful illustrations.


    Well, until we meet agaaain!


    Izumi Okido

  

  
    

    Bonus Short: Vian—Laval’s First Prince


    The girl Victor sent my way is very peculiar.


    She dresses as a boy and wears a blindfold. And though I put quite a lot of pressure on her, she didn’t show any signs of balking. This stirred my interest in her. The closer I got, the more I was lured in by her charm.


    I know she is Victor’s pawn, but I like her so much that I’ve begun to want her to be mine. That is just how much of a rarity she is.


    And that’s why I’m scared. I desperately tried to convince myself that it would be dangerous to get any closer to her…but that was a pointless endeavor.


    I can never leave her side. I want her with me always. I don’t know why, but I think nobody who has met her could ever let her go.


    Pure of heart, she accepts me for who I really am. She drew out the secret I couldn’t tell a soul and called me beautiful when I presented my true self to her.


     


     


     


    “Hey…”


    Her voice rings soothingly in my ears. The sound fills my heart with joy. With a smile on my lips, I turn to look at her.


    “What is it, dear?”


    Though we are walking down a hallway, I accidentally speak in my true voice. That is just how potent the soothing power of Alicia’s voice is.


    “Is it all right for you to speak that way out here?” she asks.


    “Hearing your voice tears my guard down.”


    “But you’re such a guarded prince…,” Alicia murmurs, a hint of surprise in her eyes.


    To be sure, there is nobody else in my life I can be myself around. Only this girl from another land has the key to unlock my heart.


    And this thought only further whets my curiosity. Without knowing it, she has charmed so many people.


    Alicia’s very existence frightens me. She has boundless charms that transcend international boundaries.


    …Surely there was some foul play behind her exile.


    “Perhaps we shouldn’t have met.” I mumble my heart’s worries without meaning to.


    Alicia gives me a strange look. Even with the cloth around her eyes, I can tell she is seeing right through me… Her eyes see everything.


    “Do you mean that?”


    …………Perhaps we shouldn’t have met. Never once have I sincerely thought that.


    So why did I say such a thing? My contradicting feelings confuse even myself.


    Meeting Alicia helped me find my true self again. I can never thank her enough.


    “I’m not sure…” I slowly turn my gaze out the window.


    “Well, I…” Alicia drops her boyish tone and continues, “I consider myself blessed to have met you, Vivian.”


    Then she beams radiantly at me.


    Her words light a fire in my heart. Her feelings alone fulfill me. But I cannot let her see my joyful reaction.


    I never know who is watching. When I am outside my room, I cannot be Vivian, the lady…I have to be Vian, the prince.


    “When you find something precious, you fear losing it.”


    She answers my statement with a blank stare.


    ……Did I really say something so strange?


    “Well, you’ve just stated the obvious,” she replies.


    I grunt in surprise. I was not expecting that sort of response.


    She slowly removes the cloth from her eyes, her golden orb holding me captive. The inescapable lure of her gaze makes me feel a little uneasy. To wield such power with just one eye is quite a talent.


    “And it’s that fear that helps you keep what’s precious close to you.”


    “But everything precious leaves me eventually.”


    “……I will never leave you,” she says clearly.


    I assume she only said it to console me, but her steadfast eye is incapable of lying.


    “But won’t you return to your kingdom someday?”


    “Well, yes…” Alicia looks a bit perplexed.


    I knew it. When she said she would never leave…that was just talk.


    Someday, she will leave me and find happiness where I can no longer see her. And she will forget about me.


    “Even if I leave you physically…my heart will never leave you, Your Highness.”


    I almost tell her I want her to stay by my side physically…but I hold my tongue. Just knowing her heart will always be with me is enough.


    I shouldn’t wish for too much.


    “You truly are a woman of great worth,” I say.


    “If you consider me worthy, I am honored, Your Highness.”


    I murmured the compliment softly so Alicia wouldn’t hear, but my voice indeed reached her ear.


    Her answer surprises me a little. I thought Alicia knew her worth without my having to tell her. She has so much talent that she can afford to be overconfident.


    Perhaps reading my thoughts, she says, “It’s not up to a person to decide their own worth.”


    Then with a start, she wraps the blindfold back around her head. Perhaps she heard somebody coming down the hall.


    Everything Alicia says surprises me today. Everyone has a different way of thinking. That is why, though not all the time, I can generally understand what she is trying to say.


    I always thought everyone decides their own worth.


    I am aware that I am so different from everyone else, so I convinced myself that my true self was as a wonderful human being. But looking back now, that way of thinking might have needlessly held me back.


    A person’s worth is not subjective. True worth can only be understood when looked at through an objective lens.


    There are people like Alicia, who will see the real me and welcome me with open arms. But of course, I’m not for everybody.


    Some people will hate me, others will love me. And I could probably find others besides Alicia who will prefer me as Vivian, not Vian.


    Determining one’s own worth is not wrong. But sometimes, the rest of the world does not understand your sense of self-worth.


    By being too subjective, I signed my own invitation to a world that suffocated me.


    “If I’m reborn…I want to live like you,” I tell her quietly, once I am sure the hall is empty.


    I want to live like Alicia… Rather, I want to be Alicia. That would be the more apt way of expressing it.


    We slowly resume our walk.


    “You want to be like me?”


    “I do.”


    “Well, that’s easy. Just do what you want to do. It’s your life, you know? There’s nothing to lose in enjoying your heart out of your life.”


    “But doing what I want to do is surprisingly difficult.”


    A prince’s position is particularly constrained. I believe every prince of every kingdom faces the same dilemma. No matter how freely they want to live, princes carry the heavy burden of responsibility on their backs.


    “Yes, when a person is in a position of power, their actions are restricted.” Alicia speaks plainly to match my tone.


    “Yes…power is a bothersome thing.”


    “If you weren’t a prince, do you think you would have led a much different life?” Alicia asks.


    “Now, I’m not sure…”


    I’ve always thought playing “what if” was a pointless endeavor. There is no point in considering something that cannot be. My current life is the only one I have. Pondering a different life is a waste of time.


    “Pondering such things is a waste of time?” Alicia asks, voicing my thoughts.


    “How did you know what I was thinking?”


    “Whenever you’re with me, Your Highness, you’re surprisingly easy to read.”


    That proves just how unguarded I am around Alicia…


    I should have mustered my wits so that my emotions wouldn’t show.


    “I agree that it’s a waste of time, pondering a life that doesn’t exist,” Alicia says.


    “I’m glad we agree.”


    “But…isn’t it fun?” Alicia asks brightly.


    “Fun?” I repeat the word in monotone.


    “Oh yes! Isn’t it fun, imagining what your life might be like if it were different?”


    My eyes widen in disbelief. I never considered assigning the word fun to anything before. I always postpone my own fun. I have to think of my kingdom and put my people first. I was taught that it is vital to see the bigger picture when you are royalty.


    “I think you deserve to indulge in self-centered thoughts now and then…,” she says. And when I offer no reply, she adds, “It doesn’t cost anything, either.”


    I almost burst out laughing. Royalty and the nobility rarely speak about money.


    Before I consider where I am, I answer, “Well, then…I suppose I’ll give it a try.”


    We walk in circles in the halls, staying away from my room. Whenever one wants to think, walking is preferable to staying still.


    And as I ponder my alternate life, I wonder about Alicia. If she led a different life, what would it be like?


    With this question on my mind, I say, “I’m sure I would live a simple life.”


    “What?! You would?” she shouts.


    “Keep your voice down,” I gently warn her.


    It would be a nuisance if somebody overheard us. “I want a simple life” is not a phrase a prince is allowed to say. I am free to think it, but if I actually say so, I will lose the trust of those around me.


    “I’m rather surprised,” Alicia says.


    “Really?”


    “Well, I’ve spent my life desperately polishing myself because I don’t want to live a simple life.”


    “Don’t worry. Even without polishing yourself, you could never be simple.”


    “……As much as I’d love to challenge that statement, I’ll listen to you instead, Your Highness.”


    “I want to lead the life of the average peasant. I want to live freely, without duty or obligation… And to be able to do that despite your noble status, you truly are a wonder, Alicia.”


    “…………Yeah, well, I made a lot of enemies along the way.”


    “Do you regret it?”


    The corners of Alicia’s mouth rise slightly. “Of course not,” she says with a snort.


    Indeed, to Alicia, enemies are a joyful blessing…


    “Though if I were a prince, I could understand wanting to lead a simple life. There’s this prince I know—he’s wonderful, and incredibly gifted, but he seems to yearn for a simple life.”


    I suppose she’s talking about the prince of her kingdom…


    I envy the soft look in her eye when she speaks of him. She obviously loves him.


    Though whether she is aware of that is unclear…


    I hope she never becomes aware of it. I can’t help but wish she will have eyes only for me always.


    Even I am unsure whether my love for her is romantic or platonic. But I do know that I have a possessive streak.


    Being loved by Alicia—I can imagine no greater luxury than that.


    The mere existence of such a man gives Alicia ample reason to leave Laval.


    “I just don’t want to let you go.”


    “……Are you talking about me?” she asks.


    “Yes,” I reply promptly.


    I never thought the day would come when I would deliver such a line to someone… That proves just how infatuated I am with Alicia.


    “Well, as long as I’m here, make use of me as your pawn to your heart’s content.”


    …………That isn’t what I meant.


    Why is Alicia so off the mark sometimes?


    What’s more, a rarity like her should never say to a person that they should “make use of her to their heart’s content.” You are a divergent existence, Alicia. Depending on whose hand touches you, you can change the world.


    “W-well, all right then… I’ll take you up on that offer,” I reply.


    “Good. I look forward to it.”


    And with a look of satisfaction and joy, she smiles at me.
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