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      Chapter One: Wellmy and Iora


      “Lady Iora Ernest, I hereby call off our engagement!” proclaimed Arvine, the son of Count Schneiger, at the graduation party, a mocking sneer on his lips.


      Upon hearing those words, Wellmy, Count Ernest’s second daughter, felt a surge of exhilaration. She stared straight ahead, Arvine’s arm draped over her shoulders. There stood Iora—her half sister of the same age. In the face of this public refutation from her fiancé, Iora looked down at the floor dolefully.


      “I’d never marry a plain, boring, ugly girl like you! I’m engaged to Wellmy now! Count Ernest has already agreed,” Arvine continued.


      How does this make Iora feel? Wellmy wondered, eyeing her sister. The girl was all skin and bones, with long, gray hair that was dull and full of split ends. She wore glasses—a luxury in their own right—but hers had thick, black frames of a particularly hideous sort. Deep dark circles shadowed her eyes, and her rough skin had an unhealthy pallor. Her outfit did her no favors: She wore a threadbare, faded dress that would’ve been considered plain even in its prime, and was now completely out of fashion. Old, cheap accessories completed the look.


      By contrast, her sister Wellmy was petite and healthy, with glossy, lustrous waves of platinum blonde hair and spotless porcelain skin. Her vermilion eyes looked almost catlike, and her delicate beauty instinctively sparked a protective urge in anyone who laid eyes on her. She was clad in a gorgeous, brand-new gown in the latest fashion, complemented by expensive, shiny accessories that perfectly suited the occasion. Unlike her sister, whose grades were slightly below average, Wellmy’s school performance was good, and her name was consistently near the top of the rankings.


      I truly wonder how she feels right now... The thought brought a smile to Wellmy’s lips.


      When they had arrived at the party earlier, it hadn’t been Iora on Arvine’s arm, even though she had technically still been his fiancée. No, he had been escorting Wellmy. From the moment Iora stepped into the room alone, she had been the target of sneers and mockery. Not only had her fiancé chosen to escort another girl to the event, but he’d chosen her half sister.


      My poor, poor Iora.


      “I understand,” Iora muttered in response to Arvine’s announcement. Then she left the room with her head hung low. Wellmy was not pleased to see Iora’s only two friends—the daughter of a viscount and the son of a destitute baron—trailing after her.


      Resent me. Hate me from the bottom of your heart, dear sister.


      Iora’s miserable, pathetic life was about to come to an end.


      Two weeks had passed since the graduation party where Arvine had broken off his engagement to Iora. Wellmy watched from the second-floor balcony as her sister quietly emerged from the dilapidated detached building where she’d been living in seclusion. The girl made her way to the main gate, carrying a bag containing her few belongings.


      Today, their father was selling Iora off to a man who had asked for no dowry and had even offered to cover all necessary expenses to marry her. Of course, any money that man sent would be going straight into Count Ernest’s pockets.


      The only one who would be accompanying Iora to her new life was her waiting maid, Orea, who’d been forced to live in the dilapidated building with her since childhood. Only two people had bothered to see Iora off: Wellmy, who was looking down on her from her balcony with a radiant grin on her face, and Gordley, the butler. Iora—who had always been labeled with terms such as “useless,” “unlovable,” “ugly,” and repeatedly told that no man would ever want to marry her—climbed into the old, tiny carriage that would take her to the home of her new fiancé: the Marquis Aides Ormirage. Also known as the cold, ruthless lord of magic, he was infamous for being both a chauvinist and a misanthrope. Iora had been forced to write him a note stating that he could do “whatever he wanted” with her.


      The lord of magic was renowned in high society for his unparalleled beauty and was hailed as the strongest mage of their generation—a cold-blooded man with both talent and influence. Wellmy had no doubt that the social circles were abuzz with whispers of the grim, miserable future that awaited her sister. Would the lord of magic immediately discard her? Would he use her for his magical experiments? Would he beat her beyond recognition? Even if he didn’t go that far, Iora was an unattractive young woman with no one to lean on. He would undoubtedly give her the cold shoulder, leaving her exposed to the jealousy and mockery of high society.


      “Even if he throws you out, you are not to return here. You no longer belong in this house,” their father had told Iora the previous night.


      Iora was disinherited and forced to leave the family estate. Wellmy had stolen even her birthright.


      After watching the carriage roll away, Wellmy pranced back inside. She had been in a great mood ever since the graduation party, and today was an especially good day.


      Goodbye, dear sister.


      Today was the perfect day to pretty herself up and go buy some expensive accessories. They would be receiving quite a large sum for selling Iora, so it was fine if she went a little overboard; her father would likely just smile and forgive her for it.


      Wellmy’s life was all glimmer and sparkles.


      And it would remain so until the day she faced judgment for her sins, six months later.


      ※※※


      Wellmy Ernest had been born a commoner.


      Back then, she didn’t even have a last name. She and her mother led a life that was not lavish, but it was not lacking either. Why? Because Wellmy’s mother was the mistress of a count.


      Their life took a turn when Wellmy was eight. Her father, Count Ernest, lost his wife—Iora’s mother—to illness and married Wellmy’s mother. His relatives protested, claiming that a count should not be wed to a commoner, but Count Ernest didn’t let their opposition deter him. As a result, they all cut contact with him.


      Perhaps this was the beginning of House Ernest’s downfall.


      On their first meeting, Iora, Wellmy’s new sister, greeted her with a perfect curtsy. She was a beautiful little lady, with glossy, flowing silver locks, glowing skin, and eyes that sparkled with intelligence. The violet hue of her irises was proof of the strength of her magic. She gazed at Wellmy with those very eyes, innocent and pure, like she had never known any hardship in her life.


      “It’s nice to meet you, Wellmy,” she said, smiling at her—the daughter of her father’s mistress; the proof of his betrayal.


      How did Iora feel at that moment, Wellmy wondered.


      Her new sister did everything she could to be kind to Wellmy, while the latter dragged her around to play.


      But when Wellmy was ten, their parents began treating them differently. It became evident to her that they didn’t show the same amount of love to her and her sister. This became undeniable when Wellmy fell into the river while playing with Iora and developed a fever: Their parents blamed Iora for it.


      “It’s because you invited her to play with you that she’s ill!” they said.


      After that, Wellmy gradually stopped spending time with Iora.


      Whenever Wellmy mentioned wanting something that belonged to her sister, their parents would give it to her—including the necklace Iora had kept as a memento of her mother. Then they began punishing Iora by denying her food. Things escalated to the point that they dressed her in servants’ clothes and forced her to clean like a maid. From that moment onward, she was completely forbidden from joining the family at the dining table during meals.


      That was also when Wellmy started complaining about her sister’s appearance.


      “Father, Iora’s hair color is a torture to look at.”


      And so, Iora was forced to dye her hair a dull gray. She was also prohibited from combing or cutting it, leaving it full of split ends.


      “Mother, Iora is glaring at me. Could it be that she has poor eyesight, perhaps?”


      And so, Iora was made to wear thick glasses with chunky black rims and wasn’t allowed to take them off.


      “Father, mother, I can’t bear to look at Iora anymore. She’s so dirty!”


      And so, Iora stopped taking care of housework and was sent to live in the estate’s outbuilding, which was stifling in the summer and freezing in the winter. Their parents forbade her from leaving without permission. Once her room in the house was free, it became Wellmy’s.


      The more disheveled Iora was, the prettier Wellmy became. Her parents gifted her expensive gown after expensive gown, and people lauded her beauty, declaring that it rivaled even the princess’s. They complimented her golden-blonde hair, bright as the sun and glowing like an angel’s halo, and admired her vermilion eyes, comparing them to precious gems and claiming that they brightened the day of anyone who gazed upon them.


      Then, as the sisters were about to enter the noble academy, Iora was betrothed to Arvine. He was the second son of Count Schneiger, a wealthy man who had recently been elevated from viscount to a higher peerage. Their family had always maintained good relationships with House Ernest.


      “Iora was so beautiful when I met her. I want her to be my wife!” Arvine demanded.


      Count Ernest and his wife rejoiced at the news, but they refused to let the boy see his fiancée. When he finally caught a glimpse of her at the noble academy, he was unable to hide his disappointment. Every opportunity he got, he disparaged her to the other students.


      “I never thought she’d turn out like that.”


      His disdain for Iora was blatant, and he went as far as being outwardly cruel whenever she spoke to him. Witnessing this, Wellmy promptly cozied up to him. All she did was act cute and flirt with him a little, and Arvine swooned over her. She had him in the palm of her hand.


      “Do not approach Lord Arvine or me at school, do you hear?” Wellmy warned Iora.


      As such, they never spent time together at the academy. But whenever they crossed paths, Wellmy made sure to lean against Arvine and engage in blatant displays of affection in front of her sister.


      “I should’ve asked for you to be my wife.” Every time Arvine uttered those words, a grin broke across Wellmy’s face.


      The only person who seemed to have an issue with the situation was Karla, the daughter of a viscount.


      “I find it questionable that you’re all over your sister’s fiancé,” she said to Wellmy one day.


      “If you want to play Goody Two-shoes so badly, how about you go keep my sister company?” Wellmy retorted, ejecting Karla from her circle.


      All of Wellmy’s other followers naturally took her side after this.


      Furthermore, Arvine took the initiative to spread nasty rumors about Iora around the school, leaving her almost entirely isolated. Even after all this, Wellmy still occasionally spotted a boy keeping her company at the library: Leo, the son of a destitute baron.


      Some time ago, their father had begun foisting his own administrative duties on Iora. As a result, she spent much more time at the library than her peers. By the time they were halfway through their studies, Count Ernest had nearly all documents and matters concerning the administration of his territory delegated to Iora, forwarding the work to the outbuilding where she lived. The girl seemed to be in a constant state of exhaustion.


      Arvine took it upon himself to interrupt her rare encounters with Leo.


      “Don’t talk to another man’s fiancée without permission,” he’d sneer. Only in those moments did he reference their engagement. He evidently saw Iora as his property and used their relationship as a pretext to isolate her, despite his lack of affection for his betrothed.


      As time went on, Iora must’ve acclimated to the amount of work her father made her do, as she began spending less time at the library, and Leo stopped hovering around her. Iora lost even more of her colors.


      But one day, Leo came to admonish Wellmy out of the blue. As it turned out, he must’ve still been secretly talking to Iora.


      “If you hate Iora, why do you feel the need to meddle with her life so much?” he asked.


      Wellmy hated the upright look in his eyes. Her lips curling into a faint smile, she retorted, “Because even she would be wasted on a coward like you.”


      He was a small fry who didn’t even have the guts to stand up to Arvine. It was already an open secret at that time that Arvine was in the process of negotiating a change of fiancées with their families. His new betrothed would obviously be Wellmy. Meanwhile, Wellmy’s parents were scheming to make her their heir instead of Iora. Regardless, the latter was still the daughter of a count, imperfect as she might be—a spineless coward like Leo wasn’t worthy of her. Of course, that was merely how Wellmy felt, but for some reason, Leo seemed surprised by her rebuke.


      Besides, if he were to take Iora’s chastity, Wellmy wouldn’t be able to sell her for a high price.


      There were countless ways to traffic people without apparent issues. Iora might have looked unkempt, but she was still a noble; someone would agree to pay a decent amount for her, surely. It was at one of the parties she scoured for a buyer that Wellmy met the lord of magic—well, she bumped into him, and he caught her before she could hit the floor.


      His face was so utterly perfect that it was almost scary, and his frosty expression nearly chilled Wellmy to her bones. Just like Iora, his eyes were purple, a sign of his boundless magical energy, but his had a bluish tint. Wellmy couldn’t have cared less about that man, but something about him rubbed her the wrong way.


      Her gaze lingered on him after their short encounter. Unfortunately, Arvine seemed to get the wrong idea about it.


      “Did you fall for that guy?” he asked, sulkily.


      Wellmy immediately leaned against him and assured him that wasn’t the case. Calming him down after that was a huge hassle.


      After that, Wellmy regularly went shopping with her mother, buying every dress and accessory she could get her hands on, and—under the care of her waiting maids—grew ever more beautiful. Not only did she endeavor to conduct herself impeccably at tea parties and soirées, but she refused to be outdone by her sister in beauty, popularity, and grades. She had to surpass Iora in every possible way. But no matter her efforts, she had to admit that Iora was smarter than she was. As such, she went to her with a proposition.


      “Sign all of your papers in my name, sister. Don’t worry; I’ll sign mine on yours,” she said, grinning from ear to ear.


      Iora didn’t have the right to refuse her request.


      Wellmy obviously couldn’t use the same method for the written exams, but it was all right. After all, unlike her sister, who was constantly buried in their father’s paperwork to the point she had to sacrifice sleep to keep up, Wellmy had all the time in the world. She didn’t even need to put that much care into writing her essays anymore, now that Iora took care of them for her. This left Wellmy with a clear advantage when it came to their studies.


      In the end, Iora was used by both her father and her sister. She lost what little standing she had at the graduation party and was sold to the lord of magic. Wellmy pushed Iora to the back of her mind as she prepared for her own wedding.


      But six months after Iora left the Ernest estate, rumors surfaced. Apparently, Iora had appeared at a party with the lord of magic, the two of them looking like quite the happy couple. Whispers even had it that Iora had become quite beautiful.


      Wellmy snickered at these.


      “There’s no way,” Arvine said with a snort.


      One day, as Wellmy was on her way to get her wedding dress tailored, she crossed paths with Iora.


      Her sister’s long, flowing hair had regained its silvery shine. Her violet eyes glittered, and her skin glowed. While still thin, she looked far healthier than when she had left the Ernest estate. She stood quietly beside the lord of magic, who was as icily handsome as ever.


      “That’s...Iora? No way...” Arvine muttered in a stupor.


      They promptly entered the high-end boutique, but Arvine still seemed to be thinking of Iora, even though they couldn’t see her any longer. That greatly displeased Wellmy, who decided to ignore him for the entirety of their shopping trip.


      Now that Iora was gone, Wellmy had to help their father administer his domain. He’d even started pestering her not to spend too much money. Wellmy’s life not only grew busier, but it also lost its luster. On top of that, her parents constantly argued, as her mother stubbornly continued her shopping sprees despite her father’s protests. Things at home were tense, Wellmy was exhausted because of all the work she was made to do, and to make matters worse, her relationship with Arvine was starting to sour. Yet, despite all that, the closer the day of her wedding drew, the more excited she became.


      One fateful day, they received an invitation to a party from the lord of magic. He claimed that he had something to discuss with them regarding the money he had promised in exchange for Iora, which he still hadn’t delivered despite the Ernest family’s many reminders.


      And so, Wellmy and her parents, clad in their finest attire, made their way to the lord of magic’s mansion—unaware of the despair that awaited them there, and clinging to the belief that there was still hope.


      ※※※


      The party was teeming with guests.


      Wellmy spotted her entourage from the noble academy, as well as Karla, the viscount’s daughter who had stood up to her that one day, and Leo. Their parents were there too, alongside other prominent high‑ranking nobles.


      Their host, the lord of magic, who had arrived at the party alone, eventually announced, “Allow me to introduce you all to my fiancée, the future Marchioness Ormirage.”


      At these words, he stepped forward, leading a lady clad in an exquisite gown into the light. It was none other than Iora, transformed beyond recognition.


      The crowd was abuzz with gasps and whispers, every guest comparing her to a goddess.


      The belle of the ball and the lord of magic took their places and began their first dance. Oohs and aahs filled the room as everyone fell under the spell of their flawless, elegant performance. Count Ernest’s eyes were wide with shock, while his wife glowered at Iora, overflowing with loathing. As for Arvine, he couldn’t seem to tear his gaze away from his former fiancée, regret etched over his features. It was as if he had finally realized such stunning prey had slipped through his fingers.


      The dance soon came to an end. The lord of magic bowed to the crowd, which erupted in cheers and praises. Wellmy quickly spotted Karla and Leo spontaneously taking their places on either side of Iora, as if to shield her.


      Her lips curling into a grin, Wellmy approached her sister.


      “Dear me, Iora! Aren’t you ashamed to have such lowborns by your side? They diminish the grace and dignity that beautiful gown grants you,” she said.


      A heavy silence settled over the ballroom. Karla and Leo glared at Wellmy, but the lord of magic’s glower was even colder, his bluish purple eyes trained on her.


      Iora cast her eyes down, a sad expression crossing her face. “Wellmy... These two are my precious friends. Do not speak of them that way.”


      “Oh, but I’m merely speaking the truth, am I not? She’s the daughter of a viscount with nothing to her name but her nerve, and he’s the spineless son of a destitute baron. Although, I suppose you three might be a match made in heaven. After all, you’re not worthy of standing by Lord Aides’s side either, dear sister.”


      “Cease your chatter, Wellmy Ernest,” the lord of magic said, his voice so cold that Wellmy reflexively fell silent. “Do you truly believe I’ll allow you to insult Iora in my presence?”


      “Whatever do you mean, Lord Aides? I have simply stated the truth,” Wellmy replied, offering the man an obsequious smile.


      The lord of magic remained as expressionless as ever.
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      “I don’t recall giving you permission to address me by my first name,” he said calmly. “I will not tolerate that from you—the foolish girl who has relentlessly tormented Iora.”


      Wellmy’s smile widened at his words. “Oh no, Lord Aides. You’re mistaken. I don’t know who put that idea in your head, but I have never ‘tormented’ my sister.” She brought a hand to her cheek as if she truly was distraught by the accusation, and turned her gaze to Iora and her friends.


      “I just told you not to call me by my first name. Do your ears not work, perhaps?” the lord of magic shot back. “I’ll let you know I’m aware of every single one of your family’s crimes.”


      “Please don’t say such ominous things. We’ve done nothing wrong, have we, father? Mother?” Wellmy turned to her parents. They both nodded vigorously.


      “My daughter is speaking the truth, lord of magic! We never treated Iora badly,” Count Ernest said.


      “If anything, she’s the one who gave us trouble, lavishing money without even working to earn her keep,” his wife added.


      Count Ernest then turned to Iora. “You may have managed to win the lord of magic’s sympathy and prettied yourself up, but you truly haven’t changed a bit on the inside, have you, Iora?!” he spat.


      However, the lord of magic showed no pity for the Ernests. A cold, callous smile tugged at the corners of his lips as he narrowed his eyes. “Really? Then, so be it. As a bit of entertainment, I shall now expose every single one of your sins.”


      Joy filled Wellmy at his words. Her body trembled, and she did everything in her power to keep the smile off her lips.


      At last, judgment had come—exactly as she’d planned.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Two: A Perfectly Calculated Condemnation Scene


      “Wellmy Ernest. I’ve heard that this all started when you fell into the river as a child. Is that right?” the lord of magic asked.


      Wellmy thought back to that day. It was her second-oldest memory with Iora—among the few that she still remembered vividly. The oldest, of course, was the day they first met.


      How pretty.


      When she’d first laid eyes on Iora, Wellmy had been shocked to see that such a beautiful girl existed in the same world as she did. Furthermore, she’d been so kind that Wellmy had no way of knowing what Iora had thought of her on that fateful day.


      Regardless, Iora was nice and always played with her. At the time, the elderly housekeeper, who had worked as the late Lady Ernest’s waiting maid, often watched over them.


      That second memory—Wellmy’s fall into the river—had come shortly after the housekeeper left. Due to her advanced age, she had become unable to move about as she once had, and she had reluctantly retired from her duties.


      Before she left, she’d patted both girls on the head and said, “Do be good to one another, my little ladies.”


      Two months later, in the winter, she passed away.


      Wellmy had always loved picking up pretty stones. On the day she’d fallen into the river, she had invited her sister and their new maid, Orea, to go with her. She spotted a rock she liked, somewhere a little hard to reach on the riverbank, and tried to go get it. Iora tried to stop her, saying that it was too dangerous, but Wellmy didn’t heed her warning, replying that she would be fine. The next instant, she stepped on a slippery moss-covered rock, lost her footing, and fell into the river. The water was shallow, so she didn’t get swept away or anything of the sort, but she was drenched. Later that day, she spiked a fever.


      As she lay on her bed, barely conscious, she heard her parents blame Iora for the accident.


      “No... Iora tried to stop me,” she said, but they ignored her.


      Her vision blurry, she looked up at them. A shudder ran down her spine.


      Their eyes were smiling.


      It was almost as if they were happy to finally have a reason to be cruel to Iora. Wellmy didn’t understand why, but she could see the devilish smiles lurking beneath their angry masks.


      Who are these people?


      To Wellmy, it seemed as if her parents were possessed by demons. Iora had her head hung low, a miserable look on her face, so she hadn’t noticed the darkness in their expressions.


      Eventually, their parents seemed to have had their fill of insulting and slapping their daughter, and they left the room. As for Iora, she remained by Wellmy’s side all night long with Orea, nursing her sister back to health.


      Iora was so kind. So brave.


      “I’m sorry,” she whispered to Wellmy, her cheeks red from the slaps their mother had given her. It looked painful.
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      I’m scared.


      Wellmy was terrified of her parents—of these people who had feigned anger on behalf of their daughter, yet had abandoned her when she was running a fever. But more than anything, she was scared of what they would do to Iora.


      In the ballroom, Wellmy threw a brief glance at her sister, who had finally escaped their parents’ clutches, before shifting her attention back to the lord of magic. “I did, and our parents naturally scolded my sister for it. After all, it was her fault that I fell in the first place,” she lied.


      “Really? The maid Iora brought with her told us a different story,” the lord of magic replied.


      The maid in question was none other than Orea, the maid who had been with them when Wellmy had fallen into the river, and the only servant Iora had taken with her to the lord of magic’s estate. She was two years their elder.


      Thinking back on the accident, Wellmy recalled how their parents had begun treating the poor maid horribly from that day onward, just as they had her sister. This was why, at the time, Wellmy had suggested that Orea should move into the detached building with Iora.


      The lord of magic fixed his gaze behind Carla and Leo, and a young woman with black hair stepped forward, calmly eyeing Wellmy.


      “Oh, Orea. Why did you tell such lies?” Wellmy asked, making sure to grimace to really sell her act.


      “I did not lie, Lady Wellmy. On that day, you refused to heed your sister’s warning and fell into the river all on your own,” Orea replied, her voice clear and strong.


      Wellmy shifted her gaze to the lord of magic. “Do you truly believe the words of an incompetent servant like her? I did not think you to be that sort of person, Lord Aides.”


      The lord of magic had warned her not to call him by his first name, yet she kept doing it. She wondered how that made him feel.


      He didn’t address it and moved on with his accusations. “When you began persecuting Iora, you stole all of her belongings, did you not?”


      Wellmy was unmistakably the one who’d given her parents that idea.


      After the accident, their parents had become crueler and crueler to Iora with each passing day. The first thing they’d done was take her belongings away from her.


      It had all started when Wellmy gazed at her sister’s necklace and innocently remarked, “No matter how many times I look at it, it’s still so pretty.”


      Before Iora could reply, Wellmy’s mother chimed in.


      “It truly is a beautiful necklace. I am sure it would look far better on you, Wellmy.”


      The little girl hadn’t meant it like that. Her eyes shot wide open in shock, while Iora paled.


      “It’s a memento from my mother,” Iora said, on the verge of tears, but the new Lady Ernest paid her no mind.


      She snatched the necklace and handed it to her daughter. “From today onward, it belongs to you.”


      Wellmy wanted to protest, No! It’s Iora’s! But she could easily imagine what would happen if she were to smuggle the necklace back to her sister: Their mother would claim that she had stolen it.


      As such, she averted her gaze from the pitiful look on Iora’s face, took the necklace, returned to her room, and placed it at the very bottom of her jewelry box. She made a silent promise to return it to her sister once they were both adults—once they were out of that house.


      From that day onward, all of Iora’s dresses and possessions became Wellmy’s. She figured that there would be no point in keeping the clothes, as her sister would likely have grown too much to fit into them again by the time she escaped, but Wellmy made sure to stow every single accessory away.


      On the day Iora left for the lord of magic’s estate, Wellmy exchanged as many of her own belongings as she could for jewels and stuffed them into a bag. She, of course, made sure to include the necklace that had belonged to Iora’s mother. Then, she went to find Orea, and handed her the bag.


      “Hide this among Iora’s luggage to make it look like she stole it,” she ordered with the most vicious smile she could muster.


      As it turned out, her little scheme had borne fruit, and she could now reply to the lord of magic’s accusation with confidence.


      “We stole her belongings? Not the other way around?” she asked, secretly pleased with herself.


      Why? Because, as she’d hoped, Iora was currently wearing the necklace her mother had left her.


      “That necklace was given to me, Lord Aides,” she continued. “So why does my sister have it? She must have stolen it when she left the estate.”


      Murmurs simmered among the gathered crowd, but the lord of magic simply dismissed Wellmy’s accusation with a laugh. “All of the jewels and accessories Iora brought were concealed with magic and had a name inscribed on them: ‘Iora Ernest.’”


      The crowd grew even louder at his words.


      As for Wellmy, she made a show of gritting her teeth and furrowing her brow. “Gordley!” she exclaimed.


      She always brought Gordley along whenever she went out to buy jewelry. Likewise, when gem dealers were invited to the Ernest estate, she’d always ordered the butler to stay in the room. Naturally, she had done the same when she had gone to exchange her jewels for money.


      What no one knew was that Wellmy herself had inscribed Iora’s name on the precious stones in preparation for this exact situation, so that her beloved sister would have some wealth to her name. Based on her reaction, people would likely assume that the butler was at fault. They might blame him at first, but would quickly forgive him once they witnessed the rest of this condemnation show. They would come to see it as a desperate act from a loyal butler supporting the legitimate successor of their family.


      “You’re even going as far as to accuse Iora of crimes she didn’t commit. How pathetic. And just like every other pathetic schemer, you didn’t think your lies through very well.”


      Wellmy inwardly replied to the lord of magic’s cruel smile with one of her own. On the surface, though, she merely grimaced, feigning frustration.


      The condemnation scene wasn’t anywhere near done.


      This was only the beginning.


      ※※※


      “Not only did you steal from Iora,” the lord of magic resumed, “but you also made her dye her hair, forced her to wear glasses to hide her face, dressed her in shabby clothes, and relegated her to working like a servant, did you not? Then, you sequestered her in a detached building of the estate.”


      These were all facts. Wellmy had indeed influenced her parents to make all of these decisions.


      It had all started when she was twelve. Back then, her parents had been treating Iora worse than a servant, making her do chores that even maids would have been uncomfortable with. Consequently, Wellmy’s poor sister had been constantly exhausted.


      The only person who had tried to help Iora back then had been Orea, their waiting maid. Their father had replaced nearly all of the household staff after the death of his first wife. Only Gordley, the butler, had remained. All the other new employees had turned a blind eye to Iora’s suffering.


      At this rate, Iora is going to die, Wellmy had realized in horror.


      Every time her sister made even the smallest of mistakes, their parents would yell and deprive her of food.


      Wellmy had been desperate to save her sister. She had tried to make roundabout comments about how sorry she felt for her sister in front of the demons that were her parents, to no avail.


      “What a kind girl you are, Wellmy. Iora, on the other hand...” they would say. In the end, it had only given them more reasons to talk badly of Iora.


      That was when Wellmy had come to realize that, to protect her sister, she would need to act opposite of her instincts: pretend to be on their parents’ side and make it seem as if she, too, was bullying Iora.


      Two years from then, the sisters would be enrolling in the noble academy. Wellmy had a governess, so she would be fine, but Iora did not. She would likely lag academically compared to her peers, and her grades might not be up to par. But even if she struggled at school, people were bound to notice her beauty and her potential with magic the moment they saw the violet hue of her irises.


      Wellmy’s first thought had been to order her sister to fumble all of her spells on purpose in class, but that might not have been enough. Despite being the daughter of a count, Iora didn’t have anyone to protect her. What if she caught the eye of someone malicious?


      The moment that thought had crossed Wellmy’s mind, she’d decided that she had to hide her sister’s beauty from the rest of the world.


      “Father, Iora’s hair color is a torture to look at.” It was so beautiful that anyone would feel compelled to chase it with their eyes.


      “Mother, Iora is glaring at me. Could it be that she has poor eyesight, perhaps?” She couldn’t let others see her sister’s bright, sparkling eyes.


      When Wellmy saw how emaciated and unkempt her sister had become, she’d spoken to her parents one more time.


      “Father, mother, I can’t bear to look at Iora anymore. She’s so dirty!”


      In truth, all she wanted was to see her sister dressed in beautiful clothes. But by that point, such abuses had been her only way to protect Iora.


      “Why don’t we make her live in the detached building?” she’d suggested.


      Everything had gone according to her plan. She’d even added that she didn’t like their waiting maid and sent her to live with Iora. Wellmy had trusted that Orea would be able to provide some protection for her sister at least. Then, she’d asked her mother to forbid the other servants from going to the detached building.


      It had been the first time she had managed to protect her sister from their parents. Reflecting on her past achievements, Wellmy smiled at the lord of magic. “There seems to have been a misunderstanding, Lord Aides. My sister asked to learn how to perform the duties of a servant. We merely assisted her in that pursuit. She also moved to the detached building of her own volition. I presume that she didn’t want to see us anymore.”


      The man snorted. “At least you have gotten one thing right. Iora likely wanted to stay far away from you. But how do you explain the fact that your parents had her live in that building with no access to firewood or blankets and refused to let her see the doctor even when she fell ill due to the cold?”


      “Th-That’s, um, because Iora hates the doctor,” Wellmy said, intentionally stammering.


      “Does she, now? When she arrived at my estate, she was perfectly calm when I called the doctor to examine her. In fact, the two of them got along quite nicely. Iora is very well-read, so they had plenty to discuss.”


      Wellmy did not doubt that they had. After all, her sister didn’t dislike the doctor—that was merely another lie.


      Iora had fallen ill once. Orea came to inform their parents that their daughter had spiked a fever, but they dismissed her. Even when Gordley told them that she was in a bad state, they refused to budge.


      Back then, Wellmy racked her brain to find a way to save her sister.


      Her parents frequently left the house to attend tea parties and banquets, usually going to the latter as a couple. The night following the day Iora spiked a fever, they were due to attend yet another event.


      That was when Wellmy made her move.


      She wrote a letter to the doctor and slipped a small gem her mother had given her into the envelope. Then, she instructed Gordley to tell Orea to surreptitiously deliver it to the doctor and ask him to come at night. Why them? Because they were on Iora’s side. Of course, she forbade them from telling a soul who had given them the order.


      She also had them smuggle unused blankets for Iora to use and gave them another small gem to buy plenty of firewood to heat the detached building. The demons never went to see Iora, so they would never notice that anything was amiss. And on the off chance that they did, Wellmy trusted that Gordley would come up with an explanation that sounded convincing enough.


      When their parents left that night, they gave orders for the kitchen staff not to feed Iora.


      “If she’s just going to sleep, she doesn’t need to eat.”


      Thus, Wellmy had to hurriedly come up with a plan to ensure Iora would have at least some sustenance.


      She hid one of the pieces of bread she had been served at dinner and, after the servants had taken their own meals, headed to the kitchen and said, “I’m still hungry. Give me some soup.”


      The cook warned her that there was essentially only broth left, but did as she demanded, handing her a tray with a bowl of soup on it.


      Wellmy crumbled the bread that she had hidden and mixed it into the broth to make bread porridge. Then, she headed to the detached building and thrust the tray at Orea.


      “Feed this to my good-for-nothing sister,” Wellmy ordered as the girl stared at her with wide, confused eyes. “This trash is perfect for her.”


      With that, she turned around and returned to the main mansion.


      Later that night, Wellmy watched from the window as a carriage parked in front of the estate, and a man dressed like a doctor emerged from it. Some time later, Gordley sneakily escorted him back to the gate, and the man left.


      Relieved, Wellmy headed to bed.


      When they received news that Iora’s fever had broken, her parents didn’t even bother to hide their disappointment.


      “What a shame,” they said.


      One thing was very clear in Wellmy’s mind: These people wanted Iora to die. But she still didn’t know why they were treating her so harshly.


      From that point on, Wellmy continued to help her sister, but in a roundabout way so that no one would suspect her involvement. She was especially proud of herself for getting her parents to assign a private tutor to Iora.


      “Mother, my governess keeps finding fault with my work,” she complained one day. “I can’t take it anymore! Assign her to Iora and find me a nicer one!”


      The governess Wellmy’s mother had hired for her was a brilliant woman. While strict, she was an excellent etiquette instructor and properly supervised Wellmy’s studies.


      She’ll ensure that Iora is cultured enough to avoid any embarrassment at school, Wellmy hoped.


      Out loud, she simply insinuated that her mother could use the governess to torment Iora further. Her plan was a success, and Iora finally had access to proper education. As for Wellmy’s new teacher, she was rather mediocre, but the girl couldn’t care less. She didn’t need an education.


      With only a year left before she and Iora enrolled at the noble academy, Wellmy had made up her mind. She would help her sister escape this family, even if it meant dooming herself in the process.


      ※※※


      “And if it wasn’t bad enough, you and your parents used their money exclusively on yourselves, spending coins as if they grew on trees,” the lord of magic went on. “I have documents to prove it.”


      “Oh, so now you intend to judge us for how we spend our own fortune?” Wellmy retorted. “Besides, we’re not the ones who squandered the money—Iora is! Buying all of these expensive magic items...”


      At Aides’s words, a servant quickly made his way toward them, carrying two massive books. The lord of magic took the volumes and turned his gaze to Count Ernest, Wellmy’s father, a look of exasperation on his face.


      “The purchase of these magic items is indeed recorded here, alongside the purchases of dresses and jewelry,” he said. “I do not know who sent Count Ernest’s account books to me, but I have noticed that there are some entries which show a certain amount in one book, and a completely different amount in the other.”


      Wellmy’s father realized what the lord of magic was getting at, and his face instantly drained of color. Some of the other guests had also understood and they stared at him in shock.


      Her father had a second, fraudulent account book.


      Aides didn’t know who had sent it to him, but it had, of course, been none other than Wellmy herself, though she had kept her identity a secret.


      Back when Iora was living at the Ernest estate, their father had foisted many of his duties onto her: recording expenses in his account book, writing letters to the administrators of their father’s dominion on his behalf, and summarizing the demands of their people to decide which were to be prioritized or dismissed. Any duty that hadn’t involved negotiating or rubbing elbows with other nobles had fallen to her. Maintaining a territory wasn’t glamorous, but it was necessary work for any feudal lord.


      Gordley sometimes assisted Iora, but he had his own duties to attend to and couldn’t sneak off to the detached building too often.


      It was from that point onward that Iora began suffering from lack of sleep.


      Wellmy noticed that something was amiss when part of her father’s work was assigned to her, under the guise of helping her practice bookkeeping.


      But why would father have me do just some of the bookkeeping and Iora the rest? she wondered. He’ll have to check two different sets of records instead of one.


      While recording the expenses and income allowed Count Ernest to visualize his financial situation more clearly, wouldn’t it have been less effort for him to have Iora write down all of the numbers and ensure they aligned afterward?


      That was when it hit Wellmy: Is there a reason he can’t let Iora handle it all...?


      To confirm her suspicions, she deliberately slipped one of the receipts she was supposed to record into her sister’s pile, thinking that Iora would go to Gordley if something was amiss. Just to be safe, she made sure to keep an eye on her sister.


      To Wellmy’s surprise, she later saw Iora leave the detached building.


      A chill ran down her spine. She hurriedly made her way to their father’s study and, as she babbled to him about nonsense, Iora entered the room.


      “There are two tax declarations from the same region, but they show different figures,” she said.


      I knew it. Count Ernest doctored the records of his income.


      Before he could say anything, Wellmy flashed Iora a condescending smile and said, “Dear sister, do you truly think that you have any right to criticize father’s work?”


      Don’t say anything else. Please, she pleaded inwardly.


      If she offended their father and he decided not to allow Iora to attend the noble academy, Iora would never be able to escape. Their parents would keep her in captivity for the rest of her life. She had made a big mistake by coming to confront their father directly.


      As expected, while Wellmy’s intervention mitigated his fury to some extent, Count Ernest bellowed at Iora never to step foot inside the main mansion ever again, panic evident on his face.


      From that point onward, he grew a little more prudent with his scheming. However, as he didn’t suspect Wellmy of having found him out, it had been a piece of cake for her to pull out their recent record books and make copies of them. Iora had been too busy handling her other duties, and Wellmy had access to the real, undoctored account books. As such, she had made it her mission to gather proof of their father’s wrongdoings to use when the time came.


      “The one who filled this record book—the official, public one, so to say—is you, Wellmy Ernest,” the lord of magic said, his lips curling into a faint smile. Like a hunter about to close on his prey, he didn’t give Wellmy any time to retort before adding, “You knew it, didn’t you? That your father was committing tax evasion and submitting false returns.”


      “I-I have no idea what you are talking about! My father would never do such a thing!” Wellmy exclaimed.


      She was good at playing the fool. Besides, she had a general idea of what the lord of magic would say. After all, she was the one who had orchestrated everything—from her sister’s betrothal to the lord of magic gaining access to her father’s records.


      “He ‘would never do such a thing,’ you say? What about the magic items you claim Iora selfishly purchased with the family’s money, then? Every single one of them is of unknown origin, and they all have traces of curses having been placed on them. Moreover, I have several witnesses who can confirm that the buyer of these items was a short, stocky middle-aged nobleman with a small mustache.”


      Aides paused, then resumed.


      “Interestingly enough, someone has removed the curses from each of the items. But who could the cursed items have been meant for in the first place? Oh, come to think of it, you have recently named Wellmy your heir, haven’t you, Count Ernest?”


      This time, the atmosphere in the banquet hall shifted drastically. Before, the partygoers had simply been curious about the unfolding drama, but now that they’d realized what Count Ernest had tried to do to his own daughter, their disapproval was palpable.


      The lord of magic’s implications had been so limpid that even Wellmy’s fool of a father had understood them. “Wh-Wha...?! I-I didn’t do it! Don’t look at me like that!” he exclaimed, his face as pale as a sheet.


      A short, stocky middle-aged nobleman with a small mustache. This was more or less an exact description of Count Ernest.


      With that wording and reaction, you have basically confirmed everyone’s suspicions, father.


      Fighting the urge to laugh, Wellmy schooled her expression into one of confusion. “I-It was Iora! She was the one trying to curse our father!”


      “Impossible,” the lord of magic refuted. “The magic items had all been placed in Iora’s room. Her waiting maid and the estate’s butler have confirmed it. These types of items are designed to spread the curse to their surroundings.”


      Of course, this was true. Despite Wellmy’s claims, she was well aware that her father had tried to kill her sister with the cursed items. After all, she was the one who’d lifted the curses from all of them after their father had ordered Gordley to place them in Iora’s room.


      People born with purple eyes could perform any type of magic. Those with golden eyes excelled at offensive spells, while silver irises indicated a talent for healing. Though inferior to her counterparts, Wellmy, with her crimson eyes, had the best foundation for what was known as support magic. At school, she’d hidden her abilities, but she had actually been practicing curse-lifting since the first time she’d seen her father purchase an item to kill her sister. At this point, she was more or less able to lift any curse known to mankind. When she’d started at the noble academy, she had been in poor health for a while due to all the curse-lifting she’d had to do before returning the items to her sister’s room, but the symptoms had all ceased since.


      Needless to say, buying and selling cursed items was incredibly illegal, and the lord of magic didn’t hesitate to lay Count Ernest’s crimes bare for all to see. Wellmy wouldn’t have expected any less from him. She’d entrusted her sister to him exactly because she knew that was the type of person he was.


      “What a foolish crime you have committed, Lord Ernest,” the lord of magic said.


      That man, infamous for his chauvinistic and misanthropic tendencies, loathed curses. He was the one who’d ordered a complete reform of magic items, after rising to the top of the Department of Magical Affairs and studying the matter in great detail to crack down on them. His reputation as a cruel and callous man had been entirely made up by disgruntled nobles, furious to have lost the ability to use curses to kill those standing in their way.


      Before tonight, Wellmy had only met him once at a party, yet she had instantly been sure of it: the lord of magic wasn’t the man society had painted him to be.


      ※※※


      Young nobles made their society debut once they came of age at sixteen. In other words, it was halfway through their education at the academy, which they attended from fourteen to eighteen.


      From the moment Wellmy stepped into the school, she focused all her efforts on keeping Arvine’s attention on her, and not on her sister. He was so disappointed by his fiancée’s appearance that it was easy to win him over.


      That boy is no good for her.


      At that time, Wellmy had already been aware of the fact that she had a unique ability, one that no one else possessed: She could intuitively see others’ true natures.


      She didn’t know how it worked or why she had it, but it was thanks to that ability that she had been able to see through her parents’ façade that fateful night after she’d fallen into the river.


      The difference in Arvine’s reaction when he’d seen Iora compared to when he’d watched Wellmy introduce herself, her head bowed, had been blatant. Wellmy hadn’t missed the glimmer of lust in his eyes when he’d looked at her.


      He only cares about looks.


      Wellmy had already reached this conclusion years ago, when he’d asked to marry Iora after seeing her only once.


      Arvine was the second son of a count, which meant he likely had far better marriage prospects than the daughter of a house in decline. Yet, he’d insisted on marrying Iora for her appearance. That was rather puzzling, considering that he himself wasn’t bad-looking and didn’t seem that stupid. In a way, he was an honest boy—but that was all there was to him. Perhaps he only saw women as tools to satisfy his desires and couldn’t have cared less about their other qualities.


      Needless to say, Wellmy couldn’t entrust her sister’s well-being to someone like him.


      She also began wondering how to behave among others and how to interact with them.


      I don’t need friends.


      She didn’t want even a semblance of camaraderie with other noble children. Instead, she decided to use them. To further her goal of keeping Arvine as far away from Iora as possible, she had deliberately surrounded herself with sycophantic young lords and ladies who loved to gossip and speak behind others’ backs. All she’d had to do was pretend to hate her sister and flirt ostentatiously with Arvine, and her “friends” did the rest, spreading nasty rumors about both Iora and herself. Wellmy was incredibly grateful for their cooperation—not that they had any idea she had orchestrated it all.


      A young noble girl whose fiancé had been stolen by her own sister. Despite being the same age, the two of them looked nothing alike. This was prime fodder for gossip.


      Arvine being Iora’s fiancé came with some positives, though: It had the advantage of keeping other boys at bay. Besides, he was so weak to Wellmy’s charms that it allowed her to easily craft the narrative she wanted, despite how much it pained her to see her sister suffer both at home and at school.


      A decent individual—not one by noble standards, but a proper person with common sense—would have understood Iora’s true worth after only minutes of conversation. Wellmy carefully selected nobles who fit that criteria and who wouldn’t allow themselves to be influenced by rumors.


      One of them was Karla, the daughter of a viscount.


      Despite seeming meek at first glance, she was a very determined young woman. Though ambitious, she chose her friends carefully and kept a suitable distance from them. This left Wellmy with a good impression.


      When they first met, Wellmy had already assembled an entourage of gossip-loving minions. Seeing as some of them hailed from powerful houses, Karla tried to get closer to her group. Wellmy wasted no time investigating her background. Karla’s family was rapidly gaining influence thanks to their thriving business and had connections with wealthy commoner merchants as well as certain margraves from the border provinces. Karla’s father might have only been a viscount, but it would have been unwise to underestimate him. He had enough support that it wouldn’t surprise Wellmy if he were granted the title of count in the near future, without needing to butter up other, more powerful nobles.


      She’ll do perfectly, Wellmy thought.


      Karla was a good judge of character, but always behaved with tact. Yet, she didn’t hesitate to criticize Wellmy harshly in front of her entire posse.


      “Lord Arvine is betrothed to your sister. I don’t believe either of you has anything to gain from the way you’re behaving,” she said.


      “I don’t believe either of you has anything to gain from the way you’re behaving.”


      From an outsider’s perspective, it might have very much been the case. To others, it simply looked like one sister was surrounded by foolish yes-men, while the other was alone and friendless because of all the bad rumors circulating.


      Iora needs someone like her by her side.


      “If you want to play Goody Two-shoes so badly, how about you go keep my sister company?” Wellmy retorted with a cold smile.


      In reality, it was exactly what she’d been hoping for. But how did Karla interpret her words?


      She stared at Wellmy, then glanced at her entourage, who’d been watching the exchange with cruel grins on their lips, and left without another word. She would never approach them again. Wellmy assumed that she must’ve decided she had nothing to gain from associating with them.


      Several days later, Karla started spending time with Iora. Wellmy didn’t know what the two of them had talked about, but her plan had been a success.


      Good.


      Karla would likely shoo away any bad egg who tried to approach her sister, and anyone she deemed worthy of attention would become a good friend to Iora.


      Wellmy couldn’t care less about her own relationships. She’d vanish from high society soon enough.


      That was right; even back then, she had started planning her own doom.


      Wellmy only made one mistake during her time at the noble academy: She let a boy get too close to her sister—Leo, the son of a baron.


      The moment she laid eyes on him, she knew he would be trouble. He wasn’t a bad person, and Wellmy knew he wouldn’t make Iora unhappy. But the way he looked at Wellmy, as if he could see through her, had felt dangerous.


      At some point, the boy appeared at Iora’s side and began spending time with her and Karla. He’d likely noticed her sister’s good heart, which Wellmy was fine with. What wouldn’t have been acceptable was for him to encourage Iora to dress up, or to plant the idea in her mind to show her true beauty to the world.


      If she did, Wellmy’s plan would be all for naught.


      Wellmy needed to hide her sister’s true appearance until at least graduation day. If Arvine or another boy set his sights on Iora before she made her society debut, if she revealed her true beauty and caught someone’s eye... Leo wouldn’t be able to protect her, especially not from Arvine. Being Iora’s fiancé, he had every right to tell Leo to buzz off. So far, he’d only used his position to torment Iora, but if his loathing turned into desire, Wellmy wouldn’t put it past him to proceed with the marriage despite them still being students.


      Right now, she was doing everything in her power to make her parents and her sister’s fiancé like her, but she would be no match for Iora if her sister were to regain her beauty. Wellmy understood this better than anyone else.


      For years, anxiety gnawed at her. How relieved she was when their graduation day arrived, and no boy had made a move on her sister.


      At last, it was time for their debutante ball and for Wellmy’s plan to enter its next phase.


      ※※※


      The time has finally come.


      Having made Arvine promise to break his engagement to Iora, Wellmy began searching for a suitable partner for her sister.


      Whenever a single noble lady attended a party, she would be escorted by her father or (if she had any) a brother. As Count Ernest usually accompanied Wellmy, she had no choice but to leave her sister in Arvine’s hands, at least while they made their entrance. He was her fiancé, after all. Needless to say, Wellmy was far from happy about it.


      Usually, Arvine would leave Iora’s side the moment they entered the party hall to join Wellmy. However, Count Ernest and his wife always insisted that Iora stay with Wellmy to enhance her younger sister’s reputation, which meant Iora never left her side. Of course, she wasn’t allowed to attend parties alone.


      Hmm... I can’t find a good one, Wellmy thought as she surveyed the party hall.


      Tonight was their debutante ball. As these were hosted by the royal family, the head of every noble family was expected to attend with their partner. One needed a very good reason to decline the invitation. If a couple had children of marriageable age, it was customary to bring them along.


      But to Wellmy’s dismay, none of the young noblemen at the party seemed to be a good suitor for her sister. There were a few brothers accompanying their sisters at the party, but all the promising young men already had fiancées of their own.


      Wellmy needed to find a young man who boasted both influence and popularity, and who wasn’t betrothed. Most men would see little point in marrying Iora in her current state, but Wellmy trusted that, once they learned her sister’s true nature, everything would be fine. After all, Iora was smart and beautiful, with gorgeous purple eyes.


      Of course, Wellmy had known all along that finding such a man would be akin to finding a needle in a haystack. Yet she couldn’t help but be disappointed by the lack of promising candidates at the party. She took a step forward but, in her distraction, bumped into someone who had just entered the venue.


      “Ah!”


      “Apologies, my lady. Are you hurt?” a deep, calm voice asked.
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      Her attention drawn, Wellmy looked up at the man she had bumped into. Her gaze met periwinkle eyes, filled with intelligence and confidence, and she felt as if she might get sucked right in. His face was blank, but Wellmy could tell from the look in his eyes that he was genuinely worried about her well-being without any ulterior motive. When they collided, he had wrapped an arm around her waist to steady her. The gesture was neither obscene nor overly forceful—he was merely supporting her. He was absurdly good-looking, with flowing silver hair. Wellmy would realize some time later that his hair only added to his mysterious charm.


      For a split second, Wellmy let her surprise show on her face, but she quickly put her mask back on: Wellmy Ernest, the shameless, boy-crazy young lady.


      Pretending to be spellbound by the man’s appearance, she spoke up in a honeyed tone, “I’m all right, my lord. I’m incredibly sorry for bumping into you.”


      The hint of worry immediately vanished from the man’s eyes, replaced by contempt. His awfully handsome face looked as cold as that of a demon.


      “Good. I shall now take my leave.”


      His hand let go of Wellmy, and he left without so much as saying goodbye.


      Wellmy stared at his retreating back. She could discern one’s true nature with a single glance and, right now, her instincts were screaming at her.


      He will do perfectly.


      Arvine had noticed Wellmy’s eyes wandering to the man, and he began sulking. She comforted him to the best of her ability. The moment he left her alone, she took the opportunity to casually ask her mother about the man she’d bumped into. He was so handsome that he stood out even among the throngs of partygoers.


      “Oh, the lord of magic? He’s the head of the Ormirage margravial house,” Lady Ernest told her. “The crown has conferred upon him the title of Archmage for his many contributions and incredible magic abilities. That’s why everyone calls him the ‘lord of magic.’ Rumor has it that he is a cold and cruel man who hates noble society and despises women. He’s handsome, powerful, and rich, but alas... What a shame.”


      Not only was he such an outstanding mage that he had been granted a title for it, but he had also risen to the top of the Department of Magical Affairs at a young age due to his groundbreaking research and investigations into magic-related crimes. As for his chauvinist tendencies... Wellmy believed them to only be an act. His earlier expression didn’t belong to a man who would abandon a woman in need without remorse.


      He avoided women. But why? Perhaps he was tired of being pursued only for his looks, and he allowed these rumors to circulate on purpose. At least, that was how it seemed to Wellmy.


      Marquis Aides Ormirage. The cruel and heartless lord of magic.


      At last, I’ve found the perfect man to entrust my sister to.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Three: The Scheme Collapses


      Having found a suitor for Iora, Wellmy accelerated her plans, being even more careful than before.


      She needed to get her parents to willingly surrender their daughter to the lord of magic. And for that, she first needed to get his attention.


      She gathered evidence of her father’s corruption, inside information, and proof of the way he treated Iora, his heir. Then, she wrote a letter explaining what she wanted the lord of magic to do to ensure Iora’s safety. She slipped it into an envelope alongside a piece of paper detailing the place where she had stored the evidence against her father, and handed it to a fellow student: Leo, the son of a destitute baron.


      Wellmy knew that he was still seeing Iora in secret. She had a feeling that something was off when she saw them cross paths at school. The moment his eyes met Iora’s, it was almost like the very air around them softened. Wellmy hadn’t seen them together since Arvine had warned Leo not to approach his fiancée again, but she could tell that they were even closer than before.


      Fine. Bring it on.


      The two of them must’ve been meeting behind closed doors. If Leo was doing what he could to protect her sister, Wellmy might just have to reconsider her opinion of him. While she didn’t want him to hover too close to Iora, she knew she could trust him. That didn’t make his loitering around her sister acceptable, though.


      She approached him and handed him the letter. He frowned, glanced at the name on the envelope, and widened his eyes.


      “Why are you giving this to me?” he asked.


      “I’m sure even a coward like you can manage such a simple errand, yes?” Wellmy replied, adding that Iora had written the letter. She lied through her teeth, a bright smile etched on her face.


      Of course, Iora hadn’t written the letter; Wellmy had. She had learned to mimic her sister’s handwriting at school so that no one would suspect that her papers had been written by Iora. No one should have been able to tell the difference at a glance.


      Wellmy didn’t say another word. Instead, she stared at Leo sternly.


      If you want to help Iora, do as I say. You’re not the one I’ve chosen to entrust her to.


      She couldn’t tell if Leo understood her intentions, but he accepted the letter with a bitter smile.


      “You really hate me, don’t you?” he said.


      “I simply don’t like to see the spineless son of a baron buttering up to my sister.”


      “Oh, really? Must be nice to be so blissfully ignorant.”


      “If you have something to say, just say it.”


      Wellmy looked down coldly at Leo from where she stood beside him, and he simply shrugged in his chair.


      This was a big gamble for Wellmy.


      She had actually written the same letter twice and sent one copy directly to Aides. However, she had no assurance that the lord of magic would actually read an anonymous letter accusing a count of nefarious deeds, let alone investigate her claims. That was why she’d entrusted the second copy to Leo, in the hopes that he would deliver it to Aides. It was evident that he liked Iora and wished to help her, so Wellmy figured they could collaborate just this once.


      She expected Leo to ask why she’d given him a letter addressed to the lord of magic, but that wasn’t his response.


      “Your wish is my command, Lady Ernest,” he replied sarcastically.


      How irritating.


      Some time later, the person to whom Wellmy had entrusted the evidence informed her that the lord of magic had come to retrieve them. It seemed that Leo had carried out his mission.


      As she’d hoped, the lord of magic soon wrote a letter to Count Ernest, asking for Iora’s hand in marriage. When Wellmy laid eyes on that letter, a wave of relief washed over her. If Aides exchanged but a few words with Iora, he would realize that she was a wise and perfectly well-mannered young woman. And the moment she shed that tattered exterior, he would see that she was the most beautiful woman alive. Even if he weren’t attracted to her, he at least would treat her with some level of respect. The fact that he’d even gone as far as to hold a party to celebrate their engagement was the best outcome Wellmy could have hoped for.


      But this wasn’t the last of her schemes, oh no.


      Some time ago, she had sent an anonymous letter to the academy revealing that all of her papers had been written by Iora. There was a chance the school might try to cover it up, but Wellmy didn’t think they would. Her papers had been so well written that they’d caught the attention of the Department of Magical Affairs, who had invited her to work in their pharmaceutical branch. The noble academy would at least look into the matter—probably. To ensure they would, she had mentioned writing to the school in her letter to the lord of magic as well.


      Everything came to fruition at the lord of magic’s engagement party.


      “Lord Ernest, false tax declarations constitute treason against the kingdom,” Aides announced. “You will also be charged with the attempted murder of your daughter.”


      Listening to his crimes laid out for all to hear, Wellmy’s father turned as white as a sheet.


      “I-I didn’t know anything! It was all Iora! She did it all on her own!” he exclaimed.


      “Really?” The lord of magic raised an eyebrow. “You claim that she bought the cursed magic items that would kill her on her own?”


      “Sh-She... She, uh, she bought them to kill me!”


      “You’re making a fool of yourself, Lord Ernest. If Iora bought the items, then why did the shopkeepers’ description of the buyer match you and not her?”


      The lord of magic’s eyes grew sharper as he listened to Count Ernest’s ridiculous excuses.


      “What about the rest? If it is as you say and Iora forged the records herself, then it means that you didn’t perform your due diligence in reviewing them, neglecting your duties as lord of the county. Besides, tracing back to the moment the writing changed in your record books reveals that you had Iora do your work from the time she was ten. Child labor is also a crime. No matter how you try to spin this, it’s over for you, Lord Ernest.”


      There wasn’t a single flaw in Aides’s argument.


      He turned to a clever-looking elderly noble in the crowd and spoke, “Attorney General Kilrane, may I take this man into custody?”


      Kilrane was the head of the Department of Justice. Wellmy assumed that Aides must’ve told him all about her father’s crimes before the party.


      The man nodded, his expression unchanged. The next instant, the two soldiers who had been standing guard on either side of the door approached and restrained Count Ernest.


      “Wh-Wha...?!” Wellmy’s mother shrieked. “I-I did not know any of this! I only did my duty as a homemaker!”


      The lord of magic shook his head. “You’ve committed another crime, Lady Ernest.”


      Wellmy’s mother gasped.


      “Marriage fraud.”


      I...didn’t know that, Wellmy thought.


      She had never intended for her mother to be punished too harshly. She would likely be charged with child abuse for the way she had treated Iora, and would indubitably suffer from her husband’s fall from grace. No matter how minor the charges against her and Wellmy turned out to be, one thing was certain: They would lose their noble titles. Once her mother returned to being a commoner, she wouldn’t be able to harm Iora again, especially with Iora marrying a marquis, so Wellmy had figured there was no need to punish her any further.


      The lord of magic exposing her mother’s wrongdoings had not been a part of Wellmy’s scheme, and she felt the edges of her perfectly planned plot beginning to fray.


      “Lady Ernest, I have invited the man you betrayed to stand before you today.”


      At the lord of magic’s words, a man stepped forward from his place near the wall.


      For the first time that evening, Wellmy felt actual shock. “Spellmaster Clartes...?”


      “Hiya, Wellmy.”


      Just like Wellmy, he had platinum hair and crimson eyes, but where her gaze was fierce, his was kind.


      Lady Ernest covered her mouth with both hands, looking as if she’d seen a ghost. Clartes glanced at her, a sad smile on his lips.


      This man was the person who’d taught Wellmy how to lift curses off items.


      “This is Clartes Liroud, a master disenchanter and an old friend of mine. I’m sure many of you recognize him,” the lord of magic said. “He was born into the ducal house of Liroud but cut ties with them for a time. After working in the city for several years, the kingdom granted him first-class disenchanter status, which ultimately allowed him to reconcile with his family.”


      The lord of magic shifted his gaze back to Wellmy’s mother.


      “You know him too, Lady Ernest, do you not?”


      “I-I’ve never seen that man before!”


      The lord of magic ignored her outburst and, for some reason, turned to Wellmy. Fortunately, she’d managed to recover from the shock of Clartes’s appearance.


      But what is he doing here?


      Wellmy was aware that he and the lord of magic knew each other. After all, he was the very man she had entrusted with the documents proving her father’s wrongdoings. Some time ago, she had sent him the papers and asked him to give them to the lord of magic without mentioning her name.


      She didn’t know of any relationship between her mother and him, but that didn’t matter at the moment; had the lord of magic figured out she was the one who’d given Clartes the documents? Was that why he was looking at her so intently? This was Wellmy’s primary concern.


      She feigned ignorance, pretending not to know why the lord of magic was looking at her, all as cold sweat ran down her back in rivulets.


      Did Spellmaster Clartes tell him about my scheme...?


      It couldn’t be. At least, that was what Wellmy wanted to believe. Her eyes, which could discern one’s true nature at a glance, had told her Clartes was an honest man who could keep a secret, and she had strictly forbidden him from revealing her involvement. It was impossible that he would have talked.


      Their meeting had happened one fateful day when she had gone to visit his clinic in the city. Back then, he had already been renowned as a highly skilled disenchanter, so Wellmy had intended to have him lift the curses on all the items her father had bought to poison Iora.


      Gordley, the butler, was the one who had told Wellmy about the items. He’d taken them out of Iora’s room and nonchalantly brought them to her. She had, of course, accepted them.


      With Iora’s abilities, she could have easily dismantled the items herself to render them powerless, but their father would have been bound to notice if she destroyed them. Unfortunately, Wellmy—who had only just entered the noble academy—wasn’t anywhere near as talented as her sister. As such, she had come up with two options: learn disenchanting herself, or pay someone to dispel the curses.


      To achieve her goal, she’d headed to Clartes’s clinic.


      The moment she laid eyes on him, she’d recognized the similarities in their appearances.


      “Those with crimson eyes like you and me hail from families with a high potential for disenchantment,” he had told her.


      Wellmy had already known that. When she was younger, she had once asked her mother about the origin of her eye color.


      “One of our ancestors was a noble. It was passed down from them,” her mother had replied.


      But Wellmy’s mother was an orphan who had been raised in a children’s home, so that explanation had never really sat right with her. That was when she’d begun to suspect that perhaps she wasn’t truly her father’s daughter—that her mother had conceived her with another noble. After all, while Iora bore some resemblance to her father, Wellmy didn’t look like Count Ernest in the slightest. On the other hand, she looked so much like Clartes that it couldn’t have been a coincidence.


      Back then, she hadn’t had time to consider that matter. Suppressing her urge to ask Clartes about her lineage, she had instead begged, “If it is as you say, and I have a talent for disenchantment, please take me as your apprentice.”


      Wellmy was allowed to come and go from the Ernest estate as she pleased. However, their parents would have been bound to notice her visiting her sister’s room and taking the magic items with her as she left. Having Clartes lift the curses would have taken at least two weeks, factoring in the time to schedule an appointment, the initial visit to deliver the items, and the return trip to collect them so that she could place them back in Iora’s room. It was highly unlikely that Clartes would have been able to disenchant all items on the spot, and their father, determined to kill Iora, would have ultimately noticed that they were missing.


      However, if Gordley and Orea took the items out one at a time, delivered them to Wellmy for disenchanting, then put them back, Count Ernest likely wouldn’t notice anything was amiss. The two of them were Iora’s only allies in the Ernest estate, and they were allowed to come and go from the detached building without suspicion.


      When Wellmy had told Clartes about her father’s murder attempt, he had advised her to warn the authorities, but she couldn’t. If Count Ernest faced justice for his actions before Iora could graduate from the noble academy, Wellmy’s beloved sister would be left with no future to speak of.


      Clartes had remained silent for some time after Wellmy’s revelation, seemingly deep in thought, before eventually agreeing to take her as his disciple.


      From that point onward, Wellmy had visited his clinic once a week and learned how to lift curses with desperate determination.


      Now that I think back on it, he did ask about my mother the first time we met...


      “Are you Isabella’s daughter?” he had asked, and Wellmy had answered in the affirmative.


      Could it be that he really is...?


      The lord of magic spoke again, as if to answer Wellmy’s unvoiced question. “I’ve had people analyze the waveform of Wellmy’s and Clartes’s respective magic signatures and have proof that they are related. Here it is,” he said, producing a single piece of paper from between the pages of one of the copies of her father’s account books.


      “You’re lying!” she exclaimed.


      “I’m not. Several years ago, Clartes fell in love with a commoner woman. He severed ties with his family to be with her, but she deceived him and vanished without a word. That woman is none other than you”—he paused and threw a sharp glare at Wellmy’s mother—“Isabella Ernest.”


      “N-Nonsense!” she said, pressing both hands against her temples and shaking her head as if to shake off the other guests’ gazes.


      Yet, she firmly refused to even glance in Clartes’s direction.


      “The Liroud ducal family has been a renowned house of healers for generations, and Clartes has shown interest in healing from a young age,” the lord of magic resumed. “Unlike most boys in his situation, he proactively went to give comfort to the sick and to help his family treat their patients. Furthermore, it appears that before severing ties with his family, he paid regular visits to the orphanage where Lady Ernest was raised. There are records of this.”


      Restrained so that he wouldn’t be able to run away, Count Ernest looked at his wife in disbelief. “Isabella, you...”


      “The son of a duke and a count. Did you meet Lord Ernest in the city, Lady Ernest? You must’ve used your appearance to seduce him, cheating on Clartes. And when he renounced his heritage and became a commoner to marry you, you vanished and chose to become the kept woman of a count.” A light smile curling his lips, the lord of magic pointed at Wellmy’s mother. “At the time, Lord Ernest had just inherited his title from his deceased brother and forced his widow to marry him. And you chose to be his mistress.”


      Wellmy, of course, knew all that.


      The lord of magic continued, “Thinking that Wellmy was his biological daughter, he decided to make her his heir and began persecuting Iora—his brother’s daughter.”


      Wellmy felt a wave of relief to see the conversation circle back to Iora after an, in her opinion, unnecessary detour.


      That was right; Iora wasn’t Count Ernest’s daughter. While, on paper, she was registered as his child, she was actually his niece.


      Wellmy had learned that truth when she read the diary her father’s previous wife used to keep. She had discovered it—a red notebook with nothing written on the cover—hidden away in her old, dust-covered room, a space that Count Ernest had strictly forbidden her mother from using.


      Wellmy had seen Gordley occasionally stopping in front of that room and staring at the door, which had piqued her curiosity.


      Why were her parents tormenting Iora in the first place, she had wondered. Her mother, she could understand, although she didn’t approve. But Count Ernest was Iora’s father.


      The diary Iora’s mother had left behind held that answer.


      As she grieved the loss of her first husband, Count Ernest’s brother, she found herself anxious about the future of the child she was pregnant with. But then, her brother-in-law, who was inferior to her late husband in every way, came to her with a proposition.


      “If you become my wife and recognize me as the new Count Ernest, I will make your child my successor,” he said.


      After anguishing over the decision, Iora’s mother eventually accepted his offer.


      Sadly, she never truly managed to recover after giving birth. She spent some time bedridden before eventually passing away, as if following her late husband to the afterworld.


      Even in her last moments, she must have worried about her daughter’s future.


      “D-Do you have proof to back up your claims?! Proof that Iora isn’t my daughter?!” Count Ernest bellowed.


      “The timeline. Iora was born before Wellmy, albeit in the same year. There is an inconsistency between when Iora’s mother became pregnant and when she married you, Savarin Ernest.”


      There might have only been one month between Iora’s and Wellmy’s births, but the fact remained that Iora had been born first. If Savarin was her real father, it would imply that he had had a relationship with his brother’s wife before he had passed away.


      The timeline would have only made sense if Wellmy had been born first, and the lord of magic had seen right through it.


      “Your brother was a brilliant man, while you were considered by all to be a fool of ill repute,” the lord of magic continued. “I cannot imagine the first Countess Ernest engaging in an affair with someone like you. Admit it—Iora is your brother’s daughter, isn’t she?”


      This explained why Count Ernest had started persecuting Iora.


      Back when his first wife had been alive, there had still been people watching over her child to ensure that she was treated fairly, but they all went away when he married Wellmy’s mother. Once Iora’s protectors had all left, he could finally do as he pleased: dote on Wellmy and tyrannize Iora.


      “Savarin Ernest. While Iora is indeed a child of House Ernest, she’s not your daughter...and neither is Wellmy. She’s Clartes’s child.”


      Oh... When the truth Wellmy had been deliberately avoiding for so long was revealed to the world, she only felt a sense of resignation.


      She had always wondered why Clartes had been so kind to her when she’d come to ask him for his help. Why he had trained her in disenchantment until she had become able to dispel almost any curse.


      He must have known. Yet, he had chosen to remain silent, likely so that his daughter could live a happy life. Wellmy knew he was a good man, that was why she was so convinced of it.


      I’m sorry...


      Wellmy felt terrible for Clartes. He must’ve had no idea that his daughter was going to ruin her own life to save her sister.


      “We’re almost done here. There is one last thing I must do,” Aides Ormirage said, turning to Wellmy.


      My turn has come. I will now be judged for my wrongdoings, Wellmy thought.


      She was happy...but something complex swirled in her chest.


      Even though the lord of magic had disclosed that she was actually Clartes’s child, she was still technically Count Ernest’s heir. He might suspect that she was the one who had lifted the curses off the items meant to kill Iora, but Wellmy’s outward behavior toward her sister had always been awful. For years, she had pretended to overlook their parents’ treatment of Iora, even when they’d tried to kill her, and she had even joined in on the abuse. People might choose to be lenient on her and dismiss those claims, as she was a child, but Wellmy had broken other rules. She had passed off her sister’s papers as hers, threatened her into doing her bidding, prevented her from making friends, and—most importantly—lied to the teachers. She was also guilty of spending the money her father had gained through tax fraud on dresses and jewelry. No one would let those crimes slide.


      Aides walked up to Wellmy, stopping close enough that, were she to reach out, she could touch him, before suddenly looking behind her, in the direction of Iora, Karla, and Leo.


      Wellmy didn’t even have time to open her mouth to ask what he was doing before Aides declared, “Iora Ernest. I hereby call off our engagement.”


      Wellmy’s mind went blank.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Four: Wellmy’s Defeat


      What did he just say? Wellmy thought, struck speechless by the lord of magic’s declaration.


      “What the... What the hell?!” Arvine exclaimed. “What’s going to happen to Wellmy—no, to House Ernest? I’m supposed to be the next count!”


      His panic stemmed exclusively from concerns about his own future. He hadn’t extended a single word of consolation to Wellmy, nor had he tried to refute any of the lord of magic’s claims. All that mattered to him was his position—he, the second son of House Schneiger.


      The lord of magic threw him a disgusted look. “That won’t happen, Lord Schneiger. As I just mentioned, Wellmy has no blood relation to any member of House Ernest. Now that this has been made public, she cannot inherit her father’s title.”


      This naturally meant that Arvine wouldn’t be the future Count Ernest either. For one to be acknowledged as their parents’ heir, they had to be related by blood. Having been raised as a child of that house held no weight if there were no blood ties. As Wellmy’s biological parents were Clartes and Isabella, she couldn’t inherit House Ernest.


      Technically, if Arvine were to marry Iora, a true descendant of House Ernest, he could become count. However, only his children produced with Iora would be considered legitimate heirs to the title; if he were to have a child with another woman, they would not be in the running.


      Of course, this was purely hypothetical—Wellmy’s beloved sister would never be that man’s fiancée again.


      Yet, that didn’t stop him from trying.


      “I-Iora! The lord of magic just dumped you, right? Let’s get engaged again!” he pleaded.


      How can that man be such a fool? Wellmy thought. Her head still felt fuzzy, but that thought, at least, came clearly to her. How can he propose to Iora again after he berated and abused her at school?


      “There won’t be a House Ernest anymore by the time everything is done.” The lord of magic stepped in, although, in Wellmy’s opinion, he shouldn’t even have acknowledged Arvine’s delusions. “The price of their crimes is too heavy; the title will have to return to the crown. Unless you intend to pay reparations to the kingdom and settle their debts in their stead. Then, perhaps...”


      His words thoroughly crushed Arvine’s hopes.


      “No way...” he muttered.


      “I would also like to mention that your family is suspected of colluding with the Ernests and breaking the crown’s trust. I’m quite curious to see how that situation will turn out,” the lord of magic added, delivering the coup de grâce to Arvine’s spirit.


      Wellmy raised a shaky hand and pointed at the lord of magic. “Wh-Why would you call off your engagement to Iora...?” she asked.


      The moment those words left her mouth, she realized it had been a misstep. Her question might make people think that she didn’t want their engagement to end.


      Wellmy couldn’t tell if the lord of magic had caught on or not. His smile unwavering, he brought his face near Wellmy’s. “Isn’t that evident? Regardless of Iora’s past or circumstances, I don’t want to marry a woman tainted with that foolish count’s bloo—”


      A loud slap interrupted his sentence.


      A different tension filled the air as blood rushed to Wellmy’s head. “Don’t you dare insult my sister!” she yelled.
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      She only realized her mistake when she noticed how quiet the banquet hall had fallen. The partygoers all eyed her in shock.


      Ah...


      She had messed up.


      Glancing at her sister, she saw Iora watching the scene with wide eyes, both hands pressed to her mouth. She had found her out.


      The palm of Wellmy’s hand tingled with a dull ache.


      “Well, color me surprised,” the lord of magic said, slowly returning his ice-cold gaze to Wellmy. The slap had jerked his head to the side. “I commend your audacity. Not many would dare raise a hand against me.”


      For a split second, Wellmy felt the blood drain from her face, but she quickly regained her defiance, gritting her back teeth.


      The other nobles’ whispers of astonishment reached her ears.


      “She... Lord Ormirage...”


      “She raised a hand against him?!”


      There was no mistaking the fear in their tones.


      The mere act of speaking to a higher-ranked noble unprompted was considered a breach of etiquette. The lord of magic was the most powerful of all marquises, said to rival even the dukes of royal blood in influence. Yet, despite being merely the daughter of a count—the rank below marquis—and a young girl to boot, Wellmy had dared hit him. He’d be within his rights to strike her down there and then.


      Yet, that wasn’t Wellmy’s concern. She intended to die, after all. No—the real issue was that Iora understood why Wellmy had done all of this.


      I failed. I failed. She couldn’t gloss over what she’d just said.


      Despair washed over her.


      “I’ve misjudged you, Aides Ormirage! I heard that you valued merit above anything else, but that is nothing but a lie, isn’t it?!” she exclaimed.


      “Who do you think you are speaking to?” Aides retorted.


      “Is there another Aides Ormirage in the room?! You’re nothing but a fool who cannot see my sister’s true worth, so stop acting all high and mighty! Have you not read my sister’s papers?!”


      Iora had written many papers—a thesis on ways to make healing spells easier on mages for her magic lesson, theories about different, more efficient combinations of medicinal herbs for her potionology lesson... For her graduation paper, she had written about how to combine all of these approaches to lessen the workload of mages specialized in healing magic.


      “Iora barely had any time to sleep with all the duties our father had foisted onto her, yet she still wrote all of these papers! She even received an invitation to work at the research branch of the Ministry of Magic!”


      This was already outstanding in its own right, yet that wasn’t even all Iora had done.


      “She managed to keep our parents’ domain afloat even when our father squandered all our funds on gambling and my mother wasted money on gowns and jewelry! She did it all on her own as a teenager! And that doesn’t even account for her beauty, her perfect manners, and her magical potential, evident in the color of her eyes! Her talent for magic is undeniable! Each and every one of these qualities could be considered one of the greatest treasures our world has ever seen. That is just how incredible my sister is!”


      Iora’s talent shouldn’t be buried just because of her parentage.


      “Being related to that fool doesn’t diminish her worth! If you’re so blind that you can’t realize the grave mistake you’re committing by repudiating her”—Wellmy’s eyes shot wide open as she pointed at the so-called lord of magic—“then you ought to abandon that pompous nickname of yours right this instant!”


      Wellmy thought that she had managed to save her sister—that once Savarin, her mother, and she were gone, Iora would finally be free. That she wouldn’t suffer anymore and live a happy life.


      “I thought everything would be all right if I left her in your hands...!” she muttered.


      But at some point she had made a mistake. The lord of magic might be blind, but so had been Wellmy.


      Aides Ormirage was a sorry excuse for a man.


      “Had I known, I would have entrusted her to that coward! It would have been a million times better!” Breathing heavily, she glared at Aides, eyes brimming with tears. She refused to shed even a single one of them.


      The other guests were watching the scene in silence. As for Aides, he looked down at Wellmy, his blank, periwinkle eyes betraying no emotion. Wellmy couldn’t tell what he was thinking at all.


      Arvine was the one who broke the stillness. “Hey, coward! Get your hands off Iora!”


      Wellmy glanced at her sister, who was cradled in Leo’s arms, her head hung low and her hands pressed against her eyes.


      “She’s my—”


      “Shut up, Arvine!” Wellmy shouted without even looking at him. “You’re not Iora’s fiancé. You haven’t been for a very long time!”


      “Wha...?!” Arvine was speechless.


      “I’m speaking with Aides! Besides, your outburst is probably going to get you charged with lèse-majesté along with me, so how about you just go die somewhere?!”


      “Huh? L-Lèse-ma...?”


      “You still haven’t put two and two together? Haven’t you ever wondered why our school’s rules state that ‘Students attending the noble academy will not be punished for disrespecting the royal family’?”


      Anyone would know if they used their brain a little.


      The crown prince was the same age as Wellmy and Iora. Before they enrolled in school, the tea parties had been abuzz with rumors claiming that he would attend the noble academy. Those whispers had quickly faded when the school year started and no boy matching his description appeared among the students.


      But Wellmy knew—and she couldn’t have been the only one.


      Tracing back through history, no crown prince had ever attended the noble academy. This was odd, considering the school’s integral role in aristocratic society. The school even announced that the prince would only be present for written exams.


      What was even stranger was that every year a crown prince reached the age to enroll at the academy, the son of an unknown, landless baron would appear, always bearing the same last name. He would always be among the top students of the class, except during exams. Somehow, his grades would always fall to be barely high enough to remain in the advanced class. The crown prince, on the other hand, would always score near the top of the rankings.


      The crown prince was like a shadow. He didn’t go to school, yet his grades were consistently among the highest.


      The baron’s son’s exam grades were a mere fabrication. His true results were actually the crown prince’s. Wellmy had understood the ruse the moment she had seen the scoreboard, and it was what had given her the idea to switch her papers with Iora’s.


      “Isn’t that right, Your Highness Prince Leoniel?! I would also like to remind you that I never said I would actually entrust my sister to a coward like you!” Wellmy snapped at Leo, whose arm was still draped around Iora’s shoulders.


      Leo seemed to believe himself Iora’s knight in shining armor. Yet, despite constantly hovering by her side, he had never actually tried to protect her, even when Arvine had picked on her. He was just a wimp, too scared of his father, the king, to dare reveal his identity. At least, that was how he looked in Wellmy’s eyes.


      Perhaps he had always intended to marry Iora later, but one thing was for sure: He hadn’t even attempted to protect her while at school. By revealing his identity and using his power and influence, he could have helped Iora much better than Wellmy ever could. Yet, he hadn’t.


      At Wellmy’s words, Leo twirled a finger in the air, a bitter smile on his lips. The ring on his index finger glowed, dispelling the magic. The next instant, his hair turned purple—proof that he was of the royal bloodline—and his eyes shimmered gold, a sign of his potential for offensive magic. His features hadn’t changed in the slightest, yet he seemed like a completely different person.


      “No...way...” Arvine groaned in disbelief.


      Wellmy paid him no mind. She had said her piece. Her plan had failed. Now, all that awaited her was her own impending doom.


      At least, that was what she thought. But then, Aides began chuckling as if he couldn’t hold back anymore.


      “How fiery, Wellmy Ernest.”


      His ice-cold expression had thawed into an amused smile, and his eyes sparkled with mirth, as if he found the situation utterly comical.


      “You won’t be charged for lèse-majesté—or any other crime, for that matter.”


      “What...?” Wellmy breathed, flabbergasted.


      Aides brushed back his silver hair and explained, “You were the one who brought the Ernests’ wrongdoings to my attention, weren’t you? I have simply participated in your plan. Attorney General Kilrane and His Highness the Crown Prince have signed a document absolving you of your crimes, and His Majesty has given his consent as well.”


      A pause. Then, Wellmy blurted again, “What?”


      Her brain couldn’t catch up with the situation.


      Watching her eyes darting around the room, Aides continued, “The Ministry of Justice has a practice of placing any informant under witness protection. This custom was formalized into law several years ago. Considering your plan was to see the ruin of your family—yourself included—I assume that you were unaware of it.”


      Aides placed a finger under Wellmy’s chin and tilted her face upward.


      “It was a fascinating plan. I’m impressed by your audacity, thinking that you could manipulate me like a puppet.”


      He glanced at the people standing behind Wellmy—Savarin, her mother, and Arvine. The glint of amusement vanished from his eyes, replaced by his usual icy glare. “Take these fools away. I’m done with them,” he ordered.


      The soldiers looked at Kilrane in confusion, and the Attorney General nodded, an exasperated expression crossing his face. “They’re still noble. His Majesty will decide their fate. Take them to the noble prison near the palace.”


      “Yes, sir!”


      Wellmy had expected Savarin to put up a big fight against his arrest, but to her surprise, he didn’t resist whatsoever. Perhaps he had lost his tongue upon realizing that not only was he about to lose everything, but also the girl he believed to be his daughter had been another man’s child all along. That, or he was simply in a daze.


      As for Wellmy’s mother, she shrieked, “N-No! This is a ruse! I... I...”


      Meanwhile, Arvine still seemed oblivious to the gravity of his actions. “Why me? I-I just didn’t know!”


      Wellmy couldn’t watch the soldiers take them away, as Aides’s fingers had gripped her chin, preventing her from turning her head.


      When the commotion died down, she eventually managed to whisper, “Let go of me.”


      “Do you really think you’re in a position to make demands?” Aides retorted.


      “Are you going to chide me for my lack of manners?” She chuckled. “What’s the point now?”


      Wellmy’s wish had been fulfilled. Whatever came next was no concern of hers. The main source of Iora’s suffering was gone. That was more than enough.


      The only issue was that she would apparently be acquitted of her crimes. This was a problem, as Wellmy had intended to die from the very beginning. She had never thought about what she would do if given a second chance. Coupled with the lethargy that came from finally having the weight she’d carried for so long lifted from her shoulders, the pardon felt like nothing but a burden. She’d likely return to being a commoner, but with no marketable skills whatsoever, how was she supposed to live?


      They should have just punished me along with the others.


      Unfortunately, there was nothing she could do to reverse the decision now that His Majesty had granted her his pardon.


      “Well, then, Wellmy Ernest,” Aides said. “For having purged this kingdom of the rot known as Count Ernest, I shall grant you a reward of my own. What is it that you want?”


      Wellmy didn’t hesitate a single second before replying. “Give the pardon His Majesty has granted me to Iora. That way, her diploma from the noble academy won’t be revoked, she’ll get recognition for her achievements, and she will be able to go wherever she wants. Right?” She didn’t have any idea how to improve her own life, but if this could help her sister, even a little, it was good enough.


      Wellmy didn’t know what Aides thought of her request, but he nodded, a satisfied smile on his lips.


      Why does he look so amused?


      “Wellmy...” Iora said, her voice choked with tears.


      Wellmy didn’t look at her. She physically couldn’t look at her. And had she been able to, she still wouldn’t have done so.


      Iora didn’t need Wellmy in her new life.


      “How laudable. Are you sure that is all you want?” Aides asked.


      “Don’t break your engagement to Iora,” she added.


      The mask had shattered long ago. Wellmy couldn’t care less about the opinion of others at this point, so she simply voiced her demands unabashedly.


      Iora might have been free now, but she’d still need money and a support system, and Aides could provide her with that. He could definitely see Iora’s potential, after all.


      Now that Wellmy had regained her bearings, she realized that his earlier mockery had simply been his way to force her to reveal her true intentions. The fact that he’d let her slap him when he could have easily dodged the hit likely had been his way of apologizing for speaking ill of Iora.


      Aides’s cool fingers on her chin still prevented Wellmy from moving her head. The skin at the tip of his finger felt harder than she’d anticipated.


      A wry smile curved his lips as he replied, “Sorry, but I have no intention of stealing the girl His Highness loves. He’s like a little brother to me.”


      “I don’t trust him,” Wellmy replied. “That coward will abandon her as soon as things get difficult.”


      The crowd stirred once again, likely taken aback by Wellmy’s blatant disrespect toward the prince. But when Leo didn’t say anything, they held their tongues.


      His fingers still holding Wellmy’s chin, Aides brought his face closer to hers. The refreshing scent of his cologne tickled Wellmy’s nostrils.


      His soft, quiet voice reached her ear, accompanied by the warmth of his breath. “Hmm... Maybe you should allow him to explain his motivations to you later.”


      He pulled back and gazed down at her, a teasing look on his face. Wellmy knew that he was just doing this to get a rise out of her, and it didn’t fail—she felt her irritation grow. She didn’t understand how he kept managing to throw her emotions off-balance. Was she simply frustrated that he’d seen through her schemes? Annoyed that he’d led her by the nose this entire evening? Both definitely played a part in her turmoil, yet she felt like there was something else at play.


      Wellmy still refused to lay down her arms. She knew from looking into Aides’s eyes that lies wouldn’t work on him. Unless she told him her true intentions, that infuriating man likely wouldn’t even consider listening.


      “I have another request. I will give you whatever you want in exchange. I’ll do anything.”


      “Oh? Any examples of what you could give me?” He knew the answer, yet he’d still asked that question. Gritting her teeth, Wellmy glared at Aides.


      She had almost nothing to offer him.


      “I own nothing...save for my body. But I believe you might find ways to amuse yourself with it, at least a little. I’m rather pretty, am I not? Though I do pale in comparison to my sister. Or you could treat me like a servant. I don’t mind. If you refuse to look at me, you could have me executed or send me to the convent in the north. I’ll accept any fate you choose, so please...” Wellmy felt a single tear run down her cheek. “Please... Help Iora.”


      This was her only wish—her very raison d’être.


      “You two sisters say the exact same thing,” Aides said.


      “Huh?”


      Wellmy didn’t have time to ask what he’d meant before he added, “You claim you will do ‘anything,’ yes? Do you mean it?”


      “Yes.” She nodded.


      A satisfied smile curled on his lips. “Marry me, Wellmy Ernest.”


      Aides’s words shook Wellmy to her core, much like when he’d publicly repudiated Iora.


      He chuckled at her dazed expression. “You said you would do anything for Iora, didn’t you, Wellmy Ernest? Then marry me. If you do, I’ll help Iora. I’ll support her so she can live her life however she pleases. But only if you accept my conditions.”


      Her breath taken away, Wellmy gazed into the man’s periwinkle eyes, trying to decipher his true intentions. A glint of sincerity brightened his gaze, contrasting with his words and teasing attitude.


      Oh. That’s right.


      The night they met, at the debutante ball, his eyes had glimmered just like that.


      “All this time, I have looked for a woman like you. How old were you when you started planning this? Around ten, I assume? You were already wearing that mask you crafted when you enrolled at the noble academy, weren’t you? At that party too.”


      He remembers...


      She had been one of several dozen young ladies at the debutante ball. All she’d done was bump into him.


      Yet he remembered.


      “You truly have an eye for people. Lady Karla and His Highness have acknowledged your abilities as well. Quite a few of us figured out your intentions, you see. Your family’s butler, Gordley. Clartes too, knew everything from the beginning, I believe...and so did Iora.”


      Wellmy had always had a feeling that Gordley and Clartes knew. She’d simply chosen not to think about it. But, of course, her clever sister had understood everything. Now that she’d admitted it, it all made sense.


      This farce could only end with Wellmy dancing in the palm of Aides’s hand like a jester, just as he planned. She had no way out.


      She had lost.


      “You have guts. You’re resourceful. You’re resilient, and you have a talent for disenchanting. Moreover, you spare no effort to reach your goals, always looking for the best way to get there, unafraid to gamble for the best outcome. You even tried to use me as a pawn in your plan. What a daring woman you are,” Aides said.


      “Your praises honor me, my lord,” Wellmy spat. Well, she tried to. The words came out more sulky than anything else. She didn’t feel the slightest hint of joy at being praised by the man who had defeated her.


      “What will your answer be, Lady Wellmy of House Ernest?”


      “I accept your proposal, Marquis Aides Ormirage. From this moment onward, I am yours.”


      For some reason, cheers erupted from the crowd at Wellmy’s declaration. Just like her, they clearly hadn’t been expecting this denouement.


      “Ladies and gentlemen, as promised, allow me to introduce you to my fiancée,” Aides announced, finally letting go of her chin. Snaking an arm around her hips, he lifted her into his arms. “Wellmy Ernest, future marchioness of Ormirage!”


      At his words, Wellmy realized that he really had planned all this from the start.


      After all, he had begun the party with, “Allow me to introduce you all to my fiancée, the future Marchioness Ormirage.”
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      Chapter Five: After the Party


      “Well then, my dear wife Wellmy, aren’t there things you wish to ask me?”


      The party restarted after Wellmy accepted Aides’s proposal, and a small group of people had moved to another room: Aides and Wellmy, but also Iora, Prince Leoniel, Attorney General Kilrane, Spellmaster Clartes, Karla, Gordley (who hadn’t been at the party but joined them in the room), and Orea, Iora’s maid, two years her elder.


      These must’ve been the people who had played the biggest part in that evening’s affair. Well, Kilrane had only come to sign Wellmy’s acquittal, so he left right after.


      “We’ll draw up a formal record later,” he had said as he stepped out of the room.


      “Not really,” Wellmy replied to Aides’s question. “I don’t have anything to ask you.” Sitting on a sofa, she turned her face to the side with a huff.


      Seemingly unable to contain herself anymore, Iora suddenly threw her arms around Wellmy from her seat beside her.


      “I-Iora?!”


      “I’m so sorry, Wellmy! I’m sorry I couldn’t save you earlier!” Iora exclaimed, her eyes full of tears and her frail shoulders trembling.


      Wellmy noticed that Iora had gained some weight and seemed much healthier since the last time she’d seen her. A sense of relief filled her. Then she shook her head, slightly perplexed by her sister’s words. “I wasn’t the one being abused by our parents. You don’t have to apologize.”


      Iora shouldn’t let this bother her. In fact, Wellmy should have been the one apologizing; she had taken much too long to rescue Iora from that dreadful environment.


      Iora gently stroked Wellmy’s undereye, where her makeup had smudged a little when she’d cried. “The dark circles under your eyes look terrible. You’ve lost some weight too... You and Gordley had to manage Savarin’s territory in his stead after I left, right?”


      “I couldn’t do it as well as you...”


      Unlike Iora, Wellmy wasn’t particularly talented. The most she could do was ensure that their subjects wouldn’t suffer from her father’s actions, and she’d had to sacrifice quite a lot of sleep over it. She was absolutely no match for Iora, who had supported House Ernest on her own for several long years.


      “Besides, I did horrible things to you.”


      “You didn’t, Wellmy. You just did what you could to help me. You made me hide my appearance and sent me to live in the detached building to keep me hidden from our parents, didn’t you?”


      Wellmy stayed silent.


      “You even called for the doctor and made me bread porridge when I was ill. Right, Orea?” Iora looked at her maid, the only person in that house Wellmy had trusted besides Gordley.


      Orea lowered her head in silence.


      “I did call it ‘trash,’ though,” Wellmy muttered.


      “I had received orders not to give Lady Iora any food on that day. I was surprised when Lady Wellmy handed me the bread porridge,” Orea said. Her face was usually devoid of expression, yet at that moment, a small smile had settled on her lips. “You also gave me expensive jewels and accessories to keep on hand—including the necklace that belonged to Lady Iora’s mother. That way, Lady Iora wouldn’t have found herself with nothing to her name had your plan failed. Right?”


      “No! That was just a way to bully her!”


      “Sneaking expensive accessories with my name engraved on them into my luggage was your way of bullying me?” Iora asked with a chuckle.


      She had seen through Wellmy’s lies.


      “I-I just didn’t know your name was on them!” Wellmy argued. Even with the knowledge that her sister knew the truth, Wellmy couldn’t so easily change the behavior she had forced herself to adopt all these years.


      I wanted her to hate me.


      Wellmy had indeed inscribed her sister’s name on the accessories with magic. That way, when she accused her publicly of having stolen the precious jewelry, the mage lord could easily refute her claims, and Wellmy would look like a fool.


      Having Iora show her gratitude felt wrong, and she felt her face flush.


      To make matters worse, Gordley, the family’s butler, added, “Lady Wellmy sold her own accessories to buy new ones for Lady Iora and engraved them all herself. I had surmised as much.”


      Wellmy gasped at his words.


      Knowing that House Ernest’s wealth would eventually be seized by the kingdom, she had sold most of her dresses and accessories—keeping only a few for parties—and used the money to purchase expensive jewels for Iora.


      She glared at Gordley for his unnecessary remark, but couldn’t stop her cheeks from reddening further. She did not like the warm smile he offered her.


      “Your Highness, Lady Iora’s friend, when did you realize Wellmy’s true intentions?” Gordley asked.


      Karla and Leo looked at each other. As if to tell him to go first, Karla shrugged, her usual self-assured expression on her face.


      “The first time I felt that something was off was when Wellmy discovered my identity. It came as a big shock to me,” he said.


      He likely had put the pieces together when Wellmy had called him a “coward.” When Wellmy thought back on it, he had indeed looked surprised during their confrontation.


      “I learned through sheer coincidence that Iora has purple eyes,” Leo resumed. “So I looked into her family and discovered that she and Wellmy were sisters, which only added to my sense of unease.”


      That was understandable. Anyone would have been surprised to learn that the emaciated and visibly unhealthy Iora, dressed in tattered, out-of-fashion garments, was related to Wellmy, who always flaunted showy dresses and spent her time publicly flirting with Arvine.


      “Given Wellmy’s questionable boyfriend and the gossip-loving crowd she usually associated with, I was convinced that the secret of my identity would soon be revealed to the entire school. But to my surprise, there were no rumors whatsoever. I figured she must have been scheming something, and that’s when I started to piece everything together.”


      He’d made his conjectures and then discussed them with Karla. But Iora had stopped him before he could expose Wellmy’s intentions.


      “‘If you make your move now, you will put Wellmy in an awkward position,’ she said. I couldn’t believe my ears. Iora was in a way worse situation, so why would she even say that?”


      That was when Leo and Karla had decided to change their plan: Instead of exposing the Ernests’ crimes to the world to save Iora, they would secretly protect Iora. To that end, they had renovated a room connected to one of the school’s emergency escape passages—the one accessible only to the royal family—and turned it into a salon of sorts. That way, Iora would be able to have access to proper food, as her family refused to feed her.


      After that, they had carefully selected a handful of trustworthy individuals and invited them to join the salon and spend time with Iora during lunch break and after school.


      Now Wellmy understood why she had stopped seeing Leo and Iora interact.


      Leo had also spent some of his own money to purchase clothes and materials for Iora to make the detached building she lived in slightly more pleasant. He’d even asked for his father’s permission to assign a shadow (one of the royal family’s bodyguards) to Iora. Gordley and Iora had gladly helped him lay the groundwork, welcoming any help they could. They knew that Wellmy hadn’t been able to use much of the family’s money for Iora out of fear that her parents might discover what she had been up to.


      He did all of that?


      Under these circumstances, Leo must have been quite dissatisfied with Wellmy’s opinion of him.


      “I really struggled to convince my father to let me do this.” He sighed. “He eventually agreed to let Savarin roam freely for some time, but told me that I had to do everything on my own within a certain budget, with the shadow he’d lent me as my only help. He also forbade me from revealing my identity and proposing to Iora until after graduation.”


      Iora pursed her lips. “With all due respect, Your Highness, we were still minors at that point. Besides, we weren’t prepared to save Wellmy yet. You could have helped me leave that house, citing abuse as the reason, but without Wellmy disclosing Savarin’s crimes, we wouldn’t have been able to secure her safety. She wouldn’t have qualified for witness protection otherwise. Too rash a decision would have put our subjects in dire straits as well.”


      “Fair point. Savarin and his wife treated her well, after all.”


      “I understood her intentions when I tried to talk to Savarin about his fake account book, and she stopped me,” Iora explained. “I realized she had a purpose, which was why she arranged for me to discover that he was committing fraud.”


      Not only would it have been impossible for Wellmy to escape from her parents using “abuse” as an excuse, but if she hadn’t revealed her father’s crimes to the world, she could even have been charged for helping him commit tax fraud. Even if she hadn’t, she would have had her noble status revoked and been sent to live in an orphanage.


      “You should have just let me be judged alongside them,” Wellmy muttered.


      That way, Iora could have been saved much sooner.


      “I would never have done that,” Iora chided her.


      “I was at a loss when she started crying and begging me to ‘save her sister’ the moment she stepped into my house,” Aides added with a smirk.


      He was sitting with one leg over the other, one elbow propped on the back of the sofa, and his chin resting in his hand.


      Iora blushed at his words.


      Aides seemed like an entirely different person compared to his usual cold and callous demeanor. Although Wellmy thought his usual aloof air suited his handsome features, this slightly sadistic, amused, and expressive version seemed to be his true self.


      And I’m going to marry him...


      The realization still hadn’t fully set in, but Wellmy could already feel herself grow irritated at the thought of their future together. Aides was handsome, clever, and talented, but he also seemed to love teasing others. To think that she’d promised that she would do anything he asked... She was already starting to fear what he might demand of her.


      I suppose it’s a good thing I’m the one he has his sights set on, and not Iora, Wellmy thought to appease herself.


      Well, at least he was handsome, and Wellmy had gotten a positive impression of him the first time they’d met, so she wasn’t that opposed to marrying him, she reasoned.


      As she sat there, making excuses to herself, her sister and the others resumed their conversation.


      “Oh, please, Aides, don’t make it sound like it was your problem. When Iora cried, you called me to come console her!” Leo said.


      “My, my, Your Highness. Did you hate comforting the woman you love that much?”


      “I didn’t say that!”


      “Then it means that I did the right thing,” Aides said with a chuckle, causing Leo to grow even more flustered.


      The two of them truly seemed comfortable around each other. Aides hadn’t lied when he’d said that Leo was like a younger brother to him.


      “What about you, Lady Karla?” Aides asked. “How did you realize what Wellmy was up to?”


      “For the same reason as His Highness, more or less. I initially approached Wellmy to make some connections, seeing as the ladies in her entourage all had good standing. But when I saw her flirting with her sister’s fiancé, I didn’t hesitate to give her a piece of my mind.”


      “What happened then?”


      “She told me that if I ‘wanted to play Goody Two-shoes, I should go keep Iora company.’ At first, I assumed it was just a snide remark, but then I realized something: Wellmy never spoke badly of her sister.”


      That was the truth. Wellmy hadn’t rebuked Arvine or her entourage when they spoke ill of Iora, but she had always replied the same way: “I don’t want to talk about her.” She’d never even bothered to hide her annoyance.


      It hadn’t been a lie; she really hadn’t wanted to hear others talk that way about her sister, lest she risk striking them like she’d done to Aides.


      Fortunately, Arvine had believed that Wellmy loved him and assumed she was jealous to hear him mention his fiancée, while the others had figured she hated Iora so much that she didn’t even want to be reminded of her.


      “What about you, Lord Ormirage?”


      “I had already arranged everything by the time Leo gave me Wellmy’s message. But it was her ardent love letter that made me interested in her,” Aides replied, throwing fleeting glances at Wellmy.


      She frowned. “I never sent you any love letters.”


      “No? To me, your letter read, ‘You are a wonderful person, and I have fallen in love with you. May I please leave my beloved sister in your care?’ Was that not what you meant?”


      Wellmy was speechless. “Talk about self-absorbed! What are you, a narcissist?!”


      “Yes, yes, dear. Whatever you say.”


      What a despicable man!


      Wellmy was outraged by his blatant overinterpretation of her letter, but what infuriated her most was that he wasn’t entirely wrong. Back then, she had been so desperate to catch his interest that she hadn’t stopped to think about how he would interpret her letter. She’d also had no idea how twisted his personality truly was.


      Had I known, I wouldn’t have... I wouldn’t...


      She let out a frustrated groan, and Iora gently rubbed her back, a bright smile on her face. Meanwhile, Aides’s grin grew even wider.


      “What I wasn’t expecting was you entrusting the documents you mentioned in your letter to Clartes. I was pleasantly surprised by the company you keep.”


      “Well, she is my daughter,” Spellmaster Clartes said with a strained smile.


      While he was older than Aides, he wasn’t so advanced in age that it had visibly affected him. Yet, half of his hair had already turned white, as if to document his many hardships. Wellmy surmised that it was largely due to her mother leaving him right after he had relinquished his peerage.


      She glanced at him—her real father and the man who had taught her disenchantment.


      She’d always had a slight, nagging feeling that the two of them were related. But now that she had been forced to look the truth in the eye, she didn’t know how to interact with him.


      “I still don’t understand why Isabella did that to me. After I cut ties with my family and she left me, I had nothing. I had no idea that she had become Lord Ernest’s mistress. I didn’t even know where to search for her. She left no trail and only started appearing in society after she became countess.”


      Spellmaster Clartes had become a commoner after abandoning his title, only to be backstabbed by Wellmy’s mother. Despite being a common girl raised in an orphanage, she had managed to seduce both the son of a duke and the second son of a count. Wellmy thought her mother’s abilities were worth recognizing, even though she had used them so selfishly.


      Perhaps I inherited my proactiveness from her, Wellmy mused, though she didn’t know how to feel about it. After all, from the outside, it must’ve seemed as if she had done something just as wicked.


      “Back then, I often wondered if my family was right when they refused to let me marry her,” Clartes continued. “I do not regret giving up my peerage, though.”


      “You always loathed the idea of becoming the next Duke of Liroud, after all,” Aides said.


      “Is that so?” Wellmy asked.


      “Yes. I’m not cut out for ruling over a domain. All I ever dreamed of was researching medicine and disenchanting to help others. Though it came with its fair share of troubles, I do like my current life. It does, however, make me a little sad to think that I could have had Isabella and you by my side all these years,” Clartes said with a small smile.


      “I... I see,” Wellmy replied.


      She tried to picture what that life could have been.


      When Wellmy was a child, the way her mother always found reasons to torment Iora had been terrifying to her young mind. Yet, she had always been kind to Wellmy.


      If mother hadn’t become Savarin’s mistress, would we have lived with Clartes? Wellmy tried to imagine it, but didn’t give it more than a moment of thought. It was all in the past now.


      Aides didn’t say anything in response to Clartes, as if to silently signal that he approved of his current life. The two of them seemed rather close, at least as close as Aides and Leo. The prince seemed relaxed around Aides, and so did Clartes, despite their difference in status. Wellmy thought that the two seemed much like brothers, with the older being calm and composed and the younger mischievous and bold.


      Perhaps these three are kindred spirits at their cores.


      One had once been the heir to a ducal family, but was reckless enough to have thrown everything away to marry the one he loved. The other had proposed to the very woman who had picked a fight with him. Leo would likely have made his move earlier too, if Iora hadn’t stopped him.


      They look quite different though, Wellmy thought as she observed the three very handsome men.


      Aides suddenly turned to her. “You look like you’re thinking something rude, Wellmy. You’re the most reckless of us all. Then again, you are Clartes’s daughter. Right, father?”


      Wellmy grimaced as Aides made her the focus of the conversation. Glancing up, she saw that Clartes was making a similar expression.


      “You’re the one who made this into a much more complicated issue than it needed to be, Aides Ormirage!” Wellmy exclaimed.


      “Please don’t call me ‘father’ ever again...” Clartes muttered.


      “You threw the first punch after my dance with Iora, Wellmy. And Clartes, since Wellmy is to become my wife, that makes you my father-in-law. It’s not wrong for me to call you ‘father.’”


      “Still, Aides, I’d prefer if you didn’t. You’re the most powerful marquis in the kingdom. I may be the first son of a duke, but I spent over a decade as a commoner. I would feel much too awkward to have you call me ‘father.’”


      While it did seem like Clartes truly didn’t want Aides to call him ‘father,’ the second half of his reasoning was likely just banter.


      Wellmy looked at them both in turn, anxiety gnawing at her. “Um... Excuse me, but I have a question...”


      “Why are you being so polite all of a sudden, Wellmy? Are you trying to play coy to ask me something?”


      “I-I was talking to Spellmaster Clartes, not to you! You just happened to be in the conversation. It’s just, um... I will lose my status, and...” She didn’t finish her sentence, but everyone knew what she was getting at.


      House Ernest would almost definitely be dissolved, meaning that Wellmy and Iora would become commoners. If that were to happen, Iora wouldn’t be able to marry Leo, even if Wellmy found it in herself to give them her blessing. As for Wellmy, fulfilling her promise to marry Aides would become nearly impossible.


      “So we shall get married before you become a commoner,” Aides replied plainly to Wellmy’s silent question. “I have maneuvered to make Iora temporary administrator of the Ernest County.”


      “What?”


      “She knows best how to manage the territory, and will be able to organize the handover documents much better than anyone else. The title will return to the crown, but it’ll take time to decide if the royal family will administer the territory themselves, or if they will grant it to someone else.”


      As such, Iora would temporarily become Countess Ernest. It seemed that she had already agreed to that plan, as she nodded with a smile. “I just need to get engaged to Leo while I still hold the title. Then, there won’t be any issues.”


      “B-But what about me...?”


      As Wellmy couldn’t inherit her father’s title due to the lack of blood relation, would she still count as a relative of Iora? Her mother hadn’t actually divorced Savarin, so would she be able to get engaged to Aides as the Countess of Ernest’s younger sister?


      Aides breathed out a long sigh at Wellmy’s question, an exasperated look on his face. “Clartes?”


      “Yes, yes,” the man said, before turning to Wellmy. “Wellmy, I want to recognize you as my daughter. When I made amends with my family after earning my qualification of first-class disenchanter, they foisted a vacant county on me, making me officially a noble. I have proof that we’re related, so I should be able to legitimize you as my child.”


      “As...your child, spellmaster?” Wellmy asked, dumbfounded.


      She hadn’t been expecting that.


      While she was indeed Clartes’s daughter, her mother was the very woman who had betrayed him.


      “You puzzle me, Wellmy. At times, you seem full of confidence, yet at other times, it’s like you have no self-esteem.” A strained smile on his face, Clartes dropped to his knees in front of Wellmy and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I was curious about whether you could be my child, so I did the magic waveform analysis, and I also took you in as my apprentice. Even if we weren’t related by blood, do I really seem like the sort of man who would abandon my adorable, talented student?”


      At this, for some reason, Wellmy felt her eyes fill with tears again.


      Unsure of how to reply, she let her gaze roam around the room for some time. She eventually managed to return a timid smile to Clartes. “Th-Thank you very much...father,” she muttered.


      The man stiffened for a second before breaking into a smile. “That, I could get used to.”


      Wellmy looked at him in confusion, unsure what he meant.


      Meanwhile, every other person in the room put their two cents in.


      “Her bashful smile is exactly the same as it used to be back then. Oh, Orea... Isn’t my sister so adorable?” Iora asked.


      “She truly is. I can hardly believe I get to see Lady Wellmy smile like this again. Wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Gordley?”


      The butler nodded. “Indeed. I am deeply moved.”


      “It’s so different from her usual condescending sneer. Like this, she reminds me a bit of you, Iora,” Leo added.


      “How strange, considering we are not related by blood. If only she could always smile like this...”


      Aides turned toward Wellmy. His lips were curled in a smirk, but his gaze radiated warmth. “See, my dear wife? Everyone loved you all along. Though I must disagree with Iora: I don’t want you to be virtuous all the time. Keep being insolent in front of me.”


      They’re all just saying whatever they want, at this point! Unable to bear the embarrassment any longer, Wellmy hung her head, her face beet red.


      It... Doesn’t feel so bad, actually.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Six: The Doom Known as Love


      The party was over, and it was now late evening. In the end, Wellmy and the others had barely attended the event, so it had been less of a celebration and more of a gathering with no host.


      Wellmy hadn’t been allowed to go home. In fact, she was presently forbidden from leaving Aides’s secondary residence—the place the banquet had taken place. He insisted that it would be too dangerous for her to be out and about until the scandals surrounding her family had simmered down, claiming that he would take care of her in the meantime.


      Apparently, the previous Marquis Ormirage had made it a habit to hire ruined noble ladies to work at his mansion to protect them from society, and Aides had continued the tradition. Most of the women under the Ormirages’ care were relatives of nobles embroiled in criminal acts—either as victims or perpetrators—along with widows and daughters from fallen houses that had lost their head of household.


      As such, it hadn’t been difficult for Aides to convince the others to leave Wellmy in his capable hands.


      His family’s power and achievements are all formidable.


      Wellmy felt like it was ridiculous, considering Aides was the very person who had publicly denounced her family. But apparently, people easily fell for sophisms if they sounded logical enough.


      As she mulled over these thoughts in the bath, Wellmy let her new lady attendants scrub her skin clean. Then, they dressed her in some nightclothes (not a négligée, a normal nightgown) that felt incredibly nice on her skin, and thrust her into Aides’s bedroom.


      “There you are.”


      Wellmy’s new fiancé sat on a loveseat near his bed, smirking at her and holding a glass of what Wellmy first thought was wine, but seemed to actually be juice.


      Is he... Is he expecting us to be intimate even though we’re not married yet? She had promised she’d do anything Aides demanded of her, so she couldn’t refuse, but the thought still made her stiffen.


      “No need to look so worried. Do you truly believe the man you’re infatuated with to be such a brute, Wellmy?”


      “Well, the mighty Archmage is renowned in high society for his cruel tendencies, Lord Aides,” Wellmy replied, slipping back into her haughty noble lady persona.


      Aides chuckled, set his glass on the table, and patted the seat beside him, inviting her to sit.


      Wellmy obediently did as he wished, but before she could sit, Aides pulled her by the arm and made her fall into his embrace. Enveloped in his hold, she could feel the warmth of his chest pressed against her cheek, the faint scent of soap tickling her nostrils.


      “I thought you said you weren’t a brute,” she commented.


      “You look like you’d enjoy this sort of thing, so I’m merely accommodating your preferences.”


      Please don’t notice how hot my face has gotten... Wellmy prayed.


      To her surprise, Aides didn’t do anything more. The tip of his nose brushed against her hair.


      “What’s the matter? That’s not the reaction I was expecting from a shameless girl who flirts with men so freely in broad daylight.”


      Wellmy didn’t reply.


      “It’s your duty to answer my questions, Wellmy,” Aides said, exercising his authority. “Tell me why you’re making such a sweet and innocent face.”


      He definitely knows! He’s just having fun teasing me!


      Wellmy lightly dug her nails into Aides’s chest as she raised her face to glare at him, but he didn’t react.


      “Whenever that boy touched me, I was disgusted. That’s why I didn’t react like this. The situation is completely different,” she replied.


      Wellmy had, of course, never told Arvine about her schemes. However, she had willingly let him touch her and had even initiated taking his arm in public—anything to keep him from returning to Iora.


      “I like it when you’re that frank. You’re forbidden from playing pretend when it’s just the two of us,” Aides said, visibly satisfied by Wellmy’s answer.


      “You have the strangest tastes,” she shot back before adding, “Hey. What is so good about me? Why do I amuse you so much?”


      Based on what he’d said at the party, Aides seemed to have been rather impressed by everything Wellmy had done to save Iora. However, it was likely that he simply believed she would make a suitable mistress of the house, given her abilities.


      Aides never allowed unmarried ladies to approach him, which had given him the reputation of a chauvinist. There were no whispers of him ever having laid hands on a woman, noble or otherwise. With his looks, achievements, and influence, there should have been no shortage of ladies throwing themselves at him, yet he had never made a move on any of them. That was precisely why Wellmy had entrusted Iora to him, believing that he would be able to recognize her intelligence.


      So why was he touching her now? It almost seemed like he enjoyed toying with her—observing her reactions to his words and actions and showering her with affection.


      “Ah, yes. The answer to your question is quite simple. Let’s just say that, on that night we met, you weren’t the only one with wandering eyes.”


      “Wait. You were watching me, Lord Aides?”


      “Drop the lord, Wellmy. Just call me by my name.”


      Now that she thought about it, Wellmy noticed that Aides called her by her name with no honorifics. In high society, addressing someone by their first name without prefacing it with “Lady” or “Lord” was a clear sign of affection.


      “Why were you watching me... Aides?”


      “You’re the only one who ever dared to look me in the eyes. That’s what drew me to you.”


      With his bluish purple eyes and hair reminiscent of the stillness of the night, Aides was incredibly handsome, capturing the hearts of many noble ladies despite his terrible reputation.


      “Your eyes initially looked to be eagerly searching for something, although you were clearly trying to hide your intention, but that look vanished in an instant. There was no hint of lasciviousness in your gaze, unlike those of other noble ladies—married women included—who only see me for my looks.”


      “Well, of course, there wasn’t. I was simply looking for someone to entrust my sister to.”


      Aides’s hand stroked Wellmy’s hair.


      “But you fell for me, didn’t you? At that moment, when you peered into my soul.”


      Wellmy’s breath hitched in her throat. She averted her gaze, a pout forming on her lips. “I did not. How presumptuous.”


      “Wellmy, what did I say about pretending in front of me? When you act like this, I want to rip that nightgown right off you,” Aides said as he tugged at the ribbon at her chest.


      Wellmy quickly caught his hand. “Sto—”


      “Finally feel like being honest?”


      Wellmy remained silent. Telling the truth or being undressed by Aides—both options were much too embarrassing! She groaned, stuck between a rock and a hard place, but ultimately mustered the courage to mutter a quiet, “I did.”


      Satisfied with that response, Aides let go of the ribbon and nodded, a pleased smile on his lips.


      It wasn’t just Wellmy’s face that felt like it was on fire anymore—her ears and nape were burning as well.


      But it was the truth: Wellmy had developed feelings for Aides the moment they’d met. She wouldn’t say that it had been love at first sight—it wasn’t so impulsive as that. She’d felt like he was different from Arvine and the other boys in her grade, who always ogled her with lecherous eyes.


      Aides first ascertained a person’s true nature, then decided how to act toward them. It was quite similar to the way Wellmy navigated life. Perhaps that was what had drawn her to him. They had barely exchanged a word, yet the more she’d looked into him, the deeper she’d felt herself fall.


      I couldn’t admit it, though.


      Aides’s eyes softened, and he offered Wellmy a smile, as if he could see right through her. He was such a malicious man—how dared he look at her so tenderly?


      “You were barely sixteen then, yet your reaction was so pleasing that even I couldn’t help being fascinated by you. Those feelings only heightened when I saw you with that sulky, plain young man. You seemed like such a mismatched pair.”


      So while Wellmy had been watching Aides at that party, he had also been watching her—likely with the same sort of gaze.


      “I didn’t attempt to pursue you after that party. But when I received your letter two years later, I immediately realized that you were the one who wrote it.”


      His interest piqued, Aides had then looked into her family, read Iora’s papers (submitted under Wellmy’s name), and began gathering his own proof of the Ernests’ wrongdoings. That was when Leo had come to him, bearing the exact same letter.


      A question suddenly formed in the back of Wellmy’s mind. “Wait. You realized that I’d written the letter before Leo told you? How did you know?”


      She had sent it anonymously, so how? She had known that there was a high possibility of Leo revealing her identity to Aides when she’d put him in charge of delivering the letter. But she had been careful to behave in a way that wouldn’t give away her identity until then.


      As she cocked her head to the side, Aides’s hand glided from her hair to her cheek.


      “See? The fact that you didn’t realize your mistake is exactly why your plan fell apart at the last minute, Wellmy. Your handwriting gave you away.”


      “Impossible. I—”


      “You changed your handwriting to look like Iora’s. Right? Being her sister, you probably had plenty of opportunities to watch her write. But no matter how much someone tries to imitate another’s handwriting, they always retain their own quirks. Iora’s penmanship is elegant, while your letters have a rounded, cuter quality to them.”


      She had written the letter in the same style that she’d used for her papers when submitting them under Iora’s name.


      “In other words, I couldn’t even imitate my sister when I tried,” she said.


      “Your talents and Iora’s aren’t even comparable. You have your own talents, Wellmy. And I have always been looking for a woman like you.”


      “I can’t fathom why.”


      Wellmy couldn’t think of a single thing she could do better than her sister.


      So why is Aides looking at me with eyes so full of...admiration?


      Before she could ask, Aides continued. “You and Iora are completely different—both on the outside and on the inside. Your expressions of affection are also nothing alike. Say, Wellmy, did you let that nobody kiss you?”


      The hand stroking Wellmy’s cheek paused, and Aides’s thumb brushed against Wellmy’s lips.


      “A few times,” she replied, not bothering to hide the truth. Aides would immediately know if she tried to lie.


      Arvine had often wanted to kiss Wellmy, and she had felt compelled to oblige. After all, if she had refused too many times or tried to avoid the topic, he would have grown suspicious of her intentions.


      Aides shook his head. Perhaps he had noticed the grimace that had crept onto Wellmy’s face at the thought of those moments.


      “Are you disappointed?” she asked.


      “No. You wouldn’t find it outrageous for an actor to kiss their colleague as part of a performance, would you?”


      As he spoke, Aides brought his face closer to Wellmy’s, brushing his lips against hers.


      “I intend to claim all the firsts of the true Wellmy. That kiss I just stole is only the beginning.”


      Aides’s kiss hadn’t been unpleasant like Arvine’s. It had been sweet, igniting a warmth within her. Aides’s choice of words, Aides’s soothing voice—everything about the man drew Wellmy in. His very existence consumed her, like the sweetest of poisons.


      “Did you dislike it?”


      A pause. “I did not.”


      “Stop looking at me like that. I intend to take my time savoring all of your firsts, but you’re making me want to claim them all right here and now.” He removed his hand from her cheek and snaked an arm around her waist. “Your turn now, Wellmy.”


      She gasped. “I-I can’t!”


      It was too embarrassing. Much, much too embarrassing. Her heart already felt like it was about to burst in her chest from the proximity, yet Aides wanted her to initiate?


      Aides didn’t back down. “You promised that you would do anything I ask, no?”


      “That’s not fair!”


      Wellmy had a feeling that, from now on, that despicable man would keep making demands, using her very own words against her.


      “At least...close your eyes,” she mumbled.


      “Fine,” Aides said, then complied, concealing his sharp periwinkle irises—those eyes that seemed to always see right through her—behind his eyelids.


      Wellmy took a deep breath and closed her own eyes before dropping a kiss...on Aides’s forehead.
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      She averted her eyes from his dissatisfied gaze. “You didn’t specify where I had to kiss you.”


      “Fine. I shall make it clear from next time onward.” Aides easily stood up with Wellmy still in his arms, and carried her to the bed. “You must be tired, so I won’t do anything more today. But from now on, this is where you will sleep.”


      “No—” she tried to protest, but he interrupted her.


      “You have no right to refuse. Remember, Wellmy?” His voice echoed in her ear, “You’re mine now.”


      Ah... How did things end up like this? Wellmy thought. Seriously, why?


      This is its own kind of doom.


      That man was like poison, slowly corroding her very being the more she interacted with him. A sneaking suspicion that he would never let her get away formed at the back of her mind, and Wellmy simply resigned herself to her fate.

    

  

  
    [image: title2]
  

  
    
      Chapter One: Rescuing the Maidens


      One day, some time before Wellmy and the others’ graduation ceremony, Aides sat with a letter in hand.


      “What an interesting girl,” he murmured, a smile curling on his lips as he thought nostalgically upon the author of that letter. She truly was unlike any other noble lady he had ever met.


      Aides was currently in his office at the Ormirages’ secondary residence. He tossed the letter on his desk, rested against the back of his chair, and crossed his legs, his fingers interlaced on his stomach. He fixed his gaze on the person who had brought him the letter, a young man with purple hair and golden eyes whom he hadn’t seen in a long time—Leoniel Lionel, the crown prince.


      “What do you hope to accomplish, showing me this letter, Your Highness?” he asked, offering the boy a half smile.


      “Snarky as ever, I see, Aides. You know you can call me Leo when it’s just the two of us,” the boy replied. He was eight years Aides’s junior and was very fond of the mage lord.


      Aides shrugged. “Allowing your subjects to disrespect you will weaken your authority, Leo.”


      “My subjects, huh? I would be vexed if they thought me so foolish as to act high-and-mighty toward you, even in private, when you have so much influence. Rumors say you’re even more powerful than the royal family.”


      It had been quite a long time since the two of them had exchanged such banter.


      It was a known fact that the House of Ormirage wielded such intense influence that the royal family couldn’t simply ignore it. Despite being only holding the peerage of a marquis, it was more powerful than even the ducal houses, making it the most influential family of all nobility. But how had that come to be?


      Of course, the efforts of all the previous marquises had played an important role in defining its current standing. Still, Ormirage House had been considered influential even before House Lionel claimed the throne. During the previous king’s reign, House Lionel had only held a remote margravate in the south of the kingdom.


      Back then, they had excelled at commanding soldiers due to their military lineage, but had been treated poorly by the king due to their lack of powerful magic. As such, the man who had been the head of House Lionel at the time had sought to create an alliance with House Ormirage, known for having produced many powerful mages, in order to acquire their mana.


      Seeing the sincerity in the man’s demand and recognizing House Lionel’s outstanding military prowess, the head of House Ormirage had agreed to give them his daughter in marriage. The girl had purple eyes that were proof of her strong magic potential, though the children born from that union hadn’t inherited their mother’s eyes; they all had golden eyes. Regardless, in no time at all, the Lionels had been able to incorporate magic into their army corps, making them more powerful than ever before. Once that foundation had been established, they began assertively employing individuals with strong magic in their service, regardless of their nobility status, accelerating their development even further. People from remote regions had always believed in abilities above everything else, due to the dangerous nature of the land, so they showed almost no resistance to the integration of talented commoners into the ruling house.


      The Lionels eventually claimed the throne. Due to the circumstances surrounding the event, it would be difficult to say that they did anything wrong.


      Seeing them as a threat, the king demanded that a girl of House Lionel—one who excelled at healing spells—be taken as his concubine. If it had ended there, it would have simply been just another instance of a ruler buying a noble family’s loyalty through a forced alliance.


      However, the royal family of the time made the mistake of underestimating the Lionels. The queen would constantly torment and abuse the poor girl, all with the king’s blessing. On top of that, they did nothing to help when other noble houses opposed and harassed the Lionels. Naturally, the head of Ormirage was dissatisfied with the way the royal family treated his granddaughter, causing friction with the other nobles.


      Meanwhile, as resentment grew in the Lionel and Ormirage territories, a pool of miasma left unchecked by the king began producing large numbers of monsters right as a plague broke out in the kingdom. The Lionels had to deal with the threats, just like the rest of the nation, but the damage in their territory was significantly less severe, thanks to their powerful army capable of using magic as well as the healers and saints they had trained over the years.


      As for the foolish king, he had ordered his concubine, the daughter of the Lionel family, to bring the plague to an end. But because of the queen’s ridicule and the tensions rising in the kingdom’s remote regions, no mage house had been willing to cooperate with her. The Ormirages had been too busy handling the threats in their own territory to offer their assistance, so she’d had no choice but to do everything by herself.


      Then one day, while running from place to place to heal as many people as she could, she finally collapsed. Dissatisfied with her efforts, the royal family began treating her even more harshly than before, calling her a “useless deadhead.”


      When the royal family ordered the Lionels to go handle the monsters and the epidemic in another fief, the head of the house finally snapped.


      “That family isn’t worth our loyalty.”


      And thus, the Lionels stormed the capital to take back the daughter they had given to the king. House Ormirage immediately announced that they would be supporting the assault. Using their magic, they snuck into the royal palace, retrieved the concubine, and offered her shelter. The Ormirages had been thoroughly disgusted by the royal family’s treatment of the Lionel girl, who was the niece of the newest head of their house.


      At that time, House Ormirage had already been recognized as the most powerful house of mages. With the combat techniques House Lionel had offered them, they had managed to counter the monster threat and epidemic in their territory with minimal losses. On the other hand, the royal family and the houses supporting them had found themselves worn thin, leaving them unable to fend off the combined assault of the Lionels and Ormirages, who excelled in combat and magic respectively. They executed most members of the royal family and the houses supporting them, save for the woman who had once been the king’s concubine and her son, whom they installed on the throne.


      Thus was born the royal house of Lionel, the new rulers of the kingdom.


      It would have been fitting for them to promote House Ormirage to a ducal house, but the main branch decided it would be wise to keep an appropriate distance from the royal family. They still upheld that principle to this day, although, due to the circumstances around the nation’s founding, most nobles who were promoted to dukes at the time counted relatives of House Ormirage among their members. Moreover, with each successive head of the house seemingly blessed with both business acumen and magical talent, House Ormirage quickly grew into a powerful noble titan whose influence extended well beyond the kingdom’s borders. As such, even though their blood ties with the Lionels had diminished over time, the two families maintained a strong relationship to this day. Aides and Leo were no exception to that rule, having grown up closer than any other noble children.


      “Back to the matter of the letter. Wellmy Ernest wrote it, didn’t she?”


      Leo’s eyes widened in surprise. “How did you know?”


      “This is my second time reading this letter, you see.” As he spoke, Aides pulled a piece of paper from a drawer and handed it to Leo.


      “I see. So the one she gave me was a copy,” the prince commented.


      “She must’ve been worried that I wouldn’t read her letter, as she sent it anonymously. Still, if she has discovered your identity, she truly has been treating you like her errand boy, hmm?”


      There wasn’t a single soul in the Lionel Kingdom who didn’t know of the relationship between the Lionels and the Ormirages. It was a famous tale sung by bards and performed onstage, as well as being the very first thing noble children learned during their history lessons.


      “She told me her sister wrote it, but when I asked Iora, she denied the claim.”


      “Wellmy clearly doesn’t trust you.”


      “I’m not so sure about that. According to Iora, Wellmy doesn’t want anyone knowing that she’s trying to save her sister. I assume that’s the reason she lied.”


      Aides found it odd that Wellmy would have entrusted a letter to Leo while knowing his relationship with his sister, but the prince apparently never interacted with Iora at school. Therefore, Leo assumed that Wellmy would never know that he’d discovered her lie.


      My theory is that she doesn’t care either way, Aides thought.


      According to Wellmy’s letter, her plan was ready to be set into motion. If she intended for Aides to be the one to pull the trigger, she had likely decided to risk everything to be sure that her letter reached him, even if it meant exposing herself.


      Aides didn’t see the point in correcting or arguing with Leo, so he kept his opinion to himself.


      “She says that she has ‘left proof of her family’s wrongdoings with someone she can trust.’ You’ll never guess who.”


      “Well, spill,” Leo prodded.


      “Clartes Liroud.”


      A smile curled on Aides’s lips while Leo sighed deeply.


      “Well, that’s surprising. I know he’s not a noble anymore, so how did Wellmy manage to get so close to him? No, scratch that. With her eye color, it might not actually be that strange. I’ve never heard of the Ernests being related to the Lirouds, though,” Leo said.


      “Me neither.”


      The ducal House of Liroud also had ties to the royal family, but their connection differed from that of House Ormirage. The Lirouds were elementalists, specializing in curses and disenchantment. While most magic users needed to expend a colossal amount of magical power to manipulate an elemental, the Lirouds did not. It was said that elementals were fond of their family, allowing the Lirouds to ask for their help with disenchanting through prayers rather than magic.


      Elementals were different from familiars in that they didn’t regard the person who summoned them as their master. They only agreed to help either for a reward or out of their own goodwill.


      A mark of being blessed by elementals was having vermilion eyes. There were no tales of them ever granting their benediction to anyone who did not possess Liroud blood.


      “The Lirouds keep the truth about elementals a secret from most people, save for a select few. Only those with close ties to the royal family know of it. So while other nobles might be surprised by Wellmy’s eye color, they likely don’t suspect anything.”


      It would be strange for a member of a subsidiary line of the Lirouds to be born with vermilion eyes, but it wasn’t entirely unheard of. But Wellmy’s eye color, coupled with her connection to Clartes, had piqued Aides’s interest.


      “I first thought that she had inherited her eyes from her mother’s side, but the woman was born a commoner, and an orphan at that,” he said. “It’s highly unlikely that she has any blood ties to the Lirouds. It leaves only one other option.”


      “She was unfaithful to her husband,” Leo concluded.


      “We may discover some interesting things if we dig deeper into this. If Wellmy truly is related to the Lirouds, there’s only one man her mother could have been involved with.”


      Clartes had been disinherited by his family for wanting to marry a common woman and, as such, lost his noble title. Based on his connection to Wellmy, it was highly likely that he was her real father.


      Leo made a face at this. He was a very upright boy, likely shaped by the circumstances that had led his family to seize the throne, as well as by the unwavering love between his parents. His father had never taken a single concubine, even though it would have been completely normal for him to do so.


      Leo was the firstborn of five children, meaning that his father had more than enough potential successors. The king also had good relationships with the most influential figures of both the academic and martial fields, so he had never felt the need to take a concubine to solidify his position.


      “The more I hear about Count Ernest and his wife, the more disgusted I get. They really are worse than trash,” Leo said.


      “Oh? And what brings you to that conclusion?”


      “They’re abusing Iora. I wanted to help her, but she won’t let me. ‘I don’t want to stir the pot until I find a way to save Wellmy,’ she said.”


      “I see.”


      Aides had already started looking into the Ernests, investigating matters that Wellmy hadn’t even brought up in her letter. He was aware that Iora lived alone in a detached building, while her father and stepmother doted on her younger sister. Yet, according to Leo, there was no bad blood between the two sisters.


      “This is a mess, isn’t it?” Leo said.


      “You don’t seem to like the younger sister all that much. So why did you bring me her letter?” Aides asked.


      “Because I figured it wasn’t my job to judge her. Her usual behavior isn’t exactly commendable. But when Iora told me that Wellmy was trying to save her, I tried to observe her again with that in mind, and realized it was true. She’s just absurdly good at hiding her true feelings.”


      “Oh?”


      “At first, I didn’t believe Iora. I even wondered if someone had slipped her some weird drug for her to make such a ridiculous claim. But, turns out, she is perfectly sane.” Leo frowned before resuming. “I was also reluctant to believe her because I know Wellmy hates me.”


      “Why is that?”


      Leo hesitated for a moment before replying glumly, “She called me a ‘coward.’”


      A chuckle escaped Aides’s throat.


      “Don’t laugh. She thinks that I’m too scared of my father to reveal my identity and that I’ve been doing nothing for Iora this entire time.”


      “My, my. She figured out that you’re the crown prince, yet she still dares to speak to you like that? She’s quite the feisty one,” Aides said, feeling more and more drawn to that noble girl.


      He grabbed a piece of paper from his desk and tossed it at Leo.


      “What is this?” the prince asked.


      “Wellmy’s research paper. I had the noble academy forward it to me,” Aides replied. “The handwriting doesn’t match that of the letter.”


      “Impossible. There’s no way Wellmy wrote this. The contents align perfectly with the research project Iora described to me.”


      “And this is the one that was submitted under Iora’s name,” Aides said, flinging another document at Leo. “The handwriting on this one matches the letter.”


      Leo compared the two papers and the letter and nodded pensively. “You have to examine them closely to see the difference. The handwriting is almost exactly the same. No, I suppose it would be more accurate to say they’ve been made to look the same.”


      “What conclusions do you draw from this?” Aides asked.


      Most people would reply that Iora must’ve written the letter. Leo had made the right decision, asking Iora if she was the author of the letter. If he didn’t know that Wellmy had written it, he wouldn’t have noticed the discrepancy.


      “The letter mentions that Iora’s papers were all submitted under Wellmy’s name and vice versa,” Aides said. “Assuming one didn’t know who wrote the letter, if they focused exclusively on the contents of the letter without studying the handwriting, I suppose they could be fooled.”


      “In other words, it’s designed to make it look like Iora wrote that letter to denounce her family, including Wellmy,” Leo concluded.


      “But you said that there’s no bad blood between the two sisters.”


      “According to Iora, there isn’t, and I believe her. Wellmy hasn’t made my identity public, so that must mean something.”


      “In other words, she was already planning this when she started switching her reports with Iora’s years ago.”


      What an interesting girl.


      Aides felt his mood improve as he thought back on the girl he’d met only once, and those vermilion eyes that had seemed to probe into his very soul. Thinking back, that had been the first time a noble lady had piqued his interest.


      And he had just figured out her objective.


      “She wants her family to be judged for their crimes—herself included.”


      Leo threw Aides a doubtful gaze. “Huh? ‘Herself included’? What do you mean?”


      “What is it that you don’t understand? Why else would she want to make it seem like Iora is the author of that letter?”


      The existence of that letter made it clear that Wellmy was willing to doom herself if it meant saving Iora.


      “I can’t believe she’d go that far...” Leo’s eyes widened as if he had just received a severe shock, and he leaned back against his chair.


      Aides’s smile widened as he watched him.


      “I’m starting to think that I might just go along with her plan. Well, it depends on what this ‘proof’ she gathered is.”


      Aides hadn’t gone to see Clartes yet, but as Wellmy had named his clinic as the place where she’d hidden the documents in question, Aides was almost entirely positive he had them.


      “Oh, and the letter states that I can only get access to the documents if I, and I quote, ‘propose to Iora and take her out of that house.’”


      “Wha—?!”


      Gazing at Leo’s outraged expression with amusement, Aides continued, “Don’t worry. I’m not enough of a fiend to steal the girl you love from you. Even if I were to go along with Wellmy’s plan, I’d make a few changes.”


      “Like what?” Leo asked.


      It was painfully obvious that the prince was head over heels for Iora, and he didn’t even try to hide it. Yet, his face was still as red as a tomato.


      Aides’s smile widened once again. “Wellmy is the woman of my dreams. Unless it goes against Iora’s intentions—the ones she told you about—I intend to marry her.”


      A pause. “What?”


      Unable to suppress his delight, Aides turned to look outside the window, leaving the prince to gape at him like a fish. “I’ll need to get engaged to Iora first in order to bring her here. But the one I truly want is her fearless sister, the one who’s not scared of trying to use me as a pawn in her schemes—Wellmy.”


      “But why can’t I be the one to get engaged to Iora?” Leo asked.


      “Wellmy hasn’t deemed you acceptable for her sister. If I follow Wellmy’s plan, I intend to stick to this part of her script. But if you have the means to save not just Iora but her sister as well, then prove it.”


      Show Wellmy what you can do without relying on your family’s influence. That was the implicit meaning behind Aide’s words.


      Leo’s face twisted in frustration. Aides figured that the boy thought he would never be able to come up with a way to save Wellmy and Iora without asking for his help or using his position as crown prince.


      But then, Leo spoke up. “We’ll prove that Wellmy is the one who wrote the letter and place her under witness protection. That way, she won’t be prosecuted for her wrongdoings. Although I suppose I’ll need to lean on my position a bit to make that happen.”


      Hmm... It would be too cruel to ask more of him.


      As long as Leo didn’t intend to have the king intervene directly, Aides wouldn’t nag him about his plan.


      “If we go along with your suggestion, they will both lose their nobility statuses. If they become commoners, we’ll never be allowed to marry them. Do you think you can convince the king to allow Iora to manage her family’s county until it can be transferred? If you can do that, I’ll put in a good word for you with Wellmy.”


      Aides was satisfied that his little brother figure had immediately managed to come up with a plan, but he still added another condition.


      “I’ll do it. For Iora. I’ll convince General Attorney Kilrane to put Wellmy under witness protection.”


      “Congratulations, Leo. You get a passing grade.”


      Leo breathed a sigh of relief at his words.


      “Please do as you said, then. In the meantime, I’ll prepare to propose to Iora when her fiancé breaks off their engagement.”


      Leo still struggled with concealing his emotions like a true royal ought to, but Aides was pleased to see him grow wiser with each passing day.


      Now, let’s see how that girl has grown since our last meeting...


      Judging by that letter, it seemed that she hadn’t lost her spark and had become quite dignified.


      Aides quickly drafted a letter asking Clartes to meet him, put it into an envelope, and sealed it. Then, he rang the bell on his desk to call his private secretary and handed him the letter.


      Lastly, he turned back to Leo, who’d been absentmindedly waiting for him to finish, and flashed him a grin. “Now, Leo. You know you’re like a little brother to me. So, how about you tell me how you met your hopefully future life partner?”


      ※※※


      Crap. I’ve missed my chance to run away. Leo internally clicked his tongue at his own stupidity when he saw Aides’s amused expression.


      Plastering a bright smile on his face, he replied, “Oh, it’s not all that interesting, really. I’m afraid it would bore you, brother dearest.”


      “You have some nerve to try to hide things from me, Leo,” Aides said, a sadistic glint in his eyes.


      Leo couldn’t contain the sweat beading on his forehead.


      There were several reasons Leo still didn’t have a fiancée despite having been named crown prince years ago, at twelve. Most princes of other nations would already have been engaged at his age.


      Firstly, Leo had been in poor health until he turned seven. Secondly, the kingdom’s state of affairs hadn’t been so dire that his parents felt the need to rush into an engagement and lose the opportunity to find a better party later. Lastly—and most importantly—the Lionel Kingdom had a custom of only looking for a fiancée for the crown prince once he came of age to enter noble society.


      Leo had always been a brilliant child, but his father hadn’t officially acknowledged him as his successor due to his health. As a result, the seat of crown prince had remained vacant until his condition had improved.


      The royal family had five children: Leo, the firstborn princess, the secondborn prince and princess (twins), and lastly, the thirdborn prince. Their second son, Tygrim, was three years Leo’s junior and, therefore, had still been a little too young for the king to make him his heir when Leo had been ill. While it was technically permissible for a princess to ascend the throne and take an outstanding man as her consort, it was still preferred for the crown to adhere to the primogeniture and patrilineal succession rules, unless there was a large issue. That was to minimize the risk of adopted children and those born to concubines staking their claims on the throne.


      Queens and queen consorts were expected to bear several children each. There had been instances in the past when a female ruler experienced consecutive pregnancies, which had kept her from ruling for long stretches of time. Regardless of how robust a queen was, she couldn’t will morning sickness away or control the rate at which her baby grew. It was only natural for others to be considerate so that she wouldn’t ruin her health. Even Leo’s mother, famed for her robustness, had been bedridden with awful morning sickness during her third pregnancy.


      Thus, male succession was preferred.


      In exchange, queen consorts were granted power second only to that of the king and could even challenge their husbands’ decisions if they had a valid reason. Furthermore, if the king found himself incapacitated, it wasn’t the crown prince or the chancellor who would rule in his stead, but the queen.


      The king had eventually proclaimed Leo his successor once his health had improved, but the prince struggled to find a wife. It wasn’t that there were no suitable candidates—in fact, there were quite a few—but Leo kept using “tradition” as an excuse not to make a decision. His father wasn’t in a rush to see him married, so he chose to take his time.


      Leo wanted his future queen consort to be a wise woman who would wield her power with intelligence and who could rule in his stead if the need arose. He likely would have had to make his decision sooner had he been a princess, as the window in which a woman could bear children was limited. But even if Leo were to take his time to choose a wife, as long as she was the right age, it would be fine. If anything, it left him the possibility of marrying the daughter of a foreign ruler in case of a diplomatic incident.


      For all these reasons, Leo still didn’t have a fiancée. Aides was well aware of his little brother figure’s concerns, which explained why he was so curious about the girl he had chosen to court.


      “I’ve taken the liberty to look at her grades, and she doesn’t seem to be particularly brilliant,” he said. “As for her appearance, I’ve heard only negative things. High society calls her a wallflower and sneers that she can’t hold a candle to her younger sister.”


      He’s saying all those things on purpose, isn’t he? Leo thought.


      Aides was this kind of person. The more fond he was of someone, the more he enjoyed teasing and toying with them to get under their skin, although he always made sure to stop before going too far. Conversely, he remained cold and indifferent to those he didn’t care about. Either way, he truly lived up to his reputation as the “cruel, chauvinistic, and misanthropic lord of magic.”


      “The reason Iora has bad grades and hides her beauty is out of consideration for her lowborn sister,” Leo explained.


      While Wellmy possessed the Lirouds’ vermilion eyes, she was an illegitimate child whose mother used to be a commoner. In recent years, societal views on lineage had softened, but the older generation still valued pedigree above anything else.


      As such, Wellmy couldn’t compare to her sister, a pure-blooded noble. If Iora were to excel at school, she was bound to attract attention, regardless of her appearance. Some, like Leo, might even notice that she was hiding her true self.


      Based on the fact that she had so easily agreed to exchange her papers with Wellmy, it was evident that she had decided to always let her sister shine brighter than her.


      “Why are you going so far?” Leo had asked her countless times.


      Iora’s response had always been the same. “If I don’t, it’ll hinder her plans. Besides, our parents do not like to see me do better than Wellmy. She would be sad if she saw them scold me,” she would say, always wearing the same melancholy smile.


      At first, Leo hadn’t been able to understand. Could that vicious and unscrupulous Wellmy truly feel bad for her stepsister? Wasn’t it just something Iora had convinced herself of to protect her own heart? Whenever Leo made even the slightest criticism of Wellmy, Iora would seem sad.


      Back then, he had simply been confused. But now, he understood everything.


      “I’d say that they have a good relationship, but that doesn’t quite cover it... It’s more like they care deeply about each other, but Wellmy is trying to get Iora to hate her,” Leo added.


      “Oh? And why is that?” Aides asked.


      “To keep Iora from being targeted by their parents. They both understand how their parents want them to behave and are playing their parts accordingly.”


      “I see. And Wellmy is trying to rescue her sister, who has been cast as the abused daughter, no matter the cost. How laudable.”


      Aides softly brushed his fingers against the two identical letters, his smile deepening.


      He has really taken a liking to Wellmy, huh? Leo thought, puzzled. They had likely never met and had nothing in common.


      “So?” Aides spoke, crossing his legs again.


      His voice pulled Leo out of his thoughts.


      “I still haven’t heard about how your budding romance with Iora started.”


      It seemed that Leo’s attempt at changing the topic had failed. Resigning himself to his fate, he reluctantly told Aides what he wanted to know.


      ※※※


      One day, just before his first meeting with Iora, an annoyed Leo finally grasped the true meaning of the warning his father had given him just before he began his studies at the noble academy.


      I can’t believe how stupid these kids who call themselves nobles are.


      His father, the king, had taken time out of his busy schedule to stroll through the garden with him and talk about the school he was about to attend.


      “Some lectures will cover highly specialized topics that you might find somewhat interesting, but the majority of them will cover subjects you have already studied. I believe you may find them quite boring.”


      “I imagine.”


      “However, the noble academy will provide you with precious opportunities to experience something that would be otherwise unattainable for us royals.”


      “Unattainable for us? What might that be, Your Majesty?”


      “What do you think, Leo?”


      The crown prince had given his father’s question some thought before giving a tentative answer. “The chance to make close friends, perhaps?”


      “That is not what I was referring to.”


      Leo had interpreted his father’s words to mean that, yes, friendship was important, but it wasn’t the point he was trying to make.


      “Love on our own terms?”


      “Incorrect.”


      This guess, his father had completely dismissed.


      It would be entirely foolish for a crown prince to lose his mind to romance and put his position in peril because of it, after all. While Leo’s parents had met at the noble academy and were now in a happy, loving relationship, they wouldn’t have been married if their union hadn’t offered some advantages to their respective families, regardless of their feelings for one another.


      “Hmm... The opportunity to interact with others regardless of our nobility status?”


      “Close, but not quite.”


      Leo’s growing frustration had clearly amused his father.


      That side of him reminds me a bit of Aides... he’d thought, waiting for the king to give him the right answer.


      “Attending school while hiding your identity...”


      “Yes?”


      “...is the only occasion you will have to experience social discrimination from the point of view of the victim.”


      Leo had needed a few moments to process those words.


      “Is it that different from the answer I gave?” he’d asked.


      “Completely different.”


      Leo had grown up surrounded by countless people preaching the core value of the Lionel House: Others might not share the same manners or decorum due to their social statuses, but he couldn’t look down on them for it.


      “Attending the noble academy is an extremely important experience that will help you to understand how the House of Lionel became what it is today,” the king had added.


      He’d stopped at the edge of the pond in their gardens and placed a hand on Leo’s shoulder. His silver eyes, tinged with hints of purple, had settled on Leo, looking as if they could pierce right through him.


      “Never forget this, Leo: A clear hierarchy is necessary, but discrimination breeds conflict. Before becoming the royal family, the House of Lionel was praised for its strength, both as commoners and later, when we earned our nobility title. We never could have ascended the throne without the support of those who believed in us.”


      “Yes, Your Majesty.”


      Leo had heard that speech so many times; he was starting to get sick of it.


      “Even now, we still rely on their help, all while using our own influence to uplift those who bemoan their misfortune. And that is something we must continue to do in the future. I believe that your time at the academy will help you understand our mission more deeply.”


      Those were the words Leo’s father had spoken to Leo before he began his studies. And now, not even one month into his time at the academy, the crown prince had experienced their meaning the hard way.


      So many of these people take advantage of their statuses and appearances to make fun of others.


      At the academy, Leo wasn’t the crown prince, but the second son of Baron Metamo. With the help of an ancient magic item that no one in this age could replicate, he had altered his distinctive purple hair and golden eyes to appear black. However, his face remained the same, so those who truly wanted to see through his disguise could recognize him. Moreover, the House of Metamo was a fictitious one that didn’t actually exist, and the academy’s rules stated that students wouldn’t be punished for disrespecting the royal family.


      In other words, the royal family had purposefully left enough hints that the students who felt like something was amiss could discover Leo’s identity. Yet, most students didn’t even try. The moment they learned that Leo was the son of a baron, they would start picking on him. If he ever stood out during classes or practical training, his classmates, being sore losers, would spew insults behind his back.


      “You pauper.”


      “You’re just the son of a baron.”


      “Know your place.”


      And so on, and so forth.


      These jibes made it very clear that most students were much more foolish than Leo had anticipated. To think that these were the people who would be responsible for the future of the Lionel Kingdom... Leo worried for his nation.


      It also helped him understand what his parents and advisors had been repeating to him since he was a child: to see people for what they truly were, not their statuses or aptitudes.


      This lot would never bother to try to give someone of a lower status a chance.


      He was also positive that they would do an about-face and swarm to get in his good graces the second he revealed his true identity.


      As he ruminated on these thoughts, his gaze landed on one of those very groups, led by two infamous students: Wellmy Ernest and Arvine Schneiger. Out of all the students Leo had interacted with, they were the most proficient at mocking, slandering, and spreading rumors.


      Leo stared grimly at Wellmy as she made eyes at Arvine, leaning on him with her usual haughty smile plastered on her face.


      That’s her sister’s fiancé. How utterly shameless, he thought with indignation.


      He was rarely aware of the rumors buzzing around school, yet even he had heard about how Wellmy Ernest constantly flirted with her sister’s fiancé. She must’ve been quite the promiscuous girl. To be fair, she was beautiful, with platinum hair, catlike vermilion eyes, fierce beauty, and porcelain-white skin. The accessories she wore were exquisite as well.


      But that was all there was to her.


      Leo knew more beautiful people than he could possibly count, and he didn’t find that hollow doll with no personality appealing in the slightest.


      But then, he caught sight of a girl with uncombed gray hair watching that group, a sad look on her face. She was hiding at the other end of the corridor, hidden behind one of the hedges flanking the pathway. Her uniform must’ve been a hand-me-down, as it was quite worn out. The color had even started to fade. She likely had very bad eyesight, as she was wearing thick glasses and was clutching a heavy book to her chest. On top of that, she had pallid skin and was incredibly thin, to the point where “slender” hardly captured how frail she looked.


      Is she sick...?


      That was the first thought that crossed Leo’s mind when he saw that girl who stuck out like a sore thumb. They were both in the advanced class, so he had caught glimpses of her during lessons before, but he had never paid much attention to her. It was the first time he’d noticed how sickly she seemed.


      Leo had long learned not to judge others based on their attire. After all, since he’d enrolled at the noble academy, others had mocked him not only for his status, but also for his cheaply made uniform, the fabric of which was no better than what commoners wore. He watched a group of students giggle as they walked past the girl in the tattered uniform, just like they had done to him earlier.


      He caught a glimpse of the girl’s gaze and finally realized who she was.


      Iora Ernest.


      The sister of Wellmy Ernest, the girl who was currently ostentatiously flirting with Arvine.


      Their parents clearly have a favorite child, huh? Leo thought.


      He’d heard that they were the same age, but had different mothers. It was likely that Iora was being abused, as she was the daughter of Count Ernest’s first (now deceased) wife.


      Leo was intrigued by the girl, but feared that talking to her in public would only bring her more trouble. He was the opposite of popular at school, after all. He realized that he had never been this considerate to someone before attending the noble academy.


      All of a sudden, Iora tore her gaze from her sister and fiancé’s public display of affection and started walking away. Leo’s eyes widened in shock at the beauty of her movements.


      If one completely tore down any bias they might have had toward her due to her appearance, they would realize that her bearing was out of this world. Her spine was perfectly straight, and her gait was so graceful that it looked almost like she was gliding. Her elegance rivaled even that of highborn noble ladies, and Leo found himself unable to tear his eyes away from her, utterly captivated.


      That was when a small gust of wind softly lifted Iora’s long bangs from her face, revealing her purple irises.


      Leo let out a gasp of shock.


      Even without makeup, Iora’s beauty was just as striking as her sister’s.


      For a brief moment, their eyes met, but Iora quickly averted her gaze as she walked past him, her bangs falling back into place.


      I can’t believe it...


      In a matter of seconds, Iora had stolen Leo’s heart with her beautiful movements and purple eyes brimming with magic power. Why was a girl like her forced to wear these dirty rags? Why did she look so sad?


      I need to know.


      Leo hurriedly turned on his heel, but before he could walk up to Iora, the bell signaling the start of their next lesson rang out. He clicked his tongue. His next class was an elective, and he was pretty sure that Iora would be in another classroom.


      Damn it!


      The school year had barely started. He couldn’t afford to skip classes just yet; doing so would only draw unwanted attention to himself.


      Wrestling his impatience to speak to Iora back under control, Leo reluctantly turned back and headed to class.


      Two days later, a little before lunch break, he spotted Iora leaving the classroom and...well...he followed her. In hindsight, that had been insanely creepy of him.


      Iora made her way to a bench behind the building, where no other students could be seen. She took a chunk of stale-looking bread out of a small basket and began nibbling on it as she flipped through the pages of a book with her other hand.


      Leo walked up to the bench and, at last, spoke to her. “Pardon me, Lady Ernest, but may I sit next to you?”


      He tried to sound as natural as he could, like he’d been planning on sitting at this bench all along, but Iora had just so happened to get there before him.


      She looked up at him, slightly perplexed, as if she couldn’t believe he was talking to her. Surprise still etched on her face, she gave him a small smile and nodded.


      “I am greatly honored that you chose to speak to me, Your Highness,” she said.


      Leo gasped and hurriedly looked around to ensure that no one had heard her reveal his identity. Other than his bodyguards, who had magically concealed themselves so that no one would see them, the area was deserted.


      “My apologies, it was careless of me. I didn’t detect any magical signature other than yours and those of your guards, so...” Iora muttered, her shoulders drooping as she hung her head low.


      Leo hurriedly spoke up. “No, it is no matter!” he said before correcting himself. “I mean, I don’t mind. But I’m impressed you noticed all that.”


      “Leo” was closer to his real self than “Prince Leoniel” was. However, whenever someone other than his family called him by his title, he had a tendency to slip back into his princely persona, so he quickly fixed his speech.


      “Was my acting that bad?” he added.


      Iora’s brow softened, and she offered him another reserved smile.


      She’s beautiful. Leo couldn’t believe that he hadn’t realized how refined she was until he truly took notice of her.


      “Not at all, Lord Metamo,” she replied.


      “Call me Leo. I’m the son of a baron, while you’re the daughter of a count. You’re of higher station than I.” Leo managed to smirk despite his slight nervousness.


      An amused expression crossed Iora’s face, but was immediately replaced by that same awkward, apologetic look she had been sporting before. “But...”


      “You’ve figured out my identity, so you must also understand that you can’t be too polite toward me in public, right? I’ll be in a bit of a pickle if you are.”


      The royal family had left hints for other students to figure out who Leo truly was, but that didn’t mean he could let just anyone know. These clues were meant only for those who had the discretion to keep his identity a secret.


      “That is true... I understand, Lord Leo.”


      “Drop the ‘lord.’”


      “I couldn’t possibly—”


      “Are you sure?”


      A pause. “Leo,” Iora muttered.


      Leo watched as her cheeks reddened, and his heart skipped a beat. Was it her first time addressing a boy without honorifics?


      She’s adorable.


      “The reason I noticed your identity may be a little unfair,” Iora continued.


      “Unfair?”


      “Indeed. Um... Your transformation magic does not work on me, Leo.”


      The second those words left her mouth, Leo’s bodyguards began to stir, suddenly more alert. Leo nonchalantly raised a hand to signal to them to rein in their menacing auras.


      “Does that mean you can see my true appearance?” he asked.


      “Indeed. Um, it may sound a little insolent, but...”


      “Don’t worry. The school rules state that you can’t be punished for disrespecting the royal family.”


      “I am aware, but you might still feel offended... I believe I can see through your disguise because, um... My magic is stronger than yours...” Iora muttered, her shoulder hunching for some reason.


      Leo nodded. The item he’d used to change his appearance didn’t work on Aides either. Golden and silver eyes were second only to purple eyes in terms of sheer magic potential, so Leo had never really thought of the possibility that someone would see through his transformation. However, it was a well-known fact that spells meant to trick others’ senses sometimes failed against those with greater magic. In this day and age, the only noble publicly known to have purple irises was Aides.


      “I see. It must be because you have purple eyes.”


      It was Iora’s turn to be shocked. “How...?”


      “Mm?”


      “How do you know about my eye color...?”


      Leo cocked his head to the side. “I saw them when we crossed paths in the hallway the other day. There are very few people with eyes like yours. Yet, no one seems to be talking about you... You should be the center of attention.”


      “We have, um, little contact with our relatives, and I did not leave the house much before enrolling at the academy. Besides, I believe that my late mother used a spell to hide my eye color.”


      Apparently, Iora’s mother used magic to make her daughters’ eyes look blue.


      “So that’s why no one knows.” Leo nodded to himself.


      “The spell must have started to fade, though... The only other person to ever notice my eye color is Wellmy.”


      “Your sister?”


      Now that must have bred tensions.


      Simply from observing the two sisters’ appearances, Leo could tell that their parents didn’t treat them equally. That prideful, haughty Wellmy must not have appreciated her sister having a rarer eye color than hers, though vermilion eyes were special in their own right. In fact, there was something about Wellmy’s eye color that nagged at Leo, but he didn’t have time to think about it at the moment. Right now, his entire focus was on Iora.


      “Could it be that it’s because of your eye color that your parents and sister ostracize you?” Leo asked.


      At this, Iora lowered her gaze, a sorrowful expression crossing her face—the same look she had worn the day he’d first noticed her in the hallway.


      Leo shook his head. “I’m sorry. That was thoughtless of me. I’ve overstepped.”


      “Not at all. Um... The reason my parents treat me that way has nothing to do with my eye color. As for Wellmy... I don’t think that she dislikes me.”


      “Huh?”


      Leo hadn’t been expecting those words to come out of Iora’s mouth.


      “But she’s been flirting with your fiancé in— No, nothing. Sorry.”


      That wasn’t good. Leo was so curious about this girl that he kept putting his foot in his mouth. He slapped a hand against his mouth to stop himself from saying anything unnecessary, his brow knitted with concern.


      The corner of Iora’s lips tugged upward at his reaction, though she still looked sad.


      “She has her reasons. Um, please do not misunderstand my sister...”


      Leo nodded for form’s sake, but in his mind, he had already started to think that he needed to investigate that family. Iora was barely skin and bones, while Wellmy seemed spoiled rotten. Something was obviously wrong.


      That short interaction was enough for Leo to completely fall under Iora’s charm. If something was going on with her family, he wanted to help her.


      “Can I meet you here again tomorrow?” he asked with a smile. He wanted to know more about her—although he wasn’t sure he was doing a good job hiding his feelings.


      Iora’s cheeks reddened slightly as she nodded. “It would be my pleasure. I do not have any friends, so...”


      Leo couldn’t help but turn his face away.


      She’s just too cute!


      This was the first time he’d ever felt this way about a girl his age.


      ※※※


      “From then on, I started meeting with Iora on a regular basis,” Leo said. “She would talk to me about all sorts of things—her lectures, magic, her relationship with her family... I loved listening to her. But the more attracted to her I grew, the stronger my anger toward her family became. I seriously considered destroying them more times than I could count.”


      “You seem quite infatuated. How adorable—my baby brother is finally experiencing love for the first time,” Aides teased.


      “You’re the last person I want to hear that from,” Leo shot back.


      Leo at least had the decency to smile at the girls who approached him. On the contrary, Aides behaved as if women weren’t worthy of his attention, which had cemented his reputation as a chauvinist.


      “I simply have no interest in foolish people. I like clever women.”


      “Is Wellmy clever?” Leo asked after a pause.


      “She clearly is. If you were in her shoes, how else would you try to protect your sister? It seems to me like she’s constantly making the best possible choices with the hand she’s been dealt.” Aides was referring to everything Wellmy had been doing as part of her plan—the way she treated her sister at home, her efforts to keep Arvine away from Iora, and her demeanor at school.


      “I still think she could’ve asked for a bit of help,” Leo replied.


      “Who can she trust? Forget Iora—do you really believe that Wellmy could have relied on you?”


      Leo was at a loss for words. “Well, she noticed I’m the crown prince, didn’t she? She could have tried to turn to me for help,” he said eventually.


      “Have you done anything to make her believe she could trust you?”


      Leo paused. “I haven’t.”


      “You have your answer. You know what we call those who tip their hands to others without knowing whether they’re friend or foe? Fools, that’s what we call them,” Aides said. “I am honored that she seems to have chosen me, though.” He chuckled, then returned his gaze to Leo. His eyes were a little softer this time. “You must’ve done things to help Iora out of Wellmy’s sight, didn’t you? Tell me what you did.”


      As always, nothing escaped him.


      Leo awkwardly scratched his temple and said, “I noticed that Arvine and Wellmy always prevented Iora from interacting with other students. Although I realize now that Wellmy was simply being selective with who could talk to her sister. The students she didn’t let Iora talk to all seemed like trouble.”


      Iora was an intelligent girl, but because of her circumstances, she had a tendency to fold when pressured by those above her. Leo had once stumbled upon a young lady trying to foist her homework onto Iora, and he’d had to step in to chase her away.


      “At first, I started providing her food. Wellmy had ordered her not to approach Arvine, so she couldn’t eat lunch at the cafeteria. Her meals all consisted of a single piece of bread she brought from home.”


      Iora had tried going to the cafeteria once. But when Arvine spotted her, he made her sit down before she could get her food and forced her to listen as he went on and on, comparing her to Wellmy. In the end, Iora hadn’t been able to eat that day.


      This incident must have been what prompted Wellmy to keep Iora away from the cafeteria.


      “So I decided to help her get some food. The school had lent me a room to take my meals, as they all needed to be tasted for poison, so I invited her to join me for lunch there.”


      He’d ended up arguing with his bodyguards and the school’s management, and had even gotten into a fight with his father, the king, but had eventually earned the right to invite Iora to his private room. Of course, he hadn’t told her those details.


      Even when provided with full meals, Iora hadn’t eaten much, but over time, she had begun to look healthier. Leo had also finally understood why she looked so unkempt all the time—she simply couldn’t afford to stand out. The magic her mother had cast to make her eyes look blue had begun to dissipate—if others noticed her purple irises, it would have caused a huge uproar. To avoid causing a commotion, she had cast a similar spell on herself.


      “Then, I created a secret salon of sorts. There are hidden passages at the noble academy meant for royals to use to escape in case of an emergency, and rooms connected to those passages. I remodelled the one accessible from the library and gave invitations only to students I knew I could trust.”


      The first one had been Karla, a young lady chosen by Wellmy. After that, he had also invited the daughter of a duke, a girl who had been in the running to become the next saint, as well as a few other young ladies, including his own younger sister (the kingdom’s first princess) when she’d enrolled at the academy. Other than his sister, who obviously knew who Leo was, the others had all discovered his identity through the hints left by the royal family and had approached him nonchalantly, though still with the appropriate etiquette.


      Just to be safe, he had still let Wellmy screen them before inviting them to the salon. Iora had said that, if her sister refused to engage with these ladies, it must have meant that they were worthy of trust.


      Leo didn’t know if Wellmy had been aware of his schemes, but as she was still calling him a coward, she likely hadn’t noticed.


      Only in the salon did Iora dress in proper clothes befitting her station. Over time, her smile also grew brighter. A little before graduation, her hair and skin had looked much too healthy for her to keep up her usual charade, so she had taken it upon herself to study Leo’s ring and learned how to make her hair look dull through magic.


      Leo had only agreed to keep his activities a secret because Iora had begged him to. “I don’t want her to get in trouble,” or “I need to save her from that house,” she would say.


      Wellmy wasn’t the one Leo wanted to save; Iora was. But he’d still honored her wishes for her sake.


      “Wellmy is plotting to break off Arvine and Iora’s engagement during our graduation party. She told Iora that she would become Arvine’s new fiancée,” Leo continued.


      “Oh? Are they planning to make a spectacle in front of the entire school at the expense of your sweetheart?”


      “Probably. Iora said she would play the part Wellmy wants her to. I don’t like it. She’ll get hurt.”


      But Iora had told Leo that if Wellmy was willing to sacrifice herself for her, she had to bear that pain. Faced with that logic, he had had no choice but to let Iora do as she wanted.


      If Iora truly cared for her sister, then Leo had to help Wellmy. He had sworn to save Iora, and that included finding a way to protect everything she held dear as well. Besides, if Wellmy was devoted to rescuing Iora, just like he was, it meant that she was a friend, not a foe—although he refused to believe such a thing until he could make sure of it himself. He was almost entirely sure that her intentions were good...but he didn’t like that she hated him so much and that he had to compete with her for Iora’s attention.


      Leo would let her be Iora’s savior. He didn’t need to be the one she was the most thankful to. Wellmy had been protecting Iora since she was a child; he could let her have that.


      “I’ll stay in the shadows until the very end,” he said resolutely.


      “Will you? Iora might be waiting for you to save her,” Aides said teasingly.


      For the first time that day, Leo flashed him a smile full of self-confidence. “See, I know her better than you do.”


      “Oh?”


      “She’s already aware of my feelings and is starting to respond to them. So I don’t mind letting Wellmy take the glory this time.” Leo paused, stood up, and turned on his heel to go. He had to go meet with Chief Attorney Kilrane.


      “As long as I can have Iora’s love, I don’t need anything else.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Two: Iora and Wellmy


      A month had passed since Wellmy began living at the Ormirages’ secondary residence, and today, Iora was visiting her for the first time.


      “Wellmy?” Iora suddenly said as she combed her sister’s hair, a bright smile on her face.


      “What is it, dear sister?” Wellmy asked, meeting her gaze in the mirror.


      Ah... Iora is as radiant as ever today! she thought. The gorgeous gown her sister had worn to that fateful engagement party had suited Iora perfectly, but her neat and tidy everyday clothes made her look radiant in their own right. Wellmy couldn’t take her eyes off her.


      Having received permission to temporarily manage the Ernest territory, Iora had moved back into what had once been their parents’ home, much to Wellmy’s dismay. She didn’t trust anyone in that house save for Orea and Gordley, so she would have preferred her sister to stay with her. Aides had ordered Iora to dismiss every other staff member and had temporarily assigned a few of his own servants to work at the Ernest estate—including two of his secretaries, both extremely talented—and assist with her duties. Leo had also appointed an inspector he trusted to help Iora manage her domain. Under these conditions, Wellmy had reluctantly agreed to let her sister go. In truth, eighty percent of her reluctance was that she had wanted the two of them to stay together.


      “Are you enjoying your life here?” Iora asked.


      Wellmy’s face flushed at this. She had spent the last month being spoiled rotten at the hands of Aides.


      He had denied her request to leave the mansion, claiming that the time still wasn’t right, but spent every moment of his free time with her. He never touched her in that way, though.


      Every morning without exception, he would take her in his arms and shower her with kisses, from the top of her head to the back of her neck. Then, he would hand-feed her breakfast.


      After he left for work, Wellmy’s maids would bathe and dress her before sending her off to her lessons. Each day, a teacher would arrive to spend some time (all right, maybe a little longer than “some time”) drilling—ahem, instructing Wellmy on various subjects: how to behave like a proper lady, how to manage a household and a territory, and so on.


      Once lessons were over, it was time for lunch and a nap. The servants would wake Wellmy with some sweets, and afterward, she was free to spend the rest of the afternoon however she pleased.


      Aides either worked at the Ministry of Magic or in his home office. The second he was done with his duties, he would find Wellmy, lift her in his arms, and sit her on his lap, showering her with more affection. During dinner, he taught her proper table manners to prepare her for dinners with the royal family and foreign dignitaries.


      Then, after Wellmy took another bath and changed into her nightgown, the two of them would play board games or chat while Aides enjoyed his nightcap before heading to bed. Some nights, Aides would use that time to lavish affection on Wellmy again.


      It went without saying that Wellmy couldn’t refuse any of his advances. Whenever she claimed it was too embarrassing or stubbornly resisted, Aides would remind her of that stupid promise she’d made.


      “Aren’t you supposed to do anything I ask of you?” he would tease.


      A-And always with that amused smile of his!


      Wellmy’s head drooped as she imagined her fiancé’s sadistic smirk. He was constantly making her do things she was ashamed of, to the point she’d started to wonder whether he truly loved her or simply enjoyed toying with her. Even now, she couldn’t bear it when Aides demanded that she kiss him herself. Her cheeks burned at the mere thought of it.


      Recently, he had taken to having Wellmy sit with him in his home office, where he would assign her little tasks. Then, he would constantly give her these saccharine compliments as she worked, with that infuriating smirk plastered on his face.


      “You’re adorable.”


      “Seeing your handwriting is enough to alleviate my fatigue.”


      “I like it when you’re stubborn. Don’t ever change.”


      “That barrette I gave you suits you so well, it makes me want to push you down right here and now.”


      Etcetera, etcetera.


      “Wellmy?”


      Iora’s voice brought her back to reality.


      What did her sister think, seeing her sit there in silence while her face reddened?


      “I-It’s stifling!” She choked out the words, her head hanging low.


      Iora nodded, a bright smile on her lips. “You seem happy. I’m glad.”


      Had she misheard Wellmy’s response?


      “I just said it’s stifling! Are you even listening to me?!”


      “I am. And I’m looking at you too,” Iora said as she resumed combing her sister’s hair, apparently in a good mood.


      Wellmy groaned. Wh-Why is she acting like she knows everything?!


      Despite all her complaining, Wellmy had the self-awareness to recognize that she didn’t hate her current life. It was just embarrassing. Very, very embarrassing.


      Yet, Aides never pushed her to do anything she would truly hate. If she had to be completely honest, she was so happy that it almost frightened her. Today had been no exception.


      Once she’d learned that Iora would be visiting, a mix of anxiousness and excitement had bubbled within her. She knew that her sister loved her as much as she did, but the two of them hadn’t had a proper conversation in years.


      Her fears were unfounded. Iora hadn’t changed in the slightest since they were children.


      Just like she used to back then, when Wellmy would grab her hand and drag her off to play, Iora loved to fuss over her little sister, gentle and demure as ever. Relief washed over Wellmy as she took in Iora’s face and didn’t see any hint of fatigue. She clearly wasn’t as busy as she’d been when their father had had her and Gorley manage his territory alone.


      No—the one who had changed, who couldn’t be honest with her feelings, was Wellmy.


      “Iora?” This time, it was her turn to call her sister’s name.


      “Yes, Wellmy?”


      “Um... What do you like about Leo?”


      Wellmy had heard from Aides, as well as from Iora earlier that day, that Leo had gone through great pains to help her sister. She’d always had an inkling that the prince hadn’t just stood idly by while Iora suffered, but she had wanted to hear it from her.


      “What do I like about him? Oh, that’s a difficult question...” Iora said, pressing her hands against her cheeks and cocking her head to the side.


      “I see. He has so little charm that you can’t even think of one good quality about him.”


      Iora chuckled at Wellmy’s biting remark. “It’s actually the opposite. I like everything about him.”


      Wellmy was aware that she was the one who had asked in the first place, but she wasn’t satisfied with her sister’s answer. The radiant smile on Iora’s face and her slightly flushed cheeks made it clear that she was telling the truth.


      “He’s a kind, impartial, and diligent man, but he also has this slightly childish side. It’s adorable.”


      “Adorable...?” Wellmy repeated, frowning.


      Isn’t it rude to call a grown man “adorable”? she wondered.


      But Iora’s next words only deepened the creases between her eyebrows: “Yes, adorable. He’s a bit like you in a way—clever, but a little needy.”


      “D-Don’t lump me in with him!”


      “Of course, you’re not entirely the same.” Iora poked Wellmy’s puffed out cheeks, as if to say, This is exactly what I’m talking about.


      Impartial. Kind. Yet childish.


      Wellmy thought back on a conversation she’d had with Leo one day at school. It had been a little before Iora’s overall aura had changed, and that constant sad, pained look had faded from her face.


      That day, Leo had approached her with a reluctant expression. “Hey, you. Want to come to my salon?” he’d asked. “Iora’s there.”


      “Why would I?”


      “Ah, but just so you know, I’m not inviting Arvine,” Leo had added, sidestepping the question.


      “Well,” Wellmy had begun after a brief pause, “why would I choose to spend time with a coward and people I can’t stand?”


      Needless to say, she had refused his invitation.


      Thinking back on it, it had likely been Leo’s attempt to reconnect the two sisters. He must’ve known that Wellmy and Iora hadn’t actually been on bad terms.


      Wellmy had sensed it back then, but had purposefully chosen not to pursue that line of thought. After all, her main goal at the time had been to keep Iora as far away from Arvine as possible.


      The real reason, however, was that she had been unable to bear to acknowledge that her sister had uncovered her plan. The thought had terrified her. Because it would’ve meant that Iora didn’t hold a grudge against her. That she didn’t hate her. And if that had been the case, then Wellmy’s doom would have saddened her.


      In truth, Wellmy had wanted to accept Leo’s invitation. Even though he hadn’t seemed thrilled about the prospect of having her—his enemy—around, he had gone out of his way to invite her. Yet at that moment, she had pretended not to notice his kindness.


      “Why do you hate Leo so much?” Iora asked.


      “It’s just...”


      The old Wellmy likely wouldn’t have given an honest answer to Iora’s question. But after weeks of being pampered by Aides, who had stripped away her masks one by one, she had learned how to be vulnerable. She now understood the beauty of expressing her feelings openly.


      So she said it. “I don’t want him to steal you from me...”


      Sending her sister off to be married to Aides hadn’t bothered her. After all, the lord of magic would’ve only accepted to take her as his wife if he had something to gain from it. Before Aides revealed that he had been aware of her plan all along, Wellmy had assumed he’d been after her sister’s intellect.


      But she had always been acutely aware that Leo’s feelings for Iora weren’t driven by self-interest. She knew that he would steal her sister’s heart with those piercing eyes that saw to the depths of a person’s soul and that straightforward attitude that sought no glory or reward.


      That was why she hated him.


      Iora’s eyes widened at Wellmy’s selfish remark. The next instant, a beautiful smile bloomed on her face as she wrapped her arms around her little sister from behind.


      “Leo said the exact same thing.” She chuckled.


      “I told you not to lump me in with him,” Wellmy protested weakly.


      “He said that he couldn’t win against you. Listen, Wellmy: You and Leo are both very precious to me. You’ve always been, and you will always be.”


      Wellmy softly gripped the skirt of her dress.


      “Iora?”


      “Yes?”


      Mustering her courage, she finally asked her sister the question she had always been too scared to voice.


      “When we first met...what did you think of me?”


      All this time, she had felt like she shouldn’t ask that question. Iora had barely lost her mother when her father had welcomed his mistress and illegitimate daughter into his home. Wellmy was the living proof of Savarin’s betrayal, and she had always feared that was how her sister saw her. Of course, now she knew that Savarin hadn’t actually fathered either of them.


      Iora let go of Wellmy and, with an awkward little smile, clutched her mother’s pendant, which hung from her neck.


      “I thought, ‘What an adorable little girl.’”


      “What...?”


      “I was nervous at first...and also sad to learn that he had betrayed my mother. But then, I saw the way your eyes sparkled when you looked at me. Do you remember, Wellmy?”


      “Wow...! You’re so pretty! You look just like a princess! Are you my new sister?!”


      That was the very first thing Wellmy had said when she’d laid eyes on Iora.


      “I immediately thought that the two of us would become friends—I wanted to become your friend.” Iora paused, then added, “Wellmy, even if we’re not related by blood, you are and will always be my precious little sister.”


      Wellmy felt her eyes burn at her sister’s kind words. The next moment, tears ran down her cheeks.
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      I gently embraced my crying sister from behind and stroked the top of her head.


      Do you realize just how much you have done for me?


      Wellmy probably didn’t have the slightest idea of how important she was to me.




      Losing my mother at such a young age had left me with a broken heart.


      Because of it, I must’ve been quite precocious compared to other children my age. Adults would call me “clever,” but I’d never liked that word. I hadn’t been clever: I’d simply felt like I had to grow up faster than others. And that had been the case ever since my mother had learned that she didn’t have much time left.


      But you, Wellmy, helped me become a cheerful and carefree child again.


      I still remembered your vermilion eyes brimming with curiosity, restlessly darting around, looking for new adventures. How your platinum blonde hair glowed under the sun as you grabbed my hands and beamed at me, your expression full of love.


      “My pretty sister!”


      “My wonderful sister!”


      “My gentle sister!”


      Back then, you’d praised me over and over.


      You were like an angel, Wellmy.


      While I was devastated to have lost my mother, your presence by my side softened the blow. I only started to feel the pain when you couldn’t be with me anymore.


      I was sad when those people who called themselves our parents stole my mother’s pendant from me and gave it to you. But even more than that, I couldn’t bear to see the shock on your face. The thought of the wound it had inflicted on your soft, innocent heart filled me with worry.




      Wellmy... I was aware of your plan all along—and it was unbearably painful.


      I felt a pang in my heart every time I saw the sorrow in your eyes when you’d try to do something for me—whenever you made those cruel suggestions with that innocent face of yours.


      I wanted to tell you that you didn’t have to try so hard, that I was fine.


      The more desperate you became, the more that mask you wore took over.


      Seeing you lose your true smile was the hardest thing of all. It hurt more than the hunger I felt after being forced to go without food, more than the beatings I received for making mistakes, more than any of Savarin’s attempts on my life.


      On the surface, you played the role of a crafty, vicious villainess, yet your true self—your desire to protect me—would occasionally break through.


      Only when Arvine nullified our engagement did a bright smile finally grace your face. But the only time I saw your true smile in the last several years was when I left for Lord Aides’s estate.


      The idea of running away without you was unthinkable. I knew I had to go, but it tore at me from the inside.


      Still, I went, because I knew that it was what you wanted. Had that not been the case, I would not have left your side for even a moment.




      Wellmy...to tell you the truth, at first, I had been planning to use Leo. I wonder how you’d look at me if you knew this.


      When I met him behind the school, my first thought was that I should find a way to catch his eye and make him fall in love with you. That way, you could be free from Arvine. I also contemplated playing for sympathy and using his money to improve my appearance so that Arvine would set his sights on me again.


      You seduced a man you hated for my sake, Wellmy. I refused to stay idle while you did all of the dirty work.


      But I immediately realized that I couldn’t put such a plan into motion.


      Unlike Arvine, Leo actually saw me for who I was, and I don’t just mean my purple eyes. He saw the real me, the one hidden under that skin you’d put on me for my own protection.


      He had a beautiful heart, just like you do—and he wanted to help me.


      I was weak, Wellmy. What if you noticed that I took advantage of such a kind boy to further my own agenda? I couldn’t shake the feeling that it would sadden you, that you’d be disappointed in me—and it terrified me.


      I hesitated a lot. If I didn’t proceed with my initial plan, it would take me even longer to save you. Was I making the right decision by choosing to trust Leo?


      I could only persevere because you were there, Wellmy. I was never as kind and talented as people believed me to be, unlike you, doing everything you could to save me. You were a much better person than I could ever be.


      I still mustered the courage to ask Leo and the others to help me save you, but we couldn’t make our move right away. Your situation weighed on my mind so heavily that, when Leo confessed his feelings to me, I wasn’t able to reciprocate his affection. Not that I wasn’t attracted to him—quite the opposite, actually—but I simply couldn’t bear the thought of basking in happiness while you suffered.




      I came up with the idea of using your own plan to help you when I saw you fall under the lord of magic’s charm at our débutante ball. I immediately understood that you would try to arrange an engagement between us.


      Knowing how much you cared about me, if you determined that he was the kind of person to whom you could entrust me, he must’ve been a good man—a man who could love you, my wonderful Wellmy, the most in the entire world. And you would love him just as much.


      That was when I resolved myself to our conjoined happiness. If I were going to be happy, then we would be happy together, my dear little sister. Because I loved you just as much as you loved me.


      Today I was so glad that we could finally laugh and smile together at last.


      As I made my way to the gate, the adorable words you had offered me as you saw me off echoed through my mind.


      “Iora... May you be happy with Leo.”


      “What about you, Wellmy? Are you happy now?” I’d asked.


      Your vermilion eyes had glanced up at the lord of magic beside you before you, my adorable Wellmy, had nodded in response.


      Everything would be fine now.


      The mage lord had been able to do in an instant what had always been impossible for me—remove that haughty mask from your face and shower you with affection.


      You had a gift for seeing the true nature of people, Wellmy. And I was glad that the mage lord had found you. I could safely entrust you to him.


      Your maid escorted me to the gate, where Leo was waiting for me. He gave me a little wave, and I— Oh, Wellmy, I know that it wasn’t proper, but I couldn’t help myself; I hugged him.


      “I-Iora?” he stammered, his cheeks reddening slightly and a look of confusion appearing on his face.


      I smiled at him, the man I loved.


      “You’ll always be my big sister too, Iora,” you had told me earlier as tears rolled down your cheeks. You couldn’t even begin to imagine how happy these words made me, Wellmy.


      The tears of relief I’d been holding all this time spilled from my eyes at last.


      “Wh-What’s wrong? Did something happen?” Leo asked.


      “Mm... Leo?”


      “Yeah?”


      “Wellmy has given her blessing for our relationship.”


      Leo blinked at my words. He had a tendency to do this—blink repeatedly whenever he didn’t quite understand something.


      After a moment, the realization dawned on him, and he broke out in a grin.


      “Is it true?! Iora!” he exclaimed, returning my embrace.


      “Yes, it is.”


      “May you be happy with Leo.”
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      “I’m sorry for making you wait all this time,” I added.


      “Eh, what’s a measly four years?”


      “It’s still a long time,” I retorted. “Thank you, Leo.”


      Years ago, I had told Leo that I wouldn’t be able to reciprocate his feelings until Wellmy was happy. He promised that he would wait for me—and he did.


      As the two of us sat beside each other in the carriage, our fingers interlaced, I spoke to him again.


      “Leo?”


      “Yeah?”


      “Even if His Majesty were to approve of you taking me as your wife, there will be many people who will think that I’m not good enough for you.”


      After all, I was the daughter of a former count, and the current head of a house that was about to be destroyed. On top of that, I would be seen as “damaged goods” in the eyes of noble society, as I’d had two former fiancés break their engagements to me, didn’t have the backing of any high-ranking noble, and had no advantages to offer the royal family.


      Leo had done the thing that his father had warned him against: He’d “lost his mind to romance.”


      It was likely that some nobles would deem me unfit to become queen.


      Leo’s lips curled into a daring smile when he heard my concerns.


      “But you don’t have any intention of losing to these people, do you?” he asked, his eyes soft. “I don’t either.”


      I couldn’t help but grin. He understood me so well. “I don’t. That’s why, I’m, um...thinking of accepting the mage lord’s proposition.”


      He had offered to grant me admission to the International Magic Research Institute, whose biggest supporter was House Ormirage. It was an independent transnational organization established by the Magical Society and was at the forefront of magical research.


      The lord of magic had honored his promise to Wellmy: He had offered me his support by offering me a place where I could make the most of my slightly above average talent for magic.


      “If I manage to produce good work there, the Magical Society will grant me the qualifications of Elite International Mage.”


      That rank was right below the highest title, Archmage, and would grant me a position equivalent to that of a countess. Aides had promised to then look for adoptive families among high-ranking nobles that wished to have connections with elite mages and the royal family. If there weren’t any, he would take me in as a member of House Ormirage.


      “But it’s going to take a while, isn’t it?” Leo asked.


      “Well... The graduation thesis that I submitted under Wellmy’s name—the one about reducing magical strain—was officially certified as mine the other day, remember? The academic society has already approved of my paper, so if I repurpose what we were secretly practicing at the salon, I might be able to move on to practical tests right away.”


      All members of the salon Leo had created at the noble academy had been brilliant individuals. There had even been professors there, with whom I’d had great discussions. I had yet to put most of the things I had tested at the salon in writing. The illusion spell I had come up with to replicate the effects of Leo’s ancient transformation item was one such idea.


      Leo and Wellmy were the ones who had screened the people who could attend the salon; it was only natural that they would all be outstanding.


      “I could never thank you and Wellmy enough...”


      Now, I could make that spell I had developed into a magic item myself. If House Ormirage and Karla’s family agreed to lend me their support to arrange distribution channels and production facilities, I would have a rock-solid system to ensure its success.


      “I hope the others will agree to grant part of the property rights we’d have over the items to the royal family. It would make things move along a lot smoother, but...”


      “None of the salon’s members will dispute your decision if you go through with that. You were the one leading the project from the start.”


      “Do you really think so...?”


      My father had always taken credit for everything I achieved as if they were his own accomplishments, so I wasn’t very familiar with how these matters worked. My friends all told me that my self-esteem was too low, but I still wasn’t sure I truly understood what they meant.


      “Everything will be all right, Iora. Just keep doing what you want to do. I’ll be here to help with whatever you can’t. I’ve got power and influence; may as well use them while we can,” Leo said with a chuckle.


      Reassured, I nodded and scooted a little closer to him.


      Just like you, Wellmy, Leo likely didn’t realize just how much he’d done for me.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Three: The Lord of Magic’s Past


      “Well, that’s a surprise,” Spellmaster Clartes whispered.


      Aides nodded. “I know, right? I hadn’t been expecting this either.”


      On that day, Clartes had come to see Aides and Wellmy. The main reason for his visit had been to sign the papers officially recognizing Wellmy as his biological daughter, but the lord of magic had invited him to stay for lunch, and the three of them were presently eating together.


      As for what had the men so surprised, it was Wellmy’s manners.


      “I always thought that your curtsies looked beautiful, but how in the world did you manage to master high society etiquette in such a short time?” Clartes asked.


      A month and a half had passed since Wellmy started studying for her future role as the Marchioness of Ormirage, and Aides had given her passing marks in nearly all subjects.


      She smiled sweetly at her father. “When my sister and I were young, we had the honor of being educated by Countess Collwella Dresta.”


      Clartes’s jaw dropped. “Lady Collwella? The woman who was in charge of the queen’s education...?”


      “Indeed.”


      The title of Countess of Dresta wasn’t hereditary—each generation, the royal family granted it to an outstanding woman. Lady Collwella was single, but the queen had bestowed her that title as a reward for her achievements as a noble lady and instructor.


      Wellmy herself hadn’t known about her private tutor’s past achievements until Iora’s visit the other day, when Wellmy had brought up that her current teachers never yelled or seemed annoyed with her. While her grades at the noble academy had been toward the top of her class, she had always assumed that it had only been thanks to Iora writing her papers.


      But Iora had shaken her head when she’d told her this. “Papers aren’t the only thing we were graded on, Wellmy. You have never struggled much with etiquette, writing, or magic, have you?”


      “Now that you mention it, I have always been pretty comfortable in those subjects. But I simply assumed that it was the same for everyone. Well, save for the stupid girls I’d deliberately surrounded myself with back then.”


      “Wellmy...” Iora had offered her a weak smile and continued, “our private teacher, Lady Collwella, was a brilliant lady.”


      Wellmy offered Iora’s explanation to Clartes. “Iora’s mother was close to Lady Collwella. That is why she agreed to work for the Ernests.”


      In truth, their private teacher had been supposed to be in charge of Iora’s education, not Wellmy’s. However, most people didn’t know what went on within a noble house unless they deliberately chose to look into it. As Lady Collwella had promised the deceased Lady Ernest to handle her daughter’s education when she became old enough, she had applied to Savarin’s job offer, in spite of the absurdly low pay. While she knew that he had remarried and had a second daughter, she’d had no idea that Wellmy was the same age as Iora.


      She had sent the Ernests a letter stating that she wished to educate the future Countess of Ernest, and Savarin had assigned her as Wellmy’s private tutor. Iora had already been sent to live in the detached building by then.


      Even though Lady Collwella and Iora’s mother had been friends, the former had been busy educating royalty and noble ladies, and the latter had been too frail to attend tea parties. As a result, Lady Collwella had never met Iora.


      “She had many questions,” Wellmy explained. “Not about my grades, but my heritage, because I didn’t have either Savarin’s or Iora’s mother’s eye color, and I didn’t look like them in the slightest.”


      Wellmy’s features naturally looked like a mix of her real parents’—Clartes and Isabella.


      “I see. What happened then?” Clartes asked.


      “Lady Collwella gave my sister and me the same education she gave to Her Majesty.”


      “There is no such thing as too well-mannered or too intelligent,” she would often tell them.


      Wellmy surmised that she must’ve wanted for Iora, despite having lost her mother, to have such a good education that no one would bully her.


      “She was strict, of course. At first, she was only my private tutor, but I figured that she would give Iora just as good an education as she had given me, so I had my mother ‘relegate’ her to the detached building.”


      “And how old were you when you came up with that idea?” Clartes asked, his cheek twitching.


      Wellmy soundlessly picked up her cup of black tea and offered him a beautiful smile. “Twelve.”


      “Don’t look that shocked, Clartes. Of course Wellmy was capable of that much,” Aides said with an amused smirk.


      After a long discussion with Iora, Lady Collwella had eventually learned the truth about the Ernests.


      “She was clearly furious about the way Savarin and my mother treated Iora, but she never voiced it. Instead, she focused on giving my sister the best possible education. It is thanks to her that Iora’s manners are impeccable.”


      In the end, Iora’s grace was what had caught Leo’s eye. Lady Collwella’s education had turned out to be a blessing.


      Needless to say, Wellmy had been delighted that she hadn’t made a mistake by entrusting Iora to her.


      “‘Of course, Wellmy was capable of that much,’ huh?” Clartes repeated Aides’s earlier words, a strained smile curling on his lips. “With your talent for reading people, if you considered Lady Collwella a good person, it’s only natural she proved to be one.”


      Aides soon had to return to his duties. He excused himself, and Wellmy and Clartes headed to the drawing room to finish filling out the paperwork acknowledging their blood ties.


      “Once I submit this, you’ll be formally recognized as my daughter.”


      “Thank you kindly, father,” Wellmy said.


      It still made her a little bashful to address him that way, but he had looked so happy the first time that she had called him “father” that she had decided to commit to it.


      “You’re very welcome.”


      Clartes paused, then turned back to his daughter. “Wellmy... Aides is like a younger brother to me. I couldn’t be happier that the two of you are engaged.”


      Wellmy nodded with a blush, and Clartes flashed her a grin. But then, his expression shifted into seriousness.


      “I know Aides will never tell you about his past himself, but I want you to try to understand him,” he said in his soft, pleasant voice, the same one he had used when teaching her disenchanting. “Did you hear that the Attorney General has decided on the Ernests’ and Arvine’s punishments?”


      Wellmy nodded. “My former father will be hanged, and my mother will be stripped of everything except for her peerage and sent to a remote convent.”


      Savarin’s sentence seemed perfectly reasonable to Wellmy. Not only had he broken the crown’s trust, but he had also tried to murder his niece—his legitimate heir.


      As for her mother’s punishment... Wellmy didn’t know what to think about it. Sending her to a convent felt cruel. Then again, had the king chosen to strip Isabella of her noble title, she likely still would have been exiled from the royal capital and sent to live in the countryside. For a woman her age, that would have been just as harsh as life in a convent.


      “Indeed. I’m the one who asked the crown to let her keep her peerage. After all, I once loved her,” Clartes said sadly, a faraway look in his eyes.


      Wellmy didn’t know what to say to that.


      “My mother has always been nice to me, and to the servants as well,” she eventually muttered.


      “I see.”


      Wellmy’s mother had always treated her daughter well—scolding her when necessary and praising her when deserved. The way she had treated Iora had been completely out of character.


      Perhaps the reason the servants (save for Orea and Gordley) had treated Iora so badly had stemmed from the love they’d had for their mistress.


      Wellmy’s mother had grown up in an orphanage and had always absolutely loathed being poor. The splurging habits she had developed after marrying Savarin were likely a product of her difficult childhood.


      “Wellmy, you should wear something nice. We don’t have to worry about money, so just go buy yourself a lot of pretty things, all right?” her mother would often tell her.


      She very clearly hadn’t wanted her daughter to live in poverty. Perhaps this was why she had hated Iora, as she had been born a noble and pampered her entire childhood.


      Still, Wellmy had no compassion for her mother.


      Regardless of the reason, the fact of the matter was that she had mistreated Wellmy’s beloved sister. At some point, Wellmy had started thinking of Iora as her only family.


      “As for Arvine, he only received a fine, did he not?” she asked.


      “He did. His Highness mentioned he wouldn’t punish him too harshly for his disrespect. While the law states that you can’t be penalized since you submitted proof of your family’s wrongdoings, the crown couldn’t exile or execute Arvine while you remained untouched. That would only fuel nasty rumors. Besides, it doesn’t seem like House Schneiger did anything wrong. Their second son may not be the brightest, but the current Count Schneiger and his heir seem like brilliant men,” Clartes said with an awkward smile.


      Wellmy blinked in surprise. Although he hadn’t said anything outrageous, it was her first time hearing him talk badly of someone. He always chose his words carefully, even when talking about her mother, the woman who betrayed him.


      “You’re rather harsh on Arvine,” she remarked.


      “Well, he’s the main cause of the suffering my daughter and her beloved sister had to endure. Although I suppose the same could be said of Isabella... But a young woman like you must have been more affected by that man’s unwanted physical contact than by any gossip, jeers, or criminal acts happening in the background that you were unaware of, right?”


      This time, Wellmy was the one who gave him an awkward smile. “I willingly gave myself to him.”


      “Still, if I had known about your situation earlier, I would have revealed my identity to you. I could have protected you.”


      “You did nothing wrong, father. Please don’t worry about it. Besides, even if you had offered me your help, I would have refused. You didn’t have a plan to rescue Iora, after all.”


      Ultimately, there had been only one way to save both Wellmy and Iora. Although the two sisters, Leo, Clartes, and everyone else had been connected in some way, the picture had only been completed when Wellmy had sent that letter to Aides.


      Clartes still wasn’t satisfied with that explanation, but he chose to move the conversation forward. “I don’t know what the Schneigers will choose to do with Arvine, but I don’t think that you need to worry. Aides went to see him and added a rather harsh caveat to his punishment. He likely won’t bother you or Iora again.”


      “Knowing him, he likely won’t attend any parties or balls moving forward. He’s far too proud for that.”


      Arvine would hate nothing more than for others to mock and gossip about him behind his back.


      Not that Wellmy cared about his feelings. She was more curious about the “caveat” Aides had imposed on him. Setting aside what she’d said at Aides’s engagement party, she actually didn’t wish for Arvine to receive too harsh a punishment, and she had told her fiancé as much.


      However, it didn’t seem that Clartes would be elaborating on that point, as he changed the topic once again. “Wellmy, I would like to tell you a little about Aides, since I know he’ll never do so himself. Will you listen?”


      Wellmy peered into her father’s eyes. The gentle warmth she was accustomed to had been replaced by a profound sadness.


      “Are you about to reveal his deepest secret to me?” she asked.


      “Perhaps. But it’s not his weakness—at least, not in his eyes.”


      “Oh, what a shame. But still, I would like to know,” Wellmy said, straightening her spine as she prepared to listen.


      Clartes offered her a smile and began his tale.


      ※※※


      “Wellmy, you know that Aides is extremely strict about the regulations surrounding magic items. His obsession is what pushed him to ascend the ranks and become the head of the Ministry of Magic. That’s because he lost his mother and older sister to a corrupted item.”


      Wellmy’s eyes widened at this.


      It was a well-known fact that Aides had enforced strict regulations surrounding cursed magic items, to the point where some called his measures “inhumane.” He dedicated himself to uncovering how these items worked and making the truth accessible to all.


      “To be exact, they were his stepmother and stepsister. This isn’t public knowledge, but Aides is actually his predecessor’s nephew.”


      “I had no idea,” Wellmy said.


      “Most people don’t. Only a handful of government officials know the truth.”


      Aides’s father had worked as an aide to the former Marquess Ormirage, helping him manage his estate. He had sadly lost his life during an earthquake when a building he had been investigating collapsed on him.


      “His wife was already pregnant with their child when he died. The son she gave birth to had purple eyes.”


      “That’s...” Wellmy gaped. The circumstances surrounding Aides’s birth were very similar to Iora’s.


      “The marquess then asked Aides’s mother what she wanted to do. He gave her two options: take the child and raise him, or pretend that he never even existed and remarry into another house. She chose the latter.”


      In other words, she abandoned her son, leaving the former Marquess Ormirage to raise him.


      “But why...?” Wellmy asked.


      “Only she knows the full truth. Ultimately, Aides’s predecessor registered him as his biological son and, seeing his potential for magic, named him his heir just before his daughter came of age. She was originally supposed to find a husband and inherit the title. I don’t know how she actually felt about the decision to name Aides the heir, but when asked, she simply forced a smile and said, ‘There’s nothing I can do about it.’”


      A noble lady whose entire future was stolen by her newborn brother, and a marchioness whose daughter had lost the position she had been promised her entire life. Wellmy wondered if they had secretly carried dark thoughts about Aides.


      “From what I saw, there didn’t seem to be any bad blood between them. Well, at least not on the surface. Even if they had an issue with the marquess’s decision, they likely didn’t think much of it. They were both highly educated noble ladies, after all. Besides, it wasn’t like Aides’s predecessor was a monster—he might have been stern, but he truly loved his family, including his nephew.”


      But the cursed magic items Clartes had mentioned had shattered the peace.


      “Someone sneakily hid items that amplified one’s darkest feelings in Aides’s stepmother’s and stepsister’s rooms,” Clartes resumed. “Of course, no one knew it at the time. The marquess had become much busier after losing his right-hand man—his brother—and wasn’t home often enough to notice the changes in his wife and daughter until it was too late.”


      Aides’s mother and sister began bullying him. Though at first, it was subtle; they would simply ignore or avoid him.


      “Still, Aides didn’t understand what he had done to make them suddenly hate him. One day, as he nonchalantly corrected an incantation that his sister had mispronounced, she lashed out at him.”


      According to Clartes, the items that had been hidden in her and her mother’s rooms had basically been like mental bombs.


      “My family, the Lirouds, had a good relationship with the Ormirages, but none of us had ever been in their bedrooms, so we hadn’t noticed the cursed items either. Aides’s sister was furious, asking him if he thought she and her mother were idiots and if he was happy to have stolen her birthright from her. She grabbed a fruit knife and slashed at him, while her mother grabbed the poker that had been left in the fireplace and tried to attack Aides with it.”


      Feeling that he was in danger, Aides used magic to disarm them. But when the fire hook hit the floor, the remnants of the flames clinging to it flared up. In her frenzy, Aides’s daughter had smashed their father’s collection of high-proof alcohol to the floor, and it didn’t take long for the flames to ignite the spilled liquid.


      “In the blink of an eye, the dresses of his sister and mother caught fire, engulfing them in flames. Yet, they continued trying to attack him. He was unable to save them. All he could do was watch as fire spread over the living room. In the end, the commotion attracted a chamberlain, who rushed in, grabbed Aides, and ran to safety. Have you noticed that Aides is always wearing a glove on his left hand?” Clartes asked, a tinge of sadness in his tone.


      Wellmy nodded. “I have.”


      She had found it strange that he never removed it, not even to sleep.


      “He has a burn scar on his left hand, from when his sister almost managed to grab him. He told me about it after the accident.”


      The truth was never made public, as it would have caused an uproar. Aides had claimed that they had just left the fireplace unattended, causing it to go out of control. Besides, the ones who had caused the fire had already lost their lives.


      To this day, no one knew who had put the cursed items in the two women’s rooms.


      “Aides never resented them for what they did. But he loathes the cursed items that made them that way,” Clartes added.


      “My mother and sister were kind,” Aides had said. “Even if they hated me, they never would have acted on those feelings.”


      “From then, Aides, who had already been a brilliant mage back then, started avoiding women, all while devoting himself to his studies and magic. It was around that point that I began to volunteer at the orphanage where I met your mother, while His Majesty began working on legal reforms. This incident left its mark in many ways.”


      Then, Clartes gave up his peerage to be with the woman he loved.


      “I don’t know much more about what Aides did back then. In the end, I couldn’t be by his side when his heart must’ve been aching the most,” he said with a deep sigh, the regret evident in his tone.


      Wellmy felt like she understood his feelings as if they were hers.


      “Father, is that why you agreed to teach me disenchanting...?” she asked.


      “It is. And I’m sure it must be why Aides chose to help you and Iora as well. He likely kept telling himself that if he had noticed the changes in his mother and sister sooner, if he had asked more questions, if he had called for help—perhaps he could have saved them.”


      In the Ernests’ case, Gordley had been the one who’d noticed the cursed items. Wellmy had wanted to save her sister, so she had gone to ask Clartes for help and sent that letter to Aides.


      “Of course, helping you won’t erase the mistakes Aides made back then. He helped you purely for his own self-satisfaction. But it’s exactly because of that incident that he became the head of the Ministry of Magic and that I started a disenchanting clinic to help others.”


      He hoped he could prevent at least some tragedies like the one that had befallen the Ormirages.


      “You truly made the best choices you could with the hand you were dealt, Wellmy. Aides saw that you were in a similar situation to his own and that you’d done everything you could to overcome it. You were striving to accomplish what he couldn’t. You must have been dazzling in his eyes.”


      Wellmy’s efforts had stolen his heart. That was why he had helped her.


      “He truly is enamored with you. I know you may find his behavior questionable at times, but I haven’t seen him this happy since before his mother and sister’s deaths. You’ve healed his heart.”


      As Wellmy listened to her father, she felt confused by the emotions bubbling within her.


      What is this feeling?


      Aides constantly teased her. Yet, at times, his gaze would soften as he looked at her. Every day, he showered her with affection, embracing her and gently stroking her head. Wellmy struggled to be honest with her emotions, but she did her best to return his gestures, and Aides smiled brightly every time she did.


      There was no trace of the “cold, chauvinistic, lord of magic” when he was with her.


      Wellmy didn’t really understand what Clartes had meant when he’d said that she’d “healed” Aides’s heart. Aides always looked perfect. He constantly seemed to be able to see right through her, and he never hesitated to give her lots and lots of love. If she had truly been useful to him, even without realizing it, then...


      It... It makes me happy.


      Wellmy had felt like she had done nothing but indulge in Aides’s kindness without giving anything in return. Knowing that she had been able to help him in some way made her very, very happy.


      “Thank you, father,” she said. She was glad that Clartes had told her about Aides’s past.


      As she blinked away the tears that had pooled in her eyes, she reflected on the fact that she had become quite given to weeping since moving into Aides’s home—though most of the time, the tears were happy ones. Back at the Ernests’ estate, she had rarely cried.


      “Wellmy, I’d like you to be a little more affectionate toward Aides as well. He has lost every single person who could give him love. The previous Marquess Ormirage was so busy that he likely didn’t have much time to pay attention to him. So if you can, it would be nice if you could return all the affection he offers you.”


      “I understand.”


      Clartes nodded, satisfied with Wellmy’s response, before getting up from his seat. He bid his daughter goodbye, told her that he’d come to see her again, and went home.


      Wellmy cried a little after he left.


      When Aides stepped out of his study that evening, she immediately wrapped him in a tight hug.


      “Is something the matter, Wellmy?” he asked.


      “I love you, Aides,” she muttered, burying her face in his chest as she tightened her hold on him.


      For a split second, her fiancé froze. But he soon returned her embrace, a smile of fond exasperation playing on his lips.


      “I take it Clartes has been a little too chatty, hmm?”


      “Father wasn’t ‘too chatty.’ He told me something very important.”


      Now that Wellmy understood more about Aides’s state of mind and the motivation behind his actions, she felt a little closer to him.


      Perhaps it was just a delusion, though.


      “I won’t let you go. Even if you get tired of me, I’ll never, ever leave your side, my lord.”


      “It’s Aides, Wellmy. I told you to call me by my name.”


      Aides gently stroked the top of Wellmy’s head. Then, he picked her up and held her in his arms, as he liked to do.


      “Besides, you couldn’t possibly leave. You’re mine, Wellmy Ernest,” Aides said, looking at her as if she were his most precious treasure.


      In silence, Wellmy wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled his head against her chest.


      May my feelings reach him, at least a little.
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      Chapter Four: The Fools’s End


      One day, Aides asked Wellmy a question.


      “What do you think Arvine’s punishment should be?”


      “Why are you asking me? I have no interest in that fool. He couldn’t even see my sister for what she’s truly worth,” she said.


      “While I can’t do anything about House Schneiger, I can make his own sentence much more severe, should you wish it.”


      “There’s no need. I’m still furious that he went around and spread nasty rumors about Iora, but I used those to my advantage.”


      “I see. All right, then. I’ll at least ensure that he never bothers you again.”


      With that, the lord of magic left for the nobles’ prison to pay a visit to Arvine.


      ※※※


      Arvine was exhausted.


      Though the prison he was confined to was intended for nobles, it was his first time being forbidden from leaving a room. On top of that, he wasn’t allowed to communicate with anyone until the authorities finished their investigation into his family and decided on his punishment.


      Being locked up without any knowledge of what was happening outside proved much tougher than he’d ever anticipated.


      Why is this happening to me...?


      No matter how many times he asked himself that question, he couldn’t find the answer.


      Over ten days after his imprisonment, he was told that someone had come to see him and was led to another room.


      He was waiting for him there.


      The haughty-looking silver-haired man gestured toward the sofa opposite the one he sat on, silently telling Arvine to take a seat.


      The person who had come to visit him was none other than the cruel and callous lord of magic—Marquess Aides Ormirage.


      “You’re being charged with lèse-majesté,” the man immediately said when Arvine sat, forgoing any pleasantries. “His Majesty has granted me the authority to determine if there were any extenuating circumstances that could mitigate your situation. What I will report to him depends entirely on your attitude during this conversation.”


      At this, Arvine’s mood darkened. There’s no way that man will put in a good word for me. He had asked for Wellmy’s hand and saved Iora, after all.


      The maximum sentence for lèse-majesté was public execution. The weight of death pressed heavily upon Arvine, and he fought against the shivers that threatened to overtake him.


      The corners of Aides’s lips tugged upward when he saw Arvine stiffen. “Are you afraid of me, Arvine Schneiger? You’re a fool, but you at least grasp the situation you’re in. It seems that you’re smart enough to understand who you’re up against.”


      Arvine didn’t fully comprehend what Aides meant by that.


      “You can never predict what a true fool will do,” the lord of magic continued as Arvine’s gaze remained fixed downward. “If I say that I will put in a good word for them, their first reaction would be to assure me that they’re completely blameless and that their circumstances warrant leniency.”


      What does he mean by that?


      Arvine wasn’t sure what to think. It was almost like the lord of magic was suggesting he wasn’t quite that foolish for remaining silent. Or perhaps, he was trying to lower Arvine’s guard to make his tongue slip.


      Seeing Arvine take a deep breath in an attempt to brace himself, Aides chuckled, visibly amused. “I see someone’s on edge. What you did was foolish, Arvine. You slighted Iora, the girl you wanted to marry, spread rumors about her, and let Wellmy trick you. To top it all off, you disrespected the crown prince and got yourself thrown in jail. Had none of that ever happened, your situation wouldn’t have been much better: House Ernest, the family you nearly married into, was a house of cards on the brink of financial ruin.”


      Arvine felt blood rush to his cheeks and head at this. Was he furious? Ashamed? Even he couldn’t tell. He tightened his grip on his pants, stopping himself from shivering through sheer willpower alone.


      “Did some solitude help you cool your head?” Aides asked.


      Arvine stared back at him in silence. The lord of magic was looking down on him, an ice-cold smirk playing on his lips, yet his eyes were devoid of emotion. No anger, no contempt, nothing. To him, Arvine deserved no more attention than a pebble on the side of the road.


      “Had you done one thing differently, you could have had Wellmy or Iora. They gave you countless chances over the four years you spent at the academy, but in the end, neither of these brilliant sisters chose you. Do you understand what that means, Arvine Schneiger?”


      “Have you come to make fun of me?”


      A throbbing ache resonated within Arvine’s chest as visions of the two sisters flooded his mind. His first meeting with Iora when his mother had taken him to meet her as a child. Their reunion at school. Young Wellmy’s enrollment at the noble academy. Their graduation party when she had snuggled into his arms.


      The gorgeous Iora who had appeared on Aides’s arm six months ago.


      The fierce Wellmy who had stood her ground resolutely at the mage lord’s party.


      Just what was I looking at all this time?


      Iora had been his fiancée, yet he had almost no memories with her. Wellmy was different. He didn’t just remember fighting with her after she spotted him looking at Iora or that night at Aides’s party. He had countless memories of her everyday self and her strong-willed smile. She had always been by his side.


      Always.


      Arvine had spent his four years at the academy with Wellmy. Yet...


      She chose Aides in the end.


      “Are you here to gloat that you got your hands on Wellmy?” he asked. If that was the case, Arvine thought it was pathetic.


      But he soon realized that it was exactly what he had been doing at the noble academy, and he felt a pang of pain in his heart.


      “Do you really think I would come all the way here just to gloat? It’s just as I told you earlier—I’m here to ascertain whether or not you deserve leniency. That’s all there is to it,” Aides replied, sounding completely indifferent. “You were in the advanced class with them at first, weren’t you?”


      Arvine didn’t understand why he was bringing this up all of a sudden.


      “However, from your second year onward, Iora dropped to the regular class so as not to stand out, while you were relegated all the way to the remedial class.”


      “What are you getting at?”


      Arvine had never had outstanding grades. By the time he was old enough to comprehend things, he had realized that he would never inherit his father’s title, regardless of how much he studied, and could no longer find the motivation to focus on learning.


      When he had learned that he could gain peerage by marrying a girl who was set to inherit her father’s title, he’d immediately thought of Iora, House Ernest’s heir, whom he’d met once as a child.


      Right. I...


      Arvine had become determined to get his hands on the beautiful Iora. And if he did, he needed to be smart enough to rule a territory.


      “I want to marry her,” he had assured his father.


      From then, he had begun studying diligently and earned good results.


      At least, he thought he had.


      “Do you know why you were an idiot at the noble academy?” Aides asked.


      Arvine didn’t respond.


      “You had countless chances to notice what was happening around you. You had the opportunity to change everything with a single move. I’ve heard that you didn’t bother to hide your disappointment when you saw Iora again for the first time at school. Then, you got carried away when Wellmy started flirting with you. You thought that she liked you. You let it get to your head and even thought you could switch fiancées and still inherit the Ernest estate.”


      Again, Arvine remained silent.


      “These two sisters are brilliant flowers. One could even say their wits are irreplaceable. Did you try to match their intellect? Did you even attempt to get to know them?”


      Arvine couldn’t say anything in response.


      Of course he hadn’t tried to get to know them. If he had, he wouldn’t be here.


      Aides said that he had had the chance to change everything with a single move. If I had made the effort to stop at least one of them from giving up on me, I...


      Arvine knew the truth. But he refused to admit it.


      “Women don’t need men to blossom into beautiful flowers. However, any flower will wilt without water.”


      If Arvine had noticed that something was wrong with Iora when they had met again...


      If he had offered her a single flower and gone to confront the Ernests...


      “You saw a wilted flower and mocked it, without even pausing to consider what she could have looked like in full bloom.”


      Had he taken a proper look at Iora, Wellmy might not have approached him. Being Iora’s fiancé, he could have easily helped her escape her life at the Ernest estate, or at least improved her situation to an extent.


      If he had done that, perhaps things would have been different.


      Perhaps Wellmy would have approved of him.


      “The same can be said about Wellmy. You couldn’t have prevented House Ernest’s collapse, but if you had made an effort to be worthy of her, she might not have dragged you down with her.”


      If Arvine had tried to match Wellmy’s intellect, she likely would have still destroyed the Ernests, but perhaps she would have agreed to marry him.


      If, if, if.


      These were all suppositions.


      Why is this happening to me?


      Of course, they would give up on me after what I did...


      These two contradictory statements whirled through his mind.


      “It seems you understand,” Aides said, pulling Arvine out of his thoughts.


      Just like the voices in his head, Aides too seemed to be making fun of him.


      “You did nothing. You pretended not to see what was happening, didn’t try to achieve anything, and remained complacent. What you lack is effort.”


      In other words, if Arvine had truly wanted to win over those girls (who were much too good for him), he should have tried harder.


      Not daring to look Aides in the eye, he gritted his teeth and, in a trembling voice, asked, “Did you make efforts?”


      I’m sure you didn’t even need to. You were blessed by nature.


      Aides’s beauty was such that it caught the attention of nearly everyone around him. On top of that, he had been born with purple eyes (proof of his strong potential for magic) and was the heir of the kingdom’s strongest marchional house.


      He had everything—money, status, power... He had even managed to earn Wellmy’s trust and the support of the royal family.


      Yet, Aides dismissed Arvine’s snide comment, born out of his own jealousy, with a curt, “Of course I did.”


      He went on, “One’s natural potential for magic means nothing if one doesn’t train. Without the proper knowledge, one’s talent will remain dormant. You’re upset that I have so much influence? But don’t you realize that I wouldn’t have such power and status if I didn’t have the skills to match? You dislike my looks? Think of Iora and Wellmy, then. Maybe you’ll understand.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Do you still believe that all women are beautiful without any effort? You saw Iora blossom in front of your eyes, did you not?”


      At this, Arvine’s breath hitched in his throat.


      “A woman will never appear beautiful unless she puts in the effort—unless she truly shines from the inside. Haven’t you learned this lesson? What do you think etiquette and decorum are for? Do you believe all nobles are graceful by nature? Of course not. They only appear that way because they endeavor to do so.” He paused, then added, “Men are the same.”


      Leaning back in his seat, Aides continued, “Facial features alone don’t make someone beautiful, nor do golden ornaments. Constant and assiduous efforts are what sustain beauty. Why can knights swing a sword? Because they have trained their bodies to do it. Why can scholars answer difficult questions? Because they have acquired that knowledge and honed their minds to put it to good use. This is what makes these people charming, because they have earned their abilities through diligent effort.”


      Arvine was at a complete loss for words.


      “Money, status, power. Many fools believe that anyone can get their hands on such things by being born an heir, or marrying one, or eliminating whoever stands above them in the hierarchy. And they are right—that does work, in most cases. But when those fools finally reach the top, it’s the weak who inevitably suffer.”


      Like Iora, a brilliant girl, but a child who didn’t have the means to fight.


      Like Wellmy, who had to wait years to save the one she loved.


      “Some people are born bearing the duty to help the weak, to be responsible for them. Have you ever wondered how difficult that is for them? How heavy a burden it is?”


      Arvine saw his older brother’s back in his mind.


      Arvine had already found it nearly unbearable to be forced to study to become his brother’s backup in the event that he died. But their father had never been as harsh on him as he was on his brother. Arvine had simply assumed it was because his father had greater expectations for his brother, but that wasn’t it. He had to be stern with him for the sake of their people, those his heir would be responsible for in the future. That way, he could prevent at least some of them from suffering at the hands of fools like Arvine.


      “I...”


      Aides was right: Arvine had never made any efforts to try to be worthy of Wellmy or Iora. He had simply assumed that once he had gotten his hands on one of them, she would be his forever. But that wasn’t the case; engagement had only been the beginning. He realized that what the two sisters had needed all this time was someone who would support them—and the sisters would help that person in return.


      I...


      “I only thought of myself...”


      “Precisely. A true fool would have never realized that. They would have blamed the other party or their environment—anything but themselves. They wouldn’t reflect on their mistakes.” Aides uncrossed his legs and stood up.


      Arvine looked up, and his eyes met those periwinkle irises staring down at him.


      He’s so cool...


      Everything about him was different from Arvine, from his bearing to the weight of his words. It was no contest. Anyone would pick Aides instead of him, he finally realized.


      “You seem to have understood my point. I’ll see to it that you get off with just a fine, Arvine.”


      The young lord’s eyes widened.


      “Wh-Why...”


      “I told you, a true fool wouldn’t reflect on their mistakes. I’m not so cruel as to punish someone for making a mistake once, as long as they don’t repeat it.”


      So far, Aides’s eyes had looked cold and expressionless. But now, Arvine felt like they were seeing right to his very core. Aides wasn’t looking at him with contempt or pity; he was simply seeing Arvine for who he truly was.


      At that moment, his eyes seemed awfully similar to Wellmy’s vermilion irises.


      “Wellmy doesn’t wish to see you suffer too harsh a punishment,” Aides said, pulling Arvine out of his thoughts. “‘I was using him, so I don’t mind that he used me too,’ she said.”


      Arvine’s mouth fell open at that.


      “If you truly understand that, for the past four years, you have foolishly trampled all over Wellmy’s and Iora’s school lives, and are willing to prove through your actions that you regret what you did, I shall grant you an opportunity to apologize to them. Until then, you’re forbidden from approaching them.”


      Arvine hung his head.


      That man is so incredibly cool.


      There was no way someone like Arvine could have ever made a good partner for Wellmy. Had his old self, the one from before this conversation, been in her shoes, he would have laughed and dumped himself in no time.


      Aides had chosen Wellmy, and his friend the crown prince had chosen Iora. Neither sister had ever been his.


      A self-deprecating smile on his lips, Arvine stood up and bowed deeply to Aides as he was about to leave the room.


      “Thank you. I’m honored by your kindness.”


      The mage lord looked back over his shoulder and flashed him an amused smile. “Become someone others will choose, Arvine Schneiger.”


      Somehow, those words nearly brought tears to Arvine’s eyes.


      After that, he was released on bail, yelled at by his father, punched by his brother, and reminded repeatedly to be thankful for his good luck. But unlike before, he felt no anger at these reprimands. All he did was apologize repeatedly to his father and brother.


      Sensing that something had changed in him, they asked what he planned to do next.


      “Will you please allow me to join the knights?” Arvine asked.


      Even if he were to marry a noble lady now, he could never administer a territory, nor could he become a civil official. He simply didn’t have the brains for it. However, he could train his body and use his spare time to catch up on the studies he had neglected. That way, perhaps he would become of use to someone.


      And perhaps he, too, would be chosen, one day.


      He asked to join the knights of the margrave of the south, infamous for being the strictest regiment. His father and brother gave their approval, and he promptly left the royal capital.


      He likely would never see Aides, Wellmy, or Iora again. But if the opportunity came, he hoped that Aides would approve of him, that Wellmy and Iora would realize at a glance that he had changed, and that he could apologize to them with his whole heart.


      ※※※


      Why is this happening to me...?


      Supported on both sides by prison wardens, Savarin, the former Count Ernest, progressed down the dimly lit corridor on shaky legs. He had been stripped of his title and sentenced to the harshest punishment of all—the death penalty.


      Savarin had cried out that it was unfair, that he hadn’t even had a trial, but his sentence had been decided so quickly that it was likely the crown had no intention of listening to his defense in the first place.


      Why...?


      Savarin had been born the second son of House Ernest. As an act of rebellion toward his nagging father and overly serious brother, he had spent the majority of his time fooling around. But his life had reached a turning point almost immediately after their father’s death. His brother, the new Count Ernest, had lost his life during an inspection, and the title had fallen into Savarin’s lap, just like that.


      All of his relatives had opposed him taking over the title, which had annoyed him to no end. That title was his birthright. He was in no way inferior to his petty father and brother.


      That was why he had approached his sister-in-law. While he didn’t like the idea of marrying his brother’s hand-me-down, the rest of the family seemed to feel compassion for her.


      If you support my claim, I will legitimate your child and pretend it’s mine, he had promised.


      Yet despite his generosity, the woman had dared to make him wait for an answer.


      She eventually agreed to his proposition, and Savarin officially became the new Count Ernest. A satisfying outcome.


      However, his satisfaction hadn’t lasted long.


      Despite being his, his new wife had refused to let him have his way with her. Worse, she had claimed that, as she was pregnant with his brother’s child, they wouldn’t need to make another.


      Savarin had done her the honor of marrying her because she had a decent face, and she had dared reject him?!


      Frustrated, he made his way into town, where he spotted an attractive woman walking by. He seized her, forced her into his carriage, and took her to his secondary residence, where he assaulted her.


      That woman was Isabella.


      She had cried and yelled at first, but it hadn’t taken long for her to mellow out. And so, Savarin had let her live at his mansion, making sure to give her plenty of love.


      Meanwhile, he foisted all of his duties on his wife. She might have been pretty, but Savarin had no interest in women who wouldn’t let him touch them. He had considered forcing himself on her, but not only would his relatives have gotten on his case if he did, Gordley and that old bat of a wet nurse would have gotten in his way, as they never left her side.


      Isabella soon became pregnant as well. Savarin had wished he could have had fun with her a little longer, but oh well. At least that one would be his real child.


      When his sister-in-law kicked the bucket, he welcomed his lovely Isabella and their adorable daughter, Wellmy, into his home. Soon after, his relatives all announced they would be severing ties with him and nearly all of the servants resigned. The only two who had remained were Gordley and the wet nurse. The latter eventually retired, allowing Savarin to finally put his plan into place: He’d make Wellmy his successor. The only obstacle had been Iora, who, no matter what he tried, refused to die. It seemed she was more stubborn than her mother.


      It was Isabella’s idea to bully the brat. The temptress had manipulated him. He had done nothing wrong.


      Unfortunately, Iora had turned out to be really, really stubborn.


      No matter what he did, he hadn’t been able to break her spirit. His irritation had led him to sink way too much money into gambling. Even his assassination attempt using cursed magic items had failed!


      When his finances had hit rock bottom, he received a proposal from House Schneiger, the head of which had only been a viscount at the time. He had offered money in exchange for an engagement between Iora and his second son, Arvine.


      What perfect timing.


      The money had been all he was after. Iora would die sooner or later anyway, so the engagement would be null.


      In the meantime, he had his useless, stubborn niece do his duties in his stead, with Gordley’s help. Savarin was the head of the house; why should he have to spend his days sitting at a desk, doing boring work?


      As for his dire financial situation, he had just so happened to have a second plan to fix it.


      That one was Gordley’s idea.


      “If you create a fake account book, you can manipulate your income and retain more funds for yourself,” he had said. In other words, it was Gordley’s fault for tempting him.


      If only his sister-in-law had submitted to him instead of lying.


      If only Isabella hadn’t cheated.


      If only Gordley hadn’t tempted him into committing tax fraud.


      It’s all their fault.


      So why was he the one being executed?


      He didn’t even have the strength to get angry. He walked down the corridor, bitter thoughts churning inside him, until he eventually reached the exit. There, under the blinding sun, stood a gallows. The crowd, who had come to see his execution, cheered when they saw him.


      “No,” he tried to say, but the gag in his mouth muffled his words. He tried to twist his body around to resist his punishment, but wardens easily handed him off to the burly soldier who blindfolded him before dragging him to the gallows.


      I’ve done nothing wrong... Why is this happening to me?


      In the end, Savarin Ernest never reflected on his mistakes.


      He felt the floor fall beneath him, the rope digging painfully into his throat.


      Then, his consciousness faded, never to be awakened again.


      ※※※


      Savarin was dead.


      Upon learning that fact, Isabella smiled, alone in her cell.


      Everything is over now.


      Everything had gone according to her plan.


      At last.


      She let out a sigh, and a feeling of lethargy enveloped her, as if her very soul had just left her body.


      Isabella had been born a commoner girl and raised in an orphanage. From a young age, she had always assumed that she would live a modest and quiet life.


      That is, until I met Clartes.


      At the time, she had started working at the church to help care for the children at the orphanage where she’d been raised. She would spend her days diligently tending to the orphans and nursing the sick back to health in the infirmary. That was when Clartes had begun visiting the orphanage to deliver treatment to the ailing children, and the nun had recommended Isabella as his guide, noting how she always paid attention to each child individually.


      He was a gentleman through and through, a kind soul who treated everyone equally and never looked down on those without status.


      It hadn’t taken long for Isabella to fall for him, and the attraction had been mutual.


      “Will you marry me?” Those words, coupled with the way his vermilion eyes had stared at her, had filled Isabella with joy.


      Yet, she had rejected his feelings—over and over again.


      She could never be a duchess, she had thought. She had no parents, no fortune, and no education. All she would do was cause him trouble. She hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that she just wasn’t good enough for him.


      But one day, Clartes told her that he would sever ties with his family and abandon his title; that he wanted to be with her no matter what.


      Those words had moved her to tears.


      He loves me that much...?


      At last, she had accepted his proposal.


      She had been happy. She truly had been.


      Until that day.


      Some time after agreeing to marry Clartes, when the two of them had moved in together, Isabella had been walking down the street alone. Her fiancé had left earlier that day to discuss the matter of his disinheritance with his family.


      That was when it happened.


      Lost in her elation, she hadn’t noticed the approaching carriage.


      Before she knew it, Savarin had seized her and forced himself on her.


      She had hated every second of it. It was the first time she had felt such hatred for someone, the first time she’d ever wanted to kill a person.


      But most of all, she had been scared—scared that Clartes would fall out of love with her now that her body had been violated. She hadn’t been able to shake off that fear as she tidied up their home. Could she truly keep what had happened a secret from Clartes and pretend that nothing had happened?


      But the turning point had come when she’d noticed that she hadn’t bled in far too long.


      Why...? Why now?


      Isabella hadn’t known. Was the child in her womb Clartes’s? Or was it that heinous Savarin’s? What if she kept living with the man she loved and gave birth to that child, only to realize that it wasn’t his?


      And so, she left their home.


      On the day Clartes had gone to sign the last documents officially severing his ties to the Lirouds, Isabella had grabbed every last bit of her money and left, making it look as if she had run away.


      She had gone to Savarin’s and agreed to become his mistress.


      The child she gave birth to nine months later had vermilion eyes. The realization had brought with it both relief and despair.


      She had claimed that the baby had inherited her eye color from one of Isabella’s ancestors, who had some noble blood, and that fool Savarin had believed her.


      Wellmy was Clartes’s child. Isabella had to do everything she could to make her happy.


      When Savarin’s wife passed away, and he offered to marry her, she made up her mind.


      I will put an end to that monster’s bloodline.


      If Iora disappeared and Wellmy became the next Countess Ernest, his lineage would effectively be severed.


      And so, she hardened her resolve: Once Wellmy took over Savarin’s title, and Isabella witnessed her happiness with her own eyes...she would kill her husband, her stepdaughter, and herself.


      This determination was what had kept her alive all this time.


      In the end, Iora didn’t deserve anything I did to her.


      On the night of the lord of magic’s engagement party, she had learned that Iora was the daughter of the previous Count Ernest, not Savarin. Had she known, she wouldn’t have tormented her so aggressively, especially seeing how attached Wellmy had grown to her.


      Still, she didn’t regret what she’d done. She didn’t have the right to. Wellmy—Clartes’s child—was the only one who mattered.


      The current situation was perfectly acceptable.


      From what she’d heard, her beloved daughter had fallen in love at first sight with the lord of magic. Isabella was glad for her, as she’d always thought that Wellmy didn’t seem to like Arvine, the boy she’d stolen from Iora, all that much. In fact, she was the one who had told Wellmy about the lord of magic’s achievements and noble attitude—information she’d learned from being the wife of a count.


      She’d always known that Wellmy had been planning something, but she’d had no idea that the climax of her plan would be even more satisfying than her own revenge plot.


      When Isabella had seen Savarin’s dumbfounded expression that night, once he’d realized that he had lost everything, she’d had to suppress the urge to laugh and reveal her own scheme.


      Wellmy was a clever girl. She had clearly inherited Clartes’s wit, not Isabella’s stupidity.


      If Isabella had one regret, it was seeing her former fiancé again that night. He had looked at her with such sad eyes, with such suffering. He knew that she hadn’t simply run away from their union.


      But...


      She was fine with him thinking that she was a hopeless case. In fact, it was exactly what she had wanted him to think when she’d run away from their shared home. His gentle heart didn’t need to break for someone like her.


      That was why she had chosen to keep all of her secrets to herself. She didn’t need to tell anyone about what had happened on that day Savarin had seized her.


      From now on, Wellmy would live happily with her beloved Iora and Clartes by her side. She didn’t need her fool of a mother in her life anymore.


      So when Isabella received news that she would be sent to a convent in the north, she simply nodded and accepted her fate. She would have been fine being executed alongside Savarin, but for some reason, she was spared the gallows.


      When she was let out of her cell to climb into the carriage that would take her north, Gordley, the Ernest family butler, was waiting for her. He seemed to be the only one who had come to see her off.


      She had mixed feelings toward him; on the one hand, she hated how he had stood in the way of her plan by always helping Iora, but on the other, she was glad he had helped Wellmy to undermine Savarin. Even now, she didn’t know what his motivations had been.


      “Thank you for coming to see me off,” she said, offering him a smile.


      “You do not need to thank me, madam. I have come bearing a message from Lord Ormirage.”


      “What might that be?” she asked, stopping in her tracks. The warden kindly paused to give her some time to finish her conversation.


      Her eyes widened at the words that came out of Gordley’s mouth.


      “He said, ‘I won’t tell Wellmy or Clartes.’”


      How?


      When did he notice? And how?


      She thought about it, but she couldn’t come up with an answer. Yet, she could tell that the lord of magic was doing her a kindness.


      Restraining the tears that threatened to spill from her eyes now that she had recovered from the shock, she took a step forward.


      “Will you thank him for me?”


      “Understood, madam.”


      The lord of magic had understood what she had done, and he’d also sensed that the truth would only bring regrets to Wellmy and Clartes. Just how perceptive was that man? And what did Gordley think of this exchange? She didn’t know.


      Please take care of Wellmy for me, she hoped inwardly as she climbed into the carriage.


      ※※※


      “Is everything over?” Aides asked the Ernest family’s elderly butler, who had come to visit him in his study.


      “Indeed. I thank you for your kindness,” Gordley replied with a bow.


      Aides set his pen down on his desk, a smile tugging at his lips. “When Wellmy and Clartes realize the truth, if they ask you about it, you may tell them.”


      “I pray that this day never comes. The madam doesn’t wish for it.”


      Aides nodded in agreement. “By the way, Gordley. There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”


      “What might that be, my lord?”


      “What is your last name?”


      Gordley paused before replying, “It used to be Schneiger. Now, I have none.”


      As I thought, Aides nodded inwardly.


      He’d always wondered why the Schneigers had helped the Ernests when they had found themselves on the brink of financial ruin, knowing that it would only invite unwanted suspicions. Furthermore, how had the viscount of a small house worked from the shadows until suddenly rising to the rank of count a dozen years ago? Aides had discovered these two odd details when he had looked into House Schneiger.


      “Did House Schneiger always have a relationship with House Ernest?” he asked.


      “Originally, our duty was to support them. For generations, the butlers and wet nurses in the service of House Ernest were selected from among the most capable members of House Schneiger. They would then abandon their last name, while the second most brilliant member of the family would inherit the title of Viscount Schneiger.”


      “So you approved of Arvine’s change of fiancée because you’ve cast away your ties to your former family. Is that right?”


      “Not quite. To be perfectly honest with you, it is because I have deemed Lady Iora, the only legitimate successor of the Ernest family, to be too exceptional.”


      Aides chuckled. “She’s too good to be a mere countess, you mean? Well, I can’t say I disagree.”


      Instead of rebuilding House Ernest from the ground up, Iora would become crown princess, then queen, putting her talents in the service of the entire kingdom. This likely had been the collective will of the members of House Schneiger, the Ernests’ retainers.


      “Had Lord Savarin been competent, or had Lady Iora not been his successor, I wouldn’t have gone along with Lady Wellmy’s plan,” Gordley confessed.


      House Schneiger likely wasn’t loyal to the Ernest name, but to their bloodline, hence Gordley’s decision to destroy their house.


      Seeing Iora’s potential, they had decided to stop producing talented servants and focus on rising in the ranks to be able to help her from the outside, should she ever need assistance. And the person who had come up with that idea, who had convinced the current head of House Schneiger to put that plan into motion was...


      “You truly are the picture of loyalty, Gordley.”


      “Thank you, Lord Aides. You are much too kind,” the butler replied. All these years, he had concealed his tremendous talent behind that meek smile, ensuring he remained as inconspicuous as possible.


      “Gordley, do you mind me suggesting to His Majesty to give control of the Ernest county to House Schneiger?”


      “That is not my place to comment. Please do as you wish.”


      “What about you, then? Do you need me to put in a good word for you with the royal family so you can serve Iora?” That wouldn’t have been too difficult. Aides could make Gordley Leo’s aide in governmental affairs, for instance. The old butler could handle those duties with ease.


      However, Gordley shook his head. “I appreciate the offer, but I would like to take a little sabbatical for the time being. I have heard that you made my talented nephew realize the error of his ways...”


      He wants to offer Arvine his guidance. Is that what he’s trying to say?


      Aides nodded. “I shall write to the margrave of the south, then. I don’t know what position he’ll give you, but... Would you be fine with being Arvine’s tutor? If he’s interested in studying outside of his training hours, I don’t mind paying you to instruct him.”


      “This is more than I could have asked for,” Gordley replied, bowing deeply, polite as always.


      Aides’s lips curled into a smirk. “Considering your age, you could simply retire. You truly are an eccentric, scheming man.”


      “I am finally free from this ordeal and can at last indulge in more enjoyable pursuits. That is one of the perks of old age,” the elderly butler replied with a smile of his own.


      At that, Aides laughed out loud, something he rarely did.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Five: The Lord of Magic and the Villainess; the Prince and Cinderella (Extra Story)


      Aides had never met a girl who fit the word “noble” as much as she did.


      Strong willpower shone through her sparkling vermilion eyes. Her skin was as white as porcelain, and her face still bore some traces of youthful softness. Her petite figure and lovely appearance stood out under the dazzling lights of the party, captivating the attention of the other guests—she was Wellmy Ernest.


      Aides first met her at her debutante ball. If not for the series of coincidences that had led them there, the two of them would likely never have met.


      Aides had received a report stating that magic items similar to the ones that had killed his mother and sister had been discovered. Upon learning that the owner of those items would be attending that ball, Aides had used his authority to secure an invitation.


      He stepped out of his carriage and, finding it too bothersome to ask the man and woman blocking the entrance to move, opted to go around them. As he entered the party hall, she suddenly bumped into him. Aides instinctively reached out to steady her, and their eyes locked. The color of her irises, glimmering with intelligence, made him pause. He searched his memories but couldn’t recall a girl like her among the Liroud line. Then again, it wouldn’t have been that surprising for him not to know of her; after all, given her youth, she had likely been born after Clartes had cut ties with his family.


      The next instant, a saccharine, flirtatious smile curled on her lips, one far too mature for her age, and Aides immediately withdrew his hand. He detested that type of woman. Although he knew he had to marry to prevent the Ormirage bloodline from dying out, the very thought of partnering with such a woman irritated him to no end. If he were to spend the rest of his life with a woman, he wished she would be as zealous as he was—someone who would embrace his goal of eradicating cursed magic items to prevent tragedies like the one that had befallen his mother and sister, and who understood the meaning of living to help others.


      Wellmy definitely wasn’t that woman. Everything about her rubbed him the wrong way, to the point he started to think that the glimmer of intelligence she’d seen in her eyes had been an illusion. She was just like those other women, who saw him exclusively for his title and appearance.


      And so, he immediately lost interest and forgot about her after that exchange.


      To think that it had all been an act...


      Who would have thought that a sixteen-year-old could flawlessly play the role of what society perceived as an awful, wicked girl?


      When he received that anonymous letter one fateful day, Wellmy’s face suddenly appeared in the back of his mind. The long letter was highly logical and well-organized, detailing a bold, clever plan.


      On the surface, it looked like a regular engagement proposal. It contained some praises of Aides, all of which were spot-on, and it was evident that the sender knew exactly what he wanted. The letter then elaborated on the talents of a certain noble lady named Iora Ernest and how beneficial she would be to House Ormirage. If whoever had written that letter was telling the truth, it was an exceedingly appealing offer.


      But upon closer examination, that letter was a denunciation of Count Ernest’s unscrupulous practices. He had made his second daughter his heir when his first daughter was his legitimate successor, had neglected and tormented the latter, committed tax fraud, and made his people suffer. The sender of the letter stated that they wanted him to be punished for his crimes and had even included a detailed scheme explaining how to achieve that goal.


      Aides gave it a glance and could tell that it would likely work. However, he could also tell that it wasn’t the sender’s only objective.


      That letter was forged to look like it had been written by Iora Ernest...but Aides had an inkling it hadn’t been.


      That was when he suddenly remembered the girl he’d met at that party two years prior. For some reason, those vermilion eyes that had seemed to search his very soul flashed into the back of his mind.


      And so, he began his investigation.


      He collected evidence of Count Ernest’s wrongdoings and looked into the scandals involving his family. That was when he learned of Wellmy’s outrageous stunt with the boy who had called himself Iora’s fiancé at their graduation party. Her reputation was in tatters. The only good things he ever heard about the girl regarded her appearance or, rarely, her school papers. But according to the letter, those papers had all been written by Iora, not her.


      But to Aides’s surprise, he didn’t hear a single positive rumor about Iora either. It was baffling.


      How is this even possible?


      Wellmy had good grades in all areas at school, not just those that required papers. Her knowledge, practical skills, and general education were all up to par. It was almost as if she were purposefully destroying her own reputation.


      There’s no “as if.” That’s exactly what she’s doing.


      A clever girl like her wouldn’t behave this way if her motivations were purely self-serving. Once Aides realized that her goal was to help someone else, he immediately understood what she was doing, and his hypothesis was confirmed during his conversation with Leo.


      Wellmy was pretending to be that crafty, vicious villainess to protect and save her sister.


      I’ve found her, Aides thought.


      While he wouldn’t say that he had been looking for a girl like her his whole life, now that Wellmy’s motivations had become clear to him, he felt two emotions toward her: respect and yearning.


      His first impression of her hadn’t been an illusion. Wellmy Ernest shared the same vision of the future as he did. Not only that, but she was about to succeed where he had failed.


      The image of his mother and sister, whom he hadn’t been able to save, flashed through his mind. He hadn’t noticed what had happened to them, why they had suddenly started hating him when they’d been so kind his entire life.


      Unlike him, Wellmy had understood everything. And she was doing everything in her power to rescue her sister. The intentions hidden behind that letter almost felt like Aides’s own feelings.


      “Please save my sister.”


      “She’s an amazing person.”


      “I want to entrust her to you.”


      “Because I know that you’re just as incredible as she is, and I trust that you will help her.”


      It was almost as if he could hear those words coming from the letter.


      Fine. I’ll meet your expectations, Wellmy Ernest.


      After all, just like these sisters, he, too, had sought power to extend a hand toward victims of injustice. And he would use this power to help women like Wellmy, those who strived to make things right.


      Following Wellmy’s plan, he welcomed Iora into his home.


      Despite the efforts she had gone through to make herself look unsightly, there was no hiding her grace and natural beauty. Leo’s beloved showed up on his doorstep, accompanied by a single maid and holding only one suitcase. The moment she saw him, she lowered her head into a deep bow.


      “Please... I do not care what happens to me, but lord of magic, I beg of you—please save Wellmy.”


      It was the same plea as the one Wellmy would make to him later, at his party.


      Having met Iora, he was able to confirm that she was just as brilliant as the letter stated, although she was also discreet and modest. She would make a good partner for Leo and a virtuous queen.


      “If you want to save her, you’ll need to help me,” Aides told her. “I’ll expose her plan...and make her my wife.”


      At these words, tears streamed down Iora’s face.


      The past was in the past.


      Now, Wellmy was in Aides’s arms.


      To think that a woman like her, who had orchestrated such a large-scale scheme and could easily play the role of a bold, malicious villainess, was actually inexperienced in romantic relationships and would blush at the slightest contact...


      “You promised that you would do anything I ask, no?”


      The way Wellmy would bite her lip and try her hardest to fulfill his requests whenever he brought up her promise was so titillating, it made it nearly impossible for him to hold back.


      Wellmy’s villainess act at the party must have tired her. After a bit of talking and teasing, she promptly fell asleep. Aides stroked her cheek, a smile playing on his lips.


      This woman had brilliantly adopted another persona to make her wish come true. She had succeeded where Aides had failed.


      From now on, I shall spoil her rotten.


      It would be nice if, one day, their relationship evolved into one where they could truly understand the budding feelings they felt for one another.


      The world wasn’t made only of good, virtuous feelings; there were just as many nasty, malicious emotions that drove individuals to use others or bring people down instead of bettering themselves, whether for their own gain, for someone else’s sake, or to achieve their goal.


      Curses were the greatest manifestation of that malice and would always be—even if one were to, say, use them to defeat a great evil and save the one they loved. Going against the law and killing someone would always bring repercussions that would throw the world into turmoil, creating a cycle of malice and revenge, with the one virtuous individual trying to end it becoming the one to suffer the repercussions.


      Malice would never disappear for good, but Aides didn’t want to see curses driving others to act on these ugly feelings ever again. This was all at once a shackle, a wedge driven into his heart, and his very raison d’être. He believed that Wellmy would be willing to follow him down that path.


      Together, they would endeavor to reduce the suffering caused by curses, even if only a little.


      She was ready to sacrifice her own life to save her loved one.


      She herself was pure, but she knew how to deliberately exploit even the murkiest malice. If Aides were to ever stray from his path, she would pull him right back. The two of them needed to support each other so that neither would get lost. After all, Wellmy would never agree to let Aides protect her without doing anything in return.


      Pulling that admirable girl into his arms, Aides closed his eyes.


      ※※※


      Four people were enjoying a surreptitious tea party at the Ormirages’ secondary estate.


      “Let’s go on an outing, the four of us. A double date, if you will,” Aides suggested.


      Wellmy, Iora, and Leo looked at him as if he were a rare beast they had never seen before, their thoughts coming to a simultaneous halt.


      “What are those reactions?” the lord of magic asked, an amused smile tugging at his lips as he quietly took a sip of tea.


      “Do you have a fever?” Wellmy asked. She would never have expected her fiancé to propose such an idea.


      “I never thought I’d hear the words ‘double date’ come out of your mouth,” Leo added, visibly taken aback.


      “A date...” Iora whispered, her cheeks reddening.


      Wellmy pursed her lips. “Oh, I see. You mean that I’ll be going on a date with Iora, while you and Leo go on a date together?”


      “Of course not,” Aides said as he raised an eyebrow, amused by Wellmy’s possessiveness toward her sister. “I meant you and me, and Leo and Iora.”


      “Absolutely not!” Wellmy reflexively exclaimed. She refused to see her sister and Leo flirt in front of her eyes!


      She shot her fiancé a glare, but he simply chuckled in response. “Oh? Are you sure? Iora will soon be engaged—and later, married—to Leo, so it may be one of your last chances to go out with her like this. Besides, by turning down my proposal, you’ll be breaking your promise to do everything I ask of you.”


      Lost for words, all Wellmy could do was groan.


      Aides had a point. Once Iora became crown princess, she and Wellmy wouldn’t get many opportunities to go out in the city together—something they hadn’t been able to do so far.


      Wellmy weighed her options. On one hand, she would have to see her sister act all lovey-dovey with Leo of all people... But on the other, she would get to go on an outing with her sister.


      Seeing the serious expression on her face, Iora quietly spoke up, her cheeks still red. “Wellmy... I would like to go...”


      “Of course, dear sister! Let’s go, then!”


      Iora was so adorable, Wellmy immediately gave in to her pleading.


      I never thought I’d get to indulge her whims!


      She was slightly annoyed at Aides for including Leo in his plan, but oh well. Wellmy would let it slide this time. She would do anything in her power to grant Iora’s wishes. Besides, she was tired of being cooped up in Aides’s secondary residence; some fresh air would do her good.


      Now that she thought about it, it would be her first time going out with Aides as well.


      “It’s a date, then. I’ve secured some tickets for the new play being performed at the theater. We’ll be going the day after tomorrow. I have also made a reservation at a restaurant for after the show. It has an entertainment area with a wide variety of activities, like board games.”


      “Efficient as always,” Wellmy commented before turning back to her sister. “Does that sound all right with you two? Ah, Leo, you don’t have to come if you have other plans.”


      “You really don’t like me, do you?” the prince grumbled. “It’s fine. I’ll keep my schedule open at all costs.”


      “Please don’t feel like you have to.”


      “Oh, shut up, will you? And who knows? Maybe you’ll get too excited and fall ill right on that day.”


      “What do you take me for, a child?! Of course I won’t!”


      Iora smiled brightly while Aides smirked as the two of them watched their respective partners squabble.
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      ※※※


      Two days later, the four of them went to watch the play.


      At the end of it, Wellmy was crying so hard that she’d needed to repeatedly dab her eyes with her handkerchief to keep her makeup from running.


      “Wellmy, if you don’t stop crying, your eyes will get all swollen. You’re so pretty today, it would be such a shame,” Iora said in an attempt to comfort her.


      “But...!”


      The play had just been too beautiful!


      It had recounted the story of a girl who had fought fiercely for her older sister, who was worried sick for her. After many misunderstandings, the two of them eventually reconciled, and they were both rewarded with a happy ending alongside their respective partners.


      The play had reminded Wellmy so much of her own life that she had burst into tears in the middle of it and hadn’t been able to stop crying since.


      Her hair was styled in a chignon, as always, but she had opted for a dress that differed slightly from her usual style: a deep purple gown adorned with silver embroidery. The reason she had chosen a dress of that color was simple: It reminded her of Aides and Iora.


      The two of them shared very similar colors. But while Iora’s hair was straight and its silver hue could appear black or white depending on the light, Aides’s was wavy and a deeper shade of silver. Where her true purple eyes sparkled like starry gemstones, Aides’s were a calm periwinkle.


      Wellmy had purposefully chosen a dress that reminded her of her beloved sister’s eyes. Knowing that they wouldn’t have many such chances to go out together in the future, she had insisted that Iora wear a scarlet dress with silver details, as red was Wellmy’s color. A fair number of people knew of Iora and Leo’s relationship, so he used his magical bracelet to disguise his hair and eyes the same way he had at the academy (the Lionels’ purple hair was just too conspicuous). Iora had completed her own outfit with a wide-brimmed hat and a veil to hide her face.


      “I’m glad you enjoyed the play so much,” Aides said, clearly in a good mood.


      “It was so good...” Leo said between sniffles.


      While he hadn’t cried as loudly as Wellmy, his eyes were moist and he kept having to press against them to stop the tears from flowing.


      Aides raised an eyebrow in exasperation. “Why are you crying?”


      “It reminded me of how awful things were before Iora accepted my marriage proposal... House Ormirage supplied the theater with the script for that play, didn’t they?”


      “Wait. What?!” Wellmy exclaimed, her tears immediately stopping.


      “Yes, I did.” Aides nodded with a small smile. “I commissioned a troupe I support to perform it. I figured getting the general public on your side would be the quickest way to silence the fussy nobles who have something to say about your situation.”


      Blood rushed to Wellmy’s cheeks.


      “W-Wait, so the characters in that play are inspired by...” she trailed off.


      “Us,” Aides replied.


      “I can’t believe it!”


      How embarrassing!


      The play had moved her to tears, but that feeling was quickly replaced by shame as she realized the implications of Aides’s revelation.


      From an outsider’s perspective, Iora and Wellmy were the daughters of a fallen count—and worse, one who had committed a crime so grave that his house had been dissolved. It was nothing short of scandalous. There would inevitably be backlash once they became, respectively, the crown princess and the marchioness of a house whose influence extended well beyond the Lionel Kingdom’s borders.


      I know that. I understand what Aides means, but...! A play based on their lives... That was just too unexpected.


      Iora rubbed her sister’s back, her own face crimson. Wellmy became so self-conscious of the gazes of the people around them that she kept her head low until she and Aides climbed into their carriage.


      Once it was just the two of them, she lashed out at her fiancé. “Couldn’t you have at least told me about it?! What was that supposed to be? Some sort of humiliation ploy?!”


      She had cried watching a play recounting her own life, and she was pretty sure the rest of the audience had connected the dots. After all, her confrontation with Aides at his party had been quite the loud spectacle, and nobles spent most of their free time gossiping. What was more, the rumor-loving idiots Wellmy had surrounded herself with at the noble academy had attended Aides’s party as well. Besides, if this play was Aides’s strategy to silence those who would criticize Wellmy and Iora, he would likely use his own influence to ensure as many people as possible knew about the incident that had inspired it.


      Aides didn’t seem affected by Wellmy’s anger in the slightest. He sat with his legs crossed opposite her, a smirk playing on his lips. “You’re adorable when you’re embarrassed, Wellmy.”


      “Don’t try to sweet-talk your way out of this! You just wanted to bully me, didn’t you?!”


      “How vexing. To think that I went out of my way to get us premium tickets for the opening night of a popular theater troupe’s new play.”


      “I’m talking about the. Contents. Of. The. Play!” Wellmy retorted, pausing between each word to really drive the point home.


      “Ah, yes. It was quite nice, wasn’t it? The little sister’s bravery really resonated.”


      Wellmy let out an infuriated groan at this.


      “Now, now, there’s no need to get so worked up. It’s a good thing we went to see it before rumors began to spread, don’t you think?”


      “If you dare tell anyone that I cried, I’ll beat you to a pulp!”


      “Oh, that’s a good idea. I hadn’t planned on it, but I shall consider it.”


      This was no good. Wellmy simply couldn’t win against that man.


      Knowing that continuing this discussion would just make her more embarrassed and sour her mood further, she chose to remain silent for the rest of the ride.


      ※※※


      Having managed to swallow her embarrassment, Wellmy sat at the restaurant, relishing her dinner.


      “What is this dish? It’s delicious,” she commented.


      “White fish à la meunière,” Aides replied, taking a sip of wine. “Thanks to the newly developed cold storage magic device, we can now enjoy fresh ocean fish here in the capital. This particular fish pairs wonderfully with cheese and cream.”


      Iora nodded, impressed. “It’s amazing that cooling magical items can be used in this way...”


      “From what I heard, it was originally developed for the army’s mage corps. At first, it wasn’t meant to keep food cold, but to cool down the recovery room for soldiers who suffered heatstroke. It proved so effective that hospitals soon adopted the technology as well.”


      Then, civilians began using it—although it was only accessible to the rich at the moment. For the most part, people used it to deliver fresh ingredients to distant regions, store wine aboveground, and enjoy cool drinks even in the summer, as many needed to be boiled before consumption to eliminate bacteria.


      “Give your fruit juices a try, Wellmy, Iora. They’re served chilled so you can enjoy them without ice, which would dilute the flavor,” Aides explained. He added that the refrigeration device was also necessary to store the aforementioned ice cubes.


      Wellmy took a sip of juice. The strong flavor and coolness of it were nice and refreshing.


      “The world is becoming more convenient by the day,” she commented.


      “It’s amazing,” Iora added.


      “The item you’re developing—the one that reduces magical strain—is just as marvelous an invention, Iora,” Aides said. “If you succeed in making it a reality, you might make spells and magic items accessible to everyone, not just mages. Even commoners.”


      “Is that true?! You’re incredible, Iora!” Wellmy cheered.


      Iora hung her head bashfully. “I didn’t do it alone. If I hadn’t received all the help I did, it would have remained nothing more than a theory,” she said, modest as ever.


      The fact that she had even come up with that theory was already more than impressive enough. Wellmy hoped that Iora would realize that one day.


      Most magic-hungry spells, as well as some items, were only accessible to mages and nobles, which explained in part how the latter were able to maintain their privileges. Certain cursed items were meant to weaken the target by gradually absorbing their magical energy, while others prevented them from using spells altogether. Using either on a commoner, who typically had a small pool of magical energy, could easily kill them.


      At least, that was what Wellmy had learned at the noble academy.


      “Iora has a gift for magic research. There’s no questioning it,” Aides said. “Most commoners should be able to activate refrigeration devices by themselves with small injections of magical energy over time. But with Iora’s strain-reducing device, they could technically use it continuously. It truly is a groundbreaking discovery.”


      “Thank you kindly,” Iora replied. “Um... My ultimate goal is to make an item that doesn’t need human magical energy at all.”


      “What do you mean?” Leo asked.


      Iora finally raised her head and, with a smile blooming on her lips, explained, “In nature, there is something known as ‘mana.’ Humans continuously absorb it through their skin, then store it in the mana receptacle within their body, where it is converted into what we call ‘magical energy.’ Following that logic, I have been researching ways for those born with smaller mana reserves to use spells without strain, either by increasing the capacity of said receptacles using medicinal herbs and magic items, or by revising the structures of the spells themselves.”


      She then noted that pursuing that logic even further meant that it might be possible to channel natural mana directly into the formula of any spell engraved into a magic item.


      Wellmy hadn’t understood a word her sister had said. Yet, she could instinctively tell it was incredible. After all, it meant that even those without magical energy could use magic.


      “If you succeed, then your name will go down in history,” she whispered in amazement.


      “It will either way,” Leo butted in. “Her strain-reducing device prototype has revolutionized the world of mages, and she’s about to become crown princess of Lionel.”


      “Oh, shut up, Leo,” Wellmy retorted. “Iora is twice—no, more than four times as amazing as those other mages, yet no one has recognized her worth yet!”


      “I don’t disagree with you, but if you keep this up, I swear I’ll lock you up for lèse-majesté one day.”


      Wellmy humphed. “Do it if you can! Aides won’t let you.”


      “If you’re going to argue, at least say that you won’t let me...” Leo said with a grimace.


      That earned him another humph.


      Beside Wellmy, Iora had curled up on herself, her face crimson. She clearly wasn’t used to compliments.


      Watching her with adoration, Wellmy retorted, “I will use anything at my disposal to achieve my goals—that’s the way I do things. Especially if it’s for Iora.”


      “Right, I forgot about that part...”


      Aides, who had been watching Leo and Wellmy’s squabble in silence, turned to Iora, his expression stiffening slightly. “But you will need to be more careful from now on. It would be best if you didn’t make too many public appearances after officially submitting your research.”


      “Why?” Wellmy asked.


      “Her work will threaten the very foundation of noble privilege.”


      A palpable tension filled the air at Aides’s response.


      Nobles had gained their privileges by having more magical energy and being better at magic than commoners. The law protected them and their positions. Furthermore, the reason men had more power than women in noble society was that male children were weaker and more difficult to care for, meaning there were fewer of them. Each was considered valuable simply because of how rare they were. As for men who excelled at magic, they could be counted on one hand.


      A recent study had proven that women generally had more magical energy, which explained why female children were usually healthier than their male counterparts. As a result, female nobles and commoner girls with strong magical energy were required to go to school. Teaching them how to prevent their magic from going awry or accidentally triggering, along with practicing proper spells, ensured the kingdom had access to a pool of talented individuals.


      But if everyone could use magic, it would shake the foundations of noble society and threaten their vested interests. According to Aides, it might even lead to a revolution.


      “Research shouldn’t be influenced by the kingdom’s interests. We will do our utmost to protect Iora, but you can never predict what one might do in a desperate situation. We can’t overlook the possibility of someone trying to assassinate her.”


      “So Iora still isn’t safe...?” Wellmy muttered. She had rescued Iora from the abuse she’d suffered at the Ernest estate, but now her research had become so valuable that it threatened her life.


      What should I do? Wellmy wondered.


      An idea immediately sparked in her mind.


      “I have an idea.”


      “What is it?” Iora asked, cocking her head to the side adorably.


      A smile tugging at her lips, Wellmy explained, “We’ll create a faction to support you. While I’m not smart like you, I’m quite good at these sorts of things.” That was how she had gotten all of her followers at school, after all.


      Wellmy’s reputation in noble society was terrible, but now, she had Aides’s backing. She would use his influence to her heart’s content to convince others that supporting Iora aligned with their own interests, ultimately strengthening her sister’s position. It was Wellmy’s duty to help Iora.


      On the surface, House Ormirage seemed neutral and inconspicuous, but its influence rivaled even that of the king, extending beyond the borders of the Lionel Kingdom. If Wellmy were to create a faction as the Marchioness of Ormirage, all she would have to do was to act friendly toward Iora in public, and other nobles would draw their own conclusions. Wellmy needed them to think that, by disrespecting the crown princess, they would be making an enemy of House Ormirage as well.


      “You don’t mind, do you, Aides?” Wellmy asked.


      “Not at all. Do as you please. I know for a fact that your talents are more than worthy of the position of Lady Ormirage.”


      Having received her fiancé’s permission to carry out her plan, Wellmy smiled, satisfied. Iora, on the other hand, seemed confused.


      “W-Wellmy? Isn’t this a little excessive? You’re making far too much of a fuss over this. I’m not that valuable.”


      “Of course you are,” Wellmy and Leo retorted at the exact same time.


      Iora had so little self-confidence that she tended to underestimate her impact on others.


      “Iora, you’re perfect the way you are, but I wish you would be a little more aware of the danger you’re facing,” Wellmy said.


      Leo nodded. “I agree.”


      “All right,” Iora mumbled. “I will try.”


      She still didn’t seem to fully understand her circumstances, but no matter.


      “We’re all done eating, so this conversation is over!” Wellmy declared, cutting the discussion short. “Let us play some games, shall we?” She’d been excited about this restaurant’s amusement section ever since Aides had mentioned it.


      Cards, chess, billiards, darts... For the rest of the evening, Wellmy played with Aides and Iora (and Leo too, since he was there) to her heart’s content.


      It was well past midnight when she and Aides returned to the Ormirages’ secondary residence.
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      Journey Up North


      One day, in the distant future, Orea paid a visit to Wellmy while Iora, the lady she had been serving since childhood, met with Aides.


      A new life was growing within the womb of the Marchioness of Ormirage.


      “Orea?” Wellmy asked, sitting on a chair by the window and gazing outside.


      “Yes, Lady Wellmy?”


      Caressing her stomach, Wellmy said, “Since becoming pregnant, I’ve been reflecting. Why did my mother hate Iora so much?”


      Orea didn’t say anything in response—although it wasn’t because she didn’t know the reason.


      “Perhaps she just loved me so much that she wanted me to inherit House Ernest. It feels like there’s more to it than that, though...” Wellmy trailed off.


      Then, as if she were talking to herself, she murmured, “Was my mother happy?” A tinge of what looked like sorrow glimmered in her vermilion eyes.


      “I was afraid of my mother, of the sheer animosity in her gaze whenever she looked at Iora. But I’ve been thinking... Was that hatred really directed at her?”


      Orea remained silent, but Wellmy kept going. “Father is going on a journey. He told me he’s heading North.”


      A pause.


      “I wonder... Is he going to see mother?”


      These words weighed heavily on Orea’s mind.


      A few days later, she delivered some magic items to Clartes at Iora’s behest and couldn’t help but ask him about it.


      “Lord Clartes?”


      “What is it, Miss Orea?” Clartes asked with a smile. His features looked very similar to Wellmy’s, but were a little softer.


      “Lady Wellmy told me that you are going on a journey. It may be presumptuous of me to ask, but may I know where you’re headed?”


      “The convent in the north,” Clartes replied after a brief pause. “I have a nagging feeling that I must speak with Isabella. There’s the matter of Wellmy’s pregnancy too...” He added that he wasn’t sure whether he should share the news with his former fiancée.


      “My lord, I apologize for asking this of you, but would you mind listening to a story from my past?” Orea asked.


      “Sure, go ahead.”


      “I hate Lady Isabella.”


      Clartes’s eyes widened in surprise at Orea’s sudden declaration, but he didn’t interrupt.


      Feeling the need to clarify her feelings, Orea explained, “She was one of the main perpetrators of the terrible abuse Lady Iora suffered.”


      “I suppose she was, yes.”


      “She was, however, very kind to Lady Wellmy and us servants. She would tell us that she had also been a commoner once and wasn’t all that different from us.”


      These were all distant memories now, but Orea still remembered how Isabella had never forgotten to thank the servants for their work. How she would give time to rest to those who seemed tired, step in whenever there was an issue, and listen with empathy as they told her about their problems.


      However, when interacting with Iora, she had seemed like a completely different person. After a few months, the other servants had also begun abusing Orea’s mistress.


      She’s such a kind person, so why is she this vicious only toward Lady Iora?


      All these years, that question had burned in Orea’s chest.


      “I do not know why she treated Lady Iora so badly. When Lady Wellmy fell into the river, her mother did not even stay by her side while she was ill.”


      Orea hadn’t said anything back then, but she had been furious. Isabella had slapped Iora and made her look after her ill sister, even with her cheek red and swollen, while Isabella herself hadn’t even bothered to stay with her own daughter.


      At least, that was what Orea had believed at the time.


      “The water we used to blot Lady Wellmy’s forehead had grown warm, so I stepped out of the room to fetch some more. When I did, I saw Lady Isabella sitting on a chair in the corridor.”


      Seeing the surprise on Orea’s face, Isabella had smiled and pressed a finger against her lips. “Wellmy is afraid of me because of what I just did. She wouldn’t be able to rest with me by her side, would she?”


      Then, she had grabbed the bucket of water Orea had been carrying and told her to go get some rest and that she would put the bucket in front of the door later.


      “Um... May I send Lady Iora to rest instead?” Orea had asked timidly.


      Isabella had frowned and replied curtly, “It is your break. Do with it as you please.”


      Then, she had left.


      “I do not know what the madam’s true intentions were. However, I did overhear her speaking to herself one day in her room. I have never told Lady Wellmy or Lady Iora about it, as I didn’t want to sadden them.”


      That day, Isabella had been looking at the outbuilding from the window of her room.


      “If only she were a mean child...” she had whispered.


      “I believe you might know something about Lady Isabella that I don’t, so I decided to tell you this,” Orea said to Clartes.


      “Thank you, Miss Orea,” the man replied, a smile curling on his lips.


      He seemed happy.


      “So Isabella didn’t actually change... All this time, I thought that she had become a different person after letting luxury get to her head, that she had deceived me. Part of me knew it was impossible, but I wasn’t certain of it. To think that it took me so long to finally go see her... I truly am a spineless, good-for-nothing man,” Clartes said, awkwardly scratching his cheek. “I tried to convince myself that I was just a blind idiot who had fallen in love with the wrong woman, and that Wellmy had suffered because of me, but that’s not the case. Although I suppose I was a blind idiot, just not for the reason I believed.”


      Orea stayed silent.


      “I’ll make sure to remember these anecdotes you shared with me. The Isabella I knew was a kind woman, just like the one you described. I knew she wasn’t the kind of woman who would cheat and commit fraud, but I didn’t have enough faith in her... But, thanks to you, I’m sure of it now: Isabella really is the person I always thought she was.”


      Orea bowed to him in silence.


      She didn’t know what consequences her conversation with Clartes would have on the future. But she couldn’t bring herself to truly resent Isabella; that was why she had told him.




      Seeing that Iora was done with her errands, Orea quietly followed after her. She had become much more majestic since becoming crown princess.


      Staring at her mistress’s back, Orea started reminiscing.


      The elderly servant Wellmy and Iora called “granny” had recommended Orea to Count Ernest as her replacement. Orea hailed from a subsidiary branch of the Hollyro ducal house. Her father was a baron but owned no land and had been considering relinquishing his peerage.


      But “granny” had seen potential in Orea.


      One day, she appeared on their doorstep and told Orea that she would take her to meet someone. The girl followed her to the Ernest estate, where she became Iora and Wellmy’s waiting maid. After she did, her family received some sort of assistance, which allowed them to keep their peerage.


      Now that Iora was crown princess, Orea, as her lady-in-waiting, had been granted the title of viscountess. It was a nonhereditary title that would die with her, but it seemed to have brought some good marriage prospects to her siblings.


      However, Orea didn’t care about her title.


      Lady Iora and Lady Wellmy—these were the only two people she would serve for the rest of her life. She didn’t have time to think of others.


      However...


      If possible...


      She wished for Wellmy to reconcile with her mother. Back then, she’d had no choice but to plot Isabella’s doom to save Iora. But if it could ease Wellmy’s sorrow, then Orea prayed that Wellmy could rebuild a relationship with her mother.


      She wanted her mistresses to be happy and healthy.


      That was her only wish.


      ※※※


      “Sister Isabella, you have a visitor,” one of the other sisters told Isabella.


      Isabella headed to the room where the guest waited for her. The moment she saw him, she shrank back with a gasp.


      C-Clartes?!


      Her face turned white as a sheet. What is he doing here? Why now, after all these years?


      She tried to leave the room, but the Mother Superior blocked the doorway.


      “Please, I...” she pleaded.


      “You must see him, Sister Isabella. Lord Clartes wants to discuss your potential return to secular life. Of course, it is entirely up to you whether you accept or refuse. Consider it, and give him your answer.”


      Ever since entering the convent, Isabella had been pious and earnest, dedicating her life to prayer and reflection.


      Every day, she prayed for Wellmy, Clartes, and Iora to be happy and at ease.


      Recognizing her efforts, the Mother Superior had told her countless times that she could put in a good word for her to return to her former life, but Isabella had consistently refused.


      Life at the convent was austere. This was only natural; after all, the Church adhered to strict principles, and this particular convent was responsible for women who had committed offenses not severe enough to warrant imprisonment or exile.


      Most sisters lamented their lack of freedom, but for Isabella, this life of calm and quiet, where all she had to do was go about with her daily tasks, was both a punishment and a form of healing.


      If possible, I would like to spend the rest of my life here.


      Having been raised in an orphanage, Isabella was used to a simpler life. All the extravagant purchases she had made with the Ernest funds had been a ploy to make Savarin suffer. Now that she was free from those long years of hatred, she couldn’t have been more thankful for this peaceful life, even as she often found herself faced with the large void in her heart.


      She had taken her revenge. She could die tomorrow, and it wouldn’t matter. All she’d wanted was to spend the rest of her life dedicating herself to prayer, and yet...


      “Mother Superior, please...”


      She bowed her head in a plea to the strict yet kind woman, but before the Mother Superior could respond, a gentle voice called from behind her, “Isabella.”


      Isabella froze.


      “Please talk to me. I won’t force you to do anything. I just want to talk.”


      Squeezing her eyes shut, she clutched both hands against her chest. The dry, cracked skin of her fingers hurt, and she could feel the boniness of her own body beneath her touch. Her damaged hair was tied back carelessly under her headpiece. She had more wrinkles than before and wasn’t wearing any makeup.


      I can’t see you when I look like this...


      “Sister Isabella,” the Mother Superior repeated, as if to chide her.


      Isabella wasn’t allowed to oppose her orders.


      Resigning herself to her fate, she slowly lowered herself to one of the parlor’s rickety chairs, her head hung low. She immediately covered her face with both hands.


      I don’t want you to see me like this... Not this shabby, old, guilt-ridden version of myself.


      “Please leave, Lord Liroud. What are you even doing here? Did you come to laugh at me?” she asked.


      Don’t look at me, I beg you...


      Isabella’s heart was in complete disarray. Yet, she still did her utmost to play the part of the foolish woman she’d convinced everyone she was. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t be able to say a single word to him—not after all she’d done.


      “I’m not so idle as to come all the way here to mock you.”


      “Lies. You’ve come to laugh at me, the woman who betrayed you and fell from grace, haven’t you?”


      Isabella knew that Clartes wasn’t such a petty man. But that was precisely the kind of remark a foolish woman who thought only of herself would make.


      Please think that I’m that kind of self-centered woman, Clartes. Then leave. Don’t be kind to me. If he showed her kindness, Isabella was afraid she would burst into tears.


      “I don’t have any reason to mock you,” Clartes said. “Isabella. Ever since meeting Wellmy, I’ve wondered the same thing: Did you truly cheat on me?”


      Isabella’s breath hitched in her throat. Why was he asking that question? Why?!


      She didn’t want to talk about it.


      She didn’t want to think of it.


      “I was nothing but an empty shell of myself after losing you. But then I met Wellmy. Isabella, you raised a very wise girl. It made me wonder if I had made a mistake, if I’d gotten it all wrong.”


      No. No, you didn’t.


      “Wellmy simply didn’t strike me as the type of girl raised by a woman who was unfaithful and spent her days drowning in luxury.”


      Stop. Please, stop.


      Isabella frantically reached for something to say to make Clartes give up—something vicious and cruel. Something that would truly disappoint him.


      “Wellmy betrayed her own parents,” she said, doing her best to keep her voice steady. “I did not raise her. It was all her waiting maid, Gordley, and Lady Collwella.”


      Those people made her into the pure, honest girl she is, Clartes.


      “Is that so? But it was just you and Wellmy until she was eight, wasn’t it? Besides, Wellmy told me that you were always kind to her, and Orea said that you were gentle with the staff as well.”


      Isabella was at a loss for words.


      “From what I’ve heard, you were only cruel to Iora. Toward everyone else, you were the same gentle soul I knew. The woman I loved.”


      “Stop talking,” Isabella eventually managed to say. “I do not wish to see you—today or ever. Please, leave...”


      She didn’t want to listen. She couldn’t bear to hear Clartes speak those words. The woman he loved had died the day Savarin violated her.


      It’s too late now. Everything is too late.


      If only Isabella had paid more attention to her surroundings that day. If she had noticed Savarin’s carriage approaching... You wouldn’t have gotten hurt, Clartes. It is all my fault.


      And so, Isabella put on a bold front. If she didn’t, she would break down crying right there and then. Why? Because of the sheer happiness she felt knowing that Clartes had finally noticed her secret, and that he had come to see her.


      “Please, go home... Please, my lord...”


      Please don’t look at me. I have become so ugly. I’m dirty...and old...


      Clartes’s hand softly touched Isabella’s shoulder across the narrow table. She jumped in surprise and tried to pull away from the hand he had placed on her arm.


      “Could you please show me your face?” he asked.


      “Do you wish to humiliate me? Is that it? Don’t you think it is too cruel?”


      Don’t look at me. Please allow me to remain beautiful, at least in your memories.


      “Your mannerisms still are the same as they were back then, Isabella. And you’re still just as bad at lying,” Clartes said.


      Isabella could hear the smile in his voice.


      “Whenever you felt guilty about something, you would always hang your head like this, your shoulders trembling. You felt like you didn’t deserve to cry because you were the one in the wrong. When we moved in together, you seemed anxious the entire time.”


      Clartes had meant to ask her what was wrong, but he hadn’t.


      “Isabella, I regret not asking you what happened. But I’m a proper adult now, so I will say this: if you don’t want to tell me about it, you don’t have to.”


      A clatter echoed in the air as Clartes rose from his chair. His hand made its way to Isabella’s back, gently stroking it.


      “Isabella, it was a long way around, but will you please come live with me? For good this time?”


      Isabella’s mind went blank.


      What did he just say...?


      She shook her head. She couldn’t accept his offer.


      “No, I can’t. I’m sorry...”


      “Isabella. No matter what happens, you never need to feel sorry toward me. You’ve more than atoned for your crimes. I personally think that the only thing you needed to be punished for was tormenting Her Highness the Crown Princess.”


      According to Clartes, Iora didn’t resent Isabella for what she had done.


      That’s impossible...


      Isabella had taken everything from that little girl. Iora would have lost it all if it weren’t for Wellmy. Yet she claimed that she had forgiven her horrible stepmother?


      I couldn’t forgive Savarin.


      How could one bring themself to pardon the person who had stolen their entire future?


      “You already paid for your sins. So please, Isabella, for my sake, come live with me. Being alone at our age... It’s too lonely.”


      “My lord, please...”


      Stop talking.


      Don’t say those things.


      Don’t be kind to me.


      Or else, Isabella might actually take him up on his offer. She knew that she couldn’t. But she was about to lose control of herself.


      “Won’t you call me ‘Clartes’ again?”


      A pause.


      “Isabella, Wellmy is going to give birth soon.”


      Isabella gasped, her eyes widening behind her hands, which still covered her face.


      “Our first grandchild. I can’t wait. But because I have spent so little time with my wife and daughter, I’m not really sure how I should interact with the baby.”


      Clartes bent forward.


      “Will you teach me how to care for children? How to nurture them, what not to do... I’m sure you know it well.”


      At last, Clartes took Isabella’s hands and lowered them, enveloping them in his own grasp.


      He saw her tears, her sunken cheeks.


      Just like before, he was smiling at her, his eyes kind. Half of his hair had turned white, and he had more wrinkles than before, but he was still the same Clartes Isabella had once loved. The man she had never stopped loving.


      “You’re beautiful, Isabella. Just like before.”


      “I don’t even have makeup on. I’m just an ugly old lady...” she muttered.


      “You weren’t wearing makeup when you were working at the orphanage either, yet you still shone brightly. Besides, I’m old too.”


      “I... I betrayed you, Clartes...!” Isabella couldn’t contain the tremor in her voice any longer. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry!” She had always wanted to apologize for hurting him.


      “Don’t apologize. You’ve finally called me by my name. My adorable Isabella.”


      Clartes went around the table and gently pulled her into his arms before bringing his lips to her ear, like he had done so many times in the past.


      “You don’t need to say anything,” he whispered. “Let’s go home, all right? I’m still living in that apartment—the one that was to be our home.”


      Unable to speak, Isabella simply nodded in silence.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      How do you do, everyone? It is I—the nameless lady. I am so very grateful to meet you all again. The last time we saw each other was on the cover flap, was it not?


      Ahem. I tried to sound ladylike and all, but I’m a dude, so...yeah.


      Sorry about that, everyone. I got carried away because of my pen name. As it is our first meeting, allow me to quickly explain the origin of it.


      It all started when I thought, “If I’m going to write fantasy romance novels, I might need a new pen name.” And so, I went for a combination of “Jane Doe,” the name given to unidentified female bodies, and “Mary Sue,” the term for a female character who is just too perfect.


      That’s a bit...gruesome, isn’t it? Who in the world came up with that pen name?! (You did, you moron.)


      Anyway, allow me to introduce myself properly: Hello everyone, I’m Mary=Doe.




      Villainess stories really are great, aren’t they? There are many different types of villainesses in this world—some are innocent and were just falsely accused of crimes they didn’t commit, while others are truly wicked. I was inspired by these works, and that’s how Wellmy-chan’s story was born.


      Most “villainesses” in those stories tend to be quite similar to Iora-san. They’re kind and talented, but really unlucky. Then, they move into a new environment, which allows them to find their true selves. They’re a bit like Cinderella, in a way.


      These types of stories are wonderful, but they had me thinking: If the main character were to cast herself as the villainess, what kind of story would it become?


      Wellmy-chan is, on the surface, a true villainess. She has throngs of followers waiting upon her, is pretty but has a terrible reputation, steals her sister’s fiancé, and even goes as far as to chase her out of her home. She’s the very definition of a “villainess,” but she has chosen that path for herself.


      Why, you might ask? Well, if you’ve read the story, you already know the answer. And for those who haven’t, please continue to watch warmly over her journey.


      Anyway, this is it for the presentation of the story.


      Sorry for the abrupt change of topics, but aren’t Kuga Huna-sensei’s illustrations absolutely incredible? Aren’t they absolutely incredible? (It’s important, so I said it twice.)


      The cover, the frontispiece, the illustrations inside the book... Seeing them made me revert to just being an otaku. They’re so gorgeous that I nearly ascended to heaven! Every morning, I wake up and prostrate myself in gratitude for having such magnificent embellishments adorning my story. Everyone, please make sure to appreciate those wonderful illustrations when you read my story!


      This series will also be getting a manga adaptation on Manga UP, drawn by Stellagi Suzuka-sensei. Stellagi-sensei’s work is just as incredible as that of Kuga-sensei. When I learned about the manga adaptation, I couldn’t help but yell, “W-W-Will such an amazing artist really be in charge of adapting a series I wrote?!”


      Please look forward to the manga adaptation, everyone!


      Now, let’s talk about myself for a bit. I regularly post stories on Shosetsuka ni Naro, and have quite a fair number of works on there—some that have already been picked up, and others that will be novelized in the near future. If you enjoyed this book, please look up Mary=Doe, all right? I shall be awaiting your visit!


      Lastly, I would like to thank everyone involved in the production of this book, as well as you, the reader.


      And the biggest of thanks goes to my editor, S-san, who has been scheming to drag me into the fandom—ahem, I mean enthusiastically recommending a certain idol group named after anthropomorphic snow sculptures to me.


      Thank you so much for reading up until this point, everyone! I cannot wait for our next meeting!


      Toodle-oo!
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  Sign up for our mailing list at J-Novel Club to hear about new releases!


  Newsletter


  And you can read the latest chapters (like Vol. 2 of this series!) by becoming a J-Novel Club Member:
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Congratulations on the release of Proud
to Be the Villainess!

The characters are all so endearing; I've
been obsessed ever since I started
reading the series. Drawing the
illustrations was so much fun. I hope I
did justice to Aides and Wellmy’s lively
interactions, at least a little!

I was debating who to draw for this
afterword, but I settled on Clartes, Karla,
and Arvine, who only appeared in the
colored illustrations at the beginning of
the book. Clartes is such a good dad,
Karla is incredibly cool, and Arvine,
well... He straightened out a little after
all the twists and turns of the
condemnation scene, I suppose (lol). I
love these three characters, and I hope
I'll have the opportunity to draw them
on an insert one day.

I hope my illustrations helped deepen
the world-building of this series. I would
like to thank Mary-=Doe-sensei for
allowing me to work on the illustrations
for this wonderful story, the editor for all
the times they helped me, and you, the
readers. Thank you from the bottom of
my heart!
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