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      “Crackle… This has been…the Guild of the White Rabbit…”


      This final part of the message was delivered, informing me whom it was from, and then the rabbit abruptly fell silent. I watched the handkerchief expectantly for several long moments, wondering if it was going to start talking in its deep voice again. It never made another peep, though, the room completely silent.


      “What in the world…?” I began to move again, my limbs feeling stiff with tension. “This is such a stupid way to deliver a message. Is he incapable of sending a normal letter like everyone else?” I muttered, trying to calm my pounding heart.


      My vision was suddenly flooded by a flash of light.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have received a [Suspicious Invitation] from [The Sorcerer, Winter Verdandi].


        Teleport to the guild?


        [YES / NO]

      


      “Huh?” I felt dazed. “Why am I getting a notification?”


      System notifications usually signaled the start of a new chapter in the story…meaning that one of the game’s many plot points was currently developing. I’d experienced this once before, when I’d undertaken the secret quest exploring the cave with Callisto. Being reminded once again that the game’s story was continuing as planned—while I was blissfully unaware of being strung along like some puppet—made my hair stand on end.


      No. It has to be a good thing—a sign that I’m clearing the game’s story, I told myself, trying to put a positive spin on it. And it works out. I hadn’t exactly been looking forward to telling Pennel I was leaving, having to find an appropriate excuse, and making all the necessary preparations when it came to leaving the estate.


      “Give me a second, system.”


      I knew it couldn’t understand what I was saying, but I spoke at it regardless, scrambling to get ready. My first order of business was rifling through the wardrobe for the robe and mask I’d left inside.


      “Oh,” I said, lurching to a stop. Now that I think of it, I don’t have the mask anymore. Derrick had taken it.


      The sudden snag left me to ponder the situation. Is it really necessary to hide my face this time? It was pointless, technically, since we already knew each other’s identities.


      But if we were to be meeting at the guild, Winter would most certainly be wearing his mask. That was how he was programmed to act in the game. He would hide behind it and pretend to be nothing but the guild master. I don’t like the idea of being the only one exposing my face and identity.


      “Ugh, Derrick, that good-for-nothing bastard…”


      While I cursed my eldest brother for taking my only mask, a thought occurred to me. Rushing over to the desk, I tugged open the second drawer, which held the platinum bracelet of purple gems that Derrick had given me the night he confiscated my previous disguise.


      
        —“I’ve had the gems imbued with magic. As long as you’re wearing it, you’ll be protected, and a glamour spell will also activate.”


        —“The sorcerer who enchanted it tells me that, to others, you’ll appear as a boy your own age.”

      


      His words replayed in my mind.


      “Appearance-changing magic, huh?” Energized by the notion, I clasped the bracelet around my wrist, and the purple gems promptly began to glow. I watched them curiously for a moment, then hurried to the dressing table. “No way. It really works.”


      A stranger was staring back at me from the mirror—a pretty boy with short curly hair. Only the turquoise eyes stayed easily identifiable; the length and color of my locks were totally different. Traces of my real face remained, but they only added to how naturally the disguise came together.


      “This is so cool. Does it change my voice, too?” I said in wonder. Though it was still rather high for a man’s, it was huskier than my usual tone. I sounded like a boy who hadn’t gone through puberty yet.


      “Ahem. Testing, one, two, three.” I repeated it a few times. Then I muttered to myself, completely at ease with the new voice, “I guess I can upgrade Derrick to a good-for-some-things bastard.”


      My new head of black hair reminded me of him, actually. I wonder if this is how he looked when he was little. He was so chiseled and mature now that I couldn’t imagine him as a teenager.


      As I contemplated a young Derrick, I suddenly realized my clothes weren’t going to work—a pretty boy in a white dress would surely stand out too much. Thankfully, I already had something that would perfectly suit my new appearance: one of the many outfits I’d bought for the hunting tournament.


      And so, after I’d put on a gray jacket, shorts, and knee-high stockings, the disguise was finally complete.


      “It kinda has a ‘rich boy on his way to woo a pretty lady’ vibe,” I said, grinning at my work in the mirror. I didn’t forget to retrieve the handkerchief rabbit as well as the white envelope. “Now then, time to go.”


      Except rather than a pretty girl, I’m going to woo a pretty sorcerer.
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      When the light faded away around me, I found myself standing at a ramshackle building. I climbed the stairs and stopped in front of a familiar old door. About to knock, I remembered that the door had opened by itself the last time. Grabbing the doorknob, I gave it an experimental turn.


      Clunk.


      “Huh?” It did not open. Bemused, I tried turning the knob a few more times. The result did not change—it only rattled loudly. “Where has he gone—?”


      “Who are you?” an icy voice called from behind me.


      With a flinch, I whirled around. A tall man wearing a white rabbit mask and a kid whose face was disguised as a lion were both aiming their wands at me. Huh? I thought it was supposed to be a secret that he was a sorcerer! Why is he always whipping out his staff at the drop of a hat? I hesitated, my eyes glued on the ball of light glowing at the end of each weapon.


      It was in that startled moment that I noticed something, my gaze shifting upward. Purple…? A purple gauge was blinking rapidly over Winter’s head.


      “Why are you loitering in front of my guild?” Winter demanded as I continued to stare blankly above him. “I don’t accept commissions from children. Please leave.”


      “You sent for me with the rabbit, though,” I rushed to say, worried his affection might drop again. “Right, sir?” I tacked on awkwardly, wondering if I’d sounded rude.


      I couldn’t act haughty, refusing to speak with courtesy, as I had before. It would appear I’d done the right thing, though, since the affection bar stopped blinking after he heard my response. A cold breeze blew through the empty alleyway, and at last, the man in the rabbit mask slowly lowered his staff.


      “I don’t understand. You look like…” Winter trailed off, obviously puzzled by my appearance. He turned to the child in the lion mask beside him. “You can stand down now. It’s a patron.”


      The boy did not say anything in response, simply lowering his arms and tucking the wand away into his jacket. He seemed competent, and he’d helped me out the last time I’d seen him when Winter’s affection had plummeted, so it felt like a pleasant surprise to see him again. I wanted to say hello but thought better of it. He probably wouldn’t recognize me.


      “Well, then… Let us take our conversation inside.” Winter, after putting away his staff as well, snapped his fingers. The lock clicked, and the door behind me creaked open as if it had never refused me entry in the first place. “After you,” Winter said politely, making his way up the stairs and gesturing toward the door.


      There was something akin to displeasure gleaming in his navy eyes as he looked down at me. Choosing to ignore it, I confidently strode in. I’d been inside his office before, and I found that nothing had changed since the last time.


      “Have a seat.”


      I eased myself onto one of the sofas at his invitation. Coming in behind me, he closed the door, leaving the boy in the lion mask outside. My surprise must have shown because Winter explained, “He’ll go in through the back entrance.”


      He took off his jacket and hung it on a rack before sitting down opposite me. With a wave of his hand, as if calling for someone, Winter magicked a cabinet on the wall, causing it to open seemingly of its own accord. A pot and two teacups flew out and toward the table between us.


      I watched in awe as the pot poured boiling tea into the cups by itself.


      “I was trying to return posthaste after dealing with some business since you headed over straightaway last time,” Winter began. “Still, I wasn’t expecting you to arrive this quickly.”


      His deep blue eyes bore into my own. The words triggered a sense of déjà vu, and after a moment, a memory surfaced from the recesses of my mind.


      
        —“My clients usually come calling a day or two after I send them notification… I didn’t expect you so soon—an error on my part.”

      


      I’d forgotten the fact that the arrogant nobles of this world tended to be lazy.


      Dammit, he’ll think I rushed here to see him again! I could feel my face growing hot. After clearing my throat, I said the first thing that came to mind, hoping to change the topic and distract myself from my embarrassment.


      “Ahem! Why don’t we get down to business?”


      “…”


      “…There’s no point in wasting time, correct? …Sir?”


      I was well aware that what I was saying sounded like verbal diarrhea. I could also tell he thought this awkward exchange was funny based on the way his eyes turned upward in a smile from behind the rabbit mask.


      “You can drop the ‘sir’ and speak to me like normal,” he offered considerately, not quite managing to conceal the mirth in his voice. “Titles are unnecessary. Here, I am naught but a lowly guild master.”


      “I think I’ll take you up on that,” I said immediately, accepting his kind gesture as a sign of goodwill. Not at all because I was so flustered, no.


      “But tell me… Is that bracelet enchanted to change your appearance?” Winter asked, looking at my wrist. The bracelet from Derrick was still glowing with a faint purple light.


      “Yes. I sneaked out, so…”


      “I’m glad you understood my meaning,” Winter said, nodding sagely. “I put a lot of thought into what would be the best method to send you a message, you see.”


      Why would he need to put a lot of thought into it? I didn’t have to wonder for long, though.


      He continued, “I wanted to send a rabbit as I did previously, but you seemed quite terrified by it last time, so I decided against it.”


      Both my heart and my jaw dropped upon hearing his words. He was watching me the whole time?! My face flushed a bright cherry color, redder than it had ever been before. I recalled the sudden gust that had blown into my room earlier, and how shocked I’d been at the husky voice coming from the handkerchief.


      “D-does that mean you also saw me today…?”


      “Ah. Well, I can commune with animals through magic, but not with nonliving things.”


      In any case, Winter had seen my reaction to that first tiny rabbit he’d sent. I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry.


      “I was trying to think of a way that would be less alarming for you. Then I remembered the handkerchief I’d imbued with my magic,” he said. “I was hoping the mana hadn’t worn off completely. I’m glad it appears to have done its job.”


      The handkerchief had been just as creepy as his first method, head twitching and speaking in its gravelly voice. If I told him that, however, I’d be admitting that it, too, had made me scream in terror.


      I sat in silence for a moment before settling on saying, “Speaking of which. I wanted to return this.” I rummaged in my pocket and cautiously produced the rabbit folded from his handkerchief. Since I’d teleported here, it remained mostly intact.


      Winter said nothing after I’d placed it on the table and nudged it toward him, just staring at the bundle of fabric.


      I found this reaction a little puzzling but added, “Please contact me via letter in the future.” If he continued with his usual stunts, I might die prematurely of a heart attack.


      Winter slowly lifted his head upon hearing my request. His navy gaze seemed to waver for some mysterious reason. “Can I take that to mean you’re open to entering into a contract with me?”


      This left me perplexed. Of course I’d come to sign a contract with him. Why else would I be here?


      “Before we talk about that, let me ask you a question,” I said, cutting to the chase now that he’d opened up that line of conversation. “How did you know I was the owner of the emerald mine?”


      His pupils, visible through the holes in his mask, dilated at my directness. I knew it wasn’t polite to be suspicious like this from the start, but it had been bothering me for quite some time.


      “Are you going around digging up dirt on me? Or…”


      “…”


      “You didn’t…spy on me using the handkerchief, did you?”


      “S-spy?” Winter stammered, looking more confused than I’d ever seen him.


      I wondered if I’d gone too far, but I generally found it was best to be direct about this sort of thing.


      “Goodness, my lady.” Winter sighed and pressed a hand to his forehead. “There isn’t enough mana left in this for such an intricate task as eavesdropping. Look.”


      He poked the rabbit with his finger, and it collapsed in on itself at the touch, returning to its original form—a wrinkled handkerchief. “I only barely managed to get today’s message through using mana waves. Didn’t you hear a lot of interference when I spoke?”


      I had. I remained silent.


      “Besides, that would be a crime. If you have any suspicions, you can take this handkerchief back and check with one of your house’s sorcerers.” As the words tumbled out of his mouth, Winter looked sincerely upset. He was supposed to be a mysterious sorcerer, but it seemed he kept to a strict moral code.


      “I don’t need to do anything like that… As long as you say you didn’t, it’s fine,” I said, slightly embarrassed.


      The eyes behind the rabbit mask narrowed slightly. “Both this time and last, you seem to be under the impression I’m running some sort of sinister underground organization. This is but an ordinary guild, my lady. We do not engage in illegal activity.”


      “A-ahem!” I cleared my throat in lieu of an answer. He’d read me like an open book.


      “As for the emerald mine…it was half guesswork,” Winter said kindly as I stared awkwardly past his head at nothing. “When I met your father at the hunting tournament, he was boasting that one of his emerald mines in the southeast had recently produced many high-quality gemstones.”


      I frowned. The duke said that? Come to think of it, I remembered the duke and Winter engaging in a genial conversation at the opening ceremony of the tournament. Are they close? I wondered.


      Winter continued calmly, “I expected that he’d employ his family sorcerers to refine the gems, but one of his vassals recently began appearing at auctions, seemingly putting out feelers among the various merchant guilds. This made me think that the mine had changed hands. If it were your father or one of your brothers who owned the mine, they would not have bothered sending a representative in their stead.”


      He’d realized what was going on after only seeing that Pennel was doing business in my place. I marveled at his sheer brilliance. Though I suppose only a noble with a rank high enough to be well acquainted with the duke would recognize our butler. It was information no ordinary merchant guild could hope to have at hand. His deduction hinged entirely on the fact that Winter was a marquis moonlighting as an eccentric individual operating an information trading establishment.


      I nodded, finding his explanation satisfactory. “But why me?” I asked. “You don’t even deal in jewels, from what I hear. I don’t understand why you would want to do business with my mine.” This was what I was really curious to know. Why had Winter been the one to approach me first, and not the other way around?


      “Well…” Winter hesitated.


      “I believe we’ve already settled our debts to one another,” I said quickly, fearing he would offer his usual excuse of “repayment.”


      A soft laugh escaped his lips. “It seems you’re the one who’s worried about keeping the scale balanced, my lady.”


      My eyes widened.


      
        —“You’re always so worried about keeping the scale balanced, aren’t you, Marquis?”

      


      I’d said something similar to him once when he’d insisted he needed to repay me. Was it because we were always speaking in riddles, never wearing our true identities out in the open? Whatever the reason, it seemed we’d formed a habit of quoting each other when we spoke.


      Oddly, though, I didn’t find the realization all that unpleasant. In fact, as it hit me, I was left unable to put a name to how I was feeling.


      I need to be on my guard around him. He’s the one who ends up finding the heroine and bringing her back, and he could very well be the one to kill me, too… Despite my attempts to keep myself wary, whenever we met, I found my walls coming down without even realizing it. Maybe because he’s always so friendly to me? My thoughts grew more and more confused. Staring at his rabbit mask, I became lost in a daze.


      “Then will you allow me to be direct with you as well?” he said suddenly, straightening and looking me square in the eyes. “It’s because you’ve piqued my interest.”


      It took me a long moment to understand his meaning. “What?”


      “I’ve become curious about you—what kind of person you are, what values you hold in high esteem, and what reactions my own actions would provoke from you,” he said. “And as it happens, the only way I can think of to create a link between us is with a contract.”


      My gaze had traveled from his navy eyes to the top of his head by the time he was done speaking. His gauge was a vivid purple color. Wait, purple…? Is that even a color associated with love? I wasn’t all that perceptive when it came to matters of romance. However, I wasn’t so thick that I’d failed to realize what Eckles’s dark-red gauge and Reynold’s light-pink one meant—they had feelings for me. But even if I was ignorant of the meaning certain colors might have, it seemed a bit of a stretch to say purple signified love. Maybe…he’s just a pervert?


      The thought sent a shiver down my spine, and I stammered, “Wh-why would you be curious about those things?”


      “I’m someone who collects and sells information for a living,” Winter replied without pause, as if he’d anticipated the question and had an answer ready. “I’ve always found reading people very easy, but you, on the other hand? You remain a mystery to me.”


      His response only served to bewilder me more. After all, it was he who was a mystery to me.


      Gathering myself, I continued my line of questioning, the confusion clear in my furrowed brows and downturned lips. “Okay, so you figure me out—then what? Does that change anything?”


      “Perhaps, perhaps not.” More vague answers. He added quickly, “We sorcerers are a naturally curious bunch. And we will stop at nothing to satisfy that curiosity.”


      It sounded as if he was saying he would do everything in his power to find out what he wanted to know about me, even if I denied him this contract. The thought made me grimace. “Is that a threat?”


      “A proposition,” he said, eyebrows arching upward playfully.


      An incredulous laugh escaped my lips. Thankfully, after the detour that was that ridiculous excuse of his, he finally returned to the topic at hand.


      “The reason I haven’t dealt in gems in the past is because I could easily corner the market whenever I so choose,” he said. “There is no sorcerer in the empire capable of imbuing gemstones with stronger magic than I. I am also certain my rate of failure during the refining process is close to zero.”


      I stared at him with some degree of surprise in the face of his astounding confidence. The higher the quality of a mineral or gem, the harder it became to imbue it with magic since it was likely to mutate or shatter in the process. This was why it was impossible to begin selling the gems immediately, even after a contract was made with a merchant guild that employed a skilled-enough sorcerer. Even in the hands of an experienced refiner, the mined gemstones could all be destroyed, and that mine would go bankrupt extremely quickly.


      Winter’s confidence, however, would suggest that his work was above such concerns. “If you entrust the processing and distribution of the gemstones to me, I will attain a profit margin greater than any other merchant could, and in record time. So please, my lady, leave this to me.”


      A mysterious light twinkled in Winter’s navy eyes as he gazed unwaveringly at my face. I’d come hoping to persuade him into a secret contract after great deliberation, but he made it seem as though he was the one begging me for the contract.


      What’s his real motive? I was once again overcome with warring emotions. He was serving me exactly what I wanted on a silver platter, and yet… I couldn’t buy this whole “I want to get to know you” shtick, that he was just acting in an effort to satisfy some ridiculous flight of fancy. My eyes narrowed as I studied him.


      Has he already met the female protagonist? Is he just trying to test the waters to figure out when the opportune moment would be to have her return to the manor? Even if that was the case, though, there was nothing I could do about it in this very moment. Regardless of any agenda he may have had, it didn’t change the fact that this was part of one of the many episodes in the game. Besides, he and I both wanted this.


      “Okay, then. We’ll proceed with forming the emerald mine contract,” I finally said, setting aside my suspicions. I couldn’t help the pout that appeared on my face, though, feeling rather indignant. With a light glare, I continued, “You already made your interest very known at the auction house, so I couldn’t sign a contract with a different merchant guild even if I wanted to.”


      “Ha-ha.” He laughed awkwardly in lieu of a proper response.


      “But you can discuss that matter with my butler later,” I said, since this topic wasn’t actually the reason I’d wanted to meet with him. “I came myself today, instead of sending the butler, to request a personal commission that has nothing to do with the emerald mine.”


      “…I’m not sure I follow,” Winter said, audibly puzzled.


      I removed the second item I’d brought with me from my pocket and placed it on the table.


      “This is…?”


      “The deed to a diamond mine I own,” I said, finishing his trailed-off query and pushing the envelope toward him.


      Winter’s eyes widened behind his mask. “A diamond mine, you say?”


      “Yes. I’ve been giving some thought to how to best utilize it, and I need a representative who will manage everything—the mining, distribution, refinement, and sales. I’d like to make a separate contract with you for this.”


      He stared at the white envelope with an air of bewilderment. I supposed his reaction was fair, considering I’d suddenly dropped the bomb that was the existence of a diamond mine when we’d just been talking about emeralds. But no matter how I looked at the situation, this was the best way forward.


      Since Derrick had learned that the duke had gifted the emerald mine to me, I could no longer consider it to be an entirely personal asset. Not to mention Pennel was in charge of the ledgers—I didn’t really spend much on luxury items, so if large amounts of money continued to go poof every time I checked someone’s affection, he would quickly realize that something strange was going on.


      By working with Winter, I could amass an emergency fund without anyone in the manor being any the wiser and also form a working relationship with him, all while he tried to determine when it would be best to bring the true daughter back to replace me. In other words, if we had a contract binding us to one another, he would hopefully not be as hostile toward the “fake daughter” as he was in Normal Mode.


      Winter, having no idea of what I was thinking, soon regained his composure. As if there had been no pause at all, he asked calmly, “Your house employs many competent vassals. Why would you choose me instead?”


      “No one in my household knows I have this mine in my possession,” I answered, my tone subdued.


      As he’d said, he was a trader of information, meaning he hoarded a lot of knowledge and possessed an equal amount of suspicion. And I was going to use that against him.


      “I’m sure you’re well aware of my position in House Eckhart.” I reached out, tapping the white envelope. “This is my secret stash and my lifeline.”


      In reality, the diamond mine meant nothing to me beyond an attempt to become a billionaire so I could check affection whenever I wanted, but the pitiful desperation of a powerless daughter would probably work in my favor better than painting myself as an ambitious noble.


      I looked up at Winter. It was impossible to know what he was thinking thanks to his mask, but I did catch the way his eyes narrowed upon hearing the word lifeline.


      “In addition to a proxy that will manage the diamond business for me, I need someone who will keep the proceeds and manage them, too,” I said. “Now it’s my turn to ask—would you consider forming a contract with me? I’m willing to give you sixty percent of the profits.”


      It was an extraordinary offer—it was usually the noble who claimed 60 percent or greater; no merchant guild was ever offered this much of a split.


      Good. The pieces are perfectly in place—checkmate. I knew my ploy had worked as I watched his eyes shimmer.


      When he finally spoke, though, instead of answering my question, he responded with an unexpected query of his own. “My lady, do you finally trust me completely?”


      The change in topic left me unable to speak. Trust? Why was he talking about trust all of a sudden? I stared at him blankly for a few moments until our past conversations came to mind.


      
        —“I’m glad I was able to repay the debt I owe, my lady.”


        —“I suppose we can consider our trust restored.”


        —“Does that mean you’ll come seek out the guild in the future?”


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

      


      I’d acted as if I would never see him again, but here I was, making a personal request. It wasn’t surprising he would interpret my actions this way.


      That brain of his doesn’t forget anything, huh? He’d remembered what I’d said and dwelt on it all this time, apparently. Sadly, however, there would never be anything akin to trust between us. How could I ever put my faith in a love interest who could appear any day with the heroine and take everything from me?


      The storm of emotions brewing inside me slowly settled, then cleared completely. This didn’t apply only to Winter—there was no one reliable in this game. But I couldn’t tell him as much, so I simply offered him a smile and a vague reply.


      “I guess you could say I trust the marquis, rather than you.” In other words, I knew his secret identity, and he knew about my secret fund. Knowing each other’s weaknesses meant the one thing I could trust was that it was in both of our best interests not to betray the other.


      The wavering emotion in Winter’s eyes suddenly stilled. “I have one condition.”


      “What is it?”


      “In order to satisfy my curiosity about you, I want to stipulate that we meet several times as a condition of the contract.”


      “Meet…?” I repeated his strange request.


      Winter nodded firmly. “Correct. In return, I will take only thirty percent of the profits, as is customary, instead of sixty.”


      Pausing, I gave his proposed clause a thought. It felt strange—uncomfortable even—that he was being insistent about us spending time together, but as far as stipulations went, it could be a lot worse. After all, it would benefit me to observe him as he came in contact with the heroine.


      “…Fine,” I said, quickly reaching a decision and nodding. I held out my hand. “I leave my money in your care, Mr. White Rabbit,” I continued, a smile accompanying my words. My hand remained in shaking position, an offer to acknowledge that the contract had been established, but he didn’t move to reciprocate. In fact, he just stared, the moment quickly turning awkward.


      Huh? Maybe he doesn’t want to shake hands while I’m disguised as a guy? Belatedly realizing that I was still wearing my magical disguise, I made to withdraw. Only for Winter to hurriedly snatch my hand up, leaving it encased in his much larger and warmer one.


      “And I…leave myself in your care, my lady,” he murmured, voice soft.


      At the same time, with the touching of our skin, a message appeared before me.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Winter]?


        [2,000,000 Gold / 200 Reputation]

      


      A chance to check his affection had arrived with its usual accompanying flash of light.


      I pressed [2,000,000 Gold] without hesitation.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have paid [2,000,000 Gold] to view the affection of [Winter].


        (Remaining: 68,000,000 Gold)

      


      Since the gemstone business had yet to be put into motion, the only money I had was the prize pool from the hunting tournament. In the moment, though, I hardly had time to linger on that concern.


      [Affection: 52%]


      Winter’s affection had risen enormously. It was forty-four percent when I last checked, wasn’t it? It was now past the halfway point, surprising me, but also leaving me feeling strangely hollow.


      There was less than a month left until Normal Mode’s heroine would appear, and most of the love interests’ affections, excluding Eckles’s, had only just now crossed the 50 percent mark. Compared with Normal Mode, where each episode had resulted in gains of 10 percent to 15 percent, the difficulty was insane.


      If I were still only playing on my phone, I’d be rage quitting and deleting the game at this point. It took every last iota of control in my body to keep my hand from clenching around Winter’s in a fit of emotion. Unfortunately, this was reality for me now, so I could neither delete nor stop the game.


      Snap out of it, Penelope. You’ve made it this far without dying. That’s something. I was attempting to console myself when the white letters above his head changed back to [Check Affection], making me realize just how long we’d been touching for the gauge to relock itself.


      “You can let go now,” I said casually, glancing down at our joined hands, and he hastily released me.


      “I’ll draw up the contract and send it secretly by mail.”


      “Thank you. I should get going now, then,” I said, preparing to leave.


      Winter stood as well, obviously intending to see me off. When I reached the entrance, though, he seemed to remember something.


      “Do you have a carriage to return in this time?”


      “A carriage?” I repeated blankly.


      Winter nodded. “That’s right. When you arrived earlier, it seemed as if you came alone.”


      Silence stretched between us. …I teleported here, didn’t I? Dammit. I’d forgotten about the whole “needing a carriage to get back” thing since I hadn’t come here in so long.


      “Can I make one final request of you?” I asked, blushing fiercely and pretending as though I’d intended to ask him all along. “Please take me to Hamilton Street.”


      This time, his quiet laughter was unmistakable. I fanned my burning face with both hands.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Both the contract and a letter from Winter arrived the next day.


      It was a nice, sunny day for a change. I decided to bring a book with me and head outside. Flopping onto the ground beneath a tree I always liked to read under, I settled in with the intention of reading a few pages. However, before I could get very far, my focus was pulled away by several white butterflies fluttering about and landing softly around me. The garden was always full of butterflies, so I didn’t find it particularly strange at first. I finally realized something odd was happening when a large group of them gathered together in one spot.


      They were flapping their wings as if trying to catch my attention, a mission they certainly succeeded in.


      “Wh-what the…?” I looked away from my book, watching with amazement as the butterflies arranged themselves neatly into a rectangular formation. They continued to flutter in place until I gave them my full attention, at which point their little white wings began to glow softly.


      Huh? Butterflies aren’t supposed to glow! I stared at them in bemusement, though I wasn’t kept in the dark for much longer—before I knew it, the butterflies vanished in a flash. In their place remained a single white envelope.


      I couldn’t believe what I’d just witnessed. Staring at it blankly, I noticed the surface of the envelope wasn’t totally blank, actually. It was stamped with the outline of a white rabbit.


      “Winter…?”


      
        —“I’ll draw up the contract and send it secretly by mail.”

      


      That was what he’d said yesterday. It turned out not to be lip service—he’d listened when I’d requested that he find a different way to contact me. “How unexpected. I didn’t imagine he’d devise something like this.”


      It was much better than a rabbit delivering his messages in that unsettling gruff voice, after all. I quickly got to my feet, taking the envelope with me, then hurried back to my room.


      Once inside, I beelined for my desk, took a seat, and used a paper knife to slit the envelope open. Within, I found a refinement and distribution contract for the diamond mine, a proxy asset management contract, and a short memo.


      
        Please read the terms and place a drop of blood on the empty line meant for your signature.


        I will come to Hamilton Street for you at ten tomorrow morning to carry out the terms of our agreement. You may bring the signed document with you then.

      


      “Carry out…the terms?” I muttered, not understanding. I got my answer after reading through the contract: He was referring to the “meetings” he’d requested, to try to figure me out.


      We’d only established a business relationship yesterday, and here he was already demanding I carry out my end of the bargain. He was a meticulous one, that was for sure.


      I stared at the note with stony eyes, then sighed. “Fine. Since I have no choice, I might as well approach this as a date with one of the love interests.”


      I was in a dating sim, yes, but I hadn’t gone on a single proper date, so preoccupied was I with simply trying to stay alive. This next episode was finally letting me get a taste of something properly romantic, it would seem.


      I tried to suppress the surge of anxiety that reared its head at just the thought of it.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Early the next morning, I discreetly called Emily to my room and asked her to help me get ready.


      “You’re going out, Miss? You should send for one of the more skilled maids to help you dress up. I’m not very—”


      “I’m going out in secret.”


      “I-in secret?” she stuttered, her eyes wide as saucers.


      There wasn’t necessarily any special reason I wanted to leave without anyone knowing. If I told the butler, though, the duke or Derrick would surely hear of it. The whole situation would become more trouble than it was worth if it became known that I’d gone out to meet a man.


      “Yes. So you need to stop anyone from entering my room until I return.”


      “But…,” she said, her gaze flitting about nervously.


      “If you can’t think of an excuse, just say I’m feeling a little under the weather.”


      “Y-you’ll be back soon, right?”


      “Soon…ish. Sometime today,” I said offhandedly as she applied my makeup with a gentle touch.


      After she was finished with my face and touching up my hair, I changed into an airy sky-blue dress that ended at my knees. Perhaps because the dress and my hair were complementary colors, they made quite the pretty combo. The dark-blue embroidery all over the dress, highlighting different parts, was delicate and subtle. I’d chosen it because the color resembled that of Winter’s eyes.


      I should put in some effort if I’m going on a date, shouldn’t I? I smiled in satisfaction as I stared at my reflection in the mirror.


      “Well? How do I look?” I said, spinning a little. Emily clapped both hands over her mouth and began enthusiastically showering me with praise.


      “You look so beautiful. Just like a goddess right out of one of the murals at the temple.”


      “Pssh. Kiss-up.” I shot a playful glare at her, finding it difficult to accept such effusive praise despite feeling rather happy internally. “Now, then. Go stand watch in the corridor.”


      Since I was done getting ready, it was time I planned my escape properly.


      Thankfully, everyone in the duke’s manor was busily at work in the early morning, preparing to start the day. I sneaked out through the manor’s back exit without a hitch and headed toward the training field—I planned to make a break for it through the hole in the wall.


      Since I didn’t want to raise the suspicions of any of the knights who were training nearby, I’d even brought Emily along, so that if someone spotted me, it would look as if I were only taking a walk. Luckily, they all seemed to be focused on their exercises, so no one was lingering around the gap. I easily zeroed in on the correct spot and pushed the brush aside.


      Emily, meanwhile, was visibly appalled. “My goodness, Miss! How did you find this?”


      “You cover the hole back up when I leave, got it?”


      “B-but must you go out this way?”


      Ignoring her questions, I hiked up my dress and kneeled on the ground. It’d taken quite a long time to get ready and ensure nobody saw me on the way here, so it was already nearly ten. I was getting more and more anxious.


      As I crouched low and crawled through the hole, I could hear Emily moan in despair behind me. I soon made it out to the other side, springing up and dusting off my knees. I waved a hasty goodbye back through the gap in the wall.


      “See you, Emily.”


      “P-please, won’t you tell me when you’ll be back?”


      “Should be before sundown.”


      I couldn’t picture Winter keeping me out all night just so he could satisfy this curiosity of his. And so, leaving my worried maid behind, I began my journey to our meeting place at a brisk pace.


      Soon enough, I arrived at the main street and headed for the secluded corner in the alley where Winter usually dropped me off. Despite my rush, it seemed as though I was a little late since I could already see a tall figure waiting.


      “Sorry, did I keep you—?” I began, but I trailed off uncertainly when I spotted that Winter wasn’t alone. The kid in the lion mask, whom I’d seen the day before last, was peeking out at me from behind him.


      …Why did he bring a kid along on our date? The child seemed to be nervous as he looked at me, and the sight of his shining little eyes made me feel a mix of strange emotions. It was almost as if I were about to go on a date with a man who had a son.


      My gaze flitted between them before finally landing on Winter. I watched as his navy eyes slowly widened.


      “Why didn’t you come in your…disguise today?” he asked, obviously taken aback.


      I was equally confused as I replied, “Was I…meant to?”


      “I assumed you would be since you did last time.”


      “But I thought you wanted to go on a date.”


      “…”


      An awkward silence blanketed us for a moment. Then the kid began to snicker. “Date, shmate! You thought!” he shouted gleefully.


      Filled with a sudden uncertainty, I stammered, “Then wh-where are you taking me?”


      “We’re gonna go give out bread!” the boy declared, the smile on his face stretched wide and proud.


      “Bread…?”


      Suddenly, a white window appeared.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        ~Main Quest: The Whereabouts of the Missing Children~


        [First Objective: Volunteering with the Sorcerer in the Slums]


        Would you like to proceed?


        (Rewards: Winter’s Affection +5%, Reputation +50)


        [YES / NO]

      


      “Volun…teering?” I murmured, doubting what I was seeing. As I reread the prompt, my eyes felt as if they were seconds from falling out of my head, but Winter seemed to think I was talking to him.


      Finally piping up himself, he responded, his voice colored with awkwardness. “I’m sorry I didn’t inform you in advance. I assumed you would be dressed appropriately for the occasion…”


      I had no time to be embarrassed that I’d mistaken this for a date since the message in the window was already shifting.


      
        <SYSTEM>


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


        <SYSTEM>


        5


        <SYSTEM>


        4

      


      Stupid, crazy-ass game…


      I pressed [YES] with a quivering finger, which brought up a new window.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Accept [Sorcerer’s Aid] to teleport to the quest location, [Tratan]?


        [YES / NO]

      


      I chose [YES], and Winter held out his hand to me.


      “We’re going to Tratan. I’ll get us there by magic, so it should be quite the smooth journey.”


      I’d experienced this mode of transportation before, but I didn’t feel inclined to take his hand—I didn’t even know where Tratan was located, let alone what the deal there was. I’d been living in this game world for quite some time now, but I’d never heard of it before. That’s surely not a good sign.


      “My lady?” Winter prompted, watching me curiously as I hesitated.


      My mood had plummeted the moment I’d seen the word volunteering in the window, and now it just felt as if he was using our deal in order to pressure me.


      Fine… I mean, he wouldn’t take me out to the middle of nowhere for volunteer work. There are plenty of slums near the capital, too. Repressing the ominous feeling in my gut, I forced myself to take his hand. As I sent up a silent prayer that nothing would go wrong, the child in the lion mask bounded over and took my other hand.


      “Purr-ra-tee-oh! Tratan!”


      Following the strange spell word, my vision was flooded with bright light.


      “Caw! Caw!”


      Whiiish…


      Eyes still squeezed tightly shut, I was met with the sounds of squawking birds and crashing waves. Blinking them open, I found that we were standing on a beach, seagulls flying overhead.


      “Where in the world are we?” I looked around blearily. I’d been standing in a clean alleyway in the capital city moments ago, but the sight that met me now included a lighthouse and sailboats. It was totally mind-boggling.


      “Tratan. A port city.” Winter was kind enough to respond to my muttered disbelief.


      “A port city? So we’re not near the capital?”


      “We’re currently on the eastern edge of the empire.”


      Unable to understand, I asked, “Why did we have to come so far?”


      “We’ve been focusing our work on this region since the war has taken such a huge toll here.”


      Then why did you recruit me for this and not the heroine, dammit? I bit back the words that wanted to escape my lips. “Well… Let’s go, then.”


      None of this was Winter’s fault anyway. We were just dancing to the game’s capricious rhythm.


      Trying to console myself with that thought, I followed the sorcerer’s lead. We climbed an embankment and headed toward the village I could make out in the distance.


      It grew closer by the minute, and with only a glance, I could see that it had obviously been devastated. The buildings and roads were derelict, and though anyone who made a living off the ocean should be busy out and about at this hour, the village was empty, as though it had been abandoned.


      It was jarring how different this place was compared with the ornate buildings and streets of the capital. While I knew of the war and its bad aftermath as vague points mentioned in the game’s exposition, it was only now that I could grasp just how horrendous and terrifying parts of the postwar empire were. I suppose not even a powerful, rich nation like this one can come out the other side of a war unscathed.


      What astonished me the most was how realistic life in this village seemed. Normal Mode had only shown the dream life the heroine got to live in the capital after escaping her unfortunate beginnings. Any details such as this that were not-so-idyllic had been left out completely. Why was it that even the backdrops in Hard Mode were so grim?


      Ugh… Swallowing a sigh, I continued to gaze at my surroundings.


      “Hey, old lady,” whispered the lion-masked kid, who was padding along quietly beside me. “You’re the noblewoman who helped us dig up the relic that one time, right?”


      My eyes widened in surprise. I lowered my voice with a cautious glance toward Winter. “How did you know?”


      “I remember your voice and the way you talk.”


      “Not bad.”


      The boy giggled, his eyes glowing with happiness at receiving a compliment.


      I smiled at him now, something I hadn’t been able to do that first time we met since I’d been wearing a mask. “Thanks for helping me out back then. It’s because you covered for me that I’m still alive.” Saying this wasn’t an exaggeration, even if it sounded like one to the kid. If he hadn’t intervened, I’d have died due to Winter’s rapidly dropping affection, regardless of whether or not he would have followed through on casting a spell at me in defense of the children.


      I could see the boy’s eyes pressing into happy crescents from behind his mask. All too suddenly, though, his gaze drooped. “He scolded us big-time after you left, old lady.”


      “Please stop calling me that. Do I seriously look that old to you?”


      Apparently, the boy wasn’t moved by all the effort I’d put into looking beautiful today. “What should I call you, then?”


      “ ‘Penelope.’ That’s my name.”


      “I’m Laon. I came up with it myself. It sounds kind of similar to lion. Lions are my all-time favorite animals!”


      “All right, Laon,” I said, nodding with satisfaction. “So why did he scold you? For letting me inside?”


      “Yup. But he did say we did a good job with the relic. That was because of your help, old l— I mean, Penelope!”


      “I’m glad to hear it.”


      Perhaps because he was still young, the topic of conversation jumped around quickly. Regardless, I listened intently, a smile on my face.


      “The guild master looked super upset after, though,” he said.


      “Why?”


      “He said he’d lost the trust of someone who helped him ’cause he pulled his wand on her.”


      I turned my surprised eyes to Winter, who was walking ahead of us. His purple affection gauge was floating above his head, clearly visible. Is it that color to signify a feeling of guilt, then? I wondered.


      Laon whispered again, “He was happy on the day you came back.”


      “Really?”


      “He started planning where to volunteer next as soon as you left!”


      I scowled. He’d never had any intention of this being a date, then. Come to think of it, he was always doing this, even during Normal Mode. Volunteering together was the only time he met with the heroine, save for when he ran into her at the ball.


      I stared blankly at the back of his head, confusion plain on my face. Just then, we crested the hill, which revealed the village entrance. Several children, covered in filth and wearing ragged clothing, were playing games together. It was obvious the moment they spotted us strangers approaching, fear crossing their faces.


      A noblewoman in a pretty dress and two companions in masks. We must make quite a sight. Smiling mockingly at our expense, I imagined how silly we had to have appeared.


      Winter plodded on, guiding us to a secluded clearing, where there looked to be no other people. Coming to a stop, he pulled out a black pouch. “Laon? Check if anyone is around us,” he commanded quietly.


      The lion-masked child muttered a strange incantation: “Thoo-rah takan!” From context clues, it seemed to be a spell meant for detecting the presence of humans.


      “There’s nobody,” the kid confirmed.


      Winter immediately flew into motion. He undid the knot holding the pouch closed and retrieved something from within, then threw it onto the ground. With a thud, the tiny object suddenly became a large table.


      “What—?” I murmured, eyes wide.


      He continued to pull tiny objects from within the pouch. Soon enough, he had a whole setup going—a large awning attached to a tent to provide shade from the sun; an assortment of simple chairs and smaller tables; and a large tin pail with soup, a basket full of bread, and bowls filled with salad carefully arranged. An improvised restaurant had formed in the blink of an eye.


      “I shrank everything using magic,” Winter explained with a shrug, seeing my shock.


      A sea breeze blew through the clearing, carrying the smell of salt. With it came a metallic chime. Turning, I saw that the breeze was causing a bell hanging from the awning to tinkle.


      “People will be arriving soon,” Laon said plainly, standing beside me.


      Before long, people really did begin to appear, apparently summoned by the sound of the bell. They all wore torn, ragged clothing.


      “I’ll ladle out the soup. Will you hand out the bread?” Winter asked.


      It wasn’t a difficult task, so I nodded and moved to stand behind the basket of buns. With that, we began quickly distributing the food.


      “Thank you. Thank you.”


      The people bowed to Winter, overflowing with gratitude as they received their portions of alms. Though we were working through the line pretty steadily, the crowd only grew larger over time.


      Huh? I noticed something odd. The majority of the people waiting for food were children. There were adults among them, to be sure, but there were far more kids than grown-ups. Seeing a momentary break in the line and seizing the chance, I asked Winter quietly, “Why are most of them children?”


      He looked surprised that I didn’t know, but he kindly explained, “They’re war orphans. They all lost their parents practically overnight in the bombardment.”


      “…”


      “Adults with families generally won’t accept our charity. They consider receiving ‘handouts’ shameful as citizens of the Eorka empire, I’m told.”


      Now I understood why Winter had decided to travel to the farthest frontlines to distribute the free food. He had a weakness for children. The realization left me feeling a little bad for demanding to know why we’d come to such a remote location.


      “I see…,” I said, returning my focus to bread duties.


      Thankfully, there was more than enough for everyone, since Winter silently disappeared behind the tent and brought back more whenever the food was running low. Something odd did happen once the initial wave of people died down a bit, though.


      A black-haired girl who’d been hanging around after finishing her food rejoined my line and took another set of rations. Is she still hungry? I wondered. She scurried away without eating any of it, however, and soon returned to stand in line again. Perhaps frightened of the masked Winter, she was ignoring the soup and coming directly to me for bread. And she wasn’t the only one. I could see a few children pretending it was their first time coming, all the while continuing to collect more and more food. I didn’t comment, and they in turn grew braver, the time spent waiting between each attempt growing shorter.


      “It will never end if you keep giving the bread out like that,” Winter said finally as I was about to give the black-haired girl her fifth bun.


      The girl gasped and dashed away in fear, though Winter hadn’t even been speaking to her. I stared after her retreating form, then turned to Winter. “I thought…we had more than enough food to spare.”


      “Of course we do. We should have leftovers, even. But continuously giving them more isn’t always the answer, my lady,” he explained patiently. “The kids who keep coming back are probably stashing the food in their homes, or otherwise offering it as a ‘bribe’ to the leaders of the orphan gangs.”


      “I know that,” I said primly.


      “And yet…you gave them more anyway?” he asked, his navy eyes filled with confusion. He seemed unable to compute why I’d let them trick me.


      He probably thinks I’m some naive nobleman’s daughter who doesn’t know her head from a hole in the ground when it comes to volunteer work.


      Imagining all the different things that must have been running through his mind about me, I said, “Yes, I did. So what?” When he didn’t respond, I continued. “They probably haven’t eaten in days, scouring the streets hoping to find even a single breadcrumb before we arrived.” I smiled bitterly, my mind half-lost in a distant memory. “What’s so wrong with letting them hoard a little extra bread? They’ll only get to savor it for a few days before going back to starving.”


      Winter’s eyes were slowly growing wider, as though he hadn’t expected to hear such a sentiment from me, having probably made his own judgments and assumed I was just giving out the bread carelessly.


      “Someone I know,” he said after some hesitation, “stops the children who keep returning and has them eat as much as they can.”


      So he’s already met the female protagonist. This whole working relationship was founded partially on my desire to discern these things, but it still came as a shock. He’d apparently already handed out bread and soup with her. Where does that leave me now, then? I’d been expecting this, yes. It was how the game’s story was supposed to progress. Still, the knowledge that Winter might appear any day at the manor with the heroine in tow sent a new kind of fear through me.


      And yet even as I stood there, scared by his words that were essentially my death sentence, he continued to speak calmly, gazing at me with an unknown emotion in his eyes.


      “She told them…that if bullies were inevitably going to take the rations from them, they might as well fill their stomachs as much as they could while they had the chance.”


      She was right, but that logic only applied in regard to a level of poverty that still guaranteed there would be food in the house for them to eat later. “Stuffing your face today doesn’t mean you won’t feel hungry tomorrow,” I said as nonchalantly as I could, shrugging in an attempt to physically shake off the harrowing revelation I’d had. “Besides, overeating on an empty stomach will only make you sick. You’ve never experienced that before?”


      Winter’s eyes flashed momentarily with some kind of strong emotion once again. “You speak, my lady, as if you have.”


      “Well, what do you suppose?” I said, forcing myself to smile while simultaneously trying to discern where Winter’s head might be at. Perhaps he was angry that a girl who’d had the good fortune to become the daughter of the only duke in the empire overnight was talking about poverty as if she was familiar with it. Or perhaps he was pitying the heroine, who gave freely like an angel despite the horrors the world had thrown at her.


      “You have me at your disposal today—see if you can satisfy your curiosity and figure out the kind of person I am. It’s no fun if I just tell you everything about me, is it?”


      His whole reasoning for bringing me here didn’t matter anymore. The game had already found its way back on track to the intended storyline.


      I emphatically crossed out the name Winter Verdandi in my mind.


      Once we were done handing out that round of rations, we moved toward a different location—there was one more place where we were meant to distribute alms, apparently.


      “Will you be okay?” Winter asked, looking apologetic, no doubt because of my light dress.


      “It’s fine.”


      It was partly my fault for assuming this was a date, so there was little else I could really say. Besides, the work wasn’t hard, since all I needed to do was stand there and mindlessly hand out bread.


      We passed through a curving alleyway, making our way to the edge of the village. The farther we went, the fewer buildings and people there were. By the time we finally reached the outskirts, it had become even more sparse—culminating in a broad plain that stretched until it turned into a cliff overlooking the sea. The area was occupied by a shantytown; the houses made of planks were barely worthy of being called buildings.


      I was shocked by how much worse the situation was here compared with the main village we’d visited earlier, which had itself been so clearly ravaged by war.


      “What in the world is this place?” I asked.


      “This is where people with mana live. They’ve all been driven away.”


      “People with mana? You mean sorcerers?”


      “No. They lack the proper training or talent… They simply possess mana, nothing more. After the bombardment, a crystal ball capable of detecting mana inside a person was brought here, and all the individuals it found were cast out.”


      This explanation only served to confuse me more. I’d already heard of the empire’s anti-sorcerer sentiments, but how could the villagers drive their peers to even grimmer straits when they all shared the same hardship?


      “Why are they reacting so harshly? Mana or not, they’re all citizens of Eorka,” I said with a frown.


      “The area’s difficulty in recovering is partly due to the war, yes, but Tratan specifically has had a harder time due to regular attacks from the Holy Nation of Laila.”


      “The Holy Nation of Laila?”


      “Yes. Their mission is to rid the world of all sorcerers. This is why the residents of Tratan regard people who have mana as the source of their problems.”


      There was no emotion in Winter’s voice, suggesting that this conflict was an old wound he’d become numb to. I was still struggling to understand.


      “Why haven’t soldiers been sent to defend them? Doesn’t this region have a lord? If the attacks are common, soldiers would be able to lie in wait for the attackers to return and arrest them, wouldn’t they?”


      “The attackers are Holy Nation nationalists who were defeated in the war and have hidden in Arkina. When they strike, they do so from afar and with magic.”


      “Oh.”


      “The region is surrounded by gorges and rough seas, making it hard for aid to reach them. It’s a problem with no easy solution.” He pulled something from his pocket and approached me, bending close.


      “Wh-what are you—?”


      His rabbit mask was suddenly very near to my face, and I felt him fasten the object around my neck. “Keep this on you at all times, my lady.”


      I looked down to find he’d given me a necklace. It had a star-shaped ornament with a large white stone in the middle. “Wait, this is…” I recognized it.


      The necklace had come in handy when the heroine needed to prove that Penelope was responsible for poisoning her in Normal Mode.


      “An ancient artifact,” Winter finished. At the same moment, my surroundings flashed with bright light.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Hidden quest complete!


        [Ancient Sorcerer’s Relic]


        <SYSTEM>


        You have gained the [Sorcerer]’s trust.


        You have acquired [Winter’s Affection +3%] as your reward.

      


      Winter’s purple gauge blinked, indicating that his affection was rising. I squinted at the screen that had popped up, unable to believe my eyes.


      “The stone will change color when it detects something poisonous nearby. The more intense the hue, the more dangerous it is. So if you see it changing color, I suggest you flee immediately,” Winter said, explaining how the artifact worked.


      Stunned, I asked, “Why…give this to me?” It’s supposed to be gifted to the female protagonist.


      “There’s nothing to lose in being well prepared,” he replied easily. It wasn’t the answer I’d wanted. “Unlike where we were distributing food before, this place is a bit dangerous for outsiders. We cannot discount the possibility that insurgents from the Holy Nation of Laila may be hiding here. Do not drink any water you are offered, even if you are thirsty,” Winter warned, his voice taking on a grave tone.


      “Thank you… I’ll keep that in mind,” I said with a nod, feeling dazed.


      His rabbit mask was still close to my face, so I could see from the way his eyes scrunched up that he was smiling.


      “Not that many people live here. We should be able to return to the capital soon.”


      Now, this was news I was glad to hear. He straightened, and we resumed walking. People with glum expressions began emerging from inside the shanties as we made our way through the town. It was likely they recognized the sorcerer.


      At the first location, there had been many excited little boys and girls, but here I couldn’t see any signs of children at all. The residents stared blankly as we moved by. A cloying smell that called despair to mind made it hard to breathe.


      Standing at the very edge of the cliff, Winter repeated the same preparations from before, pulling out his pouch and taking out all the tiny objects. In contrast to his earlier covertness, now he was very open about his use of magic, perhaps because everyone here had mana of their own. It soon dawned on me that he was intentionally showing them he was magical, perhaps to give hope to these people who had suffered for that very reason.


      It took the residents a long time after we were done setting up to approach, eventually tottering toward us with dirty pails clutched in their hands. The process was not much different from before other than amount and duration. Because there were so few people here, everyone was fed in no time.


      “I think that about wraps us up,” Winter announced, pulling over a chair at the same time. Seeing my puzzled reaction, he continued, “Please sit and rest for a bit, my lady. I’ll be back after I meet with the village chief.”


      “The village chief ?”


      “He’s a sorcerer, too.”


      How curious, that this shantytown had a sorcerer to serve as their leader. I didn’t comment, though, simply nodding at his explanation. “Take your time,” I said.


      “Thank you.” With a short bow, Winter hurried down the incline.


      I welcomed the opportunity to rest since my body was starting to ache anyway. “Ugh. My legs.” I flopped into the seat with a groan.


      A sea breeze blew over me, a welcome cooling sensation after standing all day. Remaining seated, I pulled the chair a little closer to the edge of the cliff, contemplating. I still couldn’t believe that Winter had brought me along to toil away doing volunteer work, not go on a date, but it was nice to see the ocean spread out before me.


      “And I suppose doing some good every once in a while isn’t so bad.”


      The blue sea extended as far as the eye could see, and the sun was starting to set, turning the sky red. The view was beautiful, unlike the shantytown behind me. It was as I was enjoying watching the mesmerizing water and the beach below the cliff that I noticed a tiny speck on the horizon.


      Could that be…Arkina Archipelago? If I was right, it was much closer than I’d thought it to be. I decided I’d ask Winter about it when he returned.


      My train of thought was broken by the sound of children’s laughter piercing the air.


      “Penelope!” someone called loudly from behind me.


      I turned and found Laon waving at me, surrounded by other children. The wand he was holding was producing soap bubbles. Is he casting spells so openly because he’s with other children who are like him?


      Laon hadn’t used any magic earlier, but he looked quite comfortable now—his wand out in full view. He shouted cheerfully, “Can I hang out with the others for a bit down on the beach?”


      “No,” I replied immediately and decisively. Laon didn’t even look disappointed, the cheeriness never leaving his face.


      “Why not?”


      “Ask your guild master.”


      “He’s not here. That’s why I’m asking you…”


      I realized he was right. I debated if I should just say yes but finally shook my head firmly. We would be going back to the capital as soon as Winter returned.


      “Still, the answer is no. It’s dangerous. Stay close.”


      “Aw…,” Laon whined, but I turned away from him, refusing to be manipulated by any crocodile tears.


      Only to be met with a blast of light that swallowed up the red sunset.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        ~Main Quest: The Whereabouts of the Missing Children~


        [First Objective: Volunteering with the Sorcerer in the Slums]


        Quest cleared!


        <SYSTEM>


        You have acquired [Affection: +5%] for [Winter] and [Reputation +50] as your reward.


        (TOTAL POINTS: 460)

      


      So we’re done now, then? What a day it’s been, I thought, smiling wryly at the notification.


      All at once, however, I noticed that it had grown oddly silent. Whipping around, I called, “Laon?”


      The children, who had been giggling loudly moments ago, were gone.


      I stood and spun slowly, looking every which way. The boy was nowhere to be seen. “Laon! This isn’t funny,” I said, hesitantly making my way along the cliff.


      There was no sign of him, though, or even any of the kids who had been with him.


      “Laon?” The shantytown was eerily quiet as dusk slowly settled over it. It hadn’t been crowded to begin with, but now it felt as if all the life had been sucked out of the place.


      I felt a chill travel down my spine. It had only taken a few seconds for everyone to disappear—the span of time I’d needed to read the system notification. How far could they have gotten? I began to pick up my pace.


      “That’s enough, Laon. Come out now!” I called, running between the derelict homes.


      He must be playing hide-and-seek with the other kids… Surely. I checked behind dozens of shanties, trying not to panic. Despite my efforts, I couldn’t find Laon anywhere. There was absolutely no trace of him. I went so far as to try peering inside the various homes, hoping to find him.


      “Laon!”


      The shanties, made of wooden boards held together with pieces of cloth, were mostly empty. Even if I did find someone inside, it wasn’t who I was looking for. “Hey! What the hell do you think you’re doing?!”


      “S-sorry. Have you seen the boy with the lion mask? He was giving out food with me earlier?”


      “I don’t know, and I don’t care! Get out!”


      The people of the shantytown shooed me away without mercy, though they must have heard that I was desperately searching for a child. It was clear how wary and fearful they were of outsiders.


      I scoured every home but failed to find Laon in the end. And Winter, who had gone to see the village chief, had yet to return.


      Gasping for breath, I found myself standing at the base of the incline that led to the cliff, gazing despairingly at the shanties as they swayed in the wind. “Where in the world could he have disappeared to?”


      My eyes traveled to the horizon, where the sun was about to vanish completely for the night. Wait, could it be that those people from the Holy Nation of Laila took him? Perhaps it was because of Winter’s warning that this was a dangerous place for outsiders, but terror filled my mind.


      What if this causes his affection to plummet again? With Laon gone, the biggest concern I had was the effect his disappearance might have on Winter’s affection. I was well aware how selfish and cruel of me it was to think this way when a child was missing, but I still had the occasional nightmare about the day I’d met Winter for the first time while he’d been wearing his rabbit mask. His glowing staff had been aimed at me, his affection dropping rapidly, and I’d been helpless to stop it or protect myself from what seemed like an inevitable trajectory toward death.


      He thought the world of the children he’d saved, so much so that he’d seen red merely because I’d gone inside the secret room in his guild. There was no telling what he’d do when he learned that I’d failed to watch over Laon and lost him after such a short period of time. Heavens forbid, if the worst-case scenario should come to pass, what use would all the affection I’d earned be? Just over 50 percent would hardly be enough to pad that kind of drop.


      My eyes blurred with tears, and my breathing grew labored as this realization settled into my bones like a deep chill.


      “Think. What do I do?” I asked myself, shoving my emotions aside as best I could and trying to think rationally. I’d need logic, not feelings, to get a handle on this situation.


      Suddenly, Laon’s clear voice rang out in my memory.


      
        —“Penelope! Can I hang out with the others down by the beach for a bit?”

      


      “Oh,” I said with startling clarity. I’d been so panicked that I’d forgotten about the conversation we’d had. The boy could use magic, which meant he could have teleported while I wasn’t looking.


      With renewed vigor, I spun and raced down the slope. It wasn’t easy to scramble down the giant rock formations that had formed naturally at the base of the cliff, especially in the shoes I was wearing.


      In the end, I took them off and left them on a rock, hiked up my skirt, and jumped down to the beach. The sun had completely set by the time I felt the gritty sand under my feet.


      “Laon!” I called again, looking all around.


      The beach was too broad and dark, though, making it impossible to spot such a small child at a glance. Even so, I dashed along the beachfront, hoping to get a closer look.


      I’d been running, walking, and searching desperately for quite some time when I finally saw movement in the distance.


      “Laon!” I called at the top of my lungs, breaking into a sprint. Something seemed off, however. The silhouettes froze upon hearing my voice, then began to rush toward the sea. I ran harder, gritting my teeth.


      When I was close enough to make out individual figures, a sudden flash of blue light erupted, allowing me to get a good look at the people who’d hurried into a circular formation at the shoreline.


      There were six of them, all dressed in black robes. Between them was a group of children—tied up, backs against one another, and slumped over. It appeared as if the strangers in black robes had done something to them, since the children were all unconscious.


      Lailan insurgents! I stared at them in horror—my fears had become reality. “Stop!” I shouted, clenching my jaw and running faster. Only an idiot would fail to realize they intended to use magic to teleport away, taking the kids with them. The blue light began to envelop the group, mysterious runes swiftly forming around their feet.


      I was sprinting as hard as I could, but would I arrive in time? No—even if I did reach them, would I be able to stop them all by myself ? What do I do?


      Suddenly, a rectangular window appeared, shining brighter than the light of the kidnappers’ spell.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Surprise event unlocked!


        Would you like to cast spells to stop the [Evil Forces] from kidnapping the [Children]?


        (Rewards: Winter’s Affection +3%, Reputation +50, etc.)


        [YES / NO]

      


      Accept! Accept!!


      I had no time to process that something seemed odd about this new development. I repeatedly slammed my hand against [YES] as fast as I could, and the words inside the window shifted.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Use magic against the [Evil Forces]!


        (Activation phrase: Thunder-Plume)

      


      “Thunder-Plume!” I recited immediately after committing the word to memory.


      Suddenly, a glowing light streaked across the sky. With a deafening rumble, multiple bolts of lightning fell on the kidnappers’ heads.


      There was a great crashing sound, then screams. The Lailans, who’d been gathered in a circle, were now scattered in all directions like rubble.


      “Ugh…”


      Their growing blue light waned, and they moaned as they tried to crawl away, struggling in the sand. Whoa. How was it so strong? I wondered, coming to a stop and staring at the spell’s aftermath. If this was the power I had at hand, I was pretty confident I could take the six of them on easily.


      One of them pointed a quivering finger at me from where they were sprawled on the ground. “Ugh… G-get that girl… Kill her first!”


      “Thunder-Plume!” I cried again.


      With another thunderous boom and a flash, a bolt struck the Lailan, who slumped face-first into the sand without so much as a scream, dark smoke rolling off their body.


      “Oh gosh.” I shuddered at the awful sight.


      That must have hurt a lot. But I couldn’t get caught up in my thoughts and let the others who were still conscious strike at me.


      “Thunder-Plume!”


      “Thunder-Plume!”


      “Thunder-Plume!”


      The sound of the waves was drowned out by the crackle and roar of my spell. I called lightning down on three more of them as they lay still struggling on the ground from my first attack. They immediately fell silent again, smoke wafting from their unconscious bodies.


      When quiet finally descended over the beach, I rushed to the children. The lion-masked child was among them.


      “Laon!” I cried, scooping up the small boy.


      I tried shaking him, but he didn’t stir. Should I take his mask off and check on him? Just make a getaway with Laon and leave the other children? I was considering my options when he twitched awake.


      With a low groan, Laon’s eyes opened.


      “L-Laon! Are you all right?”


      “Penelope…”


      “I need to do something about this.” I felt really sorry for the other children, but what mattered to me in this moment was getting Laon out of here. I could hand him to Winter, wherever the hell he was, then come back for the others.


      Decision made, I shot to my feet, Laon in my arms. As I made to trek back up the beach, a small hand grabbed my sleeve, stopping me.


      “B-behind you…” I felt a chill go down my spine.


      “Die!” howled a voice.


      Sensing an incoming attack, I spun around—but it was already too late. One of the Lailans in black robes had sneaked up on me. Time seemed to slow as a sharp blade came down toward my head. I opened my mouth, ready to cry out the spell once more. Though I knew it was too late for me to escape, I could still protect Laon.


      “Purr-ra-tee-oh,” came a whisper from the bundle in my arms, and the world was inundated with bright, white light.


      When I opened my eyes again, it wasn’t to find a beach beset by battle, but a completely different place altogether. I was sitting in the same chair I’d been watching the scenery from atop the cliff. There was no child in my arms, and the dagger that had been rushing at me was gone, too.


      “What the…?” I looked frantically around, deeply confused, when I suddenly remembered that Laon had muttered an incantation right as I was about to be stabbed. It had been identical to the spell he’d used to transport us to Tratan.


      Teleportation magic. I froze, shocked. Laon had sent me to a safe place at the very last moment.


      I shot to my feet and rushed to the edge of the cliff, trying to catch a glimpse of what was happening on the beach. It was too far away, however, and night was fully upon us, making it too dark for me to see much of anything.


      All at once, the flash of blue light reappeared, surging into the air. It had to be the kidnappers trying to escape once more.


      “Laon!” I felt terrible that the only thing I could do was shout the spell the system had given me over and over, but I had little choice. “Thunder—”


      “That’s too dangerous, my lady.”


      Suddenly, an arm appeared in front of me, coming between me and the ledge I was standing so precariously on. I spun, and the first thing my eyes found was Winter’s purple gauge, followed by the familiar white rabbit mask.


      “Where have you…?” Where have you been all this time? I wanted to shout, overcome with a surge of hot frustration as soon as I saw him, but I clenched my teeth and bit down on the urge. My feelings were not important right now. “It’s Laon. He’s been kidnapped,” I said breathlessly.


      After I’d realized Laon had gone missing, I’d been afraid that Winter’s affection would suffer, but now that the worst had actually happened, that was the furthest thing from my mind.


      I pointed into the inky blackness beyond the cliff, where I’d seen the blue gleam of light, and cried urgently, “We need to stop them! Laon and the kidnappers are over there—”


      “Calm down, my lady,” Winter said, interrupting my frantic plea, strangely calm. I’d expected his affection bar to start blinking dangerously, but he seemed to be more concerned about me. “Are you hurt?”


      “I’m fine. We need to go rescue Laon—”


      “Laon will be all right.”


      “……What?”


      “It’s quite late. I’ll take you back to the capital.”


      I couldn’t make any sense of what he was saying.


      Suddenly, there was a flash of light behind Winter.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        The [Children] have been kidnapped.


        [Defeat the Evil Forces]


        Event quest failed!

      


      I stared blankly into space, unable to believe what I was seeing.


      At my continued lack of response, Winter prompted me once again. “Come. Let’s go.”


      “I’m not going anywhere! A child has been kidnapped!” I shouted.


      “He’s been trained endlessly for this very scenario,” Winter said, cutting me off once more. “We’ve prepared multiple safety measures. This is not something you need to worry yourself about.”


      Which was basically his polite way of telling me to get lost, that he would take care of things just fine without my added concern.


      Ironically enough, his insistence that I needn’t worry caused a realization. I felt my whole body grow cold as if someone had thrown a bucket of ice water on me. I glared at him. “Was this your plan from the start? To use the boy as bait and test how I would respond?”


      “That’s not at all what this is, my lady.”


      “How am I supposed to interpret this situation, then?” I asked. “Should I just dismiss everything as a coincidence? Go back home, pretend the contract between us never happened? Is that what you want?”


      Winter had no response to my aggressive line of questioning. After a lengthy silence, he quietly sighed and said, “I’m the one who should be asking questions here. How were you able to use magic?”


      This time, it was my turn to find myself at a loss for how to answer.


      “Lightning spells are a highly destructive and difficult to handle attack-type magic,” he continued. “Even the most experienced sorcerers will avoid it if they can. Yet you were able to aim your strikes at the kidnappers with perfect precision, without making a single mistake.”


      He pointed at my chest, and I looked down at the magical necklace he was indicating.


      “The necklace I gave you can detect changes caused not only by poison but also by mana,” he said, revealing the jewelry’s second hidden function. The large stone embedded in the fancy starlike ornament was supposed to change color, but it remained as white as it had been when he’d first given it to me. “Take a look. You used magic, but the stone didn’t change color. That’s proof you have no mana inside you. However, I felt an extraordinary amount of demonic energy coming from you just now, and during the hunting tournament as well. Strange, wouldn’t you say?”


      I felt a muted kind of shock, as if someone had hit me on the back of the head with a hammer and I had now been left to stumble around in a daze. I’d never expected that someone might be able to sense the system’s activities and take issue with them. And what even was mana and demonic energy anyway?


      I peered up at him, though I couldn’t tell what kind of expression Winter was wearing on account of the mask. Still, I knew one thing for certain.


      “Doing charity work together was just an excuse.” This episode had turned out to be the furthest thing from a date. “This was all some scheme to weasel out whether I had any connection to the Holy Nation of Laila.”


      “I had to be sure,” Winter said urgently. “They have been kidnapping more and more children with mana every month. I couldn’t leave a single stone unturned—” He rushed to make excuses for his actions but stopped upon seeing the look on my face. “I apologize if I’ve offended you, my lady.” He bowed, then said no more.


      I was speechless. I’d prefer it if you remained stubbornly unrepentant to the very end. If you were going to be shameless, at least commit to it. Now I wouldn’t even be able to enjoy going off on him anymore. If he’d noticed the anomalies in my behavior, it would only make sense that he’d suspect me.


      “All this time, you were so keen to gain my trust…and yet you’ve never afforded me an iota of trust in return.” An empty smile formed on my lips, and our eyes met as he slowly looked up. His gaze wavered for a moment, something soft swimming there. “So what’s the verdict? Has my name been cleared?”


      “I…still don’t understand how you used magic.”


      “That makes two of us,” I replied dryly. “The spell just came to me. All I did was say it out loud.”


      “…”


      “I don’t care if you don’t believe me.”


      “I believe you,” Winter assured immediately in response to my little white lie. “I can tell that you would never deliberately harm the children, at the very least.”


      I could have spat some sort of sarcastic comment at this, but I chose to remain silent. Since I had nothing more to say, Winter clearly decided our conversation was over.


      “I…really must take you back home now. If we delay any longer, I might lose Laon’s signal.”


      A notification window appeared again.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        ~Main Quest: The Whereabouts of the Missing Children~


        [Second Objective: Locating Laon’s Whereabouts Alongside the Sorcerer]


        Would you like to proceed?


        (Rewards: Winter’s Affection +5%, Reputation +50 /


        Refusal Penalty: Winter’s Affection –10%)


        [YES / NO]

      


      Another frustrating system message. My eyes widened at the mention of a penalty, something that had never happened before.


      Please give me a break. This game is insane!


      I pitied the children who’d been kidnapped, but I had no desire to stay with Winter for a moment longer considering the current mood between us. The threat of losing 10 percent in affection was nothing to laugh at, though.


      …Should I just refuse?


      
        <SYSTEM>


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


        <SYSTEM>


        5


        <SYSTEM>


        4

      


      The damn system didn’t intend to give me any time to think. Blinking back angry tears, I said, “I’m coming with you.”


      He turned back to regard me with a look of wonder in his eyes, as if he’d just heard something unfathomable. “What did you just—?”


      “I’ll come with you to look for the children.”


      “This is my duty, as a sorcerer.”


      “By that logic, it’s also mine, since I’m a magic user now, apparently,” I countered.


      “My lady,” he said, reproach evident in his tone.


      The quest had already begun, however, so there would be no backing out.


      “Do you seriously think I’ll be able to sleep tonight if I go home?”


      “…”


      “If you didn’t want me to feel responsible, you shouldn’t have gotten me involved in the first place,” I said, voice ice-cold. He didn’t seem to have any response to this. In any case, since I’d somewhat successfully proved that I was innocent, I had every right to be indignant about his little test.


      “…I’ll be heading to their base. I don’t know how many of them there are, or what dangers are lying in wait,” Winter said, obviously reluctant to bring me along and trying to dissuade me.


      “That’s fine by me,” I said firmly. I was, in fact, feeling anything but fine about the whole thing, but he didn’t need to know that. “I’m sure another spell will come to me if need be.” Meaning, the system would pop up again in the case of an emergency. “Besides, two heads are better than one, right?”


      “…”


      “I thought you had no time to waste?” I pressured.


      He reluctantly held his hand out for me to take, and another window appeared.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You will be teleported to [Soleil] to continue the Main Quest.

      


      A brilliant flash of light blinded me once more. When I opened my eyes, we stood on a beach.


      “Where are we?” I asked, looking around. This certainly wasn’t Tratan.


      “It’s a small island called Soleil near the Arkina Archipelago.”


      “An island?”


      “Given Arkina’s distance from Tratan, the insurgents use this place as a sort of stopover since multiple people can’t teleport such a vast distance at one time.”


      “So we’ll continue to Arkina?”


      “No. I can sense Laon’s signal coming from over there,” Winter said, turning and pointing.


      My gaze followed his finger, and I frowned. There was a huge cliff not too far from the beach and, at its base, a dreary cavern with “Enter at your own damn peril” practically written all over it.
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      I had absolutely no desire to go inside the cave, but alas, this was the card I’d been dealt. Begrudgingly, I started toward it.


      “Let’s go, then,” I said, my tone grim yet resolute.


      “Wait,” Winter called, and I paused, turning to him with my head tilted in question. “Wear these,” he said, suddenly bending and taking off his shoes.


      Things had been so hectic that I hadn’t realized I was still barefoot. I stared at Winter’s huge shoes before refusing. “It’s okay. My feet are already dirty.”


      “The cave might be full of sharp rocks.”


      “Those are too big for me anyway. They’ll come off if I try to walk in them. Besides, it would leave you with no shoes yourself.”


      “They’re enchanted to adjust to fit the wearer. As for my feet, I’ve cast a spell that will protect them. I’ll be fine.” He adopted a firmer tone. “If you want to go into that cave with me, you’ll put them on.” His demeanor held no room for argument.


      I’m getting to see many new sides to him today, aren’t I? “All right…,” I agreed reluctantly, pulling the shoes onto my feet. Interestingly, the moment I shoved them on, the oversize shoes shrank to fit perfectly.


      Winter, on the other hand, looked straight up bonkers in his combination of a rabbit mask, robe, and bare feet; nevertheless, his eyes glittered with satisfaction. “Let’s go, then,” he repeated.


      We began our trek toward the entrance of the cave. At only a glance it looked ominous, and as we drew closer, it became obvious that I’d been right to be suspicious. There were stairs that wound underground, which meant that this was no natural cave.


      Winter produced his staff, and there was a brief crackling sound, then a tiny point of light began to gleam from the tip. “It may be slippery. Watch your step.” He descended the stairs first, and I followed, carefully putting one foot in front of the other. I wasn’t sure if the cavern went below sea level, but cold, salty drops of water fell continuously from the ceiling.


      Scowling every time a drop splashed down on me, I glanced up at Winter. He was quiet as he walked ahead, lighting the way.


      “We don’t have much time,” I said. “Give me a brief overview of the plan.”


      Winter spun to look at me, his eyes somehow communicating his embarrassment. “I…don’t have a plan per se.”


      I blinked at him. “What?”


      “I anticipated that Laon would be kidnapped a long time ago and hoped to use that to track down the remnants of Laila, but I never expected that they’d appear today or take the other children.”


      “So we really did come all the way out here just to test me,” I murmured, hit with that realization anew. Then I frowned, another thought occurring to me. “And you offered to take me back to the capital amid all this. What were you thinking?”


      “This may sound like nothing more than a poor excuse,” Winter began with uncharacteristic hesitation, “but I, too, found myself rather lost by the circumstances, my lady.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “They appeared so suddenly, but you were there almost as quickly, using magic in an attempt to save the children. I knew immediately that I had accomplished my goal of ascertaining that you weren’t affiliated with the Lailans, yet at the same time, you were already in too deep. I regretted bringing you here so recklessly.”


      I stared at him, eyes wide. He’d looked so calm earlier, as if he’d known everything that was going to happen in advance.


      “At that moment, the only thought I had was that I had to take you back to where you were safe.” As he confessed this to me, he didn’t look at all his typical composed self. He shifted, locking eyes with me. “I don’t expect that you’ll be able to understand my thoughts and actions. Nor will I ask for your understanding, my lady. I don’t even understand myself right now.”


      His eyes, which were usually so clear and unwavering, were now extremely bloodshot. He was mistrustful by nature, forced to be suspicious of anything and everything. Perhaps that constant wariness had tired him, pushed him over the edge.


      I sighed deeply. I was furious that he’d suspected me of being evil and tested me the way he had, but the sudden attack on the children had likely surprised him just as much as it had me—he was probably equally, if not more, worried.


      “Why are those scumbags from the Holy Nation of Laila going after kids?” I asked, putting aside my tumultuous emotions for the time being and focusing on the problem at hand.


      Winter briefly fell silent at the change of subject. “They’re drawing on the children’s mana to power their own spells.”


      “But I thought their core belief is that magic has to be eliminated for their true emperor to ascend. Seems pretty backward to use the thing they claim they’re against, no?”


      “The insurgents we’re seeing today are simply followers of the cause. None of them are actually blessed with the true power of Laila. They’re stealing mana as a means to an end—killing sorcerers, namely.”


      “Stealing mana…?”


      “They use the mana to create monsters and control them, like on the eve of the hunting tournament.”


      Hearing about their despicable actions brought a deep frown to my face. “What’s their end goal, though? To wipe all sorcerers from existence?”


      “Yes. And in this world rid of sorcerers, they hope to resurrect Laila.”


      “Resurrect? How do they plan on resurrecting an imaginary deity?” As I was an atheist myself, their entire reasoning and cause confounded me.


      Winter’s voice was grave when he answered. “Laila is no deity.”


      “What is it, then?”


      “They may call Laila their goddess, but in truth, the term refers to an ancient minority race possessing a power akin to magic.”


      “A minority race?”


      “Sorcerers use ‘mana’ and ‘nature’ as mediums and conduits for spells, but these individuals were said to be able to do the same by using ‘life force,’ ” he explained. “Loath to expend their own lifespans, they began stealing other people’s lives to access and fuel their powers. Ancient Valta was the city they built to consolidate their power and serve as a base from where they planned to conquer the world.”


      “But I was under the impression that Valta was built by sorcerers…,” I muttered, confused. The crown prince had said that the persecution of sorcerers had begun in Valta, a nation ancient sorcerers had founded with the goal of world domination. But Winter’s story seemed to completely contradict that idea.


      Seeing that I didn’t yet understand, he continued gravely, “When the Lailans were sealed away by ancient sorcerers, they placed a curse that revised the very history of the world.”


      “A curse?”


      “The entire empire was made to forget the fact that sorcerers were the ones who risked their lives to seal the Lailans in Valta and put an end to their attempt at global domination, with the sorcerers being recast as the villains of the story instead. To this day, their descendants are forced into lives of persecution as a result of that curse.”


      This new information hit me like a truck. If what he said was true, Winter and all other sorcerers were fighting a legitimately unfair uphill battle. Was this elaborate worldbuilding always a part of Hard Mode that I’d simply been none the wiser to? Everything I was learning seemed to fit together so neatly, though in ways that were not immediately obvious, sending chills down my spine.


      At that moment, Winter stopped abruptly. The stairs had come to an end, and the path continued into a deep, dark cavern. We seemed to have almost reached wherever it was the passage led since lights were hanging intermittently on the walls.


      I could feel a cold, salty breeze blowing down the pathway toward us. The corridor was far brighter than the stairs, which had been unlit, but it felt much more dangerous and foreboding. Winter began forward first, and I followed quickly, with no time to get my bearings.


      Striding ahead, Winter said, “I must stop them from accomplishing anything and everything they set out to do, my lady.” His voice was desperate, almost pleading.


      It felt strange to see him emoting so visibly, since Winter had never been so effusive in Normal Mode. I asked cautiously, “What happens if the Lailans are brought back?”


      “If the Lailans who were sealed away were to be set loose and sorcerers, the only people who could stop them, were wiped out…it would spell the end of our world.”


      Before he could say anything more, all the lanterns went out at once, and we were plunged into darkness.


      “Wait, what’s happening? T-turn on your light…,” I called out to Winter.


      Something was wrong. He should have used his staff to illuminate the area by now, but there was no sign of him.


      “Hey…,” I tried again, whirling to face where I knew he’d been last. It was futile—I couldn’t see a thing. Reaching into the darkness, I was met with the cold, rocky wall instead of Winter’s arm. “Wh-what’s going on…?”


      Fear crept over me. “Winter?” I cried, panicking. I didn’t even realize I was using his real name. “Winter!”


      I was spinning in circles when something lit up below my field of vision. I immediately looked down, eyes wide.


      “The necklace…”


      The stone in the piece of jewelry Winter had given me was giving off a yellow glow.


      
        —“That necklace can detect changes caused not only by poison but also by mana.”


        —“The more intense the hue, the more dangerous it is. So if you see it changing color, I suggest you flee immediately.”

      


      What he’d told me about the necklace rang out in my mind.


      “That means there’s danger—”


      “My lady!” I heard a faint voice calling to me from what sounded like the other side of the rock wall.


      “Winter? Winter!”


      “Are you all right?” he asked.


      “Where are you?”


      “I think we’ve been caught in a trap. They’ve rigged the whole cavern with them…” Winter’s voice was a faint hum, as if it had traveled across a vast distance.


      I had to press my ear against the wall to hear him. “Wh-what should I do, then? Just keep going?”


      “I’ll try to figure something out. Until then, please—” Winter’s voice cut off abruptly.


      “Hey. Hey!” I shouted, terrified.


      A few beats later, I heard him again. He didn’t have good news for me. “My lady…monsters are approaching on this side. What’s happening on your side?”


      “I’m safe for now—”


      A low growl had me spinning around. Strange grunts and snarls were coming from somewhere in the distance. I found my feet were rooted in place from fear.


      “My lady?” Winter’s muffled yell traveled through the wall, voice tense with urgency.


      The growling came again, this time closer than before.


      “Th-there’s something over here, t—”


      I was interrupted by a sudden flash of light.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Surprise event unlocked!


        An angry horde of monsters has appeared!


        Would you like to cast spells to defeat the [Monsters] and go after [Laon]?


        (Rewards: [???]’s Affection +5%, Laon’s Whereabouts)


        [YES / NO]

      


      “……Shit.” I couldn’t help but curse at the words before me. I had no time to bemoan the game’s constant insanity, though.


      “My lady! Are you all right?” Winter shouted when I fell silent.


      I weakly called back, “There are monsters here, too.”


      “Please wait just a moment. I’ll come to you as soon as I can—”


      “I’ll be fine,” I interjected glumly as I watched the black shadows crawling toward me along the walls of the cavern. “I think I can deal with them by myself.”


      I’d assumed that a system window would appear in the case of an emergency, but not like this. I pressed [YES], and the letters quickly shifted.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Use magic against the [Monsters]!


        (Activation phrases: Fire Fission, Freeze Fission)


        ~START!~


        Eliminated: 0/20

      


      With a great roar, one of the gigantic black formless creatures made its move, jumping from the wall. Its gaping maw revealed sharp teeth as it soared past the notification window.


      “Fire Fission!”


      The monster was immediately enveloped in huge flames, the fire crackling loudly as it whooshed outward. The beast shrieked, and the heat was so intense that I flinched backward. With a final scream, it slumped to the ground, motionless.


      The fire had lit up the surrounding environment, and I felt a chill as I saw exactly what was awaiting me. Slippery-looking lizard-like monsters almost as big as myself were making their way toward me. And there was a whole horde of them. Roaring, another one lunged to attack.


      “Freeze Fission!” I cried.


      This time, the beast came to an abrupt stop, completely frozen over. It dropped to the floor, a chunk of ice, shattering and breaking apart upon impact.


      
        Eliminated: 2/20

      


      The counter floating in the air ticked up accordingly.


      Meanwhile, I found myself in awe of how powerful the spells were. “Wow. That’s incredible.” Dazed, I stared at the corpses, one burned to a crisp and the other in scattered pieces.


      The remaining monsters roared, evidently angered by the deaths of their two companions. I glared at them, muttering to myself resolutely, “I’ll kill you all.”


      From then it was a blur of throwing the spells around in a frenzy. This quest felt much easier compared with my encounter with the bear, since these things moved rather slowly.


      “Fire Fission!”


      “Freeze Fission!”


      I even had enough bandwidth to find it irritating that I had to repeat the incantations over and over again. Maybe it’s a good thing Winter and I were separated. If I’d been forced to say these silly spells in front of him, I might have died from embarrassment before the monsters even got their chance.


      
        Eliminated: 15/20

      


      It wasn’t long before I’d killed nearly all the enemies.


      “Fire Fission.”


      “Fire Fission.”


      The spells rolled off my tongue lazily, burning two of the lizards to a crisp as they crawled toward me.


      
        Eliminated: 17/20

      


      They screeched, their flesh crackling unpleasantly. Seeing them squirm in the flames was a truly disturbing sight. The smell of burning monster flesh filled the passageway, and I scowled as I pinched my nose to block the stench.


      It was much cleaner and faster to just freeze them, but doing so plunged the cavern into darkness. I had no choice but to use the flame spell continuously just to be able to see.


      “Fire Fission.”


      “Freeze Fission.”


      
        Eliminated: 19/20

      


      With that, I killed two more of the beasts clinging to the ceiling, their dying shrieks echoing through the passageway. Only one remained. A little bit of tension left my body at the thought. I had yet to even catch a glimpse of Laon yet, but I was already drained.


      As I waited anxiously for the final enemy to approach, a creeping suspicion fell over me. Something didn’t feel right.


      “…Huh? Where is it?”


      The last monster had yet to show itself.


      The disgusting beasts were capable of crawling along the ceiling and walls, so I scanned the entire passageway from where I stood in uneasy anticipation. No matter how I squinted, however, all I could see were the ones I’d already killed.


      “Did it run away?” I wondered, turning my gaze to the counter.


      
        Eliminated: 19/20

      


      The count stayed stubbornly the same.


      I felt myself growing increasingly nervous, since the quest would continue until I killed the last one. I need to end this. I’ll have to go looking for it.


      Reluctantly, I decided to move deeper into the cave. I hadn’t budged from my place pressed against the wall where I’d heard Winter’s voice, not wanting to get any closer to the vile beasts.


      Taking few careful steps forward, I made to avoid the carcasses all over the floor, when the cave walls suddenly started to vibrate around me. This was accompanied by a deep rumbling sound.


      What in the world? I hesitated. The vibrations faded to nothing, and I took another cautious step forward, wondering if I’d misheard. My doubts were answered by another great thud, this time the rumbling much stronger.


      “Wh-what the heck?” I said, coming to a stop.


      The flames burning on the carcasses were almost out now, and I couldn’t see very far into the darkness. I watched the other end of the passageway with bated breath. Another thud came, followed by another, then a loud thump, the noise echoing around the cave.


      The vibrations were now much stronger than before and approaching fast. A horrifying roar pierced the air.


      I screamed, covering my ears as the shaking grew worse and the noise louder. “Fire Fission!” I shouted, aware that something was very wrong. Flames leaped into existence at the other end of the cave, and what they revealed made my jaw drop.


      A lizard monster large enough to fill the entire tunnel was charging toward me, flames searing the skin all down one side of its head.


      “Son of a—”


      With each slink of its body, the cavern shook as though it might collapse at any moment, rock fragments raining down from above. Jolted from my state of shock, I hurriedly launched my spells at the beast.


      “Fire Fission! Freeze Fission!”


      The monster roared, deterred but not dead. It was too big for the spells to do any critical damage. This reminded me of the fight against the bear.


      “Fire Fission! Freeze Fission!” I shouted over and over as I backed away.


      All this did was make it angrier. As it got closer and closer, fear began to settle deep within me. I collided with something hard and realized I couldn’t retreat any farther; I’d reached a dead end. There was no escape—only rock behind me, and a monster that was apparently nearly immune to magic in front.


      It roared, now close enough to touch, opening its mouth wide to swallow me whole. It’s going to eat me. Frozen in terror, I could do nothing but squeeze my eyes shut.


      Then, two sounds met my ears in almost immediate succession: a man’s voice yelling “Get down!” followed by the terrible rip of a weapon rending flesh.


      My eyes flew open. I knew that voice. A metallic screech made the hairs on my arms stand on end, but my focus was entirely on the tall figure standing protectively in front of me, his blade plunged deep into the monster’s mouth, golden hair glinting in the firelight.


      “Your…Highness?” I called in a daze, unable to believe my eyes.


      The crown prince, holding the beast at bay, shouted furiously, “What are you just standing there for? Do you have a death wish? Cast into its mouth!”


      “R-right.” Pulling myself together, I cried out the spells one after another. “Fire Fission! Freeze Fission!”


      The spells poured into the lizard’s gaping maw. It shrieked and struggled violently. The direct attack into its mouth seemed to be the key to dealing actual damage.


      Callisto grunted as he was forced backward by the monster’s strength.


      All I could do to aid him was to recite the spells without pause. “Fire Fission. Freeze Fission. Fire Fission. Freeze Fission. Fire Fission. Freeze Fission.” I repeated the spells over and over without stopping to take a breath.


      The beast roared in pain.


      
        Eliminated: 20/20

      


      And with that, the last enemy slumped to the floor, smoke pouring from its mouth. At the same time, the identity of [???], which I’d seen in the system window earlier, was revealed.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        [Eliminate the Monster Horde]


        Event quest cleared!


        You have acquired [Affection: +5%] for [Callisto] as your reward.

      


      I’d completed the special event. Tension bled from my body as the window vanished. I swayed, clutching the wall to remain upright.


      “Daughter of the duke!” The crown prince rushed to my side, his eyes wide. “What’s the matter? Are you hurt?”


      Callisto frowned deeply as he looked me over for any sign of injury. His bright-red affection bar was blinking slowly. I studied him, then the gigantic lizard that had died with his great sword still lodged in its mouth—a strange feeling settling in the pit of my stomach.


      I nearly died just now… My heart had pounded with fear when the spells hadn’t worked against the last creature. But in that heart-stopping, life-and-death moment, the emotion that had washed over me when I’d caught sight of his shining golden hair—I didn’t have the words to describe it.


      This is the same guy who used to be a nightmare to me in the past, and yet… It felt strange to see his red eyes peering down at me, looking almost worried.


      “Why aren’t you saying anything? Are you injured? Did the monster get you in the mouth?” he asked, bending to bring his face closer to mine when I only stared at him silently.


      His proximity finally broke me out of my stupor. “Wh-what are you doing?” I shoved him away, alarmed. A hand to my racing heart, I pressed close to the wall. “I’m all right, Your Highness. I’m unhurt.”


      A metallic scent reached my nose. Looking up at him, I noticed one of his sleeves was torn and stained with damp, deep red. “You’re the one who’s injured!”


      The crown prince followed my gaze to his sleeve and raised his arm lazily. I could practically see him arming himself with his usual masculine bravado. “It’s nothing. Barely a scratch.”


      “What do you mean, ‘it’s nothing’? Stop right where you are and sit down.” I moved past him toward the dead monster.


      Since he’d rushed to my side so quickly, his sword was still buried in the thing. The lizard creature was sprawled on the ground, its jaw gaping wide open, making a truly grotesque sight.


      I yanked the sword from its maw, which had been burned black by the spells I’d cast into it. I then used it to cut a long strip of fabric from my dress. When I turned back to Callisto, clutching the makeshift bandage and the sword, he was looking at me with an expression I couldn’t decipher.


      “Take this. And hold out your arm,” I instructed, handing him the sword.


      He did as asked, taking the sword and sheathing it, then holding out his injured arm. I wrapped the strip of my dress around the wound, recalling some technique I’d read in a book that could help to staunch the bleeding. The result wasn’t as neat or pretty as I’d have liked it to be, but it got the job done.


      “You seemed to have a pretty good grasp on those spells. Does that not extend to any healing magic?” the crown prince asked out of the blue, watching me intently.


      I had nothing to hide, so I immediately replied, “No.”


      “What a sad-looking knot.”


      “Should I untie it, then?”


      “Can’t a man make a joke? Why so cold?”


      I ignored his nonsense and finished tying my clumsy knot. Staring down at the sky-blue cloth, I watched as it was quickly soaked through with red.


      “Don’t look at me with that sad little face. It’s such a tiny wound, I could spit on it and it would heal,” he reassured me. Some of the emotion I’d been trying to keep inside bubbled over.


      “Your Highness’s spit consists of what kind of elixir, exactly?”


      “I see you’ve moved on to just openly mocking royalty now.” The crown prince grinned as if amused by the scowl I was wearing. His smile soon vanished, though. “But tell me. What are you doing here all alone, dressed like that?”


      He asked directly, not one for beating around the bush. I was at a loss on how to reply.


      “The area around Arkina Archipelago is very dangerous these days. And were you planning on defeating all these monsters on your own? What would you have done if there were more?”


      “…”


      “You know, it first occurred to me when I found you hunting that bear, but you really are a feisty girl.”


      I felt suddenly terribly misunderstood. You think I’m here because I want to be? I felt as if I might explode from frustration, but I couldn’t very well explain that the system was responsible for both incidents.


      The crown prince’s eyes narrowed more and more the longer I remained silent. “Don’t tell me…you came all this way because the archaeological materials I gave you weren’t enough to satisfy your thirst for research? I didn’t know you were so studious.”


      “No, it’s nothing like that.”


      “What is it, then?”


      “I…was in the area to do some volunteer work, and the kid who was with me was kidnapped by the remnants of the Holy Nation of Laila.” I wasn’t sure how much I could tell him, so in the end, I just settled on a concise version of the truth. “I came here to rescue the kid.”


      “Volunteer work?” the crown prince repeated, staring as if the concept were foreign to him. “You…were doing volunteer work?”


      “Yes,” I said, slightly offended by his tone.


      He muttered to himself, sounding skeptical, “Truly…that’s the most mind-boggling thing I’ve ever heard you say.”


      “All nobles should engage in charitable activities,” I said, teeth clenched. “And why are you here, Your Highness?”


      Things had been too hectic until now, so I hadn’t acknowledged it yet, but it had really felt as if Callisto had appeared out of nowhere. He avoided my gaze for reasons unknown to me.


      “We heard reports that the Holy Nation of Laila is active around these parts. The palace has been watching Arkina and Tratan carefully.”


      “The palace? So you were at Tratan, too?”


      “Well, yes… You could say that.”


      Callisto added after a moment’s pause, “Do you have any idea how shocked I was when I saw you’d come here? I’ve stumbled across quite an interesting place, thanks to you. I’ve long since ordered the navy to surround Arkina, but until now I had no way of knowing how they were managing to enter the empire.” Callisto cast a glance around the cavern and shrugged.


      Listening quietly, I frowned as I processed his words. “So what you’re saying is that you were following me?”


      “What? Don’t be absurd!” the crown prince squawked indignantly. His reaction only made him appear more suspicious.


      “Then how is it that you came to be trapped in the same place as me? And where were you while I was killing the majority of the monsters? Even my companion got separated from me because of the booby traps,” I said, firing questions at him one after another.


      The crown prince cleared his throat. “Ahem. That’s…” I could practically see him scrambling for an explanation. “My presence here is an Imperial secret.”


      I was taken aback. “I’m sorry?”


      “Don’t ask any more questions. Remember, curiosity killed the cat.”


      “That’s plain ridiculous—”


      “More importantly… Didn’t you say you were here to save a kid?” Callisto pointed beyond me. “If you’re going to do that, we need to get over that dead monster. We’ve no time.” He stood and hurried past me.


      “Uh, I…” I stared after him, bemused.


      “Come along! What are you waiting for?” He gestured wildly down the pathway, waiting impatiently in front of the carcass.


      Suspicious… I eyed him, still doubtful, but moved to follow. He was right. Regardless of whether he’d followed me or not, what mattered now was saving the children.


      The monster’s enormous corpse was blocking the passageway completely. It was as Callisto had said—we’d have to climb over it. Ever the strong-male-lead type, he easily scaled the dead beast, despite his injury. I stared, unsure how I was going to do the same.


      “Here, grab hold,” he said, feet planted on the monster’s head as he bent to hold his hand out to me.


      I stared for a moment before taking it hesitantly, realizing that I no longer felt surprised when he behaved kindly.


      Callisto pulled me up effortlessly, showing off his incredible strength. I yelped as I was lifted as if I weighed nothing, my thoughts about his behavior interrupted. When I opened my eyes again, I found myself standing on top of the head of the corpse.


      “Whoa! Ah!”


      “Careful,” he said, wrapping an arm around my waist when I swayed precariously.


      My eyes widened when I felt my forehead brush his muscular chest, but I quickly attempted to gather some semblance of composure. “Th-thank you, Your Highness,” I said, heart racing—surely from surprise. “I-I’m okay to go on by myself now.” I jerked away from him and out of his arms.


      The crown prince let me go without comment.


      My hand, which he’d been holding, felt hot. It hadn’t even occurred to me to check his affection, so occupied was I with tucking my hands out of reach behind my back.


      We moved quickly, passing over the monster and down the straight corridor. After walking for some time in tense silence, the gloom suddenly gave way to brightness, revealing four paths.


      “Damn, this isn’t good,” the crown prince muttered.


      I was also eyeing the tunnels, troubled, when—


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have acquired [Laon’s Whereabouts] as your reward.

      


      A rectangular window appeared, and an arrow followed, pointing down one of the paths. I perked up.


      “Your Highness, I think I know the way.”


      “You do?”


      “Yes. I can feel the kid’s magic signal.” In truth, I could feel nothing of the sort, but I chose to imitate Winter, who had said something similar. The crown prince looked surprised but nodded.


      “Follow me.”


      We hurried down the corridor on the far left, the one the arrow that only I could see was pointing to. The pathway we found ourselves on was complicated and convoluted, like some kind of maze. It seemed to have been intentionally designed this way to hinder intruders. The path seemingly forked into new passages endlessly. If I didn’t have the system pointing the way for me, I would have been hopelessly lost without a doubt.


      The crown prince followed my lead without question. A niggling worry crept over me. We’d been walking in silence for some time, and as I moved to follow a third arrow, I was no longer able to contain my curiosity.


      “Why aren’t you asking me about it?”


      “What?”


      “About the magic.”


      “Ah yes, I did notice that you’re quite good at it. Crossbows, archaeology, and now magic? The surprises never end.” The crown prince answered as if he’d forgotten about my shocking and sudden use of spells altogether until I brought it up. “Don’t worry. I’m not prejudiced against sorcerers,” he said offhandedly, glancing at me.


      I blinked slowly, peering up at him, before cautiously addressing what had been bothering me the most. “You aren’t…suspicious of me?”


      “Suspicious of what?”


      “You don’t think I am one of the followers of the Holy Nation of Laila?”


      “Ha!” he laughed incredulously. “Why would I think something so absurd?”


      I felt my mouth falling open and shutting several times, unable to make a sound. I was stunned and speechless.


      “Absurd?”


      “Yes,” the crown prince said indifferently, nodding. “You are House Eckhart’s only daughter, and frankly I doubt anything in the world scares you. What reason would you have to join a bunch of psychos like them?”


      His complete lack of suspicion confused me. I considered for a moment, then tried to imagine a likely reason for it. “Ah… Well, I could be a fanatic believer in their deity?”


      “Psh! You?” the crown prince mocked.


      I pouted. “What? You think I can’t believe in anything?”


      “Didn’t you see the Lailan congregation on the eve of the hunting tournament?”


      “Of course I did,” I replied sulkily.


      He turned to face me. “Lunatics like that, who think their beliefs define what is right and wrong, are easy to spot. Their eyes give them away.” He tapped the side of my face with his finger, then pointed at my eyes. “If you were one of them, you wouldn’t be glowering at me with those dead-fish eyes of yours.”


      “Dead-fish eyes?” I repeated indignantly, backing away from him in disgust at his choice of adjective.


      The crown prince grinned. “Besides, if you were on their side, you’d have recognized the skeleton we found in the cave.”


      “The…skeleton?”


      “The fool who died while trying to create a portal into the palace was a member of the ancient race of Lailans.”


      I stared with wide eyes. This news came as a surprise to me. But even more shocking was that Callisto seemingly knew all about the Lailans, the same race Winter had only recently told me about.


      “You…knew?” I asked vaguely.


      The crown prince turned to regard the path ahead and replied nonchalantly as he continued to walk. “It was obvious you didn’t. If you had, you wouldn’t have offered to excavate it like it was some kind of precious archaeological find. If you had been a follower of Laila, you would have tried to complete the portal the moment you saw it.”


      I gazed at him in wonder. I wasn’t sure if I was astonished that he knew all of this or relieved that he didn’t suspect me at all. My emotions were becoming confusing even to me.


      “Besides, do you have any idea how much those maniacs care about their modified monsters?” he said with a cold smile as I followed him, my thoughts complicated. “When I hunted them down, they begged me not to touch their underground labs even if I killed them. I stormed the labs and found them throwing children who’d been drained of mana to their newborn monsters.”


      “Ch-children? What sort of madness would drive someone to…?” I trailed off, shocked by just how cruel these followers of Laila could be.


      Perhaps Callisto had been hardened by the violence he’d witnessed throughout his life, though, because he continued in a calm voice, “How many humans do you think were kidnapped, and how much work did they put into birthing that huge monster we killed just now? If you were one of them, those creatures would have been precious to you, and you wouldn’t have killed them so remorselessly.”


      “Remorselessly?” I repeated, appalled by his choice of words.


      “What? You shot those creatures without a moment’s hesitation at the hunting tournament, too, remember?”


      He laughed as I gaped at him. Outraged, I was about to reply but thought better of it. A few beats of silence passed before I asked cautiously, “What if…I killed them in a ploy to avoid suspicion?”


      Perhaps I was worried that he found my actions strange. I couldn’t stop myself from continuing to question the crown prince. “Say I was actually one of them… Say I was just putting on one big convincing act.”


      We turned a corner and were met with a choice between paths. This time, multiple passages were branching outward.


      “What would you do if that were the case?” I asked.


      The crown prince slowly came to a stop and turned to peer down at me seriously. “Nothing to be done for it, I suppose.”


      A white arrow was pointing me down the correct path, but I, too, paused, facing him.


      “I’d let you use your magic to rain ruin upon the whole of this damned empire,” he said with a playful grin.


      I’d asked because I wanted a serious answer, so I frowned at him. “I’m not kidding.”


      “Neither am I. I’m being entirely sincere. If you’re truly a Lailan insurgent trying to destroy the Eorka empire, I give you my full support.”


      “That’s hardly something the crown prince should be saying,” I said with an incredulous laugh.


      “Why not? This land is rotten to its very core. It’s past time it was laid to waste.” He shrugged. “When I become emperor, the first thing I’m going to do is kill every last member of the royal family and nobility and throw their corpses to the monsters to eat.”


      “Your Highness.”


      “After that, I’ll distribute all their wealth to my poor, starving subjects. I’ll drain the empire’s coffers to share with the people, too, and once I’ve run them dry, I’ll start a war.”


      “…”


      “I won’t stop until this wretched land goes up in flames and down in ashes,” he muttered. I wasn’t sure if he was joking or not. “That will no doubt have my dear father rolling in his grave and shedding tears of blood.”


      He laughed maliciously, implying that the current emperor would unquestionably be six feet under if Callisto were to take his place. Seeing this side of him scared me a little—his plan was too detailed to simply dismiss it as a jest.


      I stared at him, unable to form a reply, and he patted my shoulder lightly.


      “So go ahead and subjugate the palace for all I care. It will save me all that trouble. Don’t hesitate on my behalf—if you’re one of them, I truly don’t mind.”


      I found it in me to respond in a heavily sarcastic tone, “It’s too bad, then… I’m not Lailan, nor am I one of their followers.”


      “Shame.”


      The conversation that had started in order to ease my own worries had only ended in the realization that the crown prince was just as bananas as he’d always been.


      “Now, then. Where do we go next?” Callisto asked, gazing around at the tunnels before us.


      I pulled myself together and pointed down the path indicated by the arrow only I could see. “We can go that way—”


      “My lady,” a voice called, a figure suddenly appearing from the cave to the left.


      I was shocked to see the familiar rabbit mask and found myself shouting out, “Win—” However, I stopped myself, remembering that the crown prince was standing next to me. I struggled to think of a reasonable segue on the spot. “W-Winston!”


      It was a completely random name but the best I could manage in the heat of the moment.


      “Winston?” the crown prince repeated. He gestured at Winter with his chin, wearing a displeased expression. “Who is that?” he asked.


      Winter’s navy eyes, visible through the holes in his mask, dilated at the sight of the crown prince.


      “I—,” Winter began, looking troubled.


      I shouted, “H-he works for the charity I came here with! He can use magic, just like me.”


      “Then why is he wearing that weird mask? How dare he continue to wear it in my presence. The disrespect!” the crown prince growled, his disapproval clear even as he reached for his sword.


      I stepped in front of Winter before Callisto could act on his violent tendencies. “He’s from a kingdom in the far east, where it is customary to wear masks like this. They believe that taking it off will expose them to demons.”


      The crown prince frowned. “And what need is there for you to meet with someone like him?”


      “There aren’t that many charitable organizations reaching out to places that are desperately in need of help, like Tratan.”


      “I see… I’ll have to see that something is done about that later,” Callisto finally said, relenting reluctantly.


      I turned to Winter with an apologetic look, then signaled surreptitiously that he should play along. Winter’s returning look was deeply troubled. Still, he nodded once with a resigned air.


      “Laon is right beyond that tunnel.”


      “He’s pretty good at speaking our language for a foreigner,” the crown prince commented, looking surprised. “You’re a sorcerer, right? You take the lead.”


      Winter did as he was told without comment. What is the game up to this time, exactly? I thought, chewing my lip nervously as I followed. The crown prince won’t figure it out, will he?


      I didn’t actually care if Callisto found out that Winter was both a marquis and a sorcerer. But if he discovered that I’d come all the way out here alone with him, I had a feeling his reaction wouldn’t be pleasant.


      Realizing that the crown prince hadn’t moved, I called to him. “Your Highness? Aren’t you coming?”


      The crown prince, who was staring with an expression of deep mistrust at Winter as the sorcerer walked ahead, finally began to follow.


      “Daughter of the duke. Look there,” he said, coming closer to whisper to me.


      Has he found me out? My heart plummeted into my stomach. Doing my best to seem calm, I replied in a similarly quiet voice, “Wh-what?”


      “He’s barefoot,” he said, pointing at Winter’s feet. “Maybe a demon has already gotten to him. I don’t know where he’s from, but he certainly isn’t normal.”


      I watched as Winter’s shoulders tensed. The crown prince might have spoken quietly, but there was no way Winter had failed to hear him. Sorry, Winter. Offering my silent condolences to the rabbit sorcerer, who had somehow become a demon-possessed madman in the eyes of the prince, I did my best to appear unconcerned.
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      Befittingly, the last remaining passageway was a curving tunnel that seemed to never end. Winter attempted to use a teleportation spell, frustrated at the delay, but the way forward was too complicated and he didn’t know Laon’s precise location, so it failed. Thus, we continued onward briskly on foot.


      “We’ll walk all the way to the Arkina Archipelago at this rate. Those Lailans sure are something, lunacy aside,” the crown prince muttered with a frown.


      I agreed with him. It was a massive undertaking to dig such a complex and far-reaching network of caverns under the island—one that sent chills down my spine. I thought they were just insignificant side characters in the game’s story. I hadn’t even given them much thought until the eve of the hunting tournament.


      The name Holy Nation of Laila had seemed so silly, and I’d been able to use the system to subdue them easily. But in hindsight, they were far from the useless extras I’d assumed them to be. They’d gotten through the palace’s airtight inspections and defenses and managed to infiltrate deep into the grounds with their monster in tow.


      That must mean…a high-ranked noble is helping them. It was unclear just how far their influence extended, which scared me. At the same time, I couldn’t shake the feeling that the story kept intentionally getting me involved with them for a reason, and a mysterious anxiety settled in the pit of my stomach the closer we got to Laon.


      I need to escape from this insane game before something really bad happens, I told myself, gazing at the red and purple bars floating ahead of me. My only goal is to escape. It was as we rounded another corner that we heard a desperate scream in the distance.


      “Aaaah!” I gasped.


      We froze in our tracks, taken aback, and then as one picked up the pace without exchanging a word. It wasn’t long before we saw a faint light in the distance. The curving tunnel had come to an end.


      Winter, who’d taken the lead, suddenly turned. “I’m going to cast an invisibility spell on us,” he said. He swiftly produced his staff and waved it through the air overhead. There was a burst of something resembling white powder that fell and settled over my head and Callisto’s. I didn’t feel any different.


      Winter appeared to be done casting his spell, however, since he warned us, “Any noise you make will be somewhat muffled unless you shout. But don’t use any magic. An overlap of spells will cancel out the invisibility.”


      “Can I approach them unseen and kill them using my weapon?” the crown prince asked. I found myself thinking it was very in character for him to ask such a thing.


      Winter replied calmly, “We can’t be sure how many of them there are. Please show restraint until we can determine exactly where the children are being kept.”


      Callisto nodded, seemingly completely at ease with the situation. Suddenly, another scream echoed around the cavern.


      “Don’t come any closer! D-don’t come— Mmmf !”


      It sounded much closer this time. We exchanged glances before taking off running toward the exit up ahead. Finally escaping the dark, stifling passageways, we found ourselves in a surprisingly large underground space.


      There were elaborately carved walls and pillars made of white plaster and marble. It was a stark contrast to the dark pathways we’d just passed through.


      “Interesting. I reduced their previous base to ashes, and look what they’ve built to replace it.” The crown prince stared, a savage smile on his lips.


      “O Goddess!” many voices called at once, and I spun to face the direction they had come from.


      At the other end of the vast chamber was a large statue and an altar, reminiscent of a temple. Someone in a white robe and mask was standing on top of the altar, while below, dozens of people dressed in dark robes bowed, their faces to the ground.


      “Please continue to feed!” implored the person at the very front of the black-robed crowd, groveling at the base of the altar. “I know that it feels strange since you have not recovered all your memories yet. But you must build your strength for what is to come.”


      Feed? I wondered. There was no food on the altar. It was only moments later that I learned what they were actually referring to. Two of the kneeling figures suddenly hurried to their feet and dragged someone from the back of the chamber to one side of the altar.


      “Let go! Let go of me!” A well-built young man had been pulled forward, accompanied by the loud clinking of chains. It seemed as if he had been hiding, and his face was full of fear. His captors mercilessly manhandled him to the altar, where they forced him to his knees.


      “Let go!” The man desperately fought back but was no match for his captors. The only person in the room dressed in white slowly descended from the altar.


      I watched them carefully. They hesitated briefly, coming to a stop before the resisting man, then reached out their hand.


      “D-don’t! Stay away—”


      A scream, much like the one we’d heard moments before we arrived, filled the room. Surprisingly, the moment the white-robed being stroked the man’s face, he fell utterly silent. I couldn’t see his face, so had no way of knowing what had caused him to go so still.


      The man was quiet as the figure bent over him slowly. I could only see the person’s face from the nose down since a mask covered the upper part of it. Contrasting with the way they’d seemingly hesitated just moments before, I saw their red lips forming an alluring smile.


      It’s a woman? As I realized this, she kissed the man gently. What the hell? Why is she suddenly kissing him?


      Unable to understand what was going on, I glanced at the crown prince and Winter, who looked just as puzzled as I. The situation evolved rapidly only seconds later.


      “Mmf !” The man, who’d been pliant and accepted the kiss without resistance, suddenly groaned in pain and began to struggle.


      His jerking grew more and more violent, but his captors did not let go, and neither did the woman cease kissing him. I was so shocked, I could only watch silently. Then something unbelievable unfolded before us.


      The young man’s body, which had been quivering, seemed to shrink…then suddenly deflated like a balloon. I couldn’t help but gasp. The woman moved away and took a deep breath, leaving only an emaciated corpse and some loose clothes lying on the ground at her feet. The two figures in black who’d been holding the man tossed him—or rather, his corpse—aside. As soon as the body hit the ground, it exploded into a cloud of dust.


      I gasped again, struggling to comprehend what we’d just witnessed.


      “Dammit, what the hell was that?” the crown prince cursed.


      It seemed Winter and Callisto were equally taken aback by the appalling turn of events.


      “Bring the mirror!” someone called.


      Things were devolving before we could even get our wits about us. The same person who’d requested that the woman “feed” earlier had gotten to their feet and begun shouting orders. It seemed he was higher in rank than the others. Those who were kneeling on the floor all rose to their feet and vanished behind the statue.


      They returned not long after with six unconscious children and a mysterious, intricate box. They tossed the children carelessly at the foot of the altar with the exception of one.


      Laon! My eyes widened as I recognized his little lion mask.


      “This one possesses the most mana. I think he’ll be the most useful. As for the rest, we’ll just extract their mana and throw them to the monsters,” said the leader, bowing deeply to the woman in the white robe.


      A white window appeared in my vision.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        ~Main Quest: The Whereabouts of the Missing Children~


        [Second Objective: Locating Laon’s Whereabouts Alongside the Sorcerer]


        Quest cleared!


        <SYSTEM>


        You have acquired [Affection: +5%] for [Winter] and [Reputation +50] as your reward.


        (TOTAL POINTS: 510)

      


      Seeing the notification that the quest was complete shook me from my stupor, and I turned urgently to Winter and Callisto.


      “Wh-what do we do now?”


      “There are too many of them. And that woman—I don’t think it’d be wise of us to pick a fight with her. She apparently has some sort of ability that keeps people from struggling.”


      The crown prince scowled at the woman. After a moment of thought, he called to Winter, “Look here, foreigner.”


      “Yes?”


      “I’ll attract their attention, so you move the children to a safe place,” the crown prince ordered, before turning to me. “You sneak up on them and retrieve the lion-masked boy. Then we use teleportation magic to escape. Got it?”


      The crown prince showed no hesitation, having easily formed a plan in such a brief span of time. His strategy was very nearly perfect, except for one tiny little detail.


      “I…I don’t know how to use teleportation magic.”


      “What?” The crown prince gaped at me. “But you know how to use spells, don’t you? Why can’t you use teleportation magic?”


      “I… Well…”


      Shit. How am I supposed to explain that I can only use what the system gives me? I hesitated, unsure what I could say in my defense.


      “Wait, that’s… No!” Winter suddenly groaned. His eyes, visible through his mask, were full of anxiety.


      The crown prince and I followed his gaze to find that the woman had retreated to stand behind the altar and was opening the extravagant box with a gesture.


      Several things floated up from within the box, a bunch of broken, fist-sized fragments hovering in the air. The woman arrayed them before her with a simple swipe of her hand, and as the fragments came together seamlessly, the resulting object began to glow with blue light.


      “We can’t let her activate that thing,” Winter said urgently.


      “What is it?” Callisto asked.


      “It’s an artifact belonging to the ancient Lailans. It will force a person to live out their darkest fears and destroy their mind,” Winter muttered. “I have always wondered how they managed to consistently break the minds of sorcerers, no matter how young.”


      “Th-they’re going to use it on Laon, right?” I asked, understanding what he was getting at.


      Our conversation was interrupted by a burst of blue light from the altar.


      “Ra-too-rika!” Winter shouted, swinging his staff before either of us could react.


      “Wint— I mean, Winston! Where are you going?” I yelled after him, befuddled. It was as if a translucent film had slid off his body; his incantation had nullified the invisibility spell.


      “An intruder!” the black-robed followers cried, confused as they caught sight of Winter.


      “So he’s still alive! Protect the goddess! And release the monsters! Quickly!” ordered the man who was their apparent leader. His followers began producing what appeared to be black pouches from their pockets.


      “Batoom!” they shouted as they opened them. Dozens of lizard monsters began crawling out, shrieking as they did so.


      “Dammit. He’s the one who told us not to use magic,” the crown prince said irritably, roughly unsheathing his blade.


      “Don’t move!” he commanded, rushing after Winter.


      “Y-Your Highness! Winston!” I was left completely alone before I could even say a word.


      A loud noise echoed throughout the cavern the moment the crown prince took off after Winter. I turned, eyes wide. Already in motion, Winter had cast a spell, a beam of light shooting out of his staff. It hit the fragments the woman was in the process of magically piecing together.


      She had already nearly completed the artifact—a flat panel had formed and was floating in the air, giving off a blue light. Winter’s spell collided with the object, and a powerful gust of wind swept outward. There was a fierce battle between the blue magic and Winter’s that lasted a few moments, but before long, the sound of something cracking signaled a change.


      With a tinkling, splintering sound, the blue glow slowly dimmed. Before long, it went out completely, leaving behind a flat, lifeless gray object. A mirror? It was very dirty, but I could see that it had a glossy, reflective surface before its blue light died out.


      Winter didn’t stop, though, just continued to aim his beam of magic at it, intent on destroying the artifact the woman had been trying to assemble. His efforts were quickly put to an end, interrupted by a screeching monster bounding its way toward him. It had a gaping mouth, wide open and ready to swallow him whole. Before it could attempt it, however, the crown prince came from behind and sank his sword cleanly through the lizard’s skull.


      “Hey, foreigner, look sharp! I’m the crown prince, for heaven’s sake. Am I to be reduced to playing your bodyguard?” A vicious scowl accompanied Callisto’s words, twisting his features.


      Winter used a spell to freeze another of the approaching monsters and yelled, “We need to destroy that relic entirely. It’s capable of bringing unspeakable harm to not only sorcerers but ordinary people as well!”


      “If you’re that worried, why don’t you start by getting the children out of here?”


      Winter did not argue. Apparently, there was some sense to the prince’s suggestion since he immediately focused on dispatching the monsters. Against the combined strength of the two male protagonists, the villains were completely outmatched.


      The love interests in this game are all pretty competent, huh? I was relieved to see the monsters falling so quickly. There were no notifications from the system indicating any main quests, which probably meant this episode of the game would soon be over after we rescued the children.


      The monsters shrieked as Winter attacked many of them simultaneously with his magic, allowing Callisto to quickly reach the altar. His sword sliced through three of the robed figures like butter. He showed no hesitation as he cut down the followers who’d unleashed the beasts.


      The crown prince was still invisible to them since he wasn’t using any magic—per Winter’s earlier instructions. Many of them fell with relative ease thanks to his invisible attacks.


      “Th-there’s another one! He’s invisible!”


      Noticing their companions suddenly collapsing with bloody open wounds, they quickly realized that someone was hiding among them.


      “Protect the goddess! Release more monsters!” the leader commanded. The men who hadn’t yet been cut down by the crown prince quickly pressed close together near the altar.


      One of them produced a shining crystal ball, similar to one I’d seen at the palace in the past. The rest of them held their black pouches out in front of them, muttering unintelligible spells. A loud thump vibrated through the chamber, followed immediately by a powerful roar so loud I had to cover my ears.


      When I’d recovered from the shock of the loud noise, I doubted what I was seeing with my eyes. “What the actual heck?!”


      Five monsters, bigger than any I’d seen so far, had slithered from the depths of the pouches and now filled the chamber with their impressive bulk. They were far more gigantic than the one I’d only barely managed to kill earlier with the crown prince’s help. The ground rumbled beneath their massive feet. They screeched, their large shadows looming overhead.


      “Dammit. How far are they going to take this?” the crown prince spat, adjusting the tight grip he had on his sword.


      Winter also appeared deeply concerned by the sheer size of the creatures.


      Why do things keep getting harder and harder? This episode should be over by now! I stood in the corner, unable to do anything, feeling anxiety slowly growing inside me. Winter and the crown prince, however, gathered themselves and began to battle the monsters.


      Callisto hacked at their legs, while Winter cast spell after spell using his staff. Given their extreme size, however, neither of their efforts seemed to do much damage to them. The monsters simply grew more agitated and angry. They were also uncontrollable, since some of them even turned on the followers of Laila, attempting to trample them underfoot. Seizing the opportunity, the crown prince encouraged the monsters to attack them instead.


      “Give them food!” their leader hollered, seemingly feeling cornered by the beasts.


      “N-no!” I cried, knowing full well what he intended on feeding them. I dashed toward the altar where the children were being kept. It wasn’t clear if I was capable of helping them without the system’s aid, but I had to do something while Winter and the crown prince were occupied fighting the monsters. Before I could even draw close to the altar, however, one of the black-robed figures picked up two of the children at once.


      “Stop!” I clenched my jaw.


      “Purr-ra-tee-oh!” Winter shouted suddenly, even as he attempted to fight off one of the monsters.


      The children still lying on the floor vanished with a bright flash of light. Freezing in my tracks, I turned to look at Winter.


      “Ugh!”


      As the price for his distraction, a lizard monster’s tail caught him around the middle, and he was sent flying into the opposite wall. He slid to the floor, convulsing several times before slumping over, unmoving.


      “Oh no…” I watched in horror, hardly able to draw breath. Is he dead? What do I do if he is?


      The events unfolding around me felt too unbelievable to be real, and yet they were. I felt I might go insane from the terror that shot through me whenever I was reminded that everything I’d thought to be simply part of a game was my current reality. I’m scared. I don’t want to be here. Please, I need to escape, I…


      “…ey! Hey!”


      In the end, it was Callisto who pulled me from my frozen state of panic.


      “Penelope Eckhart!” he hollered, jolting me out of my daze. He rolled away from the three separate monsters pursuing him and shouted, “Pull yourself together! Take the lion-masked kid and run while I distract them!”


      I immediately turned my attention to the altar, which was surrounded by many of the followers in black. Lying at the white-robed woman’s feet was the tiny boy in the lion mask, unconscious. I fixed my unsure gaze on the crown prince, who was struggling alone against the monsters.


      “Nobody can see you. You can do this!” he shouted, deflecting a blow from the tail that flew at him.


      And with his words, my fear melted away, as if it were never there in the first place.


      I nodded with determination, then ran as fast as I could. It didn’t take long to reach the altar. The crown prince had been right. The invisibility spell hadn’t worn off despite Winter being unconscious, and no one noticed as I climbed the altar.


      The woman in the white robe, her face hidden behind a mask, was cradling the artifact close—sans its blue glow—and staring in Callisto’s direction. She seemed distracted by the invisible man fighting his way through the monsters with little difficulty.


      I crouched and stealthily made my way to her feet, then stopped when I had approached close enough and reached out, grabbing Laon’s hood. Now all I had to do was tug his prone form to the edge of the altar without the woman seeing.


      I pulled, and the boy slid toward me very, very slowly. Thankfully, neither the woman nor her followers had noticed me. Good. Slow and steady… Encouraged, I carefully dragged Laon closer. However, I quickly realized that moving so slowly wasn’t going to cut it.


      The crown prince was being driven back. Before long, he would suffer the same fate as Winter, and the people of Laila would go through with their plan—the reason they’d kidnapped Laon in the first place.


      Maybe I should just grab him and run, I thought, peering cautiously up at the woman wearing the mask. Suddenly, I noticed a faint light. The artifact the woman was cradling began to glow softly again, its blue light falling on me as I stretched across the altar, face down.


      Wh-what?! I stared at it, worried as I saw something floating within the artifact. At the same time, the woman seemed to realize something strange was happening.


      “The mirror…” As she gazed into the shining surface, she suddenly made eye contact with me through the reflection. Her eyes, blue behind her mask, locked with mine.


      Dammit. My gut was telling me that something was very, very wrong.


      Suddenly, a notification appeared.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        ~Main Quest: The Whereabouts of the Missing Children~


        [Third Objective: Protect the Kidnapped Children from the Evil Forces]


        Would you like to proceed?


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


        [YES / NO]

      


      Accept! Accept!!


      I selected [YES] immediately, and the text in the window shifted.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Use magic.


        (Activation phrase: Dekina levatium)

      


      I’d never felt so happy to see a magical incantation in my life. There was no explanation as to what the spell did this time, but I was in no position to complain.


      “Dekina…,” I quickly began, feeling a mysterious heat bubbling in my throat. Gritting my teeth, I ignored the feeling and shouted at the top of my lungs. “Dekina levatium!”


      A noise far louder than anything else I’d heard that night shook the chamber, the entire structure vibrating. Large balls of light appeared from thin air, dropping like bombs. They bounced in all directions, destroying everything in sight. The blinding lights shot around the room, crashing against the rock and monsters alike, causing the room to vibrate with the terrible noise they produced.


      By the time the noise died down, most of the lights had vanished, and I struggled to comprehend the scene that lay before me. The pillars had all been crushed to dust, and all five lizard monsters were dead, dark smoke rolling off their bodies.


      The crown prince stood in the center of the wreckage, gaping at me in shock.


      “Y-you…”


      The leader of the robed figures pointed a shaking finger at me from where he was standing next to the woman in white. All the cultists near the altar, not just the leader, were staring at me now. Using magic had nullified the invisibility spell.


      “How is it you came to know that ancient spell?” the leader demanded to know, voice quivering and deeply shocked. Then he shouted, “Kill the girl—”


      “Dekina…,” I began quietly. Those who were approaching to carry out his command gasped and froze in their tracks. They’d all witnessed just how powerful the spell was.


      “You’d best not move a muscle, unless you’d like to end up like those overgrown lizards,” I threatened with a vicious smirk. Taking Laon into my arms, I confidently rose to my feet. My threat worked wonders—they all flinched as I moved, but they made no attempt to come any closer.


      I glanced at the woman, who only watched me in silence, still holding the mirror. That thing supposedly destroys people’s minds. I can’t look at it. Trying my best not to even glance at the artifact in the woman’s grasp, I slowly backed away. I’d just climbed down from the altar, leaving the faint circle of the light cast around it, when the woman—who’d remained perfectly still up until that point—suddenly raised her mirror into the air.


      “Dee asoom,” she recited quietly. A flash of blue light shot from the mirror and formed a beam directed right at me.


      I had no time to react. Cradling Laon’s head close to my chest, I shut my eyes. Even though they were closed and I was looking away from the artifact, the light still somehow seeped through my eyelids, and all I could see was blue.


      Countless flashes of scenes darted through my mind, though they were so brief that I couldn’t make out what they actually were. “Ugh!”


      Unable to cover my eyes with my hands, since I was holding Laon, I shook my head violently, as if trying to dislodge the visions, and backed away.


      “N-now is our chance!” the leader shouted triumphantly.


      “Daughter of the duke!” I heard Callisto desperately call from afar.


      I need to keep it together if I don’t want to end up dead! As I fought to keep my wits about me despite the dizzying hallucinations, with great effort I summoned the words of the spell into my mind. My lips parted.


      “D-de…” That same hot, bubbling sensation formed at the base of my throat again, though I couldn’t understand why the spell felt much more difficult to cast the second time around.


      “Kill that bitch and get the child!”


      I could sense the robed figures approaching. I struggled fiercely against the overwhelming heat, and finally, the spell left my lips—accompanied by an unpleasant vomiting sensation.


      “Dekina levatium!”


      My frantic cry echoed through the cavern, and the spell activated with the same deafening boom as before. The cavern vibrated, and a roaring clamor ensued, nearly knocking me off my feet. The blue light that had invaded my mind vanished, allowing me to finally open my eyes. I had to blink several times before my ability to see returned.


      By the time I could finally make out my surroundings, I was greeted with yet another sight that caused me to doubt my own eyes. Wh-what in the world? The many followers who’d been gathered around the altar only moments ago were scattered all around as if a bomb had gone off in their midst. Most of them were bleeding and completely still, likely dead.


      Something huge rushed past, there and gone before I could even comprehend what it was.


      “Aaaah!”


      The black-robed individuals left standing screamed as they tried to flee. It didn’t do them much good. The ball of light that followed sent them flying as easily as if they were paper. The spell was incredibly destructive.


      Wow. My jaw dropped. Countless balls of light were bouncing around, and they all looked at least twice as big as when I’d wiped out the lizards. The first time I’d used the spell, I’d only killed the monsters and knocked down some of the pillars, but this time the balls of light appeared as if they would destroy everything in the chamber. Be it good fortune or otherwise, the balls didn’t seem to affect me.


      With a gust of wind, one of the spheres landed, colliding with the top of the altar where the woman was standing. A thunderous noise filled the chamber, accompanied by a powerful burst of air. I could feel the force of the explosion spreading through the room.


      “Ugh!”


      The wind pushed me away from the altar, Laon still in my arms. Thankfully, there were no damaged pillars nearby that could have collapsed further and injured us. I resisted the buffeting winds as best I could, and by the time my feet finally stopped sliding against my will, I heard a shriek.


      “G-Goddess!”


      I turned in the direction of the voice, feeling my eyes go wide. The woman wearing the white robe was sprawled out on top of the altar.


      “Goddess! P-please get up!”


      The leader rushed to her urgently. I could see red blooming across the front of her perfectly white robe. She seemed to have been hit head-on by one of the spheres of light—the artifact she’d been holding shattered into pieces.


      I guess I ended up doing Winter’s job for him. As I stared, a little taken aback, I suddenly noticed something glinting near my foot.


      “Wait, this is…”


      It was one of the broken fragments of the mirror. Apparently, it had been launched toward me when the artifact shattered. It shone as if it wanted me to pick it up, and I felt a sense of déjà vu.


      Bending down, I picked it up with one hand. Just as I was doing so, there was another loud explosion. One of the light spheres had crashed into the statue behind the altar. The statue collapsed noisily, taking the ceiling above down with it. At the same time, a spray of water suddenly burst forth from the crack in the ceiling, filling the air with the salty smell of the ocean. The cavern had been breached, and seawater was leaking in.


      “We need to go, Goddess!”


      The leader in the black robe had somehow managed to avoid getting hurt. He forced the limp woman to her feet and produced a crystal ball, muttering something under his breath. Blue light burst from the ball, enveloping them. I realized they were about to get away.


      I need to kill them here and now! I opened my mouth to utter the spell again.


      “Dekina—”


      My eyes met with the woman’s as she regained consciousness. Her mask was smashed, leaving her face injured, and she was clutching her bleeding cheek. The hood that had been draped over her head had been shredded, no longer capable of hiding anything.


      My eyes felt as if they might pop out of my head, and all thoughts of casting the rest of my spell fled my mind. In fact, there was a ringing in my ears, and I couldn’t hear the walls crumbling around us or the seawater rushing in anymore. It felt as if I’d stopped breathing.


      Lovely pink hair floated around her, picked up by the disturbed cavern air, and blue eyes gazed back at me.


      “The…heroine?” I muttered, unable to believe my eyes. This isn’t possible. I must be seeing things. But even if half of her face was covered, I’d played the entire game before and beaten it in Normal Mode—there was no chance I was mistaken. The woman matched the illustrations from the game perfectly.


      The blue light enveloping her and the leader was growing stronger. My attention was wrenched away as someone grabbed my shoulder roughly and spun me around.


      “Daughter of the duke!”


      Golden hair shimmered under the dim cavern lights.


      I gasped, finally feeling as though I could breathe again. “Y-Your Highness,” I stammered, panting for air.


      Callisto quickly took Laon from my arms before yelling at me urgently, “What are you standing there for? We need to get out of here, too!”


      “B-but over there…,” I said, turning toward the altar, still deeply confused. A concerning amount of seawater was pouring into the cavern, but the two of them had already disappeared.


      “The cavern walls are collapsing thanks to you deluging the place with magic like a maniac. We’ll drown if we don’t get out right now.”


      His words brought me to my senses. “What about Wint—I mean, Winston?” I asked, already searching the room for him.


      The crown prince broke out into a trot ahead of me. “He regained consciousness just before you used the spell for the second time. I ordered him to take the children and leave before you brought the ceiling down on us all.”


      He was clearly unhappy with me, but I could only feel relief. Thank goodness. Water splashed around my feet as I followed him; it was already up to my ankles. We rushed to the passageway and began following it back the way we’d come. We hadn’t gotten very far when the cavern shook violently.


      “Eeeek!” I threw my hands up to cover my head.


      “Dammit! Can’t you control the spell after you cast it?” the crown prince cursed.


      I felt as if this question was very unfair. How was I supposed to know the spell the system gave me was so powerful? However, in the end, I’d been the one to destroy the cave, so there was nothing I could say in response.


      The crown prince and I hurried along. The rumbling noises didn’t die out, and before long, a new, different kind of vibration began rumbling toward us.


      Callisto and I spun instinctively to see what was approaching. An enormous dark wave of seawater was advancing on us with terrifying speed. We both screamed and turned to sprint, but we had no chance of outrunning it on our feeble human legs.


      Crap, there’s even an ending where I drown in this game? This is so cruel! As one might expect, a string of curses aimed at the developers of this game was the foremost thought in my head as the inky water caught up to us.
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      My chest felt constricted, and I couldn’t draw air into my lungs—it was as if someone were choking me. I wanted to live, but I couldn’t breathe properly. Somebody help! I felt someone seize me by my chin and nose, and then soft warmth was pressed against my lips.


      A strong puff of air surged through me, forcing its way into my lungs. The odd sensation was repeated several times. Finally, I hacked loudly, my eyes fluttering open. Salty seawater burst from my mouth like a fountain. Incredibly, I was still alive. As I gasped for air, someone called me.


      “Daughter of the duke!”


      “Your Highness…”


      I could see his gleaming golden hair swaying with his movements. The prince’s red eyes went wide, then filled with joy.


      “I’m glad you survived. I was wondering how I was going to word the obituary I’d need to send to your house.” The crown prince grinned playfully, though his exhaustion was plain to see on his face.


      I did not respond, too busy struggling to sit up weakly. The cave had collapsed, and the seawater had dragged us below, but we now sat on a quiet beach. I had no way of knowing how much time had passed.


      “What happened to us?”


      “I thought we were sure to die, but thankfully that kid woke up and shouted something,” the crown prince explained, dispensing with any dramatics. “And then we were teleported here, to this small uninhabited island located near Soleil.”


      “Oh…Laon.”


      I’d forgotten about the boy—I twisted around, desperately looking for him. The boy in the lion mask was laid out on the white sand nearby. My eyes widened.


      “Wait, don’t tell me he’s hurt—”


      “Don’t worry too much. I think he’s just tired from overexerting his mana.”


      Callisto’s words calmed me, but they also caused me to feel bad for the poor child. He had probably used too much mana and energy for his tiny frame to handle. Just thinking about it made my heart ache. I gazed at him worriedly, then turned to question the crown prince.


      “What about the followers of Laila? What happened to their base of operations—?”


      “There.” Callisto pointed toward the sea.


      I turned to look, but there was nothing to be seen in the vast, dark sea. Puzzled, I struggled to understand what he was gesturing at.


      “You sank an entire island. Congratulations.” He clapped mockingly, tone laced with sarcasm. “Maybe the tunnel collapsing was what ultimately caused it, but the island sank not long after we arrived.”


      “I’m sorry…?” I said, uncomprehending.


      The crown prince was muttering to himself, his disbelief obvious. “How utterly absurd. Who would have thought I’d live to see an entire island sinking beneath the ocean?”


      “Th-that means…”


      “I’ll have to reward you once we get back to the palace. You’ve destroyed the remnants of a group that meant to harm the empire and completely wiped their base of operations from existence.” He burst into incredulous laughter, turning to regard me. “You know, you seem to have improved quite a lot in the art of killing these people since the last time. The way I see it, we should just knight you. What do you say to that?”


      I scowled at him. “Are you making fun of me right now?”


      “Making fun of you? I’m being entirely serious.” His mischievous grin suggested otherwise.


      The system is utterly insane… I think this game is well overdue for a few patch updates. I took a long moment to sit and process that I’d seemingly caused an entire island to sink using magic. I’d said the spell, yes, but it hadn’t been by choice. And yet here I was shouldering the blame—it was an odd feeling I couldn’t quite put into words.


      I stared out at the ocean, where Soleil had once been. Then there was a flash of light.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        ~Main Quest: The Whereabouts of the Missing Children~


        [Third Objective: Protect the Kidnapped Children from the Evil Forces]


        Quest cleared!


        <SYSTEM>


        You have acquired [All Love Interests’ Affection +5%], [Reputation +50], and an [Ancient Magic Mirror Shard] as your reward.


        (TOTAL POINTS: 560)

      


      “Ha,” I laughed without any real humor to myself, considering the unexpected message. Looking down at my hand, I realized I was still holding the fragment of the mirror I’d picked up earlier. The glass had gone murky and no longer glistened and gleamed. Apparently, it had only caught my attention in the first place because it was to be my reward for completing the quest.


      It was all planned out for the main quest. I was relieved beyond words that we’d managed to save the children, but in the end, this whole mess had been predetermined by the system. Things had unfolded so suddenly and chaotically that I’d realized only now that this was all just another plot point in the game’s storyline.


      I also recalled the incredible twist I’d been made witness to earlier: the woman in white who’d vanished in a flash of blue light. She looked exactly like the female protagonist. She’d had straight pink hair, and her eyes were unmistakably blue as she gazed directly back at me. I could feel my chest seizing with panic at the memory.


      No… It can’t be. She has to be a look-alike. I shook my head, trying to convince myself I’d been mistaken. The heroine in Normal Mode had practically been an angel. How could she possibly be a member of the evil race of Lailans?


      “Are you ill?” the crown prince suddenly asked, peering at me with his red eyes. He no doubt found it strange that I was shaking my head for seemingly no reason, my expression grave. “What’s got you looking so worried?”


      I shook myself free of the anxiety that had settled in my gut and stared back at him. With some effort, I replied, “Your Highness. Did you…see the woman in white’s face?”


      “No. The cavern was about to come down on our heads. I didn’t exactly have time to take note of some woman’s face,” he answered. My pounding heart felt as if it were beginning to beat normally again, but I couldn’t understand why I was so relieved to hear him say this.


      Then, with a sigh, the words I really wanted to say spilled from my lips.


      “I’m sorry…”


      “What?” The crown prince seemed puzzled by the apology.


      I hadn’t meant for any of this to happen. It had been the system that had set everything up, but that didn’t free me from blame. Ignoring the chaotic mess my mind had descended into since learning the island had been destroyed, I said calmly, “You should be completely above reproach when you rise to the throne. I’m sorry I destroyed part of the empire’s territory.”


      “Ha!”


      In all honesty, I only wanted to maintain peaceful relations between us, but the crown prince’s response was to laugh disbelievingly.


      “I should be the one asking if you’re making fun of me.”


      “Making fun of you? I’m being entirely serious,” I replied gravely. I continued in a weak mutter, “This all happened because I couldn’t control my spell.”


      “But it’s also thanks to you that we were able to avoid learning what a monster’s stomach lining looks like,” Callisto pointed out dryly. “And no doubt those bastards would have continued committing their crimes if we’d left them their hideout intact. It’s better that the island was wiped off the map.”


      I stared at him in surprise. Before I even realized I’d drawn breath to speak, I was asking him, “Aren’t you suspicious of me?”


      “Could you cut it out with that sort of talk, please?” Callisto said, frowning. “Why are you so twisted up about this?”


      “D-did you just call me twisted…?” I was shocked into silence at being called out. Taking a moment to gather my wits, I swallowed and continued. “Still…you must wonder how I came to know such a powerful spell…”


      “You don’t know, either,” he replied sourly. “You’re making me repeat myself. I already explained what I think about all this earlier in the cave.”


      “…”


      “If you’d known, you wouldn’t have looked so confused when the monsters and the followers of Laila were struck down. I have eyes, you know.”


      “…”


      “Don’t question things so much, all right? I can judge the truth for myself.”


      I struggled to meet his eyes, my heart beating like crazy. Was I just relieved? Or was it that these were words I’d so desperately wanted to hear? I rarely ever cried, but I could feel my eyes tearing up.


      “If you’re that grateful, you could always thank me with a kiss.”


      His words promptly caused the mysterious emotion welling up inside me to vanish entirely. “Wh-what?” I stuttered.


      The crown prince brazenly repeated, “You know how it goes: Give the hero a kiss in return for saving you.”


      “Just to be clear, I’m the one who saved you.”


      “Then I’ll kiss you.”


      “No thank you,” I refused, climbing quickly to my feet.


      “Such a heartless villain,” the crown prince said, frowning. “Not that it matters. I’ve already…you.” He muttered the last part under his breath, so I wasn’t quite able to catch everything he’d said.


      “Sorry, what was that?” I asked, turning to him.


      “Nothing.” He got up, dusting the sand off his clothes and shrugging.


      I stared at him suspiciously but decided to ignore his mumbling. “So how do we get out of here?” I asked.


      “That kid said he’d sent a message to the sorcerer before he passed out. I’m sure the his guardian will be here soon.”


      I glanced at Laon, who was still unconscious, and nodded. Then I felt a strong vibration coming from somewhere nearby. Hearing a loud buzzing, I looked around in confusion. The crown prince sighed to himself, pulling something from the depths of his jacket. A small crystal ball was flashing with a bright light.


      “One moment,” he said, expression troubled as he turned his back to me and activated the device.


      “Your Highness! Where in the world have you been?” a loud voice boomed from the ball.


      Huh? I tilted my head, bemused. I could have sworn I’d heard that voice somewhere before.


      “We were in the middle of a war council! And why were you threatening the sorcerers—?”


      The crown prince turned the crystal ball off abruptly. Looking frazzled, he said to me quickly, “I’m sorry, but I think I have to go.”


      “You can make it back by yourself ?”


      “There’s a spell available to all members of the Imperial family that allows us to be summoned back to the palace in the event of an emergency.” Even as he spoke, a golden magic circle began to form at his feet. “Oh dear. Cedrick Porter, that bastard. He’s activated it already.”


      “Cedrick?”


      As far as I knew, he was the crown prince’s closest aide. Even as I was still attempting to wrap my head around his impending departure, the magic circle was nearing completion.


      “Your Highness!” I called, approaching him. “Get that wound treated.” I was worried since the torn-off strip of my dress wrapped around his arm was soaked through with blood. “The monster’s teeth might have been venomous, so you should see a doctor the moment you get back—”


      “You’re being so kind today,” the crown prince said, smiling faintly at my concern.


      Then, completely out of nowhere, he took my face between his hands, and his warm lips brushed against mine tenderly. Something wet and slick slid across my lower lip. And just as suddenly as it had happened, the sensation left me.


      I blinked, unable to process what had just occurred, the crown prince already retreating from me.


      “A thank-you kiss for the hero who saved me.”


      “Wh-what in the world—?”


      “See you around.” The crown prince grinned at me, seemingly very pleased with himself, and then vanished in a flare of golden light before I could say a word.


      “Wh-what the hell…? That crazy bastard!” I spat, belatedly realizing what the crown prince had just done. I wanted to kick him as hard as I could in the shin for his gall, but he was already gone.


      Lifting my hand, I pressed the back of it to my mouth. It was moist where our lips had met for that brief moment. The audacity! I shouldn’t have bothered with worrying about him. Perhaps it was due to the shock, but my heart was racing as if it might burst from my chest at any moment. My face was as red as a tomato.


      I’m pissed off, that’s all. I decided this was how I felt about the kiss he’d stolen. If I was honest, though, I couldn’t be sure I really was offended. The violent storm of emotions roiling inside me felt wildly strange and unfamiliar.


      There was a light breeze blowing, but I was hot and flustered. I pressed my hand to my chest, doing my best to calm down, finally shifting my gaze to the sandy beach, which was now empty. I turned my head and found eyes behind a lion mask staring right at me.


      “L-Laon,” I said, mortified. I had no idea when the kid had woken up. The chilly wind swept between us. “You…”


      Laon suddenly pointed at me and shouted, “You two kissed! You were kissing!”


      His cheerful taunting shocked me. I shook my head frantically. “N-no! This is all just a misunderstanding!”


      “All right… In that case, you made out!”


      “Hey! I told you it wasn’t like that!” I was gearing up to march over and clamp a hand over his mouth, when my attention was caught by a quiet voice suddenly coming from behind me.


      “My lady…”


      I froze, before slowly spinning around.


      Barefoot and wearing a rabbit mask, Winter was standing there, having appeared out of thin air at some point.


      “Winston—I mean…” I blurted out the name I’d made up for him. The crown prince was no longer here, so I didn’t have to address him that way anymore.


      Wait… He didn’t see Callisto doing…that to me, did he? He’d appeared at just the right moment for it to be ambiguous. I studied him nervously, but the mask prevented me from reading his face.


      Suddenly, Laon scrambled to his feet and rushed over. “Sir!” he cried. “I’m sorry… Penelope told me not to go down the cliff, but I wanted to show my magic to the other kids…” As Laon explained, a morose look came over his face.


      I was a little surprised to hear this.


      
        —“I never expected that they’d appear today or take the other children.”


        —“This may sound like nothing more than a poor excuse, but I, too, found myself rather lost by the circumstances, my lady.”

      


      Winter’s confession as we entered the cave had been truthful. I’d been half bracing myself for it to be a lie since he’d already deceived me before.


      Winter sighed deeply as he gazed down at the sniffling boy. “It’s over and done with. You’re not hurt, are you?”


      “No…I’m all right,” Laon said hesitantly.


      Winter’s navy eyes moved to me. “You’re not injured anywhere, either, my lady?”


      “No,” I answered truthfully. A thought occurred to me. “Were you able to get the children to safety?”


      “Yes.”


      “And are you…?” I trailed off halfway through asking him how he was doing.


      Based on appearances alone, it was clear Winter was anything but fine. There were red stains all over his tattered robe, perhaps from being knocked about by the monster’s tail. He was in far worse shape than the crown prince.


      “It’s getting very late. I should take you back now.” Seeing that I didn’t seem to have anything further to say, he offered me his hand. He sounded so tired that I couldn’t possibly refuse.


      “Yes. Let’s go back,” I said, quickly taking his hand.


      A bright light enveloped the three of us.
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      “Your Highness!” Cedrick Porter, the crown prince’s secretary and aide, greeted Callisto with an expression of stunned disbelief when the prince was returned to the palace via the magic circle.


      “What’s up?” the crown prince said lazily, lifting a hand to wave flippantly.


      “What’s up?” Did he just say “What’s up?” Cedrick gritted his teeth, trying to contain his annoyance. This was his sworn lord and prince, someone he’d shared many a joy and sorrow with on the battlefield. But sometimes, when Callisto acted completely bananas, he felt the irresistible urge to wring the man’s neck.


      There had been fierce daily meetings of late regarding the remnants of the Holy Nation of Laila, who’d sneaked into Arkina Archipelago and were terrorizing the empire. There were so many gorges and submerged rocks around Arkina, however, that made it difficult for warships to get close, and that wasn’t even taking into consideration the violent surrounding waters. The followers of Laila were also putting up a stronger resistance than expected, so making any careless attempts at eradicating them would be extremely risky.


      They’d been discussing ways they might utilize the ancient map that the crown prince had found during the hunting tournament to approach the enemy, the meeting finally making progress, when a blinking red dot appeared on the map.


      It had been located on an island that wasn’t named on the map, some distance from Arkina. While everyone had been distracted by staring in surprise at this strange phenomenon, the crown prince had shot out of his seat and dashed from the room like a maniac. Only now had Callisto returned.


      “What in the world were you doing on Soleil? And how were you injured?” Cedrick demanded once he’d taken stock of the crown prince’s appearance.


      Callisto merely raised an eyebrow instead of replying. “Did you threaten the sorcerers?”


      “You’re the one who threatened them. I simply asked the sorcerers where you had gone.”


      When Cedrick had interrogated them, the sorcerers—quivering with indignation—had informed him that the crown prince had threatened to “shove their staffs up their asses” if they didn’t send him to Soleil immediately.


      Cedrick continued coldly, “Because you left in the middle of the meeting, the staff haven’t been able to leave the palace. And they’re not happy about it. I need to give them an excuse for your wound, so the least you can do is give me a summary of what you were doing.” Cedrick was demanding an explanation so he could use it to craft an explanation for the crown prince’s absurd behavior.


      Callisto replied petulantly, “What do you think? I eliminated the cult.”


      “What? All on your own?”


      “No.” Callisto suddenly paused in his hurried steps. He tilted his head back arrogantly, wearing an oddly self-satisfied expression on his face. “With my future wife.”


      “Your future… What?” Cedrick sputtered. He decided his ears were playing tricks on him from all the stress he’d been subjected to on account of Callisto and decided to simply ignore his statement.


      The crown prince resumed his trek toward his quarters. “We were right. They weren’t able to easily access Tratan from Arkina Archipelago, either. They’d established an underwater hideout nearby.”


      “You mean underneath Soleil?”


      “Yes. There was a subterranean cave. It was extremely deep and broad. It might even have been connected to Arkina itself.”


      “Then we should send our army to Soleil—”


      “No. That won’t be necessary. They won’t be bothering us for a while,” Callisto assured, calling a halt to Cedrick’s attempts to formulate a plan.


      “Pardon?” Cedrick asked, puzzled.


      Callisto suddenly laughed, apparently finding something about the situation amusing.


      He’s finally lost it, Cedrick thought. The crown prince had been far from sane for quite some time now, but it was clear he had reached new heights of madness.


      “The daughter of the duke destroyed the cavern, causing the whole island of Soleil to sink beneath the sea,” the crown prince murmured gleefully.


      Cedrick, momentarily taken aback by the apparent change in topic, suddenly realized what the crown prince wasn’t saying.


      “Wait… You mean to say that the red dot was her location?”


      Copying an artifact from ancient Valta was both very dangerous and reckless. Hence, the crown prince had the map spelled so that only Penelope could use it. Though it was impossible to know how Callisto had gotten his hands on a few strands of her hair, it made the process of casting the needed spell much easier.


      The sorcerer who’d performed the magic had informed them that a problem had arisen, however. The ancient map had somehow recognized Penelope as its owner, and this somehow applied to the copy of the map as well.


      Cedrick hadn’t known what that might mean at the time. “Your Highness… Isn’t tracking her like that a crime?” Cedrick asked gravely, the pieces of the puzzle falling into place in his mind.


      “Don’t be absurd,” the crown prince replied, equally grave. “It was an unfortunate mistake, nothing more.”


      “Does she know of this…mistake?”


      “…”


      “If I heard correctly, she ended things with you at the hunting tournament—” Cedrick paused, feeling a chill go down his spine. He turned to find bloodred eyes glaring at him.


      “Your workload’s been a little light recently, hasn’t it?” Callisto said, bringing his hand down hard on Cedrick’s shoulder and giving it an overly friendly pat. “Why don’t you keep an ear out for any rumors going around about me and the daughter of the duke and inform me of anything you hear? That’s the task I’m assigning you. You just worry about your job. And if I need your advice, I’ll ask for it. Understood?”


      “Augh! Ow! Yes. I understand…,” Cedrick said, wincing away from the painful pats to his shoulder.


      The crown prince, satisfied with his response, ceased the blows disguised as an affable gesture. Cedrick muttered angrily to himself, but his grumbling didn’t seem to bother Callisto in the slightest for some odd reason.


      Strangely, he couldn’t seem to wipe the smile from his face. In the beginning, this whole relationship had been nothing but a passing amusement to Callisto. He’d found it entertaining, the way the daughter of the duke had lied through her teeth and done her best to keep the obvious deception alive.


      He’d looked forward to seeing her, wondering what clever little pretense she would think of next, and it had made his horrible existence in the capital mildly bearable. His interest in her had not waned even after the hunting tournament. If anything, his curiosity regarding the girl who seemed to shudder at the mere sight of him had only increased.


      Marquis Ellen, the nasty old gaffer, had gotten one up on him, and there had even been absurd rumors going around that Callisto was stalking her, but he found himself intrigued rather than angry. Even he’d been surprised at himself.


      When the daughter of the duke had appeared caked in makeup and put on her silly little act, one he would have been able to see through from a mile away, he’d even thought her cute. He’d believed the gossip at first and expected that she was just a snobbish ex-commoner who’d let her status get to her head, but now? He couldn’t seem to get his mind off her—how she didn’t hold back when taking to him, though always aware of his position as crown prince, those small lips of hers never failing to have a snappy retort.


      And before he knew it, he was acting impulsively…


      “Your Highness,” Cedrick called, interrupting Callisto’s thoughts.


      “What?”


      “Why do you keep touching your lips like that? Are you injured there, too?”


      What Cedrick really wanted to know was why Callisto kept grinning with a hand pressed to his lips, but Cedrick knew asking directly would only hasten his demise.


      The crown prince blinked slowly, realizing what he’d been doing. He’d never been very interested in romance. He’d thought that years of surviving on bloody battlefields had killed off any latent desire for love or affection, leaving only hatred and a thirst for blood.


      Now, however, his head was filled with nothing but thoughts of Penelope Eckhart. Her turquoise-blue eyes had gone wide like a bunny’s when he’d kissed her, her lips twitching open and shut as she stared back at him, speechless. He recalled how under the glow of moonlight, she’d been so…


      “…Beautiful,” Callisto muttered.


      “Pardon?” Cedrick asked.


      Callisto glanced at the man and laughed sardonically. “I don’t expect you’d understand. You’ve never dated in your life.”


      “Wh-wh-who says I haven’t?!” Cedrick protested, indignant.


      Callisto only chuckled, deeply amused, as he walked away.
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      When I opened my eyes, we were standing in the same secluded alleyway near Hamilton Street that we’d started in early that morning. A sigh escaped my lips as I gazed around at the dark streets.


      Please don’t let anyone have noticed that I’m gone yet… I still had things I needed to talk over with Winter, but the situation at present didn’t allow for it. Both of us needed to rest and allow our bodies to heal.


      “I’ll be on my way, then,” I said, delivering a terse goodbye.


      “Penelope…you’re leaving?” asked Laon, clearly upset.


      “Let’s meet again sometime soon if we can,” I said with a smile. Then I turned to Winter. “Thank you for these.”


      I took off the shoes he’d lent me and pushed them toward him. Perhaps because of their magical nature, they hadn’t gotten wet and still looked clean, even though they’d been submerged in water. It wouldn’t be necessary to wash them before returning them.


      And I don’t want to have to meet him again to hand them back. The manor was nearby, so I could easily walk the rest of the way home barefoot.


      I made to leave without another thought. I’d only taken a few steps when he called out to me urgently.


      “Wait.”


      I hesitated, turning my head only slightly.


      “Please wait a moment, my lady.”


      “Why?”


      Winter didn’t answer my question, instead addressing his charge. “Laon, go back to the guild first.”


      “All right,” the lion-masked child agreed immediately. It seemed in his nature to always obey Winter without question.


      With a shouted “Purr-ra-tee-oh!” the boy vanished. After Laon was gone, Winter bent and picked up the shoes I’d taken off. Coming to my side, he placed them before me again.


      “Please keep these on. I’ll escort you…to the manor.”


      “I’ll be fine,” I replied firmly. “You need to attend to your wounds. And it’s only a short walk back—”


      “I used my magic to enhance my hearing. There are men circling the manor. I believe they are looking for you.”


      “What?” I exclaimed.


      They know I’m missing? Dammit! I stared up at his rabbit mask, gaze wavering uncertainly.


      “…What time is it right now?”


      “A little past ten.”


      “Haah…” I sighed deeply. I’d left at ten in the morning—and damn it all, I’d be returning more than twelve hours later.


      Maybe I should be grateful I wasn’t gone overnight. This was the silver lining I clung to as I tried not to cry.


      Winter held out his hand to me and said again, “I’m responsible for the delay in your return. Please allow me to get you back to your room safely.”


      If the knights were patrolling around the manor, I wouldn’t be able to go in via the break in the wall anyway.


      I pulled on the shoes and replied despondently, “All right… Thank you.”


      Moments later, there was a flash of white light, and I found myself standing in my bedroom when I opened my eyes.


      “My goodness! What in the world?!” Emily exclaimed at my sudden appearance. “Miss Penelope!”


      “Emily,” I said.


      “Where have you been all this time? And wh-who is this?” she asked, alarmed to see a rabbit-masked stranger at my side. She tried to tug me away from him.


      Instead of explaining who Winter was, I asked quickly, “Did anything go wrong? Does anyone know that I left?”


      Emily hesitated before admitting, “Well…the butler came by in the evening and noticed you were missing.”


      “What? The butler?”


      “I told him you were ill, but he insisted he had an urgent message for you…”


      I put my forehead in my hand. It had been the duke’s glib-tongued stooge, of all people, who had figured it out. Seeing my face twist into a scowl, she tried to console me.


      “I managed to convince him not to tell the duke right away. I said you’d be back soon.” But Pennel had secretly sent some men out to search for me regardless. If I hadn’t returned within the day, it would only have been a matter of time before the entire manor knew.


      “Hey,” I called to Winter. Circumstances demanded that I make a rather extreme decision. “I’d like to request your services.”


      “Huh? What do you mean by—?”


      “Alter the memories of everyone in the manor. Make them believe I never left,” I asked, calm and resolute.


      Emily gasped.


      Winter’s navy eyes narrowed, his face fraught with an unidentifiable heaviness. “Including your maid?” he asked, voice grave.


      “Yes,” I answered without a second thought.


      “M-Miss!” Emily appeared hurt by the decision, but I could not afford anything but coldness in my reply.


      “I’m sorry, Emily. The perfect crime takes no prisoners.” I still couldn’t give my complete trust to anyone in the manor.


      Winter stared at me for a long moment, gaze betraying no emotion, before slowly removing his staff from his jacket.


      “Ram brah-nika…”


      “B-but, Miss! It’s me!”


      “…adem-toh!”


      Winter’s chanted words echoed throughout the room. Emily, who’d been mid-protest, suddenly collapsed to the floor.


      I frowned. “It won’t hurt them or anything, right?”


      “As I said before, magic that manipulates people’s memories has a common side effect—the targets usually fall asleep.”


      I sighed with relief. Winter added, “The spell worked, and everyone in the manor is asleep. They’ll be perfectly fine when they wake up, and they won’t remember that you were gone.”


      I nodded. “How should I compensate you?”


      Winter fell silent. After a long pause, he said, “There’s no need for payment.”


      “Why?”


      “It’s largely my fault that you returned home so late today. I doubt you are able to trust me any longer.” He hesitated, then continued, “I will send an annulment of the contract as soon as I am able, by mail.”


      A hollow laugh escaped my lips. He knows what he did was wrong, at least. To be suspected of being one of the followers of Laila and then subjected to his little tests had deeply offended me. But perhaps because today had been an avalanche of shocking events, I wasn’t as angry at him as I might have been. If anything, I was just tired.


      I knew that Winter had reason to suspect me, since he’d battled against the holy nation for such a long time and had likely found my actions—facilitated by the system—very suspect.


      But…I wonder if he saw her. I suddenly recalled the woman in the white robe. I wanted to believe that it had been a trick of the light, that the woman resembled the heroine only by coincidence, but even that was enough to turn my stomach.


      It was obvious to me that Winter had already encountered the duke’s true daughter, living her life as a poor commoner, while performing his charitable activities. What if, impossibly, the female protagonist really is the leader of those cultists going around kidnapping children and trying to rid the world of sorcerers?


      The things she could do if she were able to manipulate Winter, taking advantage of him and his abilities… A shiver ran down my spine. “Tell me…,” I began, before thinking better of it.


      He’d suspected me of being in cahoots with the Holy Nation of Laila simply because I’d used magic. I couldn’t be sure if those suspicious had been laid entirely to rest, and there was no need to fan the flames of his doubt any more than I already had.


      Even if this scary hypothetical was in fact reality, the heroine only arrives on the scene after Penelope’s coming-of-age ceremony. As far as I was concerned, that meant it wasn’t my problem.


      What happens after I escape…is none of my concern.


      Winter stared expectantly, but I only slowly shook my head at him.


      “Never mind. More importantly, let’s not annul our contract.”


      His eyes went wide. I could tell he was confused. “But why…?”


      “Well, it would just be silly to call it off at this point. Besides, I trust your abilities.” I would escape soon. It would take too much effort to find another merchant guild as talented and trustworthy as Winter’s.


      He stared silently, obviously conflicted. I could pick out a faint hope growing in his eyes, too.


      “But I don’t want anything more to do with you outside of working together,” I informed him coldly. “And I don’t think we should spend any more time together like today, despite your request to do so in the contract.” I smiled at him, and Winter frowned.


      “My lady…”


      “I know what it is you fear and why you were suspicious of me. I also understand the heavy burden you’ve shouldered. The rumors about me have always been far from pleasant, and it must have seemed very odd to you that I could use magic at all. But that doesn’t mean you can deceive me the way you did with some bullcrap spiel about being interested in me.”


      The emotions in his eyes now read clearly to me: pain and regret. The purple affection gauge above his head blinked slowly, and I stared at it, unmoved.


      “I wasn’t deceiving you,” he said, voice strained. “When I said you’d piqued my interest, it wasn’t only some calculated tactic. That wasn’t…the sole reason,” Winter insisted weakly.


      He seemed unsteady on his feet, and honestly, he painted a rather pathetic picture at that moment. He was a sorcerer fighting a long and lonely battle against the Lailans’ curse, which had caused everyone to turn against and oppress his kind, and I pitied him for his unfortunate situation. But understanding was one thing—how it made me feel was another entirely.


      “Keep doubting me for all I care. But your ‘interest’? Your ‘doubt’? Don’t make that my business.”


      “My lady.”


      “I’m asking you to stop using me for your greater good.”


      “My lady, please! Please just give me one more chance—,” he implored.


      I shot him down coldly. “You can go now. And I don’t want you contacting me unless I reach out first.”


      Winter took the shoes I returned to him for a second time that day and left with the despondent air of a man who’d been kicked out. I considered my interactions with him to be at an end, but as I removed my clothes to bathe, I felt the cold touch of metal against my collarbone.


      “Shit.” I frowned down at the necklace I was still wearing. Winter’s necklace, which was supposed to go to the heroine. Ugh. I should have given it back to him along with the shoes…


      Given how sour my feelings were regarding him at present, I wanted to handle any business with Winter only in written form from then on. I couldn’t just carelessly mail an ancient artifact, though. This meant I’d have to meet with him at least once more.


      With an irritable sigh, I unclasped the necklace and placed it in one of the desk’s drawers. I also removed the broken mirror fragment from one of the small pockets in my dress and stored it away with the accessory.


      Looking down into the drawer, I found that I’d gathered a small collection of rewards from the game. Seeing them all together felt weird, an assortment of knickknacks I didn’t even use. Staring at them with mixed feelings, I finally shut the drawer with a thunk.
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      The next day, Pennel, who had searched for me the previous evening to deliver an urgent message, came to see me early in the morning.


      “Miss,” he said in greeting with a brief bow. He continued in a strangely stiff tone, “There is a matter of some urgency I need to inform you of.”


      “What is it?”


      “Eckles hasn’t returned from his sword-fighting lesson with Sir Spen.”


      “What?” I flinched, slowly turning my head to regard the butler from where I was sitting at my dressing table. “I don’t understand. What do you mean, he didn’t return?”


      “Perhaps the training proved too hard. He has been coming back to the manor long after dinnertime every night, but yesterday the carriage sent to take him to and from training returned without him.”


      “…”


      “I tried to inform you with all haste last night, but my age seems to be catching up to me. I fell asleep. Please accept my sincerest apologies, Miss.” The older man bowed deeply.


      Winter’s spell appeared to have done its job, so the butler didn’t remember that I’d sneaked out yesterday. I was stunned, however. He had been searching for me so urgently regarding an actually serious matter.


      I frowned. “What about the carriage driver? He must know something if he was the one to take Eckles to the village in the first place.”


      “I questioned him, and he said Eckles did not return at the agreed-upon time. Sir Spen said yesterday’s training session ended at the usual hour.”


      “That means…” The worst-case scenario immediately came to mind. He ran away. Eckles was perceptive, smart, and a survivor. He must have known that it would be difficult to master the sword if he continued training only in the manor. With this in mind, he’d requested I find him a teacher.


      Don’t tell me he was planning this from the start… Though I hadn’t checked recently, his affection had to be higher than 90 percent by now. But if he’d used me to escape… I’m going to die. I balled my hands into fists where they rested on the dressing table. It took so much work to get this far, yet I’m to die with only ten percent to go?


      I gritted my teeth. Assuming the worst, I felt myself sinking into despondency. Before I could lose myself to it, I realized Pennel was watching me closely.


      “Miss, it saddens me to say this, but…” He spoke cautiously, apparently coming to the same conclusion I had. “All restraints worn by slaves are enchanted with a tracking spell.”


      “You mean location tracking?”


      “Yes. May I suggest you call on one of our sorcerers…?”


      Pennel, trailing off, shot a meaningful glance at my left hand where it still lay on top of the dressing table. I turned my attention downward, finding the ruby ring I still wore on my left index finger. The ruby quivered up at me thanks to how tightly I was clenching my fist.


      I can’t jump to conclusions. I slowly straightened my fingers. Eckles had refused whenever I’d offered to remove the choker. He wasn’t reckless or stupid enough to run away while still wearing it around his neck. My ability to reason gradually returned to me, and as I calmed down, I began to see what the fear of death and the feeling of betrayal had blinded me to.


      “For now…let’s just wait and see a little longer.”


      The butler stared at me with big, surprised eyes as he persisted. “The area around the capital is filled with crime and very dangerous, Miss. He may have been attacked by ruffians. If it pleases you, we could send a few of our people to search the vicinity of the village—”


      “That won’t be necessary,” I interrupted, no room for argument in my voice. It was outright ridiculous to assume something or someone had been capable of besting one of the game’s male protagonists. “Just wait for him to return on his own.”


      “Yes… I understand, Miss.”


      Pennel clearly didn’t understand but acquiesced regardless. My decision to wait didn’t mean the issue at hand was resolved, however.


      “What will you tell the young lord?”


      If Derrick learned of this, Eckles would without a doubt be thrown out. “Please…keep it from him for now.”


      “Miss.”


      “Please. I’d rather this matter not get out of hand. He’ll return soon.”


      Pennel gave a reluctant nod, discontent clear in the downturn of his lips.


      “Thank you. You’re dismissed.”


      The door promptly clicked shut behind the butler. Massaging my temples in an attempt to relieve the ache that had settled there, I tried my best to ignore the anxious feeling that threatened to turn into panic.


      There has to be a reasonable explanation for this. Even if that wasn’t the case, I had no choice but to believe it for now. Eckles’s affection was my only chance. If I suspected him without good reason, it was very likely I’d damage his affection.


      There’s only ten percent left to go.


      I settled in to do battle against the rising doubt clawing away at my insides.
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      Time slipped through my fingers after that. I only nibbled at the dinner Emily brought me, then sent it away mostly uneaten. I opened and closed the book I was currently reading a few times, and before I knew it, night had fallen.


      Midnight was fast approaching, but I still hadn’t heard news of Eckles’s return. My anxiety was bubbling over. I smoothed my thumb over the ruby of my ring, then—unable to stand it any longer—called to my maid, “Emily, summon the butler.”


      “Yes, Miss.” Emily, who’d been watching me cautiously all day, rushed from the room.


      “You wanted to see me, Miss?” Pennel said when he appeared soon after.


      I began issuing orders—this was the only option I had left, even if it meant Derrick would learn what had happened.


      “Send men and some dogs to the village where Sir Spen lives.”


      “Miss? Ah. Understood.”


      “And summon all the sorcerers in the family’s employ—”


      Before I could finish, I was interrupted.


      “M-Miss! Mr. Pennel!” Emily, who’d left to give me privacy while talking to Pennel, rushed into the room. “Miss Penelope’s bodyguard has returned!”


      I locked eyes with the butler. “Have him brought to my room right this instant.”


      It wasn’t long before Pennel came back with Eckles. Seeing my fury, he left the knight behind, hurrying to retreat. A cold silence fell over the room.


      “…Mistress.” Eckles was the first to break the silence, slowly approaching the table I was sitting at. He then dropped to his knees at my feet as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


      He gazed up at me with his usual stoic expression. What had happened in the last twenty-four hours? He looked pale and sickly, but I was upset—well beyond the point of asking if he was okay.


      “Where have you been?”


      My voice sounded biting and harsh, even to my own ears. I’d always forced a smile and kept my voice gentle in his presence. He avoided my eyes in response to my unexpected change in attitude.


      “Mistress…”


      “Answer me this,” I snapped. “Why did you disappear without telling me?”


      “Were you worried?”


      “Worried?” I laughed coldly. Only three weeks remained until the duke’s true daughter returned. Was worried the correct word to describe the way fear and anxiety had choked me upon learning that my best chance at escaping might have run away? With only three weeks left? “Am I a joke to you?”


      At that moment, the dark-red affection gauge hovering over his head was the last thing I cared about. “Do you think of me as an idiot or a pushover because I buy you anything you could ever want and do everything you ask without question?”


      “…”


      “Because of you, I’ve had to…” I’ve risked my life so many times. I’d groveled before the miserable wretches who occupied the manor over and over, begging them for help. I’d quivered with fear, worrying that his affection might drop. I hadn’t dared to utter a single word that might upset Eckles. I’d forced myself to stay silent, only barely managing to restrain myself from spilling the words on the tip of my tongue. I took a deep breath. “How long do you expect me to endure this disrespect?”


      “I’m sorry, Mistress,” Eckles apologized, eyes glued to the floor. He looked pitiful, like an abandoned puppy. “Something…happened,” he said meekly.


      My voice was cool. “What?”


      “I met some of my countrymen.” He looked up at me again, and the rage in my belly abruptly lost some of its potency seeing the sadness in his eyes. “They had been sold as slaves, like me.”


      “Like you…?” I stared at him blankly. I wasn’t sure what to say.


      “I met a man who used to serve in my house,” Eckles said. “He introduced me to others from Delman who work as slaves on a farm near the village.”


      “Eckles…”


      “Suddenly, there was an attack. There were huge monsters everywhere.”


      “What? Monsters?” I asked, eyes wide.


      The village where his sword lessons were held wasn’t far from the capital. How can that be? How had monsters accessed a village so close to the center of the empire? It was no distant Tratan, located all the way out by Arkina Archipelago.


      Don’t tell me this is another plot exclusive to Hard Mode. Having been confronted with fighting off my own pack of monsters just yesterday, I felt strange about this new turn of events. Even as I contemplated deeply, Eckles continued.


      “Nobody tried to help, even though there were people dying. I was the only one with a sword, Mistress.”


      I shook free of my troubled thoughts. So he had killed the monsters all by himself. This was shaping up to be something far more serious than a simple escape attempt, and I felt dizzy just thinking about it. Trying to think logically, I sighed and said, “Eckles. Even given those circumstances, you should have come to me before taking action.”


      “Mistress.”


      “If you’d reported to me, I could have requested backup.”


      Frankly, I couldn’t even begin to imagine how awful it must have felt for Eckles to see his people in danger, but I also knew the harsh reality of our situation. A slave hailing from an enemy kingdom had been seen on the streets freely brandishing a sword. If anyone reported him, the duke’s house could be accused of planning some kind of rebellion. This was exactly what Derrick had feared when I asked him to find a teacher for Eckles.


      “You are a slave, which means you’re not allowed to wield a sword. And I’m the one who will be held responsible for your actions,” I said stiffly. Eckles’s face fell almost imperceptibly.


      “I know…I have it far better than they could ever even dream of. And I also know how selfish I’ve been,” he said, clenching his teeth. “But no Imperial soldiers came to help even after I’d killed all the monsters.”


      “House Eckhart could have taken measures to help.”


      “After everyone was already dead?”


      “Eckles.”


      “I had no choice but to kill those monsters myself, Mistress.” His gray-brown eyes glinted piercingly, no longer contrite. I was at a loss for what to say for a long moment.


      “Why didn’t you come back immediately after the fact?”


      “Many people were injured.” He didn’t sound as confident now, lowering his voice to a murmur as he stared at the ground. “The slaves were tending to the commoners who were hurt. There wasn’t a single smear of ointment in that wretched place, and all I could do was pick herbs and gather firewood to help tend to their wounds. That was all I was able to do to help…”


      There was something remarkably sad about his gaze at that moment. Because he seldom showed any emotion at all, even such a slight change in expression felt monumental. His obvious sadness began to abate the anxiety that had plagued me.


      There was one thing that still concerned me deeply, though. Needing answers, I made sure to make my voice extra soft. “What about the overseers? There must have been people assigned by the empire to manage the slaves.”


      Eckles shook his head slowly. “The whole area is just slums. The slaves are left to work the farm in restraints. When the crops are ready, they’re collected.”


      He glanced at my left hand where it rested on the table. I recalled Pennel saying that the restraints worn by slaves were imbued with magic used to track their movements. I could understand why he had worried that the region might be too dangerous.


      Eckles’s case pleaded, silence fell over the room. I’d been extremely upset when I’d thought he’d run away, but now that my emotions had settled somewhat, I could see how pale he was. Despite being a slave, he always looked tidy and well-kept, but now he was covered in grime. I’d done my best to ensure he was cared for at least until I could get out of this game, but now it seemed as if he’d suffered while I wasn’t looking. Seeing him now pained me.


      “Are you hurt?” I said, finally getting around to asking after his well-being.


      Eckles shook his head in reply, offering no verbal response.


      I looked him over with a discerning eye but only found dirt and mud—there wasn’t any trace of blood. “That’s a relief.” I decided to have the butler take him to see the doctor, just in case. “Eckles, if something like this ever happens again, you need to tell me what’s going on, even if you just send a message with the horseman. That’s why I sent him along with you in the first place.”


      I continued firmly, “Do you have any idea how shocked I was to hear that you hadn’t returned? Can you understand how worried I’ve been? I thought something had happened to you, and I didn’t know if I should send out a search party. I haven’t been able to focus on anything else all day.”


      I grimaced. There was no need to pretend; just recalling how stressed I’d been had me sounding audibly displeased. Eckles avoided my eyes. He opened his mouth as if to say something, but it was some time before he actually managed to speak.


      “I tried to… I went back to the carriage as soon as I’d finished with the monsters, but he had already left.”


      I glowered. I’d asked Pennel to choose a horseman who would keep his mouth shut and aid Eckles without causing him any trouble. I thought he waited for a long time?


      Eckles peered at me cautiously, clearly noticing how upset I looked. “Are you…angry?” he asked.


      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “This is my fault for failing to monitor the situation. The horseman shirked his duty. I’ll replace him and instruct his replacement to give you an extra hour.”


      His eyes widened.


      I tried to smile. “You can use that hour however you wish. Do whatever you need to.”


      “Mistress…,” Eckles murmured, confused.


      I was giving him permission to meet with his people and help them if he liked. Should Derrick find out about this, I would no doubt also be punished.


      “But no longer than that,” I insisted. I didn’t mind if he helped his people as long as it was within that single hour, but I couldn’t offer any longer. If people found out that Eckles was being given proper sword training, the slaves from Delman would be killed and the duke’s household would come under fire.


      “No more than one hour, Eckles,” I repeated softly.


      He gazed at me with wide, surprised eyes before nodding gently. “Does this mean…” Eckles paused. “That I’m useful to you now?”


      “Huh?” The question felt as if it had come out of nowhere. “What do you mean?”


      “You said a slave who proved useless or caused trouble would be sent back to the auction house.”


      “Oh,” I breathed, understanding suddenly.


      
        —“So you’ll have to demonstrate how valuable you are. Prove my money wasn’t spent for nothing.”


        —“I can’t insist they keep someone around forever if they provide no worth.”

      


      The words I’d said after buying him came rushing back all at once. Since he’d caused so much trouble today, he was now worried I would abandon him.


      The fact that he still remembered what I’d said all that time ago came as a shock to me.


      “Eckles.” I gently took his cheeks between my hands, tilting his head back. Our eyes met. There was another faint twitch of emotion on his face. I leaned in close enough for our noses to brush and whispered sweetly, “Forget those words.”


      “Mistress…”


      “You’re very important to me. Why else would I have devoted so much to you?”


      His ash-brown eyes snapped to my face, and I could practically feel him holding his breath. I got the impression he was looking at me as if I were suddenly in a dream.


      Suddenly, a notification appeared.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Eckles]?


        [10,000,000 Gold / 200 Reputation]

      


      I softly removed a hand and selected [10,000,000 Gold].


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have paid [10,000,000 Gold] to view the affection of [Eckles].


        (Remaining: 58,000,000 gold)

      


      
        [Affection: 94%]

      


      Only six percent to go. Finally, I was close to reaching the end of my journey.


      The hand I’d taken from his cheek was shaking.
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      A few days later, I decided I would capitalize on the ruckus that Eckles had caused with his disappearance. I made my way to the training field, a large package in tow, determined to seize our ending together once and for all.
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      Whish—!


      The wooden sword sliced through the air, stopping just before striking the dummy, less than a hair’s breadth away. Hay flew in all directions, blown away by a powerful gust of wind. The gust died down as quickly as it had come, the dummy undamaged.


      Though Eckles could now summon his mana and channel it into his sword, he wasn’t able to gather it at the edge of his blade before it scattered away. Expressionless, Eckles lowered his sword. Disappointment flashed through his gray-brown eyes.


      
        —“You’ve grown distracted of late.”


        —“You’re here to train. What are you so busy thinking about?”

      


      He recalled the way his teacher, Sir Spen, had questioned him the day before when Eckles had been unable to focus.


      Shaking his head violently to dislodge those thoughts, Eckles then raised his sword again and glared at the tip. However, his concentration was doomed from the start, since it wasn’t long before it was someone’s face swimming in his vision, rather than the mana he was trying to summon in his sword.


      
        —“Eckles.”

      


      His mistress seldom smiled. She was cold and yet somehow still seemed endlessly lonely. She allowed no one in, not even the slave she’d gone out of her way to buy. Eckles knew better than anybody that she had some greater purpose in mind when she’d bought him for such an enormous amount of money and taken care of him so diligently. And despite the way her pretty lips always claimed she was worried for him, she hadn’t once looked at him with warmth in her eyes.


      He couldn’t understand why, despite knowing this, he still found himself looking forward to seeing her. Eckles had hated her when she’d bought him, hated the way she’d threatened to send him back to the auction house unless he proved himself useful. In truth, he despised all of the empire’s many subjects, not just her.


      Foolish girl. He’d told himself he would take full advantage of her stupidity since the woman had been so foolish as to waste a hundred million gold buying him. He’d intended to grovel at her feet like a dog until the opportunity came to snap her neck and leave both the damned manor and the Eorka empire behind. However, whenever he caught sight of her smile, it caused his resolve to crumble.


      His coldhearted mistress, when she smiled, was as beautiful and fascinating as the queens of legends and fables. Sometimes, when her smile reached her eyes and she whispered softly in his ear, he felt the urge to throw all his plans aside and just stay with her. Desiring to keep himself from falling for this very temptation was why he’d requested to start training away from the manor in the first place, but nothing had changed.


      
        —“You’re very important to me.”

      


      An important person. What could that possibly mean other than that she needed him for some exact purpose? He was a slave from a conquered kingdom. Unlike the other citizens of Eorka, who spat on him the moment they learned of his status, she clung to him with quiet desperation.


      
        —“You’re very precious to me, Eckles.”

      


      Penelope’s words morphed and changed ever so slightly as they replayed in his mind, but he couldn’t bring himself to care.


      I’m precious to her. His ash-brown eyes became unfocused as if he were caught in a dream, and the tip of his sword swayed unsteadily. Even if I were to escape the empire, I have no home to return to.


      His mistress had been right when she’d said as much during their first meeting. His home had been utterly destroyed, wiped from the map entirely. The former citizens of Delman he’d met recently were resentful, but a surprising number of them had accepted the reality of their situation.


      This country was rich in resources and developed, unlike the arid lands of Delman. Slaves were also treated well. Even though they were not paid as much as the commoners of Eorka, they were still compensated—some had even expressed that this new life was heaven compared with the one they’d lived in Delman, where the droughts had often driven them to starvation.


      Eckles hadn’t been able to say anything, since his life in the manor was far more luxurious than the one they lead as farmhands. My mistress has given me everything I could have asked for.


      He’d been treated well, fed, and allowed to learn. His mistress had even given him free time, something slaves were usually never granted. Eckles knew that his feelings for her were absurd, but he still struggled to control them. When had all this started?


      He suddenly welcomed her hidden intentions, the very same ones he’d been so wary of. Eckles wanted her to use him. If only because it meant she would keep him by her side.


      He didn’t care if he had to throw away his pride, groveling like a dog in front of the very people he so despised. He didn’t care if he had to beg for her to accept his meager gifts, weeping pitifully as he offered her little more than a wreath of flowers. I don’t care as long as I can stay by her side.


      His eyes flashed with emotion, imagining her—an azalea-colored vision—floating before him.


      “Hello,” came a quiet voice behind him.


      Eckles spun, sword in hand. He flung it to the ground at the last second, before it could strike its target. Unlike the last time this same scenario had played out, his body recognized the owner of that soft voice, even before his brain did. He’d acted totally on instinct. This time she wasn’t some figment of his imagination—her real azalea hair swayed in the breeze before him now—leaving him feeling dizzy.


      “Mistress…,” Eckles said breathlessly.
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      Eckles’s movements surprised me. Since I hadn’t wanted to be very nearly decapitated by his wooden sword again, I’d stopped a distance away before speaking. But he’d abruptly tossed his sword to the ground, even as he spun to face me. He looked out of breath. I glanced between him and the sword before smiling awkwardly and slowly approaching.


      “I noticed you didn’t attend your usual sword lesson today.”


      His eyes widened, as if he was surprised that I was aware of his actions.


      “The squires have all gone away to a training camp. Won’t you be lonely staying here all by yourself ?”


      When I informed him of why I’d come, he made a soft sound of understanding.


      “Sir Spen has been busy… I’m to train with him late in the afternoon for a few days, Mistress.”


      “Is that so?” It didn’t really matter to me one way or another whether he attended his lessons or not. I held out the large package I’d brought. “Here.”


      Despite its size, it wasn’t very heavy. It had bothered me that I’d had to have the servants give him the clothes last time, but at least I was able to hand this gift to him in person.


      “…What is this?”


      “They’re ointments and herbs.”


      He stared at me, puzzled. I kept my tone neutral, not wanting him to think I was expecting anything in return.


      “You said you had to scour the mountain for herbs to treat those injured. I picked out only the most useful ones, so you can hand them out to whoever needs them.”


      I couldn’t give him money to buy medicine, since I couldn’t be sure the Delmans wouldn’t use it to plan some kind of uprising. This was all I could do for him.


      “Mistress,” he said. His expression was strange, not the happy smile I’d anticipated.


      There was an oddly confused cast to his face as he looked at me, similar to the expression he’d worn when he’d offered me his dried and crumpled flower wreath. His eyes glimmered with emotion, though I couldn’t identify what kind.


      “Have I offended you?” I asked cautiously, suddenly afraid.


      Eckles shook his head. “No, that isn’t it.”


      “What are you waiting for, then? Take it,” I pressed.


      He slowly reached for the package, his hands trembling slightly as he took it. Is he touched? His face gave nothing away, so I let my hand slide across his as the package moved from me to him.


      A white window immediately popped into view.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Eckles]?


        [12,000,000 Gold / 200 Reputation]

      


      Holy crap, twelve million? I might be raking in piles of gold soon enough, but the shocking hike in price made me shudder. Gritting my teeth, I pressed [12,000,000 Gold] despite how much it pained me.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have paid [12,000,000 Gold] to view the affection of [Eckles].


        (Remaining: 46,000,000 Gold)

      


      
        [Affection: 96%]

      


      As soon as I saw the numbers over his head, any regret I might have had over spending the money fled. Just four percent to go! I felt joy blooming in my chest.


      I was so close. Soon I’d be free. Trying my best to contain my excitement, I thought, Maybe because the ending isn’t far away now—his affection doesn’t rise as much as it used to. In the past, it would rise by at least 5 percent whenever I gave him a gift, but that hadn’t been the case lately. I curbed my disappointment.


      Eyes glued to the ground, Eckles muttered, “Thank you very much, Mistress.”


      The number about his head vanished, changing to read [Check Affection], the gauge remaining a dark red. I still found the color ominous, but maybe because I had almost reached my goal, it didn’t bother me as much as it had in the past. There was one other condition for a valid ending, though, besides reaching 100 percent.


      “Uh…,” I said, looking away from the gauge and making eye contact as naturally as possible. “Was there anything else you wanted to say to me, perhaps?”


      “Huh? What do you mean—?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing. Forget it.”


      He looked confused, so I thought better of trying to pry it from him just yet, shaking my head. I haven’t reached one hundred percent yet, so it’s to be expected. Wrestling down my anxiety, I smiled at him.


      “The weather is lovely,” I said. “Do you want to go somewhere together?”


      “Go…somewhere?”


      “You must be bored of just training every single day,” I said, smiling at the way he was staring at me with such wide eyes, like a model student who had never skipped class before. I was so elated at the idea that I might be free of the frustrating game soon that I failed to notice Eckles was barely even breathing.


      “Miss Penelope!”


      I heard someone calling to me from afar. I turned and found a figure entering the training field, making a beeline for us.


      “Pennel?” I called back, puzzled by his sudden appearance.


      He dashed toward us—apparently whatever he needed was urgent. “Miss, your presence is required back at the manor,” he wheezed, out of breath.


      “What is this about?”


      “If I may…,” Pennel began, glancing at Eckles. He bent closer to whisper in my ear.


      I turned my head, better to hear him.


      “The crown prince’s aide is here.”


      “What?” I muttered, baffled. It didn’t take me long to work out a likely reason for the sudden visit.


      It must be about Soleil. Though for me this was all just a game, a summons from the crown prince that probably had something to do with national security couldn’t be ignored.


      “Let’s hurry back, then,” I said, following the butler—or at least, trying to. Something was tugging at my dress. I nearly jumped. When I turned to face him, I was greeted with Eckles’s downcast face.


      “You came here to see me, Mistress.”


      I was so surprised that I momentarily couldn’t draw breath. Eckles had always been about as expressive as a porcelain doll, and this was the first time I’d ever seen such a strong display of emotion on his face. I only needed a glance to know he was very angry. I gasped as the dark-red affection gauge blinked slowly at me.


      “You said we were going to go out together.”


      “Eckles…”


      “Mistress, why is it that every time…?” Eckles began, before suddenly falling abruptly silent. He clenched his jaw but didn’t let go of my dress. Instead, the veins in his hands bulged as his grip tightened.


      How do I make him feel better? Troubled, I glanced at the gauge above his head, then at the hand fisted in my dress.


      “What do you think you’re doing?” the butler suddenly shouted, countenance stern. “Who do you think Miss Penelope is, a fellow slave? You should be assisting your mistress, not preventing her from attending to her busy schedule! I never thought you’d prove to be so impudent.”


      “That’s enough of that,” I quickly interfered.


      Pennel didn’t stand down, however, just continued to glare angrily at Eckles. No. Don’t do that! Surprised by the old butler’s sudden backbone and also extremely anxious because of it, I stole a nervous glance at Eckles.


      He seemed to be ignoring the butler for the moment, but he slowly let go of the folds of my dress. There was a pitiful quality about him as he dropped his gaze.


      I took his hand as it fell. “Eckles.” I had a moment of indecisiveness when the message [Check Affection] appeared the moment I touched him, but I ignored it. “Someone has come to see me from the Imperial Palace.”


      He might have overheard the butler, but regardless, I relayed the news in the kindest tone I could manage. He didn’t lift his head, however.


      Gripping his hand a little tighter, I whispered gently, “I’ll be back soon. Please don’t be too upset. Why don’t you train a little while you wait for me? We can go as soon as I return, hmm?”


      I gave him the sweetest smile I could muster, and he finally nodded reluctantly. I found it difficult to let go of his hand, which was completely slack in mine—I was afraid that his affection, which I’d worked so hard to earn, might have dropped. I felt the urge to check it again.


      “Miss.”


      I ignored the urge and let go upon hearing Pennel’s reproving tone. Eckles didn’t even look at me. As one might expect, he did not wave or say goodbye. But as I left the training field, I could feel his eyes boring into me. I was surprised at myself when I felt a wave of relief wash over me knowing he was watching.


      We were walking along the forest path that led to the manor when I realized that Pennel, who was walking behind me, clearly had something he wished to express.


      “Miss…”


      “Speak up, if you have something to say.”


      After pausing for several more moments, he finally spoke, lips set in an uncertain frown. “Miss, I understand that you care greatly for your servants and slaves, but don’t let him act above his station. He’s crossed the line on several occasions already. If you continue to be so lax with him, he will only grow worse.”


      The butler’s careful advice was so different from his spiteful behavior in the past. I could tell he was honestly trying to look out for my best interests both as the butler in charge of overseeing household affairs and as a devoted servant.


      “Thank you for your concern,” I said, nodding to him. His advice was sound. However: “Please don’t step between us without permission like that ever again.” Stopping, I turned to face him. “That’s an order.”


      Pennel’s eyes slowly widened at my cold tone. Even if Eckles did grow arrogant and decided he wanted to walk all over me, I had no choice but to let him.


      Ninety-six percent. I’d already come too far to be offended by my all-in man’s cheekiness.
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      Having gone directly to the drawing room when I reached the manor, I found a familiar face. The crown prince’s aide shot to his feet, immediately hailing me as I entered.


      “Greetings, Lady Penelope.”


      “It’s nice to see you again.” Because I’d visited the crown prince’s palace on a daily basis during the period when he’d fallen into a coma after the hunting tournament, I knew Cedrick quite well. “Please have a seat.”


      We sat facing one another, and Emily appeared with some refreshments.


      “I came here to see you today,” Cedrick began after a sip of the hot tea, “because—”


      “One moment, please.” I interrupted him before he could divulge anything else. “Pennel? Emily?” I called, raising my hand. “You two may leave.”


      No one in the manor was aware that I’d sneaked out. It wouldn’t do if he started talking about “Soleil” or the “Holy Nation of Laila” in front of my staff.


      Cedrick shook his head, however. “N-no! That won’t be necessary. It’s all right if they stay. In fact, I’d prefer it.”


      “What? What is this about?”


      Cedrick scratched his cheek, smiling awkwardly. “Well… The crown prince’s birthday is in a few days, you see.”


      “Birthday?” I repeated, baffled. Then I realized what this meant. In this world, the heir to the throne’s birthday was basically a public holiday. “Right…”


      I hadn’t had any idea when the crown prince’s birthday was, in all honesty, but I nodded as if I had. Thankfully, Cedrick didn’t seem to notice or care.


      “What about it?” I asked.


      “His Highness has sent me with a dress for you to wear to the celebration.”


      “What?” I felt as if he were speaking a language I couldn’t understand all of a sudden. “A dress?”


      “Yes! Would you like to see it?”


      “No, actually, that’s quite—”


      Before I could refuse, Cedrick gestured to one of the servants who’d accompanied him. The two servants were each holding a box of a different size. One of them approached with the larger box and placed it on the table. Cedrick carefully removed the lid.


      “Please take a look, Lady Penelope.”


      “Oh my!”


      Though I was the one being asked to look inside, it was Emily who exclaimed with delight. She’d been pouting since I’d asked her to leave, but now her eyes were practically sparkling as she hovered over the table.


      “My goodness, it’s so beautiful! It’s like it’s glowing! I-is it enchanted?”


      “Ahem. Something so heavy-handed as a simple enchantment would be most obvious and boring. This dress is made from the wings of nightkun fairies,” the aide said, his demeanor oddly proud.


      “What?! You mean the fairies that are finger sized? My goodness, how could someone possibly make a dress out of such tiny wings?” Emily exclaimed and clapped in wonder.


      Not really understanding what they were talking about, I stared blankly down at the box. The dress, neatly folded in half, was black in color. It began to glow a soft blue even as I watched, then a darker blue spread slowly over the entire dress. It reminded me of a gentle wave in the night sea. That’s pretty amazing. I tilted my head, marveling at the dress.


      Sensing my interest, Cedrick had the servant hold the dress up in the air.


      “Oh my gosh!” Emily shouted.


      The dress’s bodice was simple in design, but the skirt was covered in glittering pieces of silver and gold, reminiscent of the stars and constellations in the night sky. I usually didn’t care for such things, but it was so intricate and elegant in its design that even I was shocked.


      “These are crushed blue diamonds from Mount Fyni,” Cedrick explained, pointing to the sparkling bits of silver.


      “Mount Fyni!” It was the butler who gasped this time.


      “And the embroidery was done using thread made from the purest gold. The designer considered the dress to be complete after the addition of the diamonds, but His Highness insisted that you absolutely adore gold. Therefore, pure gold from one of the Imperial mines was added to the skirts,” Cedrick boasted, pointing at the golden threads that connected each glittering diamond.


      “It’s pretty, yes, but ‘absolutely adore’ is a bit hyperbolic…,” I said hesitantly. I didn’t want them to think I had a strange obsession with gold. Though I do, if I’m honest. I didn’t react all that much, but I hardly needed to since Emily and Pennel took turns doing it for me.


      “Good heavens!”


      “An Imperial mine!”


      “And that’s not all.” Cedrick gestured to the second servant, who brought forward the smaller box. He opened it without hesitation.


      “W-wait, that’s…” The butler’s eyes very nearly popped from his head. “Popinu diamonds and pearls from the red-eared turtle clam.”


      The first thing I noticed was the red pearls, each roughly the size of a large coin. Arrayed around them were dozens of diamonds that shone in every color of the rainbow, all arranged like threads on a loom. The biggest pearl was set into a necklace, and the smaller ones had been fashioned into earrings. All the pieces were blinding in their brilliance, and I was completely at a loss for words.


      I wasn’t the only one. The jewels were obviously extremely valuable—both Emily and Pennel gaped at them in awe.


      “I’m sure you know what popinu diamonds are, given their fame,” Cedrick said, very obviously satisfied with our reactions. He continued grandly, “The diamonds were extremely difficult to acquire, of course. But the pearls took the empress consort many years to find. They are the stuff of legends, after all. He nagged me relentlessly, insisting that I get my hands on them before the empress did— Whoops, I didn’t mean to say that. Ha-ha-ha! In any case, the effort was well worth it. They suit you very well, Lady Penelope.”


      It was strange. I could almost see the crown prince in the man’s expression. They were so similar at that moment. Cedrick seemed to notice my hesitation.


      “Do you not like them?” He belatedly turned his attention to me, studying my face.


      I was finally able to form a response. “Well, whether I like them is neither here nor there. Why is he giving me all this? It’s his birthday, so shouldn’t he be the one receiving gifts?”


      “I—I beg your pardon?” Cedrick said, terribly confused by my question. He seemed to hesitate for a moment, before asking cautiously, “I was under the impression that you had agreed to be his partner for the upcoming celebration. Am I wrong?”


      “Wh-what?” I stammered, my mouth falling open. “Wh-when did I agree to that?”


      “I knew it.” Cedrick nodded to himself, then shifted his voice to a whisper, tone low and grave. “Lady Penelope, if I may speak privately for a moment…”


      I immediately turned my attention to Pennel and Emily, taking note of their avid attention.


      “B-both of you, please give us some space,” I ordered hastily, voice louder than I meant it to be. Confirming that they’d taken five steps back from the sofa, I leaned toward Cedrick.


      He murmured furtively, “His Highness informed me that if you were to deny agreeing to this, I was to tell you this is how he intends to repay his debt to the person who saved his life. He also said that this would no doubt be preferable for you since the alternative is receiving a title in full view of the public.”


      “What?!”


      “He also told me that if you still intended to refuse, he would conclude you desired something more intimate—a repeat of something you’d offered him in the past.”


      I gasped, so taken aback that I couldn’t even speak. As soon as Cedrick said it, I knew what Callisto was referring to, a certain scene replaying in my mind. I’d been standing on the ocean’s shore at night, a chilly wind blowing against my cheeks, and the crown prince had reached for me as he was enveloped in soft golden light.


      Then he’d pressed his lips to mine before I could even react… Ugh! That asshole! I could feel my face going red. Shaking my head violently, I did my best to cast that particular memory deep into the depths of my mind.


      Cedrick seemed to misunderstand my reaction. “I only ask this because I’m concerned… Please don’t tell me he is blackmailing you?” His face was perfectly serious, eyes pinning me in a sober gaze. “If that happens to be the case, please clear your throat twice. I’ll do whatever I can to—” He suddenly stopped, eyes going wide. “Are you feeling quite all right, Lady Penelope? You keep touching your lips…”


      I nearly jumped, quickly dropping my hand. Completely unaware I’d even been doing it, I spoke in a sharper tone than I’d intended. “Th-that’s none of your business.”


      “Ah!” Cedrick exclaimed, as if he’d just come to a realization.


      I found his reaction oddly offensive and straightened with a frown. “Please accept my gratitude for these gifts. However, since he never discussed this matter with me, I’d like you to tell His Highness something for me.”


      “Huh? What would that be?”


      “Since I haven’t decided whether I will even attend the celebration, it would be best if he found himself a different partner,” I said with an impish smile. “Who knows? I might suddenly come down with a fever that day.”


      “Ah yes. Of course. But…” Cedrick trailed off, wearing an expression of confusion.


      I was technically correct since there was no knowing if I would suddenly fall sick or not.


      He stared at me hesitantly, appearing to contemplate something, before clearly thinking better of saying anything and instead rising to his feet. “Thank you for the tea, Lady Penelope. S-since I’ve delivered the gifts, I’ll take my leave.”


      “All right. I couldn’t keep a busy person such as yourself here a moment longer than necessary,” I said with a prim nod, my response a roundabout way of saying “Get lost.”


      “If you’ll excuse me. Thank you kindly for accepting His Highness’s invitation,” Cedrick said with a bow.


      Huh? That isn’t what I did. About to bid him farewell, I paused, wondering if I’d heard right. Moments later, the crown prince’s aide safely left the premises, having successfully brewed a storm that I now had to deal with. The whole affair hadn’t been as serious as I’d feared, so I breathed a sigh of relief.


      “Emily, please take these and put them away in my room.”


      “…”


      “Emily?” I called again when she didn’t reply or make any move to follow my instructions. The butler and my maid were standing five paces away, staring at me with peculiar expressions on their faces.


      Pennel, despite opening and closing his mouth, said nothing for several long moments, finally managing to choke out, “Miss, were the rumors true about you and the crown prince? That you’re still in a relationship?”


      “What in the world is that supposed to mean—?”


      I suddenly recalled the whispers about the two of us that had made the rounds after the hunting tournament—things like “The secret couple of the century! Did their relationship meet its sad end, or is it merely a lover’s tiff ?” and “The crown prince’s persistent attempts to court her have been continuously rejected by the duke’s daughter!”


      “N-no! That is definitely not at all what this is!” I shouted desperately, my plaintive tone echoing around the drawing room.
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      “I haven’t even decided if I’ll go to the birthday celebration yet, so you two better be careful what you say,” I warned Emily and Pennel, one of several similar warnings I’d already issued to them, before returning to my room.


      Thankfully, the duke was at the palace, and both his sons were away at their training camp. I wouldn’t be able to prevent them from eventually learning that Callisto’s aide had paid me a visit, but only those who’d been in the room knew I’d accepted the luxurious gifts sent by the crown prince, as well as their astonishing value.


      The butler soon appeared after carrying out the instructions I’d given him. He was alone.


      “Where is Eckles?” I asked.


      “It seems he has departed for his lesson, Miss.”


      “He went to his lesson?” I repeated, puzzled. He told me he’d be leaving later in the afternoon for the next few days…


      Seeing my frown, Pennel added, “I checked the stables, and the horseman and carriage were also gone.”


      “So…he really left for his lesson, then.”


      The carriage had been reserved for Eckles’s use and therefore only left the manor to go to the village on the outskirts of the capital where Sir Spen lived. I was a little concerned that Eckles had left so early, but ultimately I decided it was no big deal.


      I couldn’t keep him from attending training. Our date will have to wait until tomorrow, then. There was only 4 percent left to go until his affection reached the maximum points, which was a bummer, but I tried to tamp down my impatience.


      I might ruin all my efforts if I rushed things too much now. My thoughts wandered as I contemplated where we should go on our date.


      “I’m going out. Please make preparations for my departure,” I ordered suddenly.


      The butler was visibly surprised to hear I was going out again. “Will you be all right without a guard?”


      “Yes. It won’t take long.”


      “Where will you be going?”


      “Well…” I tapped the desk mindlessly. I didn’t know what someone who lacked for nothing might want, or even if a gift would mean anything to him. “Perhaps to the weapons traders.”


      Really, I was just acting on impulse.
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      As I’d planned, my outing was short and sweet, and before long, I was back at the manor.


      “Hey! I heard that bastard’s aide came today. Why was he here?”


      Reynold rushed at me, demanding answers as soon as I crossed the threshold. Evidently, he was back from his training.


      “It was nothing important. He wanted to ask me something regarding the trial during the hunting tournament.”


      “What? I already made sure no more stupid rumors were going around. What more could he want?”


      “Reynold, I’m tired. Let’s talk about this later.”


      “Hey! What did he want to know? At least tell me that much, and then you can go!”


      Pretending I was too fatigued, I avoided answering my impetuous adoptive brother and rushed up to my room.


      The next day, I was informed that Eckles had returned far later than was customary—past midnight. I began to feel anxious again. I was tempted to call for my knight so I could interrogate him, but I thought better of it at the last moment.


      Well…I was the one to give him all those herbs and ointments. I’d only allowed him an hour of free time, of course, but I’d also given him permission to help the others from his homeland. It would be silly of me to demand to know why he was late the very next day. Besides, reacting like that would only make the butler think I was throwing some kind of jealous, delusional fit.


      “Please tell him to come and see me when he wakes up,” I said. That was the most leeway I could give Eckles.


      But as it turned out, I wasn’t able to meet him that day, either.


      “He took the carriage to go to his training as soon as he woke up,” Pennel said, expression troubled. I felt immediately unsettled.


      Surely he isn’t…avoiding me? There was really no reason for him to do so, however. He might be upset by Cedrick’s visit, but he wasn’t in any position to be sulking so publicly over it. While he did complain from time to time, the knight-in-training was usually very good at knowing his place.


      I felt the urge to go to him immediately and check that his affection hadn’t been affected, but it would be strange of me to distract Eckles when he was training so hard, just to beg him to go on a date with me.


      How many days are left until the coming-of-age ceremony? I counted the days in my head. Two weeks. Two weeks could be more than enough time to earn the remaining 4 percent, or it could be not nearly enough.


      Despite my rising agitation, however, I wasn’t able to meet Eckles the next day, or even the day after that. I’d decided I’d go see him in his quarters, knowing I couldn’t leave things the way they were, when an invitation arrived from the Imperial Palace. And with it came an order—that the duke’s entire family was to attend the crown prince’s birthday celebration, with no exceptions.
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      Time flew by, and before long, the crown prince’s birthday had arrived.


      Callisto had sent an invitation requesting the presence of the duke’s entire household in an effort to undermine any attempt on my part at pretending to be ill, so I had no choice but to attend.


      As was the norm for the day of any celebration now, the maids woke me early in the morning to make sure I was primped to perfection. Though the whole process was still tiring, it was more bearable now that I’d endured it a few times since finding myself in Penelope’s body.


      “Miss, it’s time to put on the dress.”


      I’d been nodding off slightly as the maids worked their magic. I pried my eyes open when someone shook me gently. Any sleepiness immediately vanished the moment I laid eyes on the dark-blue dress, its colors still rippling like magic.


      “Wait, this is…” It was the dress the crown prince had gifted to me. The lights had been dimmed while I enjoyed a massage, but even in the low light, the fabric glimmered and gleamed.


      “My goodness, is this a new dress?”


      “It’s so beautiful! And the fabric feels wonderful!”


      “This will suit you perfectly, Miss.”


      The maids were delighted at the sudden appearance of such a beautiful dress. I stared at it for a long moment, then shook my head.


      “Bring me another dress,” I said.


      “Why, Miss? His Highness sent this to you himself—”


      “Emily,” I warned coldly.


      She gasped and fell silent.


      I stared at the dress. I wasn’t a fan of overly ostentatious things, but even I couldn’t deny the piece was gorgeous. Though I didn’t like the way the crown prince had essentially forced me to accept his gifts, I had to admit he had a good eye.


      If I wore it, there was no doubt it would only enhance Penelope’s beauty. But if I put it on, there will be no avoiding becoming involved with Callisto again. And unlike before, when nothing had been certain, I was very close to reaching an ending now.


      I couldn’t afford to be dragged into unexpected situations with the other love interests anymore, or let my own confused emotions inform my decisions.


      “I’m only going to show my face and then leave. Bring me a dress that won’t stand out so much.”


      The maids didn’t complain this time, just took the dress away and returned with a subdued, dark-purple dress. It wasn’t one of Penelope’s, but one I’d purchased after coming to occupy her body, to better suit my own tastes. My hair was styled simply, and I wore only the bare minimum in accessories, better to not catch anyone’s eye.


      Descending the central staircase once I was fully dressed, I found three familiar figures gathered in the manor’s entrance. The duke was waiting, and next to him were two floating pink and orange affection gauges.


      “Penelope,” the duke called, the first to notice my arrival. I meant to offer a polite greeting in return, but my curiosity overcame my manners.


      “Why are you all just standing here?” I asked.


      “We’re going to the palace together.”


      “I thought…we’d go in separate carriages?”


      The duke cleared his throat uncomfortably and looked away. “The boys suggested we go together.”


      “When did we—?” Reynold began but fell immediately silent when the duke shot a pointed glare at him. “You should be grateful,” Reynold spat haughtily at me, as I stood blinking at them with some bemusement. “I’ll bet not a single person asked you to be their date, as usual.”


      “What—?” About to deny it in indignation, I stopped myself at the last second. If I wanted to refute his accusation, I’d have to reveal the psychotic crown prince’s demands.


      “As your brothers, we are escorting you so you won’t have to feel embarrassed. And yet here you are, asking why we aren’t going separately. So ungrateful.”


      “Ha! I’ll bet every lady you asked refused you, so now you need me to go with you,” I shot back.


      “The hell they did!”


      “Tsk. Reynold! Penelope!” the duke scolded as Reynold and I bickered. “That’s enough. It’s time we took our leave.”


      Reynold glared at me long and hard before finally spinning and stomping away.


      What a child. Pouting, I had no choice but to follow them outside. The huge carriage that had taken us to the hunting tournament was waiting out front. The duke climbed in first, followed by Reynold. I was picking my skirts up so that I could climb in more easily when a hand appeared in my field of vision.


      “Take my hand.” I turned and found Derrick gazing at me with calm blue eyes. A little surprised, I nonetheless accepted his hand.


      “Thank you, Brother.”


      His hand twitched slightly, likely because I hadn’t addressed him that way in such a long time.


      My vision suddenly flashed white.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Derrick]?


        [2,000,000 Gold / 200 Reputation]

      


      I felt a little dazed seeing the [Check Affection] window pop up. Come to think of it…I haven’t checked his affection since the numbers became hidden.


      I hesitated, then pressed [2,000,000 Gold]. I didn’t necessarily need to know where he was at, but I wanted to make sure it wasn’t in any danger of dropping below zero.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have paid [2,000,000 Gold] to view the affection of [Derrick].


        (Remaining: 44,000,000 Gold)

      


      
        [Affection: 45%]

      


      Derrick’s affection, thankfully, hadn’t gone down since the last time I’d checked. In fact, it had grown a surprising amount. However, since I already had a gauge that was nearly full, the number didn’t impress me in the least—seeing as it was not even past the 50 percent mark.


      “…Why aren’t you going in?” came Derrick’s cold voice.


      I realized I’d just been staring at him, his hand in mine. “Oh, sorry.” I was moving to climb in, foot on the floorboard, when he spoke again.


      “You’re dressed like quite the lady today.” His words were quiet, but it was enough to make me pause and turn to him just as I was about to take a seat. He ignored my gaze, though, sitting down next to me as if he hadn’t said anything.


      Wait, why are we sitting like this again?! I belatedly realized we were arranged around the carriage the same way we had been on the eve of the hunting tournament. I was already starting to feel suffocated.


      Not long after the carriage departed, the duke’s voice broke through the heavy silence.


      “His Majesty will be present, so I want you all to be on your best behavior. Especially you, Penelope.”


      As usual, I was the one considered to be the most problematic. Why are you singling me out again? A pout was beginning to form on my face, but the duke’s next words placated me.


      “Even if one of those miscreants is making a pass at you, don’t give in to your knee-jerk reaction to kick him between the legs again. I’d prefer that you call for me or one of your brothers. And as I always say, if you really must beat someone up, make sure to take them somewhere secluded first. Do you understand?”


      “Father, I told you not to say such things to her,” Derrick said with a frown.


      The duke cleared his throat, avoiding his oldest son’s eyes.


      Reynold took his silence as an opportunity to butt in with his own opinion. “Agreed. When I think about how she nearly ended the family line of Viscount Hyloth at the emperor’s birthday two years ago… Yikes!” Reynold muttered, shuddering as if the memory alone frightened him.


      I stared down at my feet, catching a glimpse of the sharp toes of my crystal shoes. Interesting. I guess the tips might come in handy later. I clicked my feet together, committing this new weapon to memory, and glanced at Reynold.


      He shuddered again. “Oi! Why are you looking at your shoes all ominously?”


      “Whatever do you mean?” I shot back, my tone prim. I shifted to face the duke, grinning at him. “I’ll keep that in mind, Father.”


      “Dammit, she’s completely nuts…,” Reynold murmured.


      Derrick, on the other hand, just pierced me with that icy stare of his.


      I ignored the both of them and noisily clicked my shoes together a few more times for good measure.


      The carriage soon arrived at the palace, and my whole body was tense from nerves as I alighted from it—there was no way of knowing when the crown prince might suddenly appear and try to claim me as his partner. This was part of the reason I’d worn a different dress—so I wouldn’t be so easy to spot.


      To my great relief, there was no sign of the golden-haired prince for the duration of our climb up the stairs to the banquet hall. I looked around, trying to spot him.


      “My dear,” the duke suddenly called, holding his wrinkled hand out to me. “Will you allow me to escort you? Or will you refuse me again, since you’d prefer to go in alone rather than be accompanied by an old man?” he added playfully.


      My jaw dropped. I’d known that Penelope had become terribly ill-mannered thanks to the duke’s lack of care, and it wasn’t surprising that a young lady in her teens might be ashamed of holding her father’s hand at an event like this.


      But you shouldn’t have been so damned blunt about it, Penelope! Unable to meet his eyes, I stared down at the duke’s hand.


      “I won’t force you to if you don’t want to,” the duke assured, abashed.


      I nearly jumped to grab his hand. “Of course I’m not embarrassed, Father.” I forced myself to smile at him.


      The duke visibly brightened, making my stomach lurch unpleasantly—almost as if I were carriage sick.


      “Let’s go inside, then,” he said.


      “Announcing House Eckhart!” shouted an attendant as the vast doors of the hall slowly swung open.


      There were already many nobles gathered inside. Trying to keep my sudden bout of dizziness under wraps, hand in hand with the duke, I almost immediately found that someone was staring right at me. Pretty silver hair, which had always been tucked out of sight behind a rabbit mask, gleamed in the light. Winter didn’t look away after our eyes met, and—feeling a little awkward after how things had ended between us—I avoided his gaze.


      A notification appeared.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Surprise event unlocked!


        [Dance the Night Away with You!]


        Will you ask [Winter] to [Dance]?


        (Rewards: Winter’s Affection +5%, Reputation +50)


        [YES / NO]

      


      It was another quest prompt. What the…? I frowned and pressed [NO] quickly. The window had just vanished when an irritated voice came from beside me.


      “Who does that fossil think he’s looking at?”


      I turned and found Reynold glaring fiercely at Winter. Another prompt appeared just then.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Surprise event unlocked!


        [Dance the Night Away with You!]


        Will you ask [Reynold] to [Dance]?


        (Rewards: Reynold’s Affection +5%, Reputation +50)


        [YES / NO]

      


      This game has well and truly gone off the deep end. I sincerely had no idea what to think anymore.


      Decline! Decline! I testily slammed the [NO] button several times. I’d intentionally worn a plain dress so I wouldn’t catch Callisto’s eye. However, if I were to dance with any of the love interests, who were nothing if not magnets for attention in their own right, all my efforts would go to waste.


      And why should I have to be the one to ask? In Normal Mode, the female protagonist had been bombarded with requests to grant various suitors the “honor of the first dance.” Reynold, however, was so busy glaring at Winter that asking me to dance wasn’t likely to be on his mind anytime soon. I stared at him, unable to decipher what was going through his head, and he eventually glanced over at me.


      “What are you looking at?” he asked.


      Frowning, I ignored him and just continued walking. The duke and Derrick had already departed in search of their own friends. Naturally, I assumed Reynold would do the same, but instead of disappearing as if we were strangers to one another, he stayed glued to my side.


      “Hey, hey! Where are you going?”


      “None of your business,” I replied glumly, looking for a secluded corner to tuck myself away in.


      I planned to stay only until the emperor gave his speech, then I would take my leave. After taking a cup of wine from a passing attendant, I half hid next to a pillar in an alcove that wasn’t as brightly lit as the rest of the hall.


      Reynold, who’d followed me all the way to my hiding spot, stopped a few paces away and crossed his arms, pretending he was uninterested in me. Even though there weren’t many people around, they kept glancing in our direction thanks to his presence.


      “Why are you following me?” I asked, wearing an incredulous expression.


      “I’m not following you. I usually hang around back here,” he replied childishly.


      I turned my back to him, unwilling to listen to any more of his nonsense. He grabbed my shoulder, however, preventing me from taking even a step away.


      “Ugh! Where are you going?” he demanded to know.


      “You said you usually hang around back here. I thought I’d get out of your way,” I responded lazily, rather than telling him outright that I had no desire for his company.


      The damned game was very insistent with its quest prompts. If we stayed together for much longer, the notification might appear again. It was best to avoid any and all love interests, where possible.


      “You’re the one who asked me to stay with you last time…,” Reynold said, glowering. His cheeks were now very red, perhaps thanks to the lights. “You’re incorrigible.”


      He spun and stomped away.


      Wait, when did I ever…? I thought, taken aback. Then a memory came to me unbidden.


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


        —“A-are you insane?”

      


      It had been on the eve of the hunting tournament. At the time, I hadn’t been sure when Callisto might appear and had desperately wanted a shield to protect me from him. I was surprised Reynold remembered. Rather than following his pink hair as it disappeared into the crowd, my eyes were glued to the light-pink gauge that floated above his head.


      It occurred to me that I should probably try to check his affection as well. Maybe I’ll ask him to dance if we cross paths again, I thought, slowly turning away. I felt someone’s gaze on me, and spinning around, I was met with Winter’s navy eyes once more.


      Wait a second. I was hiding specifically from him. How did he find me? Apparently, he, too, had followed me, since he was situated so close by. He was standing in a small group of people, no doubt hoping to avoid catching my eye, but there was no way I wouldn’t recognize him due to the conspicuous purple affection bar above his head and the wistful glances he kept sending me.


      He’s driving me crazy. Winter suddenly straightened and appeared to say something to his companions.


      I had a feeling he was about to try to approach me. This hiding spot is no good, it seems. I turned away, determined to find another place to hide.


      “What are you doing back here?”


      Someone wearing a black suit appeared, blocking my way.


      It was Derrick.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Surprise event unlocked!


        [Dance the Night Away with You!]


        Will you ask [Derrick] to [Dance]?


        (Rewards: Derrick’s Affection +5%, Reputation +50)


        [YES / NO]

      


      Ha! Please have mercy… I bit back a sigh at the sight of the game window that popped up as soon as we made eye contact.


      “Just standing around,” I said. At the same time, I wondered why Derrick had approached me.


      Despite his backstory, which made him out to be just a cold-blooded noble, he had no dearth of friends. I stared at him with some surprise when the music suddenly shifted to a slow, romantic tune.


      “Will you dance with me?” Derrick asked, to my disbelief.


      I blinked at him slowly. “You want to dance…with me?”


      “Yes,” he said, holding out a hand.


      In the past, he’d made it clear he hated touching me and despised being called “Brother.” I couldn’t understand why the sudden change in attitude.


      “But…” I nearly asked him why but fell silent when I saw his lips twitch.


      
        —“…The truth is, I don’t know myself.”

      


      The ghost of his impassive voice echoed in my mind.


      I didn’t understand his actions, but it appeared he didn’t understand them, either.


      Fine. This quest is going to keep popping up anyway. Might as well… If I was just going to have to keep refusing, it was better to dance with one of them now and get it over and done with. The reward wasn’t half bad anyway, and it didn’t require me to grovel and beg for affection.


      Making my decision, I reached out to press [YES].


      “Sorry to disappoint you.” An arm suddenly wrapped around my waist, whisking me away. Taken completely unawares, I was pulled into someone’s embrace, unable to mount any resistance. “I’ll be dancing with her now.”


      The lights from the chandeliers bounced off the new arrival’s golden hair, and at that moment, a dialogue box appeared.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Callisto]?


        [2,000,000 Gold / 200 Reputation]

      


      I was momentarily distracted when an icy voice caught my attention once more.


      “Your Highness, what is it you think you are doing?”


      I craned my neck toward the speaker. Derrick’s cold gaze was fixed on the arm around my waist.


      Regaining my wits, I quickly tried to pry said arm off me. “What are you—? Ugh.”


      Callisto’s powerful grip only tightened, however, as he refused to let go. The crown prince glanced down at me as I squirmed, scrunching his nose. “I arrived a little late thanks to some unfinished business, and I couldn’t find you anywhere. So you were hiding from me over here, were you? I’ve been looking for you for a while, daughter of the duke.”


      “I asked you what you’re doing,” Derrick demanded, twitching in a way that suggested he wanted to storm over and wrench the crown prince away from me. The temperature around us seemed to drop by several degrees. “Unhand her.”


      “I don’t think I will,” the crown prince said, tilting his head playfully. “You two are siblings, so you can dance whenever you like. Let me have this dance.”


      “I don’t think I can allow that,” Derrick replied, ignoring what had essentially been a command from his crown prince. “I’ve been very busy of late and haven’t been able to spend any time with my sister. And it would be best if you refrained from disrespecting House Eckhart in any way, Your Highness.” His voice was devoid of emotion. It was a stark contrast compared with his behavior during the hunting tournament. “The emperor will soon be hosting a large conference of the upper nobility to decide upon his successor, will he not?”


      I suddenly heard the sound of grinding teeth coming from the prince, only audible thanks to my close proximity.


      “Disrespect? Now, that is unkind,” Callisto said through clenched teeth. “She is my partner, Lord Derrick.”


      “Does dragging a woman away by force mean she is your partner? It’s my first time hearing such a thing.”


      “I politely requested through my aide that she accompany me, actually, and she accepted.”


      I nervously listened to their verbal volley, silence falling over us at the ace that was Callisto’s revelation.


      Derrick, who’d been about to retort, slowly closed his mouth. After a moment’s pause, he turned to me and asked, “Is that…true?”


      Belatedly, I realized the crown prince had just gone and claimed something utterly absurd again. The orange bar above Derrick was starting to blink, so I quickly shook my head.


      “Wh-when did I agree to—?”


      “If you refuse, I’ll just have to loudly tell everyone that I would like nothing more than to dance with the hero who crushed Soleil,” Callisto suddenly whispered in my ear.


      Whipping my head around, I stared practically into his soul, my eyes feeling as if they might pop out of my head, but he simply gave me a wicked smile in return. You asshole! I shuddered, but I knew he would carry his threat out without a moment’s hesitation.


      “Brother…,” I said, blinking back tears. “I regard it as a great honor that His Highness requested to dance with me,” I managed through trembling lips. I didn’t, however, wish to acknowledge Callisto as my partner in so many words.


      “Penelope Eckhart…,” Derrick growled through angrily clenched teeth. He spun away without another word—his orange affection bar, now blinking rapidly, quickly disappeared. Honestly, it felt good to send him packing like that, but at the same time, I felt a little sorry.


      I hope this all turns out okay. I might have crossed him off my list of potentials, but I was still vaguely worried about what might come of this.


      “I’ve never seen Lord Derrick look so disappointed before. Nicely done.” Callisto’s voice was spiteful. I swiveled around to find the crown prince snickering to himself.


      “What in the world do you think you’re doing?” I demanded angrily. “When exactly did I agree to be your partner?”


      Callisto, clearly trying not to laugh, said calmly, “You did, didn’t you?”


      “I’m leaving. Dance by yourself all you want,” I said, turning away irritably.


      “Hey,” the crown prince called, looking uncharacteristically confused. “Are you angry?”


      Callisto’s question took me by surprise, though my attention was quickly swept away by the tittering around me.


      “My goodness, the crown prince…”


      “So the rumors were true…”


      Noticing the sudden appearance of the crown prince, the crowd was beginning to murmur. I wanted to get away from him as soon as possible.


      I’d only managed to take a single step when I felt something tugging on my dress. Turning to follow the tug, I found Callisto clutching my dress in his hand as a child might.


      Sending a cursory glance around, I whispered, “What do you think you’re doing?”


      “Dance with me at least once before you go.”


      “I already told you—dance by yourself.”


      “This is meant to be my birthday celebration. How sorry would I look if word got out that I, the man of the hour, was turned down by my partner?” Callisto twisted his face into an exaggerated pout, fingers still tangled in my dress.


      I scowled down at his hand. He’s not a child. Why is he acting like this? He was being impossibly rude. However, I was painfully aware that we weren’t alone—I couldn’t refuse him with so many people watching. No doubt he was completely aware of this, hence his behavior.


      Resisting the urge to sigh deeply, I gritted my teeth and growled, “I’m sure there are plenty of girls who wish to dance with you.”


      “I somehow doubt that,” he said, casting a pointed look around the room.


      The nobles who’d been watching with bated breath briskly turned away when the crown prince’s eyes landed on them. A group of young ladies actually visibly paled and scurried away. Done examining all the guests in our immediate vicinity, he turned back to me.


      “It doesn’t seem that way.” The prince tilted his head mockingly. “I noticed this the last time we met—you sure do have a knack for making me feel miserable.”


      I blinked at him, unable to formulate a response. All I could see was fear and wariness in the eyes of the watching nobles. It certainly wasn’t the correct attitude for subjects to have toward their future emperor.


      I suppose it’s not all that surprising, given the scene he made at the second prince’s birthday celebration… He’d slit an assassin’s throat in front of everyone. What’s more, according to the game’s predetermined plot, the crown prince was rumored to be nothing more than a bloodthirsty killer. Come to think of it…


      I suddenly remembered Derrick saying earlier that a meeting was soon to be held among the kingdom’s high-ranking nobles to decide who would succeed to the throne. Though the crown prince had fought on the battlefield for many long years, bringing victory to the empire, his brave feats had never been acknowledged—not even by his father.


      “…Just play along for once, hm?” the crown prince said, pulling me from my thoughts. “It’s my birthday. Don’t you think you’re being a bit cruel, giving me the cold shoulder after I sent you all those expensive gifts? The jewelry once served as the national treasure of a kingdom that fell to us in battle. Its value is incalculable.”


      I very nearly snapped back that I’d never asked for it in the first place, but I thought better of it. Callisto was wearing his usual cocky attitude like a cloak, but for some reason, the way he was gripping my dress…seemed almost forlorn.


      At the same time, he was disgustingly persistent—compared with the other love interests, who all backed off politely when asked. Glancing at the system window still floating in front of me, I finally said in a resigned tone, “I…don’t know how to dance.”


      It was true. I didn’t have a clue as to how nobles danced. And I didn’t trust this clumsy body enough to simply move to the rhythm. I should refuse this damned quest… I was about to double down on my decision, but he beat me to it.


      “Then we’ll do this,” he said.


      “Eek!”


      The crown prince let go of my dress and swiftly picked me up with one arm wrapped around me. Reeling, I grabbed his shoulders to steady myself. Thankfully, he put me down almost immediately—though my feet were no longer on the marble floor. I felt something firm yet malleable under the soles of my heeled shoes, the ones I’d picked at random to go with my plain dress.


      “Wh-what are you doing?” Our faces were now so close that I could feel each puff of his breath against my cheek. Taken aback by the feeling of a solid body pressing against mine, I flailed.


      “Ugh,” Callisto groaned quietly.


      Only then did I stop moving, the sound surprising me.


      “You know what?”


      “Wh-what?”


      “When we talk, you sometimes look as if you’d like nothing more than to punch me in the face.” The crown prince, one arm tight around my waist, took my hand from his shoulder and held it in his. “Now, I can’t let you commit a serious offense like laying hands on a member of the Imperial family. But stepping on my toes? That, you may do to your heart’s content.”


      “W-wait…”


      Then he was in motion, taking me with him. I realized he’d set me down in such a way that meant I was now standing on top of his feet. He shuffled us around slowly in time with the music. It was a truly strange sensation to feel my feet moving around, guided by Callisto’s.


      I was only a few centimeters off the ground, but I was still afraid of falling off. Gripping his hand tightly without even realizing it, I focused on keeping my balance. In doing so, I didn’t notice how close we were standing to each other. Or that we were dancing awkwardly in a dark corner of the ballroom that wasn’t the dance floor. Or that a crowd was forming around us.


      “Does this work for you? No one will be watching us tucked away in a corner like this.”


      I wondered briefly why it was necessary for us to dance at all if no one was watching, but in the end I couldn’t be bothered to address it. He seemed to find my resigned acceptance very amusing. I could hear him chuckling in my ear.


      “Step on me as much as you like while you have the opportunity,” he said, grinning as I clung to him, flustered.


      “You’re joking, right?” I glanced up at Callisto but was forced to cast my eyes down again when he moved us once more. If it were possible, I’d crush his toes under my heel, but if I moved my feet at all, I would probably lose my balance and fall.


      The crown prince laughed again at my cranky tone. “You really aren’t much of a dancer, hmm?”


      “You—” I whipped my head up, indignant, ready to remind him that this was all on him and that it had nothing to do with my dancing skills. One look at his face, however, made me bite my tongue. The crown prince was smiling so happily, as if he was genuinely enjoying himself. He looked as if he was having the time of his life.


      I found it almost surreal that the prince who was always so sarcastic or belligerent was capable of wearing such a joyous expression. It was such a surprise, all I could do was stare at him blankly, the music and the murmuring of the crowd fading into mere background noise.


      Quite against my will, my chest was warm with emotion when the music finally slowed to a stop. Since we’d begun midway through the song, our dance thankfully hadn’t lasted long. With one last twirl, the crown prince gently lowered me to the ground, so I was standing on my own two feet once more.


      “Thank you for the dance.” He stepped away, then bowed deeply, his posture perfect.


      Such politeness wasn’t like him at all, and I stood there somewhat stupidly, forgetting to even bow in return.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        [Dance the Night Away with You!]


        Event quest cleared!


        <SYSTEM>


        Accept the reward?


        [YES / NO]

      


      The white window floating in the air shook me from my daze. The damned game would consider quests automatically completed as long as I met their conditions, even if I refused to accept them. Regardless, it would be useless to refuse the reward at this point.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have acquired [Affection: +5%] for [Callisto] and [Reputation +50] as your reward.


        (TOTAL POINTS: 610)

      


      The reward message helped to ground me in reality once more. As my awareness returned, I noticed an strange, hushed murmuring coming from behind me. I turned and was immediately mortified.


      Son of a… Contrary to the crown prince’s assertion that no one was watching, there was a crowd of nobles around us. A few of the couples who’d been twirling around on the dance floor had even come closer to us, no doubt respectfully trying to include us despite our odd location. I gaped, then quickly spun away from all the watching eyes.


      “Daughter of the duke,” the crown prince called, sounding confused, but I was too embarrassed to listen. I felt humiliated—that everyone had seen me dance so awkwardly, all while stepping on his feet.


      Dammit! Why couldn’t the game just take control of my body again? I cursed the senseless game system and quickly fled, heading for the large doors that led outside. The dark terrace didn’t usually see much use, except as a secret meeting place for lovers.


      In Normal Mode, the heroine had made excellent use of this location to win the affection of the various love interests after her debut as the duke’s actual daughter. Despite everything, this ridiculous game was still a dating sim, after all. As I made to shut the door behind me, someone’s foot prevented me from doing so.


      “Why are you running away?” the crown prince asked, the glass door between us doing nothing to conceal his puzzled expression.


      “We danced together, didn’t we? Please just let me be, Your Highness.” I began attempting to force the door shut over and over, uncaring that I was slamming it on his foot.


      “Ugh. When I told you to step on my foot as much as you liked, I didn’t think you’d wait until later to try to crush it. This is a grave insult against the Imperial family, you know.”


      Ignoring him, I continued to smash the door on his foot.


      “If you keep this up, it won’t be just the nobles who come running. The guards will come, too. Wouldn’t it benefit you more to just let me through so you can close the curtains and keep the rumors at bay?” he said glibly between groans of pain.


      Frustratingly, he was right. If he wanted to force the door open, I had no way of stopping him anyway. Shaking my head with disgust, I sighed and relented. The crown prince grinned as he passed through the doorway. I shot back a weary glare in kind.


      “Why are you following me? I danced with you like you asked.”


      “Nowhere in this palace is off-limits to me. I’m the prince, remember? Technically, you’re in my territory now.”


      “Then I’ll leave. Excuse me.”


      “Hey, now. Can’t I make a joke?” he said, quickly coming to stand in the way of my exit and closing the curtains behind him.


      I laughed incredulously as my escape route was blocked off.


      “But tell me…,” he began suddenly, eyes narrowed as he looked me up and down. “Why aren’t you wearing the dress I gave you?”


      I winced at his expression. I’d forgotten the reason I’d chosen to wear this relatively plain dress, thanks to the chaos of being thrown into the middle of another surprise event.


      “You aren’t wearing any of the accessories, either,” Callisto said. When I didn’t respond, the red eyes studying me grew more scrutinizing.


      I wouldn’t be able to avoid offering some kind of excuse. “They were just…too pretty. I couldn’t bear to wear them.”


      “Ha!” Callisto burst out laughing. The excuse sounded weak even to my ears, and I began to feel embarrassed. He raised his eyebrows, watching me evade his gaze. “Surely you know that I understand you too well to believe that for even a second?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “It was because you didn’t want to stand out. You didn’t want me or anyone else to notice you.”


      The way he’d so easily and accurately guessed my motivations left me at a loss for what to say. If you knew that already, why’d you give them to me in the first place? I thought indignantly. It had been a source of anxiety for me, worrying that the butler might tell the duke and Derrick that the crown prince had gifted me a dress.


      “You accepted the diamond mine without complaint. But you don’t want diamond jewelry or a dress?” He tutted upon seeing the disgruntled look on my face. “You have such an odd personality.”


      “You are calling me odd?” I said, trying not to let shock overwhelm me at his audacity. “I’m grateful that you wish to reward me, but I really don’t need anything.”


      I hadn’t been able to tell him this when he’d brought it up during our last meeting, since we’d had to part ways so hastily. The crown prince regarded me with wide, surprised eyes. I had to consider Winter, who had taken part in that whole series of events while trying to hide his real identity. I also stood to gain nothing from others learning about what had happened on Soleil.


      Maintaining eye contact, I spoke slowly and clearly. “Please…just forget everything that happened.”


      “Forget what? That we kissed twice?”


      “No!” I cried, aghast at his blunt words, shaking my head furiously. “And what do you mean twice? It only happened once!” I protested with a shudder.


      He nodded, an indiscernible expression on his face. “Go on.”


      “I’m talking about Soleil.” I placed emphasis on the word so he wouldn’t misunderstand my meaning. “What happened on the island was just an…accident. I’d rather people didn’t learn of it, Your Highness.”


      In other words, I wanted it to be a secret, so he should stop bringing it up all the time.


      Instead of giving me a yes or no answer, the crown prince chose to change the subject. “I had a private discussion with the duke after a meeting not that long ago.”


      “With my father?”


      “He seemed to be totally unaware that you’d even left the manor, nor did he have any idea about all the special things you’re capable of.”


      “W-well…,” I stammered, taken aback.


      He had figured out I was keeping my magical abilities a secret, even from the duke. “Is that why you don’t want a reward?”


      I was amazed by how astute he was being. “Yes…” I said with a nod, though that was hardly the only reason. “I may be his adopted daughter, but we’re not related by blood. His acceptance of me has its limits.”


      “That’s true,” he said wryly. “I expected you’d say all this, actually.”


      “You…did?”


      “I also expected that you wouldn’t wear the dress.”


      I was, once again, stunned. I frowned at him. “Then why did you send it to me?”


      “Just because.”


      “…I’m sorry?”


      “I just wanted to see you.”


      I found this hard to believe. Holding my breath and staring at him, I said nothing.


      He turned to look out over the grounds, mumbling, “You were the first person I thought of when I saw the jewels. I decided I’d rather find them a deserving owner than let them fall into the hands of a demon. That’s all.”


      I blinked, trying to make something of his words. It felt as if I were talking to a complete stranger. A cool breeze blew through the terrace, and the feeling of my hair tickling my cheek pulled me from my thoughts. “Demon?” I asked, noting the strange word choice.


      “The empress consort,” he replied with a grimace.


      I was no longer surprised to hear of his disdain for the emperor’s wife. So he gave the dress and jewels to me because he didn’t want the empress consort to have them. I couldn’t be entirely sure he was telling the truth, but I decided to trust he wasn’t lying based on what I’d heard so far. If I chose not to believe the reason he’d given, I knew I’d have trouble controlling my racing heart.


      “But tell me…,” Callisto said, suddenly swiveling to face me. “I gave you an entire chest full of gifts. Don’t you have anything for me in return? It’s my birthday.”


      I quickly shook my head, hoping he hadn’t realized I’d been watching him so intently.


      He deliberately opened his eyes as wide as they’d go. “You have nothing for me? Really?”


      “I danced with you, didn’t I?”


      “Come now. You are one of this empire’s fine subjects, yet you have nothing to offer your crown prince for his birthday?”


      “I’m sure House Eckhart sent something along for you,” I said lazily.


      The crown prince heaved a sigh heavy of disbelief. “My, my. Did House Eckhart truly not teach you basic manners? This is a terribly rude way to treat a member of the royal family.” He continued to grumble like a child, going on about how I needed a refresher class on etiquette and a tour of the palace dungeon.


      I clapped my hands over my ears, then quickly changed course and rummaged through my pocket before he made a fuss about how I was covering my ears in his presence. “Here! Happy?” I said, handing my present to him.


      His indignant ranting finally came to an end. “You should have just given it to me to begin with.” He snatched it from me with a grin.


      Before I could stop him, he began to pick at the wrapping. I only bought it just in case I might need it. Good thing I thought ahead… I watched him open it with an air of resignation.


      “Why bother wrapping it?” he asked.


      “You can give it back if you don’t like it.”


      “Who said I didn’t?” he said, swiftly lifting the gift over his head when I made to reach for it. The wrapping was torn off without a moment’s further delay, revealing a small velvet cube. “Ooh. An accessory box.” The crown prince opened it, his eyes glowing. “Wait, this is…” Hesitant, he picked up the small accessory nestled inside.


      It was a round ruby, glistening bloodred in the moonlight, the same color as his eyes. It looked rather crudely made, the thumbnail-sized uncut gem attached to a simple golden pin.


      “A cuff link?”


      “That isn’t just any old cuff link.”


      “What is it, then?”


      “It’s been enchanted with magic…” I’d reached the limit of my creativity, if I was honest. I’d done my best to think of a proper gift but had no idea what to give someone who already possessed everything a person could ask for. Besides, I’d never given a grown man a birthday present before. I’d ended up just going with the only thing I could think of, a similar gift to the one I’d given Winter, but I felt strangely embarrassed watching the prince open his present right in front of me.


      This is why I wanted to just leave it among all the other gifts for him to find later… I hadn’t felt confident I could stomach handing it to him personally. I fixed my stare on the wall over his shoulder, trying to sound unbothered. “I’m told healing magic is most effective when imbued in unprocessed gems.”


      “Healing magic?”


      “Yes. If you ever get hurt, bring the cuff link close to the wound. The magic will remain effective for as long as the ruby remains unbroken.”


      The ornate and delicate accessories that nobles usually wore were not capable of holding much mana. And this cuff link could be used over and over until the magic was depleted, making it very expensive despite its unpolished finish.


      “So don’t scold me for not knowing healing magic the next time you hurt yourself. Use that instead.”


      I’d wanted to tell him that I’d focused more on practicality than looks, but I only ended up sounding as if I was making excuses. My voice trailed off. I found myself staring at the ground, when I suddenly heard an alarming noise.


      “What—?” My jaw dropped when I saw what he had done—the cuff link meant for his shirt had been shoved into his earlobe.


      “How about I wear it like this?” He lowered his hands, revealing the mess he’d made. The thick golden pin had been forced through the flesh of his ear, leaving dark trails of blood to drip down his neck.


      “Y-Your Highness!” I cried, appalled.


      Callisto only grinned, as if he found the whole thing entertaining.


      Gaping and stammering, I tried and failed to process his bizarre behavior, before finally managing to gather myself enough to scream, “Wh-what in the world are you doing?!”


      “What? I can take it out easily if I need it later.”


      “What kind of person wears a cuff link in their ear?”


      “This nation’s crown prince, that’s who,” he replied, raising his chin arrogantly. Apparently amused by his own words, he chuckled to himself, resembling a crazy person.


      I stared at him in shock as the ruby cuff link began to blink red. It had detected a wound and was now activating its magic.


      “You don’t have to look at me like I’m crazy. The wound is already healed, thanks to your gift.”


      “I don’t understand you at all,” I said, sighing quietly at the sight of his ear, which was still covered in blood.


      He responded playfully, “I feel the same way about you.”


      “What?”


      “I already told you, didn’t I? That you’re the strangest woman I’ve ever met.”


      “I can assure you, I’m as normal as can be. You, on the other hand, should see a doctor—”


      “Strange people like us, we should stick together, don’t you think?” he cut me off, straightening to his full height. He turned glowing red eyes on me, as luxurious as the ruby in his ear. “Let’s court formally.”


      I didn’t understand right away what he was trying to say, but nonetheless, I suddenly couldn’t breathe. I stared into the red eyes fixed on my face, finally mustering a response.


      “What…did you just…?”


      “Let’s make our relationship official, instead of just fueling the rumors.” Callisto’s voice was confident and clear.


      His words left me dizzy. My heart, which had already been racing oddly, was pounding now. I clenched my teeth. But unlike in the past, when holding my breath had helped the strange feelings subside, they only seemed to overwhelm me now, refusing to disappear.


      “Is it so surprising?” he asked, tilting his head at me as I stared at him, unable to speak. “I was under the impression that we shared similar sentiments, you and I. You know, one might almost think that your confession in the maze garden was all a product of my imagination, based on the way you’re reacting,” he said, reminding me of the shameful lie I’d been forced to tell to ensure my own survival.


      I couldn’t help the scowl that crossed my face, to which he promptly burst out laughing.


      “Are you still angry at me about that?” he asked.


      “About…what?”


      “That time I held my sword to your neck.”


      My eyes widened. I was surprised the incident was still on his mind, but even more surprised that those events had slipped my mind altogether. I positively hated him at the time… How and when had my feelings changed so much?


      Shockingly, I no longer detested him so much that I shuddered at the mere glimpse of his shadow. In fact, an odd feeling washed over me whenever I saw him these days. I felt…


      “If I handed you a sword and let you hold it to my neck, would that make you feel any better?” Seeming to take my silence as acknowledgment that I was still angry, he’d started up on his usual ranting and raving.


      The suggestion took me aback, and I vehemently shook my head. “No! That’s water under the bridge—”


      “Here. Take it.” The ludicrous prince was a man of action, though, and he’d already retrieved something from his belt. It was an ornate sheathe engraved with the Imperial dragon, which was housing a dagger.


      “Wh-what in the world…?”


      “It being my birthday celebration and all, I wasn’t allowed to bring my sword, but you can cut me with this if you like,” he said, tapping his neck with one long finger. It also happened to be the side of his neck currently stained with blood from his earlobe.


      I stared between him and the dagger. “Wh-what the hell are you saying? No thank you!”


      “But why? I have your artifact. I can just heal myself up right away.”


      “Do you want to see me executed for treason? Put that thing away before someone gets hurt!” I shot him another scowl, shivering at the thought of the whole thing.


      Instead of sheathing the blade as I’d asked, though, he just laughed. “So there’s nothing stopping us from courting anymore, is there?”


      The look on my face was one of pure disbelief, though I was soon distracted by the gauge floating in midair. It was blinking over his golden hair, lit by the moonlight. It’s like a warning siren… To me, the red affection gauge above his head, the same color as his eyes, had always been like a symbol of incoming danger.


      It was why I hadn’t bothered to check his affection all this time. I was convinced he was the king of the rejects, the love interest I’d least expected to be helpful in aiding my escape from the game.


      But now…I wasn’t so sure. Maybe at some point, I’d subconsciously started ignoring the warning signals.


      And that would be because I… Because I…


      “Your Highness…,” I said, reaching out toward him. I took his hand—which was still offering the dagger to me—gently, wrapping my fingers around his.


      His pupils dilated at the unexpected contact between us.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Callisto]?


        [2,000,000 Gold / 200 Reputation]

      


      A white window appeared, slotted into the gap between our bodies.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have paid [2,000,000 Gold] to view the affection of [Callisto].


        (Remaining: 42,000,000 Gold)

      


      The letters above his head immediately changed.


      [Affection: 76%]


      An indescribable feeling hit me upon seeing that number. Relief, coupled with some heavy emotion I couldn’t identify, washed over me like a staggering wave I could barely weather. Together, the two emotions resembled something akin to…disappointment.


      “…uke. Daughter of the duke,” Callisto called as I stared blankly at the space above his head, shaking me from my thoughts. He was visibly puzzled, no doubt because I’d suddenly taken his hand and then just fallen silent.


      I pulled away from him.


      “What’s with that expression?” he asked.


      What expression? I had no idea what face I was making.


      His 76 percent affection meant there was nothing more for me to think about, but I still couldn’t help but feel a glimmer of expectation as my lips parted to speak.


      “Your Highness…”


      “Go on.”


      “Are you…in love with me?”


      His eyes opened wider than I’d ever seen them. “…In love?” He repeated the words back to me as if they were a foreign concept to him.


      “Yes. Are you asking for us to court because you love me?”


      “You…” He stared at me in shock for several long moments, then exhaled. “Come now. People in our positions aren’t afforded the luxury of such a naive concept, don’t you think? This isn’t like you. Don’t you remember what you told me on the eve of the hunting tournament?”


      “What—?”


      “You said you’d look for someone more realistic—befitting your station, on your level.”


      It was as if somebody had whacked me on the head. The disappointment grew into something stronger, a tumultuous tsunami that felt as if it were tearing me up inside. The crown prince didn’t seem to notice my inner storm.


      He went on calmly, rubbing his chin. “I gave it some thought, and I had to admit you were being quite practical, though you’d landed on the wrong conclusion. We are both in positions that are eminently useful to the other. I am the crown prince with a rocky hold on the throne, and you are the Eckhart family’s ugly duckling.”


      I said nothing, and the crown prince continued.


      “And all that aside…I feel comfortable and happy when I’m around you. We’re a pretty good match, wouldn’t you agree? You may feel free to run wild like a mad dog now, but once your coming-of-age ceremony arrives, you’ll be in the same situation as any other young lady—forced to marry whatever man your family decides on.” Callisto finally tucked away his dagger, eyes locked onto my face. “So what if that man was me? I believe we’d be well suited to one another, if I do say so myself.”


      He shrugged and grinned, the expression on his face familiar to me by now. Though it looked no different from how he usually wore it, something about his smile felt slightly off. “We can be each other’s haven—a breath of reprieve in this rotten empire.”


      Somewhat belatedly, it all started to click. His proposal hadn’t been motivated by something as simple as a singular emotion, but rather by the weighing of many complicated pros and cons. Unlike me, the prince was not living in the midst of a dating simulation game. He was staring down the reality of his circumstances with an almost cold clarity.


      I suppose I shouldn’t have expected anything else. He’s only at seventy-six percent. Love… How stupid of me. Of course, 76 percent wasn’t a small number, so I couldn’t say for sure that he felt absolutely nothing for me.


      Still, I was finally forced to acknowledge exactly what the strange, heart-pounding emotion growing inside me was.


      I held a certain affection for Callisto since I could more or less be myself around him. And in return, he had developed affection for me as well. But that was all it was. The crown prince’s future hinged on a precipice—he could not afford to harbor an idyllic, romantic emotion like love. And the same was true of me.


      Four percent and twenty-four percent. The difference remaining in the distance to the finish line was stark. My priority was surviving and getting out, and there was little time left before I needed to have accomplished my goal.


      Unlike the heroine in Normal Mode, I was in no position to just have fun playing a dating game, chasing after the faintest sparks of affection.


      The chaos in my brain calmed, and my good sense returned. My practical approach to the problem was the only logical way forward under the circumstances, and yet I felt all the energy draining from my body despite knowing what I had to do.


      “I…” I felt I’d make a fool of myself, swaying on my feet unsteadily, if I didn’t keep an iron grip on my emotions. Bracing myself, I stared into the crown prince’s eyes. “I don’t really have any desire to enter into that kind of relationship with you—”


      “All hail His Majesty the Emperor!” One of the attendants’ voice carried through the glass door.


      I could hear the excited buzz generated by the assembled guests from within the ballroom.


      Callisto growled, visibly irritated. “Dammit. A wild animal would have more patience than Cedrick Porter.” He pulled the now-familiar blinking crystal ball from within his jacket, his movements sharp and testy.


      I stood there awkwardly as he addressed me again:


      “Your coming-of-age ceremony is soon, isn’t it? Don’t say anything for now. Take some time to think it over. You can give me your answer on the day of the ceremony.”


      “No. I don’t need any more time to consider—”


      “Shh.” The crown prince clamped a hand over my mouth to prevent me from refusing him on the spot. His red eyes gleamed threateningly. “It would just be plain sad if I were to be rejected on my birthday, don’t you think?”


      My answer was muffled by his fingers.


      “Thank you for the birthday gift. You wait out here a little longer. We never know what little rats may be watching.”


      I gasped as his hand fell away. “Please just let me finish— Your Highness!” Before I could stop him, he darted between the curtains and into the ballroom. I was left alone on the quiet terrace.


      “Haah…” I stared after the crown prince’s disappearing figure before sighing and tugging the curtains closed.


      As he’d said, it was probably better to give the matter some time. Left alone with my thoughts, though, I suddenly felt exhausted. Time passed, and I knew I should go back inside, but I simply couldn’t work up the nerve to do so.


      To wear a mask of nonchalance once more, quivering internally with fear of the male protagonists and how they might respond, while also dealing with any of the men who might try to talk to me. I was an emotional mess, and I knew I didn’t have it in me to handle any more today.


      “Should I just leave?” I wondered to myself suddenly, gazing out over the terrace railing.


      Why do I have to stay here? The only things I really needed to concern myself with were ensuring I had enough affection that no one was likely to suddenly kill me, and the one love interest I had chosen to pursue.


      I didn’t have to carry out the duties of a noble lady, as mandated by this game world’s made-up society. I glanced down over the railing. The terrace was a little too high to be considered the first floor, but I could probably manage the drop.


      I’m leaving. Without a second thought, I hiked my skirt up and climbed over the railing. I thought of the duke right before I leaped, but Penelope had always been a capricious girl, and I couldn’t care less at this point.


      It was completely silent outside the banquet hall, where the emperor was currently giving his speech. I waved over an attendant waiting outside the hall and had them lend me a carriage. Leaning against the window, I gazed blankly out at the ornate streets of the city as they passed by.


      The carriage eventually came to a stop, but we hadn’t reached the entrance to the manor—instead, we had arrived at the gates, which were still quite a distance from the actual building.


      “Miss, we can’t go any farther,” the horseman called cautiously through the little window in the divider that separated us.


      I glanced out the opposite window and saw the guards stationed at the gates. Though my ride bore the Imperial insignia, an unknown carriage couldn’t be permitted to enter while the duke was away.


      “Shall I instruct the guards to bring a carriage out from the manor?”


      “It’s fine. Thank you for taking me this far.” I handed him a few gold coins and opened the door.


      “M-Miss?” The guards, who’d been regarding the unknown vehicle warily, stared with wide eyes as they watched me step down.


      “Why are you here alone at this hour?” one of them asked.


      Another of the guards, clearly more experienced, interrupted. “I’ll notify the butler and have a carriage here right away.”


      “No need for any of that. Open the gates.”


      “But…”


      “I feel like taking a stroll. I’ll walk.”


      The gates were so far away from the manor that the trip was usually done by carriage. The guards had no choice but to open them at my command, however. The great iron gates creaked open slowly.


      “W-we will escort you to the manor,” one of the young soldiers insisted bravely.


      It suddenly occurred to me that these men were treating me far more respectfully and carefully than they had before. I didn’t know how to feel about it.


      “No. Don’t follow me,” I said with a shake of my head. When the entrance was opened wide enough for me to slip through, I walked past quickly. As I left the brightly lit gates behind, the neatly paved road quickly grew dimmer, until I was plunged into complete darkness.


      We’d started out from the manor at sunset, and I’d returned after only a brief visit to the palace, but it was already well and truly night. The air was cold against my skin as I slowly made my way up the driveway. I hadn’t been lying when I’d said I wanted to go for a walk.


      I needed to work through the confusing jumble of thoughts in my head and plan out my next steps. But as I walked, no answer came to me. I felt dazed, as if I were moving through a dream. It was strange. I’d been walking like this for some time, slowly but steadily, when the manor came into view in the distance.


      I need to go to my room and get some rest. Despite intending to think things through, the only thing on my mind was the desire to wash up and sleep. My pace picked up. I crossed the enormous garden and reached the front door in only a few minutes. I could hear a lovely chirping from somewhere nearby.


      “A…bird?” I paused and looked around. I heard the chirping again as if the creature were trying to tell me where it was. Mesmerized, I followed the sound to its source, rounding the corner of the manor. I saw a flash of dark-pink feathers through an open window and could hear the bird more clearly as I approached.


      The bird fluttered beautiful wings in welcome, from inside its cage, upon seeing me. The cage was hanging in Derrick’s office.


      “So it was you making all that noise,” I said.


      The bird’s jewellike eyes glistened in a rainbow of different colors even in the dark. I bent slowly until I was leaning against the windowsill. The bird hopped off its perch and waddled in my direction, then pecked at the bars of its cage and pushed its head toward me. It seemed to want me to pet it.


      I automatically reached out but hesitated at the last moment. It occurred to me that it might bite. The bird chirped again and pecked at the bars, as if trying to encourage me, before poking its head out again.


      The elegant dark-pink feathers on its head poking through the bars were an amusing sight. Smiling faintly, I petted the bird softly with my index finger. The bird’s trill was slightly different this time—it sounded pleased, fluttering its wings again.


      “Don’t you feel trapped in there?” I found myself saying, though I hadn’t meant to say anything to the bird at all.


      The bird, with feathers the color of my hair, was ostensibly flashy and obviously valuable. But its entire reality was being confined in a cage, unable to fly. All the bird ever got was the few moments of attention that people passing by spared it—no doubt only short-lived flashes of joy for the creature.


      “Honestly, I feel trapped. Every second of every day is suffocating.” My situation was no better than the bird’s, with me stuck inside this damned game as I was. “I thought knowing that it would all be over once I got out meant nothing could affect me, but…”


      The bird chirped as if in reply.


      I smiled weakly at it and covered my face with both hands. A hollow laugh escaped my lips. I hadn’t been able to do anything to express how ridiculous everything had felt since the crown prince had left me alone on the terrace. I’d felt so stupid for expecting anything more, for being disappointed—I knew better than anyone that this was nothing but a game.


      My face contorted slowly only after it was fully hidden in my hands. I constantly lied to myself—that nothing affected me, that this was but a game. The truth was, I’d never once been unaffected. I was afraid, humiliated, and terrorized at every turn.


      I used to believe no greater hell could await me than the days I spent as a teenager in that terrible home… But not a single action I took or decision I made in this place was through my own will or for myself. Everything from the very most basic necessities to the simplest of passing comments required careful thought. Such was the card I’d been dealt, having inhabited the body of a game villain whose reputation could get no worse. It was a truth of which I was painfully aware.


      “So why…”


      Why was it that I’d come to the realization only now that the ending was in sight? The first person I’d ever had real feelings for in my entire life—why did it have to be the male protagonist in a game? Worse, a man who was set to turn his back on me the moment the heroine appeared?


      I’m a human, with human emotions. There was never a chance I’d be able to let this all glance off me, make it out the other side unaffected. Putting on a mask, having to be cold and calculating, pushing myself harder and harder—it was all so…exhausting.


      The sound of my own laughter, caused by my own foolishness, was beginning to sound like a desperate sob. I was tired, so damn tired.


      The bird chirped. It pecked at its cage twice, no doubt finding it strange that I wasn’t saying anything, my face covered with my hands. At that moment I heard a familiar voice.


      “Mistress?”


      I slowly lifted my head. “Eckles.”


      I wasn’t seeing things. His dark-red affection bar glittered in the dark. Standing only a few feet away was my best hope, staring at me with slightly widened eyes. Perhaps he was surprised to have suddenly run into me.


      Noticing that I’d looked up and seen him, he began to approach. Leaves crunched under his boots as he came closer, and I suddenly panicked and clumsily wiped at my cheeks. Thankfully, I felt no tears.


      Eckles came to a stop in front of me.


      “Did you just arrive home from today’s lesson?” I asked, forcing myself to smile, though it was the last thing I felt like doing.


      Eckles looked at me with something unreadable in his eyes, then slowly nodded.


      “It’s quite late.” I didn’t know what time it was, but I chose to ignore his tardiness. In truth, I was too flustered at the idea that he might have seen me breaking down to care—something I’d never allowed anyone to see.


      Eckles’s lips parted slowly. “What…are you doing here?”


      “Oh, just…” I shrugged nonchalantly. “Just saying hello to the bird.”


      Eckles glanced over at the feathered animal perched next to me. He stared at the dark-pink bird for a moment, then his ashen gaze traveled back to my face. “You…went out?” he asked, no doubt wondering about the way I was dressed.


      Realizing I was still in full makeup and my gown, I nodded. “Oh. Yes. There was a banquet at the palace today.”


      I didn’t tell him that it was for the crown prince’s birthday, since he wouldn’t likely appreciate hearing about the person who had destroyed his home country.


      His response, however, proved that my attempt to spare his feelings wasn’t necessary. “For the crown prince’s birthday?”


      “You knew?”


      “My teacher also attended.”


      “Is that so?” I said, blinking at him. Does that mean he had no lesson today?


      The thought flashed through my mind even as Eckles asked, “But why did you come back alone?”


      I flinched a little. It must have been obvious to anyone who laid eyes on me that I’d sneaked out by myself. Though I supposed it wasn’t that hard to guess, since the manor wouldn’t be so quiet if the duke and his sons had also returned. There was no need to fill Eckles in on the trivial reasons I had for leaving early, though.


      I just smiled vaguely without responding, but Eckles’s eye suddenly twitched.


      “Why…”


      “Huh?”


      “Why are you smiling like that?”


      His face was as expressionless as a porcelain doll’s, as usual. It made it hard for me to guess what exactly he meant.


      “Did those bastards make you sad again?” he asked.


      “What—?”


      “The people of House Eckhart or the other nobility.”


      I stared at him blankly, and he took another step closer. He moved out of the shadows and into the bright moonlight, and I could now see his face clearly.


      “Every time those bastards do something to you, you make that same sad expression.” His mouth was twisted into a frown, his eyebrows furrowed.


      This was the first time I’d ever heard him use such vulgar language—I gaped at him in shock. However, I wasn’t given much time to worry over it.


      “Who the hell was it this time? The young lord? Your second brother? Or was it the duke himself—”


      “Eckles!” I cried, interrupting his increasingly violent rant. “It’s nothing like that. I’m fine. Nothing happened.”


      It was true. I’d just suddenly felt very tired, seeing the bird locked away in its cage. That was all there was to it. Eckles’s gaze turned suspicious. He didn’t seem to believe me.


      “I have eyes and ears, Mistress.”


      “I don’t understand—”


      “I know that when you bought me at the auction house, it had something to do with your position in House Eckhart.”


      Thankfully, this observation wasn’t surprising to me. I’d known that Eckles was aware of my standing in the duke’s household. It was concern that filled me, rather than shock. I was suddenly afraid that my lack of influence might have negatively impacted his affection. Perhaps that was why he was so angry to find me in such a pathetic state.


      “Has someone been picking on you again because of me?” I asked cautiously.


      “That’s…” Eckles clenched his fists. After taking a deep breath, he articulated carefully, “That hasn’t happened again since the last time. That’s not what this is about. I’m asking why you’re standing out here alone like this.”


      Wait, what? His asking me “Who picked on you?” was a very different question from “Why are you standing out here alone?” but I eventually nodded in stride. It occurred to me how I must have looked to him only moments ago. Face buried in my hands and crying, standing next to the birdcage. I’d probably made for a pretty pitiful sight. Does he feel sorry for me now?


      I stopped worrying that one of the “bastards,” as Eckles had just called them, was harassing him again. Relaxing a little, I said, “I was visiting the bird, since it’s so pretty, when I was hit by a wave of exhaustion, is all.” I was embarrassed that he’d seen me get so worked up, but my excuse wasn’t all that far-fetched.


      Eckles, however, kept that unreadable stare of his trained on me. “Are you happy right now, Mistress?” he asked randomly.


      “What?”


      “Are you happier than you were before you came here?”


      I blinked slowly at him. I couldn’t understand what he was trying to ask all of a sudden.


      “Do you feel as if you’ve become more unhappy since you joined the duke’s household?” he asked.


      “No… Of course not,” I replied hesitantly.


      Eckles shook his head. “That can’t be true, Mistress.”


      “Why are you asking me this?”


      “I just want to know how you’re feeling,” he said, continuing to push for an answer, eyes fixed on me. The whole thing made me feel off-kilter.


      “Well…,” I began but trailed off. Am I happy? I didn’t know. I felt as if my experiences in this world had been more on the unhappy side than not, but that didn’t mean it had been all bad. Regardless, that wasn’t the point. As long as I had an escape route, I could endure anything. I wasn’t the sort of person to wallow in despair and misery.


      Case in point, despite the bone-deep fatigue that had been dragging me down only moments before, I had already assumed my smiling mask once more.


      “I’m not sure. I haven’t really given it much thought. What do you think?” I said, shrugging casually as was my habit.


      Eckles did not seem convinced. “Sometimes…you seem like nothing can affect you, but also like the unhappiest person in the world.”


      “…Do I?”


      “Other times…you look like you’re on a cliff’s edge, almost as if you might disappear at any second.”


      His words sent a chill down my spine. Has he somehow guessed that I’m planning to escape? I didn’t think I’d ever made my intentions remotely obvious, but Eckles was smart. He might have noticed something off about my behavior without me realizing it.


      My heart pounded, and I rushed to correct him.


      “You’ve got it all wrong, Eckles. Where could I possibly go without you? I’m fine. Just a little tired, that’s all. Don’t worry about me.” I reassured him somewhat desperately, hoping he would stop concerning himself with my actions. I couldn’t have him feeling anxious about anything—at least not until I could secure my escape.


      “Why don’t we leave this place together, Mistress?”


      The suggestion was even more shocking than his earlier explosive anger. “Wh-what?” I stammered.


      “Run away with me.”


      “Eckles, you…”


      “There’s a group of slaves planning on seeking asylum in a foreign land. There are some people from Delman working at the port who will smuggle them out by boat a few days from now. We can join them. Let’s leave the empire together, Mistress.”


      I was at a loss for what to say. I’d been under the impression that he’d simply been helping his fellow countrymen who were worse off than him, not planning something as elaborate as this. The anxiety that had been eating away at me whenever I heard that he’d returned home late had been warranted.


      “Were you planning to join them?” I finally said after a pause, betrayal washing over me like an icy-cold wave. “You were going to lie to me and leave?”


      “N-no, Mistress,” he denied, eyes wide as he quickly shook his head. “It’s not like that. I would never.”


      “Then why suggest it, Eckles?”


      “I misread the situation and thought it might be something you would want. I’m sorry.”


      I felt dizzy—stunned that he would think I wanted something like that, but at the same time, my mind was kicking into overdrive.


      Run away with Eckles, get his affection to one hundred percent, and escape? I couldn’t be sure one way or another if it was a valid path forward in Hard Mode’s plot, but it didn’t sound unviable. Realistically speaking, however, running away came with a lot of risks.


      There were only two weeks left, and his affection was at 96 percent. I could continue to meet him in relative peace here at the manor or embark on a desperate escape, no doubt pursued by countless soldiers. The latter option was sure to raise Eckles’s affection, that much was certain, but I had no way of knowing how it might affect the other male protagonists.


      In particular, there was Reynold, who was finally starting to open up to me a little, and Derrick, who constantly worried that House Eckhart might be accused of plotting against the empire. If their affection meters plummeted, Eckles’s 96 percent would be meaningless.


      And what’s more… A flash of golden hair came to mind, and I shook my head to dislodge the stray thought.


      “Eckles,” I said, coming to a decision and staring him in the eye. Eckles had been just watching me quietly while I was lost in my thoughts. “You shouldn’t say such things, not even to me.”


      “Mistress…”


      “Before I am your mistress, I am a lady of the empire and the duke’s daughter.”


      Eckles’s lips opened and closed weakly, though he made no sound. I could see his eyes turning glassy with disappointment, but there was nothing to be done about it. I didn’t want to take any excessive risks with only 4 percent to go.


      “It is only my position here as his daughter that allows me to provide for you. I can’t do anything to jeopardize that. You mustn’t cross the line.” My words sounded a little cold even to my own ears.


      “But here, even the servants snub you, and you are only his daughter in name,” he responded, frustrated.


      “Eckles.”


      “What respected noble lady returns from a banquet without a single guard in sight?” He clenched his jaw. It seemed as if he had really only suggested we escape because he pitied me.


      I found it surprising that he felt so strongly, but it also made my skin crawl, since his response was likely only thanks to his affection. Once I escaped, he would become the heroine’s man.


      But if Hard Mode ends and Normal Mode begins, what happens to all the love interests’ memories of Penelope, and the way they felt about her? Will their memories be reset? It was the first time it had occurred to me to wonder. I’d never completed Hard Mode, so I didn’t know how things unfolded or what the hidden ending actually was. Not that anything that happened after my return to the real world was of any concern to me. I stared at the dark-red bar above his head, lost in thought.


      “Take me with you, at least,” Eckles suddenly said, interrupting my thoughts.


      I was jerked back to reality.


      “Do you not let me accompany you because I’m a slave and I can’t enter the palace?”


      “Well…I went with my family today, so there was no helping it.”


      “Your family?” Eckles said, his eye twitching. “How could you call them your family—?”


      “Enough,” I said, cutting him off before he could overstep any more than he already had. “Calm down.”


      He tried to argue again, but I reached out and cupped his cheek in my hand. His skin felt warm under my palm. “I don’t know what’s gotten you so upset, but nothing happened in the carriage or the palace.” I stroked his cheek as I tried to soothe him.


      Before long, he relaxed and pressed his cheek to my hand like a puppy begging for attention. “Your hand is cold.”


      “I’ve been outside for a while.”


      “You didn’t even ride a carriage back to the manor, then?”


      “I…” I was momentarily taken aback by his observation but quickly regained my composure. “It’s not a big deal. I wanted to walk. Don’t worry about me.”


      “Then you should never have bought me, Mistress. You shouldn’t have made me worry.”


      “Eckles…”


      “You shouldn’t have made me your knight.” Eckles’s eyes opened slowly after rubbing his face against my hand.


      I felt something moist and soft press against my hand. It wasn’t his cheek.


      “If you wanted me to not concern myself with you, it’s too late for that.” Eckles locked eyes with me as he pressed his lips to my palm.


      I momentarily forgot to breathe as I felt the tickling sensation of his lips. I’d initiated touch with Eckles many times in the past, but I didn’t think he’d ever been so blatantly affectionate with me before.


      Never. He’d often complained and said I should come see him more often, but never once had he reached out to touch me first. I stared at him in surprise, letting out a slow breath. It was sudden but hardly unexpected.


      He’s at ninety-six percent, after all. I nodded to myself—we’d been restricted in where and when we could meet, and physical contact had been limited thanks to his status. I felt his eyes on my face, and my fingers tingled upon seeing the raw affection he was wearing so openly. A strange emotion formed in the pit of my stomach.


      Trying not to show my discomfort, I smiled awkwardly. “You’re blaming me? How cheeky. You shouldn’t worry about my mood or misfortunes.”


      Eckles still had his lips pressed against my palm. He lifted his head after a long pause. “What should I worry about, then?”


      “Focus on the task at hand.”


      “The task at hand?”


      “Yes. As you said, you’re my one and only knight. You need to become stronger than anyone else so you can protect me,” I said. “You’re all I have, Eckles.”


      At that moment it was as if his gray-brown eyes were glowing. He slowly lifted his hand and placed it over my own where it rested on his cheek. His touch felt hot against my cold skin. Caught up in the moment, I followed my instincts. Though it wasn’t my intention, my voice sounded desperate.


      “Stay by my side.” Until I can escape. Don’t try to run away. Stay with me. “You’ll do that, won’t you? Hmm?”


      Eckles murmured, “I never know what you’re thinking, Mistress. But I don’t want you to be sad because of the people who pick on you anymore.”


      “I’m fine.”


      “One day I hope to make it so that you really are fine,” he whispered with the air of someone making a vow.


      The agitated feeling in my chest seemed to settle somewhat. Of course the male protagonist wouldn’t run away and leave me behind. I was relieved. Gazing at the blinking affection bar, I slowly selected an option from the system window.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have paid [14,,000 Gold] to view the affection of [Eckles].


        (Remaining: 28,000,000 Gold)

      


      It was startling to see just how quickly my funds were running dry, but I didn’t dwell on it.


      [Affection: 98%]


      “Eckles…” Two percent away. Finally. Suddenly getting choked up, I managed to force words up my throat. “Do you…have anything else you want to say to me?”


      In response, I could feel him pressing my fingers more firmly against his face. His lips moved hesitantly for a moment, then he said firmly, “I’ll make it happen, Mistress.”


      It wasn’t what I wanted to hear, and I tried to curb my disappointment. He’s not at one hundred percent yet, that’s why. There were roughly two weeks left before the coming-of-age ceremony. I just needed to try a little harder—then I would probably be able to earn the remaining 2 percent and a love confession.


      I considered this as I let my thoughts drift, staring at the letters above his head, which had reverted to [Check Affection].


      “I’ll…make it happen,” Eckles muttered again under his breath.
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      The following day, I was surprised when the duke just accepted my excuse for leaving the ball early—that I’d felt ill—and left me alone about the whole affair. It was no doubt because Penelope had already done the same thing too many times to count.


      
        —“You should tell me you’re leaving next time. Tsk! Your coming-of-age ceremony is approaching. You can’t keep acting like a child.”

      


      His words echoed in my mind—I hadn’t been able to avoid a displeased scolding.


      Following that night, I did my best to visit Eckles as often as possible. The remaining 2 percent was proving very difficult, perhaps because I was so close to my goal. I gave him gifts and whispered sweet nothings in his ear, stroking his neck gently to check his affection, but all I got in return was his steadily intensifying stare.


      His daily lessons also interfered with my ability to meet with him. I’d made the arrangement for him so that I could earn more affection in the long run, but his leaving every day was starting to bother me.


      
        —“How about you skip your lesson today and go somewhere fun with me?”

      


      One time, I’d tried to tempt him coyly, determined to not let him go. I quickly did an about-face and told him I’d been joking when I saw the troubled look on his face and the way the affection bar had started to blink.


      Eckles, who hadn’t cared much for his lessons at first, had become very attached to them. This was in line with what I knew of the game’s original story.


      As a reward for my continued efforts, I finally managed to reach [Affection: 99%]. By this time, the coming-of-age ceremony was only six days away. Since I’d hit some kind of ceiling, my anxiety was steadily growing.


      Ugh… The difficulty of reaching one hundred percent aside, how do I get him to say he loves me? I pondered the problem, hands pressed to my aching head. In Normal Mode, I didn’t have to worry about such things, since the male protagonists just confessed their love automatically when the time came. I didn’t even have to fill the affection bars all the way. They would turn a dark pink, notifying me that a confession was on the horizon.


      “Right. I nearly forgot.” Preoccupied as I was with earning Eckles’s affection, there was something that hadn’t occurred to me until now.


      The color of the affection bar. When a confession was in order, the affection bars in Normal Mode also changed color—though not with as much variety as in Hard Mode. But does that matter?


      I hadn’t paid much attention to the colors thus far, since the numbers on the affection meters had the greatest bearing on my continued survival and therefore mattered far more. Now that I was nearing the end with Eckles, however, I was concerned that his bar was dark red. Wait… Don’t tell me dark red means he’s going to kill me because he resents the empire or something?


      I quickly cast that thought aside with a shudder. That wouldn’t make sense given that his affection had reached 99 percent.


      The final one percent… How do I get it? Do I have to kiss him out of nowhere like that lunatic prince? I found myself chewing at my lips as I internally debated the question somewhat frantically.


      There was a knock at my door.


      “It’s Pennel, Miss.”


      I was surprised that the butler had come to see me so late; dinnertime had been a while ago. “Come in,” I called reluctantly, and Pennel promptly entered.


      After a polite bow, he launched into an explanation for his visit. “Miss, His Grace has requested that you join him for a light breakfast tomorrow morning.”


      “Breakfast?”


      “Yes. He hasn’t been able to leave the palace until late these days due to all the meetings of the peers, so he says he probably can’t manage dinner.”


      Taken aback by the sudden invitation, I slowly nodded. “All right. Of course I can adjust my schedule. Tell him I’ll get up early and make myself ready.”


      “Yes, Miss.”


      “Good night.”


      “Oh, there’s one more thing…,” the butler said hesitantly. “Another letter arrived from the palace.”


      I froze mid–lazy page turn of the book I was reading. “Is it an invitation?”


      “No. This time an attendant from the crown prince’s palace delivered it personally—”


      “Burn it,” I said immediately. “And tell him I’ve been keeping to my room because I don’t feel well.”


      After a long, uncertain pause, he said, “Understood.”


      That brief moment I’d spent waiting for his reply, I’d felt as if I couldn’t breathe. I snapped the book closed testily. “In the future, take care of this sort of business on your own, instead of bothering me with it.”


      The butler, sensing I was in a foul mood, hurried away after one last deep bow.
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      Early the next day, I made my way to the dining room just as I’d promised the butler I would. Even though I still felt sleepy, my brain was already hard at work. I had very little wiggle room in my schedule if I was to eat breakfast, see the duke off, and catch Eckles before he left for his lesson. Unfortunately, I’d already arrived at my destination before I could formulate a plan.


      “You haven’t visited the dining room since the renovations were completed, have you, Miss?” Pennel asked, making conversation.


      He was right. I always ate in my quarters, but thanks to the work being done on the room, I hadn’t had any reason to visit it recently.


      “I think you’ll quite like it,” he said knowingly as he opened the doors.


      Inside, it was completely different from how I remembered it. Honestly, I had no idea why they’d decided to renovate the room in the first place.


      Whoa… The room was shockingly ornate and luxurious. Huge bunches of flowers were scattered everywhere, and much of the interior was gilded in gold. Though it was visually a little confusing at first, upon closer inspection it seemed as if a lot of careful planning had gone into the design.


      Gazing over the spectacular room, I noticed one particular type of flower had been incorporated into the various floral arrangements more than any other. Those are… Rose vines with luscious apricot-colored blooms.


      
        —“They are Alnwick roses.”

      


      The duke had told me their name when we’d had lunch in the greenhouse while the dining room was being worked on. I’d wanted to change the subject and avoid Reynold’s attempts at picking a fight, but the duke had taken an interest in the topic.


      It occurred to me that it had probably been the first time the duke had ever just spoken to me, with no specific reason or purpose for doing so. He must have really liked those flowers, that’s all. Ignoring the uncomfortable feeling in my chest, I did my best to remain cynical. Assuming there was a greater meaning to the duke’s actions than there actually was would only end unpleasantly for me.


      No doubt thanks to the completely different interior, I was no longer reminded of the nightmare I’d endured in this room, starving with a plate full of food in front of me.


      The table was luxurious, made of marble instead of the oak it had been before—the table already occupied. The duke greeted me from the head of the table.


      “You’re up.”


      “Good morning, Father, brothers.”


      “Good morning, my ass. Can’t you be on time for once?” the pink-haired boy muttered angrily, though I was only a few minutes late.


      “Tsk, Reynold,” the duke scolded.


      “Am I wrong? Come on! You always take her side.”


      The duke glared at him, and Reynold’s distasteful chattering ceased. Derrick gazed at me quietly without expression, in his usual way. I’d gone through this same song and dance many times by now and was no longer surprised when my greetings were ignored.


      “Let’s eat,” the duke said.


      The meal was no different from any of the others I’d had to endure with my family, except that this time it was early in the morning. Silence fell over the opulent dining room, interrupted only by the tinkling of silverware.


      “It’s your birthday in a few days, Penelope,” the duke said when breakfast was well underway.


      The topic made me feel sick, but I did my best to smile. “Yes, it’s crept up so quickly.”


      “Are the preparations for the coming-of-age ceremony coming along nicely?”


      “I hardly need to do anything. The butler and the head maid are the ones doing most of the hard work.”


      It was true. I had done nothing to contribute myself, other than endure a massage from one of the maids every time I bathed to keep my skin and body in their best condition. I’d gotten so used to the manhandling that I now often fell asleep during them.


      “Is there any gift in particular you’d like for your coming-of-age ceremony?” the duke asked suddenly.


      I replied without much hesitation. “Uh… No, not really.” I’d already been fitted for a fancy dress and matching accessories for the ceremony. What I really wanted wasn’t in the duke’s power to provide.


      “Hey, don’t be difficult. Just tell him what you want while he’s asking,” Reynold jeered as if on cue. His sneering comments were something of a tradition at this point. “You nearly died of envy when Father gave me that magic yacht at my coming-of-age ceremony.”


      “Oh, that,” I said.


      My time spent with the maids every time I bathed wasn’t all bad, since I’d heard so many funny stories thanks to them.


      “You took it out on the Altes River to show off, but you had no idea how to sail it, right? I heard it capsized,” I said with a grin, revealing the anecdote I’d heard not that long ago.


      His face instantly turned cherry red. “Wh-wh-who the hell told you that? That was an accident!”


      “You foolish boy,” the duke chuckled.


      “What?! Why are you laughing, Father? It’s not true!” Reynold shouted at the duke. Not that it mattered much.


      I leaned toward the duke while Reynold continued to make a huge fuss, insisting my story was a lie. “Just one wish, then,” I whispered. “Can you come by on the morning of my birthday to say farewell?”


      “Farewell?”


      “Yes.”


      The duke seemed puzzled by the odd request.


      “…A final goodbye to your immature daughter.”


      “What is that supposed to mean, Penelope? A final goodbye?”


      “I’ll have become an adult. I wish to forget the shameful actions of my past and start anew as a more mature woman,” I said calmly. He didn’t need to know he’d be saying goodbye to the daughter who finally seemed to be mellowing out.


      “When did you become so…?” The duke’s blue eyes slowly filled with warmth as he looked at me with a peculiar expression on his face. “All right. I’ll be sure to come and see you bright and early,” the duke promised.


      This time, the lie had left a bitter taste in my mouth. Smiling awkwardly, I did my best to ignore the emotions blooming in my chest.


      The door suddenly creaked open, and Pennel rushed inside. He was at the duke’s side in an instant. “Your Grace, your presence is required at the front entrance immediately.” The old butler was paler than I’d ever seen him.


      However, the duke only looked most displeased. “Ahem. Can’t you see that I’m having a meal with my family? If it’s not urgent, we can discuss it later.”


      “Well…” The butler hesitated, lips turning down into a troubled frown, before bending closer to whisper in the duke’s ear.


      The duke’s unhappiness slowly melted away to be replaced with a wooden expression. When the butler straightened, the duke shot to his feet, his chair screeching against the tiles. He’d stood so abruptly that the chair was sent flying backward, but the duke hardly seemed to notice, too busy rushing from the dining room. The butler quickly followed him.


      Derrick, Reynold, and I were left sitting around the table, clueless as to what was going on. Derrick’s chair squeaked as he also rose to his feet.


      “I’ll go see what’s happening,” he said, leaving the room.


      “Dammit, what could be so important in the middle of breakfast…?” Reynold muttered peevishly.


      Wait… Has the crown prince come again because I ignored his letter? The terrible possibility suddenly occurred to me. It wasn’t out of character for him to do something so outlandish. If that was the case, it would certainly warrant the duke rushing out the way he had—it had happened once before, after all. That asshole! I told him I was ill! I thought, scowling to myself.


      Reynold shot me an odd look. “What are you doing? Let’s go see. Get up.” He nagged at me to join him as he left his chair.


      “Oh, uh, yeah…,” I agreed reluctantly. I didn’t actually have any desire to investigate the matter with him. My head already hurt just thinking about trying to handle whatever mess awaited me outside. I trudged after Reynold, leaving the dining room.


      We walked down the long corridor that led to the central staircase, and upon reaching it, I noticed that the manor’s front doors were wide open, true to the butler’s harried demeanor that had hinted at a disturbance. A figure was standing in the doorway—that of a tall man. I could smell the crisp morning air as it drifted into the manor.


      Surely I wasn’t right about the prince being here? Scowling, I picked up the pace. I passed the drawing room and arrived at where the duke, the butler, Derrick, and Reynold were standing rooted in place. However, instead of the blond hair I expected to see, I found someone else.


      “…Eckles?”


      The man standing in the doorway was none other than my all-in man. Upon hearing my voice, he glanced at me cautiously, and his stony expression wavered for a moment.


      “What are you doing here at this hour?” I felt a chill go down my spine. It was the same strange feeling that had come over me the day before my mother’s death, and it coursed through me like a bolt of lightning now.


      “I…” A small figure stepped out from behind Eckles before he could speak. “Father… Brothers…” She had the same lovely pink hair as Reynold, and her eyes were undeniably the Eckhart blue. “It’s me…Ivonne.”


      That was what befell me early one morning, only five days before my coming-of-age ceremony.
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      My thoughts ground to a halt. I didn’t so much as blink as I stared at the small girl who’d appeared from behind Eckles. There was a bandage wrapped around one side of her forehead, covering the same place the white-robed woman from Soleil had been injured by my spell.


      This…this has to be a joke. Whether the heroine was the leader of the Lailan cult or not was none of my concern. What mattered to me right now was that the coming-of-age ceremony hadn’t arrived. It wasn’t time yet—I was supposed to have five days left still.


      Why? I turned from Ivonne to stare at Eckles, who’d been watching me closely with his usual lack of expression. It was almost as if he was waiting to see my reaction. He was the same love interest who’d only a few days ago sworn to stay by my side. Sworn he’d ensure the inhabitants of the manor would no longer make me sad. Sworn that he’d make me happy.


      So why? Why? Why is he doing this? Why did this happen? Why? Why? Why? The question echoed endlessly in my head. As I tried to keep my breathing under control, a heavy hush descended upon the room. No one said a word, and the heroine’s lovely face grew steadily more dejected.


      The duke was the one to finally break the silence. “Reynold, Penelope. Both of you go to your rooms.”


      “Father!”


      Reynold protested before I could say anything. The duke hissed, though, and his youngest son clamped his mouth shut. I could feel Reynold’s eyes on me since I hadn’t moved a muscle despite the duke’s order. I couldn’t bring myself to react.


      Everyone seemed completely out of sorts, confronted with a world-shattering event so early in the morning. The duke turned to Ivonne, even though I still lingered in the hall.


      “As for you…come with me.” I saw it then on his face—the stony head of the Eckhart household’s expression contorted with terrible longing and sadness. He pulled himself together after a moment’s weakness, however, and continued, “Many have come here disguised, claiming to be my long-lost daughter. You will have to undergo a few tests to prove that you truly are who you say you are.”


      “Tests?” the heroine asked, her blue eyes watering. She looked so frail and innocent.


      As was to be expected, the heroine had passed those “tests” with flying colors in the game. They involved correctly identifying items that had belonged to the deceased duchess, possessing knowledge of the manor’s layout, and having physical characteristics such as moles. Details only the duke’s actual daughter would know, that no imposter who’d claimed to be his daughter thus far had managed to provide.


      “If it turns out that you are lying, you may be executed for attempting to impersonate a member of the nobility,” the duke warned solemnly. “How will you proceed? Do you still wish to go ahead with this?”


      “Even though I haven’t recovered all my memories yet, I… I’ll try,” Ivonne said.


      Today was not the day of my coming-of-age ceremony, but the girl responded with the same line she’d spoken in the game. I felt as if I were choking as I watched on, Ivonne nodding with a resolute look on her face, and the duke tearing his gaze away and turning his attention to Derrick.


      “Derrick?”


      “Yes.”


      “Confine him to the dungeons. We’ll need to interrogate him.”


      Without hesitation, Derrick moved to Eckles.


      “Wait!” I shouted, trying to stop the duke, but Ivonne was faster.


      “Wh-why are you locking Eckles up? H-he helped me. I’ll do the tests, just please don’t lock him away,” she said, pleading with the duke in a small, pitiful voice.


      The duke shook his head firmly. “This matter is of no concern to you. He is a knight-in-training, in the service of our family.”


      “B-but…”


      “He shouldn’t have been able to leave the manor without permission. Find out how he was able to bring the girl here.”


      Both Derrick and I were put in a difficult position by the duke’s latest order.


      “You’re not taking him away,” I intervened after Ivonne fell silent. “Before he is a knight-in-training of House Eckhart, he is my guard, so he falls under my jurisdiction.”


      “Penelope…”


      The duke and Derrick physically reacted to my words, as if they hadn’t realized I was still in the room.


      “And I need to speak with him.” My head was spinning, but I had to get answers.


      “Penelope!”


      I ignored the shouting as I stormed over to Eckles before anyone could stop me. The heroine watched with an odd expression on her face, standing at his side. I ignored her and reached out, grabbing a fistful of his shirt.


      “You.”


      A window appeared.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Eckles]?


        [18,000,000 Gold / 400 Reputation]

      


      I pressed [18,000,000 Gold] repeatedly but to no avail.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Insufficient funds!


        (Balance: 12,000,000 Gold)

      


      The white letters informed me that I had run out of money. Desperately clinging to the last shreds of my sanity, I chose [400 Reputation] this time.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Insufficient funds!


        (Current reputation: 360)

      


      I already knew I didn’t have enough. I’d used all my gold and reputation without hesitation to constantly check his affection. I had been so certain I’d reach 100 percent before long.


      In addition, Pennel had informed me that they had begun selling the magically processed emeralds, so I’d thought I would have plenty of gold at my disposal. If only I’d realized how stupid I was being… I was forced to stare at the system window, unable to reveal his affection meter. The violent urge to throw something and scream at the top of my lungs rose within me. I ground my teeth, gripping Eckles’s shirt so hard that my fist was shaking.


      “Penelope! Back away now,” the duke warned a second time.


      I realized Eckles was staring at me, eyes slightly wide with surprise. “Mistress?”


      “You… Why…” I had no choice but to ask foolishly. Why had he brought the heroine here before everyone? I couldn’t just ask him why he’d betrayed me. “Why?”


      All I could do was repeat the same question over and over. I could see my face contorted with despair, reflected in Eckles’s eyes.


      He gazed down at me impassively. “I’m just a slave from a conquered nation, but House Eckhart has done so much to help me. I knew that the duke was desperately searching for his daughter, and I couldn’t bear to not act if I could help.”


      “Ha-ha…” An incredulous laugh escaped my lips as I listened to him act as if he’d just achieved something worthy of praise. I was boiling over with rage, and I was barely containing myself from throwing a fit.


      “That’s a heaping pile of bullshit, you bastard,” I said through gritted teeth. “It’s not House Eckhart you’re indebted to, it’s me! I’m the one who bought you at that damn auction house!”


      I knew I was being reckless, but I couldn’t stop myself from screaming at him, my body overloaded with emotion.


      My hand flew above my head, posed to slap him across the face, only to freeze when the duke interrupted with a shout.


      “Penelope! Pennel, take Penelope upstairs.”


      “No! I’m not done here.”


      “Penelope Eckhart.” This time it was Derrick’s icy voice. “We already said we’re going to get to the bottom of this.”


      “I have every right to hear directly from my knight what is going on here—”


      “You aren’t a child anymore. Why must I put up with you constantly throwing tantrums at every opportunity presented to you?” He was looking at me with disgust, as though he were watching the “fake” throw a jealous fit after the “true daughter” had arrived. And he wasn’t the only one.


      The duke, Reynold, Pennel, and the many servants who’d been attracted by the noise were all pinning me with reproachful stares. My eyes darted between each one of them, filled with terror. Dark red, orange, and light pink. The damned affection bars were all blinking at me in warning.


      “Miss… Please come with me,” the butler said, his voice grave.


      The hand I’d raised to hit Eckles slowly fell to my side. Even now, I had no choice but to act according to the threat of losing their affection. My other hand slowly let go of his shirt. Teeth still clenched, I turned my back on the love interest I’d bet everything on.


      As I was about to follow the butler, my eyes met the nervous blue ones watching the drama unfold. The heroine’s expression was deeply apologetic and full of guilt.


      There she stood, the kind and caring main character of Normal Mode, perfectly opposed to the fake daughter of Hard Mode, the one so wary of the appearance of this sweet girl that she lashes out and harasses her.


      Somehow, everything was unfolding exactly as it had in the game.


      An eerie chill settled over my body.


      After returning to my room under Pennel’s watchful eye, I slumped into the chair at my desk. Emily cautiously followed behind me, no doubt having heard the news already. She’d been waiting for me to return.


      “M-Miss.”


      “Get out.”


      “But…”


      I looked at her freckled face, her brown eyes watching me with fear. She was a smart girl. Perhaps she was already regretting throwing her lot in with me. Maybe she wanted to say she would no longer be my personal maid, so she had a better chance of making an impression on the lost daughter who had returned.


      “Didn’t you hear me? I need to think. Get out!” I screamed at Emily as she hovered hesitantly.


      “Y-yes! I’ll be waiting outside. Please call for me if you need anything, all right?” She scurried from the room.


      The door shut with a click. The room was blanketed in deafening silence.


      “Haah…”


      My head was beginning to pound, and I sighed deeply, covering my face with my hands. It was still only morning, but I felt as if I’d been awake for days. Even acknowledging how tired I felt was a luxury I couldn’t afford at the moment, however.


      “Think. I can’t die like this.”


      Willing myself to work through the problem, I let my hands fall away from my face. Glaring into space, I tried to formulate a plan. Though I didn’t know why the male lead I’d been counting on had turned on me and brought the heroine to the manor. I didn’t want to die a villain, caught helplessly in my predetermined fate in Normal Mode. I couldn’t just sit here wallowing in despair, either.


      Thankfully, the heroine hadn’t appeared on the day of my coming-of-age ceremony.


      “There are still five days left.” That meant I could still escape. I’m at ninety-nine percent. All I need is one more percent and a love confession. The heroine could do as she damn well pleased—that was all I needed.


      “I need to see that son of a bitch.” I glared at nothing, waiting nervously for them to finish interrogating Eckles. I also tried to formulate what excuse I’d give when it came out that I’d secretly let him take sword lessons and where I’d gotten the money to check his affection.


      Time passed excruciatingly slowly before, finally, a knock came at my door.


      “It’s Pennel, Miss.”


      Finally, someone came to give me news.


      “Come in,” I quickly commanded.


      The butler entered. “Miss, the first emerald necklace that was put up for auction last night has been purchased. The profits were just delivered to the manor by the Guild of the White Rabbit.”


      “The money came in?”


      “Yes.”


      Good. It wasn’t information about Eckles, but it was at least a speck of good news in the middle of the truly shitty situation I’d found myself in.


      “I need to see Eckles.”


      Upon hearing that my dwindling funds had been replenished, I shot to my feet. A faint hope warmed my chest like a kindling flame. I needed to check his affection and force him to give me a love confession, whether I had to sweetly coax it from him or threaten him to get it.


      As I made to leave my desk, the butler called for me to stop, a troubled expression on his face.


      “One moment, Miss. I need to make some introductions first.”


      “Introductions? Why?” I asked, frowning.


      The butler called through the doorway in a quiet voice, “Come in, both of you.”


      Two men wearing armor, neither of whom I’d ever seen before, entered one after the other.


      “These knights have been tasked with guarding you from now on. This is Sir Phillip and Sir Ed.”


      “Greetings, Miss Penelope. Nice to meet you.”


      “We look forward to serving you, Miss Penelope.”


      “They belong to the duke’s personal guard and are excellent swordsmen—”


      “Pennel,” I interrupted coldly, ignoring the knights and their polite greetings. “What is the meaning of this? What are you doing, and in my room no less?”


      “His Grace, he…,” the old butler began, visibly distressed. He cast around for something to say before finally settling on: “He’s forbidden you from coming in contact with anyone outside House Eckhart for the time being. That includes Eckles.”


      “What?” My heart plummeted into my stomach, and the rage that had only just begun to simmer down flared to life once more. I gritted my teeth. “And why is that?”


      “It’s for your safety until the investigation is over.”


      “Safety?”


      “…Yes.”


      “Are you sure he doesn’t just want to lock me up and keep an eye on me?” I smirked, though I didn’t feel particularly amused.


      Pennel was unable to meet my eyes, avoiding the villainous smile directed at him. “Of course not, Miss. His Grace desires nothing of the sort.”


      “Then explain to me why I am forbidden from seeing my own knight and why he has been replaced with two men I have never even met before.”


      “The young lord has taken a handful of knights and gone to Prebius himself to investigate.”


      My eyes grew wide as the butler struggled to deliver this information, obviously wary of my reaction. Prebius was the name of the village Eckles’s teacher hailed from.


      “Why?”


      “Lady Ivonne—I mean, the guest you saw earlier today—was gravely injured in a monster attack there a few days ago.”


      “That’s not…” I wanted to explain that it wasn’t a monster that had hurt the girl, but I remembered at the last moment that I needed to pretend I knew nothing about that mess. Whether the female protagonist was truly an evil mastermind or I’d been seeing things wasn’t important at this moment. “So?” I pressed, trying to stay calm.


      “And the slaves in the area apparently cared for the wounded. As it happens, those slaves are all from Delman.”


      “You were already aware of that, though, were you not, Pennel?” I asked.


      I hadn’t known when we’d first searched for a suitable teacher for Eckles, since the farms where the slaves worked were actually located quite far away from the village. However, that had changed on the night Eckles had returned to the manor late, saying he’d encountered another slave from Delman and fought off the monsters that had attacked the farm.


      Afterward, I’d tasked the butler with sourcing the herbs I wanted to gift Eckles for the slaves and asked that he keep quiet about what I needed them for. It had been an unspoken secret between us. So that’s when they met. It was easy to work out when exactly Eckles and the heroine had encountered each other for the first time.


      Dammit. Forcing down a curse, I bit my lip so hard it bled. Why didn’t I think about it more carefully when he told me monsters had just suddenly appeared? I deeply regretted my inattention, but the past was the past, and hindsight was 20/20. I’d been completely consumed with worrying about Eckles’s affection at the time, which was at 96 percent.


      But previously it had been Winter who returned the heroine to the manor in Hard Mode. Is it possible for the other male protagonists to find her, too? I tilted my head, puzzled. I’d been stumbling across strange inconsistencies in the game’s story for some time now. Expression grave, I was pulled from my ruminations when the butler turned to the two knights and spoke.


      “You may leave,” he said, sending the men away without even asking for my permission. “I’ve been informed that the slaves from Delman were planning to escape, Miss.”


      My eyes widened. Eckles had told me this only recently.


      He continued, “Young Lord Derrick immediately left in order to arrest them—”


      “Wait,” I said, holding up my hand. “The girl told you all this?”


      “No. We learned everything directly from Eckles, Miss.”


      “Wh-what?”


      “The herbs you gave him became the key to their escape plan. Eckles said he pitied the slaves from his home country when he heard they had been attacked and did everything he could to help them.”


      “And?”


      “But he knew they were taking your kind gift and twisting its purpose, so he tried to talk them out of it. Around this time he met our guest and decided he would repay his debt to House Eckhart…”


      “Ha!” I laughed coldly, causing Pennel to fall silent. “Son of a…”


      I shuddered just thinking about the crafty way he’d manipulated the situation. He’d been in discussions to escape with the other slaves not all that long ago but had turned his back on them without a second thought. I could guess the reason, too. It’s because I refused to go.


      Eckles had always been the sort of person to hide his real intentions behind the facade of a loyal dog. I’d thought he had changed as his affection rose, but he’d only been hiding behind another mask. To him, fleeting affection for a lady from the empire he despised and concern for his former countrymen, still strangers to him, would never take precedence over his own safety.


      I could imagine all the selfish little schemes that had been brewing in secret behind the mask of a kind man worried about the slaves. He’d probably weighed whether it was best for him to remain at the manor or help the others and escape with them.


      He had made his decision—he’d chosen to sacrifice the slaves, bring Ivonne to the manor, and secure his place here. He’d even grasped the opportunity to try to elevate his position, which hadn’t been in my power to offer him. To avoid being suspected of working with the slaves, he’d cunningly revealed my involvement in the situation.


      Pushing down the storm of emotions threatening to bubble over inside me, I said, “And what did Father say?”


      “He sent the young lord to confirm the truth of Eckles’s claims.”


      “And what about the tests?”


      “They are ongoing.”


      “So I can’t see my father or Eckles until my eldest brother returns and the investigation is over?”


      The butler did not respond, which was as good as a yes.


      I sighed deeply. “All right. You can go.” I dismissed him.


      “Please don’t hesitate to call for me if you need anything at all.” Pennel glanced at me cautiously before leaving with a bow. It was unlikely I would receive such courtesy from him again once Ivonne passed the duke’s tests.


      “Dammit!” I suddenly felt so deeply irritated that all I wanted to do was sweep everything off the surface of my desk and send it crashing to the floor. I restrained myself at the last moment. I couldn’t lose my temper. There was too much to be done if I wanted to survive. Too many plans to make.


      I can’t do this anymore. I stumbled to my feet before staggering to my bed. I need a new plan. I lay in bed thinking, all the strength drained from my body. It felt as if I were being crushed under the weight of my own helplessness.


      As if I were choking, and death was already knocking at my door.
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      I spent the entire day unable to force myself to eat even a bite of food and the night without a wink of sleep. I left my room early the next morning, afraid that the fire raging inside me would burn me up from the inside if I didn’t get up and do something.


      “Where are you going?” one of the knights stationed outside demanded.


      As soon as I opened the door, it was blocked.


      “Out of the way.”


      “You must tell us where you are going for your own safety.”


      “I can’t go where I please in my own home?” I snapped irritably. Realizing that I was behaving petulantly, I told them my destination with great reluctance. “I’m going for a walk in the back garden.”


      “Then we’ll come with you.”


      “Don’t follow me.”


      “But the duke, he—”


      “If you move even one step from where you are standing, I’m going to scream and say that you insulted and harassed me,” I said without batting an eye.


      “M-Miss!” They paled.


      I’d threatened this because the duke would respond without mercy to such a claim since I’d made a ruckus about similar incidents in the past.


      “You were told to protect me, not watch me wherever I go.”


      “B-but…”


      “Don’t make such a fuss. I’ll be back soon anyway.”


      They were forced to watch helplessly as I disappeared outside like a ghost. I could feel weighted glances from every servant I met in the corridor following me, and I was exhausted before I even got to the garden.


      Then a thought came to me unbidden. There was a definite possibility—should the worst happen—that I would fail to escape this stupid game. I might have to endure this miserable existence until the day I died. I felt as if I couldn’t breathe just thinking about it.
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      Leaving my room for a little while did help to improve my mood somewhat. Walking slowly, I mentally organized all the thoughts and plans I’d made overnight.


      So…the basement, as in the manor’s basement? I wondered where Eckles was being kept. I’d heard that the basement floors of the manor had been used in the past to confine prisoners and torture them, but there was another building that served a similar purpose near the training field, where knights who had committed an offense were sometimes kept, similar to a guardhouse.


      Eckles is probably being kept there, too, since he’s a knight-in-training in service to the family, at least in name. I made a beeline for the forest path that led to the training field. I didn’t think I’d actually be able to see him but also knew I’d probably lose my mind if I just waited around and did nothing. I could at least have a look around.


      I walked for a while along the quiet path, failing to notice someone approaching from the opposite direction, too deep in thought.


      “Ah…,” the person exclaimed to herself, seeing me first. “H-hello, Lady Penelope…” She spoke awkwardly, but there was still an innocent and kind air about her.


      “Lady Penelope”? Screw me… I swallowed a curse. She’d addressed Penelope the same way early on in the game during Normal Mode.


      It was the heroine.


      Timid blue eyes stared at me, and I was suddenly reminded of the way she’d greedily sucked the life out of that man underneath Soleil. A chill ran down my spine, and the hair on my arms stood on end. I was frozen, unable to speak.


      “Lady Penelope?” she called cautiously, pulling me from my thoughts.


      “Oh… Hello,” I replied hesitantly, glancing around me. I was alone with her on a secluded path.


      Dammit. I’d been meaning to just ignore her if I ran into her at the manor, but the reminder that she was a Lailan scared me too much to rebuff her directly.


      “Y-you…,” she stuttered, her clear eyes shimmering after hearing my subdued answer. “You acknowledged my greeting?”


      The heroine of Normal Mode had always been moved to tears by the most trivial of things. I made sure my face was completely devoid of all expression as I looked at her. “Are you on your way back from meeting with Eckles?”


      “Oh… Yes.”


      “I heard the tests weren’t over yet.”


      She frowned, looking troubled, and finally replied reluctantly, “I asked the duke if I could see Eckles during lunch, since it’s on my account that he’s been imprisoned…”


      I felt anger simmer in my belly since I’d been intentionally kept from him, but I resisted the urge to comment.


      So Eckles is locked up near the training field, not under the manor. It was information I hadn’t been expecting to learn so easily.


      “You went without a maid?” I asked, tone brusque.


      Ivonne blushed. “The head maid… She took me there. But she’s a busy person, and I wanted to walk back by myself…”


      This was plain offensive. She hasn’t even completed the tests yet, and the head maid, of all people, is taking her around?


      The head maid had always hated Penelope and been behind a lot of the harassment she’d faced. I’d managed to back her into a corner until now, so no doubt she was elated to learn that the duke’s biological daughter had returned. Holding back an incredulous laugh, I turned my attention to Ivonne’s face.


      “That must hurt.”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “Your wound.” I was referring to the wound on her forehead, which was bound tightly with a bandage. For just a moment, it seemed as if she might have flinched. I had nothing more to say to her. After staring at her forehead for a moment, I finally settled on saying, “Goodbye, then.”


      I walked past her without another word—or rather, was about to when she grabbed my wrist.


      “Wait!”


      I scowled and spun around. “What?”


      “I-I’m sorry,” she said, her large eyes full of tears. She looked so frail and pitiful in that moment that I could understand why the love interests were always so entranced by her. However, I hadn’t done anything to make her cry, so the only feeling I could muster was slight disgust.


      I sighed gustily. “Sorry for what?”


      “You must have been so…shocked when I came here out of nowhere.” Her voice trembled as she apologized. “I shouldn’t have come here…but Eckles begged me to… I felt so guilty, since it seemed like I’d hurt you without meaning to. I just wanted to say I’m terribly sorry—”


      “Look,” I said, cutting her off coldly as her long-winded apology grew more and more fraught with emotion. “Ivonne, was it?”


      She paused, looking up at me with round, glossy eyes.


      “Did you go by ‘Ivonne’ when you were a commoner?”


      “Y-yes.”


      How can that be? I thought she’d lost all her memories? Something strange was going on, but I cast the thought aside for later. I nodded at her. “Whatever motives you had in coming here have nothing to do with me.”


      “…What?” Her blue eyes were filled with surprise.


      In fear of being misinterpreted, I chose each word carefully. “I’m fine, so don’t worry about me. In fact, pretend I’m not even here. All right?”


      “I…I don’t…”


      “If you understand what I’m saying, please let go of me.” Even if she didn’t understand—it made no difference. Her hand was as cold as ice, though I couldn’t be sure if it was because I was so afraid of her or because of some odd power she had as a Lailan. I felt frozen but hid my shivering as I shook my wrist free. “I was a commoner, too, once. I’m no stranger to the situation you’ve found yourself. I should warn you, though: If you were to put your hands on any other noble like this, you’d get a slap for your impudence.


      “Enjoy the rest of your walk. Good day.” I quickly turned away from her.


      It suddenly occurred to me how silly this all was. When I’d entered this stupid game for the first time, I’d run away from the sons whenever I encountered them, afraid that I’d die by their hands. They’d let me flee, too proud to give chase, but the heroine apparently had no such pride.


      She grabbed at me again, saying, “I-I’m not here with any ‘motive’…”


      She’d held on to a fistful of my dress. I hadn’t accused her of anything, but her teary stuttering suggested she felt as if I had.


      “I—I lost my memories when I was a child. I only started recovering them recently, and Eckles helped me work up the courage to come here. If I’m mistaken and I’m not the duke’s real daughter, I’ll accept my punishment. Really. I have no intention of—”


      “Haah…” I sighed deeply and ran a hand through my hair. Turning fully in her direction, I stepped closer, closing the gap between us. “You don’t need to justify yourself to me.”


      “L-Lady Penelope…”


      “I told you I don’t care.”


      Looking flustered by my sudden approach, she backed away from me. “Huh? Oh!” She swayed on her feet, seemingly tripping on a rock or something.


      Ivonne was the picture of grace even as she stumbled and fell. I instinctively grabbed her arm and tugged her to me. She was flimsy and light in my grip, like a wildflower blooming in winter, as I helped her keep her balance.


      At the same time, I couldn’t help the gasp that escaped my lips. Her skin felt eerily cold to the touch, like that of a corpse.


      “Be careful,” I cautioned her.


      “Th-thank you,” she muttered quietly.


      Resisting the urge to shove her away from me, I resorted to quickly getting out what I wanted to say. “Listen, Ivonne.”


      “Wh-what—?”


      “You could be the true long-lost daughter of the duke. You could have some other hidden agenda. Either way, it doesn’t concern me.”


      “L-Lady Penelope.”


      “But while we’re both together here, let’s live our own lives. I’ll do me, and you do you, all right?”


      “But…” Her rabbit-like eyes widened, as if she were begging to know how I could suggest such a thing. “But if I really am his daughter…that would make you and me family. How could you ask me to ignore—?”


      “Family?” I repeated, my face contorting in utter bewilderment as if she’d been speaking a foreign language. I hurried to correct her. “I’m not your family, and I suggest you start thinking that way as well. We’ll be strangers someday—soon, in fact.”


      With that, I figured this dangerous encounter was finally coming to a close, but I was quickly proved wrong.


      “Oh, for crying out loud.”


      Someone had overheard the end of our conversation. We both turned to find someone with the same lovely head of pink hair as Ivonne’s sauntering out of the woods.


      Talk about terrible timing. A helpless laugh escaped my lips as the situation spun out of control. The light-pink bar above his head was blinking rapidly. I could only assume it probably meant his affection was dropping.


      “Did I hear you right?’ Reynold asked aggressively, approaching us.


      I tore my eyes from his status and said with a sigh, “What do you mean?”


      “What do I mean?” His face twitched in anger. Strangely enough, it didn’t scare me the way it used to. “How cruel do you have to be to say things like that to her when she’s only just arrived? That she should be careful, that she’s not family, that this is temporary?”


      “Did I lie?”


      “What?”


      “The tests aren’t over yet.”


      “That’s not what I’m talking about!” he shouted, frustrated.


      I scowled, my ears ringing. “What are you talking about, then?”


      “Your undignified attitude, Penelope Eckhart, that’s what.” The words were spat out through clenched teeth.


      The heroine gasped under her breath, still standing close to me.


      My calm responses seemed to have done the opposite and riled Reynold up. “The jury’s still out on whether she’s real or fake, so why are you jumping the gun and harassing her like she’s—what was it you said? Some kind of vermin no better than a slave?”


      I realized that his eyes were pointedly staring at my hand, which was still wrapped around the heroine’s arm.


      “Yet you’re the one who treats the people around you like trash.”


      As his scathing rebuke echoed in my ears, my mind dredged up the conversation he was referring to, the memory hitting me like a wrecking ball.


      
        —“You always make me feel miserable, like some kind of disgusting vermin no better than a slave.”

      


      The words I’d spoken in the attic on the last day of the festival.


      He was throwing it back in my face, the desperate entreaty I’d made to him when I’d been trembling in fear of his plummeting affection. He had the audacity to compare that to now, when all I’d done was suggest to the heroine that we stay out of each other’s way.


      It became strikingly clear how little he’d understood my pain.


      Why? Why was it that after everything I’d been through, I still found myself hoping things would be different next time? After all I’d endured, like an idiot, I kept hoping.


      “Ha…” My laugh was hollow, sounding slightly crazed even to my own ears, and Reynold and the heroine both flinched.


      “You…,” he began. Then he seemed to come to the conclusion that I was laughing at him—or some other bad-faith interpretation of me—and his face hardened. The affection bar above his head started blinking rapidly again. What’s it going to be? One percent? Two?


      His affection wasn’t at a critically low level anymore, so I didn’t really care even if I ended up losing as much as 30 percent. Wondering how much affection had been deducted this time, I turned away apathetically.


      “Ivonne, why don’t you answer him?”


      “What—?”


      “Was I harassing you?” I was curious as to what the heroine would say. Is she really as kind as she appeared to be in the game? The way things were unfolding, it wouldn’t surprise me if she turned around and claimed I’d been giving her a verbal lashing.


      Ivonne stared up at me with wet eyes, hesitating.


      Reynold intervened, unable to stand seeing her in tears. “How is she meant to say anything when you’re looming over her like that—?”


      “Y-you have it all wrong, Young Master Reynold!” Ivonne exclaimed, jerking back and shaking her head wildly. “Lady Penelope is right! I tripped. She grabbed my arm to save me from falling.”


      “…What?” Reynold blanched, unable to believe his own ears. “Then that means…”


      He stared at Ivonne’s arm, still in my grasp, his expression plainly stunned. I hadn’t even gotten the chance to release her before Reynold was storming over—but I’d also wanted to keep a hold on her until she responded to my earlier suggestion. I lifted her arm so Reynold could see the gentle grip I had on her, then let go—her hand fell limply to her side.


      “You haven’t actually changed one bit, have you?” My question was rhetorical, accompanied by the aloof shrug of a shoulder.


      Reynold’s gaze wavered, suddenly full of regret. “P-Penelope,” he called, but I spun and walked away as quickly as my feet would take me.


      I abandoned any plans I had to go for a walk and look for Eckles. Ivonne had already told me what I needed to know, and I had no desire to try and go back past the pair of them.


      I’d already covered some distance, heading toward to my room with determination in every stride, when I heard rushed footsteps behind me.


      “Penelope!” Suddenly, my path forward was blocked by Reynold’s hulking figure. I’m surprised he’s not busy consoling his crying sister.


      Scowling at him, I snapped irritably, “You’re in my way.”


      “I…,” he gasped, trying to catch his breath. “I’m sorry. I think I got the wrong idea back there.”


      He was willingly admitting that he’d been wrong. All the while, the gauge above his head blinked. I was reminded of Derrick in the palace courtroom. Someone whose affection dropped as easily as it rose didn’t stir an ounce of sympathy in me.


      “Whatever. Let me pass.”


      “You know how out of sorts things are in the household right now. It’s just, if you were to cause any trouble…” He’d apologized and yet here he was, making excuses seconds later.


      I stared at him silently as he trailed off, squeezing his lips shut. The tops of his cheeks were flushed red—he seemed embarrassed.


      “Is that all you have to say?”


      “I’m really sorry I misunderstood.”


      “Is that so?” I nodded, then offered a small smile. “Fine.”


      “We’re all good, then?” he said, the sight of my smile clearly relieving him. “You don’t need to go back inside. Finish your walk and—”


      “But I don’t accept your apology,” I said, cutting both his words and his relief off.


      His face went blank. “…What?”


      “I said I don’t accept your apology,” I repeated slowly, pronouncing each word with exaggerated sweetness.


      Penelope, the poor fool she was, had always given in and been the first to say sorry, running back to him with her tail between her legs even after they’d gone at each other like cats and dogs. She, of course, had never received an apology from Reynold for the verbal abuse and baseless accusations that he’d heaped on her, not even once.


      Oh… I guess he did say sorry to me on one occasion after I entered her body. I’d had dreams full of Penelope’s memories, and they, combined with everything Emily had said, told me all I needed to know about where her mistreatment in the manor stemmed from.


      “Y-you…,” Reynold stammered, clearly not comprehending. It didn’t take long for his face to go red, however, as he exploded in rage. “Why are you like this? Do you take pleasure in being nasty when someone is going out of their way to apologize to you?”


      “The real question here is why you have to make me feel like crap, even when you’re supposed to be apologizing.”


      “Look at you, starting again with this—”


      “It’s not like you accepted all of my apologies, either. So why am I obliged to accept yours? Why is it different when it comes to me?”


      “What?”


      “Maybe there are times I don’t feel like forgiving you, too.” I stared at him calmly, adopting a tone that wouldn’t have been out of place in a classroom. “You can’t expect people to always react how you want them to. Don’t force me to forgive you.”


      “Ha! What is this, payback? Sticking it to me for refusing to accept your apologies a few times in the past?” he huffed.


      “Yes,” I said, nodding easily. “You should know how shitty it makes you feel. How utterly miserable it is to act like you’re fine when you interact with the person who treats you like garbage.”


      In other words, I was saying I intended to treat him as poorly as he did me from now on.


      “Why, you…” He glared at me—it seemed as if he’d understood my meaning.


      I glanced at his affection gauge, which was flickering in warning, then at our surroundings. There were no rocks on the path that I might crack my head open on if he decided to shove me, nor any sharp tree branches, either. Not that there was anything I could do to stop him if he decided to just strangle me. It didn’t seem as though he was going to attack me, though, which meant his affection hadn’t dropped to a fatal level.


      We stood just like that for some time, his scorn-filled gaze unwavering. Just when I got tired of waiting and decided to leave, he finally moved, running a hand roughly through his hair.


      “Fine…” He sighed. “I screwed up there, too. I’m sorry for what I just said.” To my great surprise, he’d apologized again. “We aren’t kids anymore, though, so enough of this. Behaving like this while a commoner is watching will only damage the dignity of the Eckhart family,” he said in a low voice, glancing back at where Ivonne was still standing in the middle of the path.


      I found his sudden concern for who was watching to be hilarious. “Dignity?” I laughed as if he’d just told a fantastic joke. “Do you really have no idea why everyone, even my personal maid, treated me like I was the lowest of the low?”


      “Huh? What does that have to do with anything—?”


      The laugh dropped off my face, and I stared straight into his eyes. “It’s your fault, Reynold.”


      “What?”


      “You behaved like this while commoners were watching,” I said, throwing his hypocritical words back at him.


      “Oi, Penelope. What the hell are you—?”


      “You set the standard, belittling and disrespecting me in front of the knights and servants at every opportunity.” I’d been biting my tongue all the while since this asshole was one of the love interests. Despite the rage and frustration boiling under my skin, I’d let it go time and time again as long as he was willing to rein in his temper.


      I’d never openly confronted him with the abuse Penelope been subjected to. When I’d brought up the stolen necklace, it had only been after my patience was pushed to its limits, and in an effort to make him feel guilty. All other issues were left unsaid. I was well aware that if I pointed out the duplicity of the members of the Eckhart family, Reynold’s short temper combined with his pride would spell the end of any headway I might have made in the affection department.


      But the situation right now was dire. The heroine had arrived before my coming-of-age ceremony, and I was half out of my mind trying to reckon with the horror that I might never be able to go home. And so the emotions I’d struggled for so long to tamp down suddenly became all too much. I was helpless to do anything about it as they poured out of me, the truth laid bare.


      “You. It was because of you, Reynold Eckhart.” What burst out of my mouth was not words, but pure hatred. Reynold flinched, perhaps sensing that something was seething underneath the cold tone I’d adopted. “So you have no right to lecture me about dignity.” All at once, I felt the strength drain from me, my death glare dropping with it. “Don’t speak to me for a while.”


      “P-Penelope.”


      “Please. If you really are sorry, show it by listening. That’s all I request, Brother.” I smiled prettily, any trace of the hatred on my face gone as if it had never been there in the first place. “Have a nice day.”


      With that, I left Reynold behind to steep in his shock, plain as day on his twisted features. I needed to escape that suffocating situation as soon as possible. The moment I passed him, the smile slid from my face, replaced with a terrifyingly stony expression.


      The heavy weight of his gaze followed me, but I couldn’t have cared less.
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      I dragged myself to the bed and lay down as soon as I entered my room. I missed lunch, sleeping in short, fitful bursts and waking intermittently.


      “…lope. Miss Penelope.” Emily roused me cautiously.


      The room was dark. Apparently, the sun had set.


      “What do you want?” I asked, voice husky from sleep.


      “You need to have dinner. You haven’t eaten anything since yesterday,” she said, sounding worried.


      “It’s fine. I have no appetite. I just want to sleep,” I muttered, burying my face in my pillow. I was in no state to enjoy a meal, and I would likely only end up with an upset stomach anyway.


      “Miss…,” Emily said plaintively.


      I didn’t even have the energy to respond.


      Suddenly, I felt the bed sag to one side. She had sat down on the edge of the mattress.


      Huh? I glanced at her questioningly.


      “Miss,” she said, hesitating for a moment. She bent low and whispered, “The girl… I heard it was decided that she’s to stay at the manor.”


      I stared with wide eyes, surprised that she’d brought me news of Ivonne. But I’d known that this was inevitable. Quickly losing interest, I asked without really caring for the answer, “Did she pass every test?”


      “No, not all of them, since she lost her memories. They want her here so they can keep her under observation.”


      “I see.”


      “But this has happened many times before… I’m sure she’s just another fake, Miss.”


      It amused me that she didn’t see the irony in talking about fakes to the fake daughter.


      “It’s fine. You don’t need you to try to make me feel better,” I said, laughter in my voice. Sighing, I added, “You look like you have something more you wish to say. Go on—spit it out.”


      The time had come to part ways with Emily. She gets her orders from the head maid, after all… And the head maid had already done everything she could to cater to Ivonne’s needs even though it wasn’t yet certain that she was really the duke’s daughter.


      Though Emily and I had gotten off on the wrong foot, my life had gotten a lot easier having her around. I was well aware I could be a difficult mistress to serve, but apparently, I’d grown attached to her without realizing it. Thinking about her quitting left a bitter taste in my mouth.


      Perhaps that was why I’d practically kicked her out of my room yesterday—the last thing I’d wanted to hear her say was that she was resigning from her position as my personal maid.


      But it can’t be helped. I won’t be staying here forever anyway. Thankfully, I was the type of person who quickly gave up on things I had no business clinging to. And so I quietly waited for Emily to speak.


      “I’ll keep tabs on that girl’s every move and report back to you,” she promised earnestly.


      “…What?”


      It was not at all what I’d been expecting her to say.


      “The girl they’ve assigned to be her maid for the time being is from the same town as me. Her name is Becky. She lost her parents in a fire when she was little, and she lived at my house for about a year.”


      “Okay… And?”


      “Orphans like her usually are never hired to be maids in noble households, Miss. If she were to become involved in any kind of trouble, there would be no one to take responsibility for her actions. But my parents took pity on her and wrote a guarantor letter for both of us when I applied to work at House Eckhart. We’re not that close, but…” Emily lowered her voice even more. “If I remind her of that letter, she’ll do as I say.” Her brown eyes glinted with an insidious gleam.


      I hesitated for a moment, trying to process her words, then frowned. “You truly mean that?”


      “O-of course!” Emily nodded fiercely before a gravely serious expression took over her face. “What if that girl is up to no good and is just trying to steal your place while she’s here?!”


      I had the impression she was being entirely sincere in her passion, and a laugh escaped my lips.


      “That means we need to prepare as well—,” Emily muttered to herself, before noticing my reaction. “Miss! This is no laughing matter!” She glared at me, thoroughly unimpressed.


      “Sorry, sorry,” I said with a giggle, slowly getting a hold of myself. “It’s just, you sound like a stereotypical villain, Emily.”


      “I’m completely serious! Why else would I try to call on an old acquaintance?” she said with a huff.


      It certainly seemed as though she’d given the matter a great deal of thought, though I couldn’t be sure if it was for my sake or for her own, since she had already cast her lot in with me. Still, her words warmed my icy heart a little.


      “I understand, and I appreciate you looking out for me,” I said, nodding to her in thanks.


      Her eyes sparkled. “Does that mean my plan’s a go?”


      “Hmm…” I considered for a moment. It was convenient that someone was so willing to help me, but I didn’t think hearing about Ivonne’s everyday comings and goings would do me any good. I already knew the entirety of Normal Mode’s plot, after all.


      No. I suddenly realized I was being overconfident. The story had proved itself to be completely different in Hard Mode. I needed to cast aside all notions that the heroine was the same girl I knew from my time playing her story.


      After a long pause, I finally answered. “I don’t need to know every little thing she does. If we watch her too closely, she might find out what we’re doing.” Coming to a decision, I said, “Have the girl, Becky, report to you only when she sees something suspicious.”


      “Suspicious?”


      “Yes. For instance…” I was reminded of the white robe I’d seen Ivonne wearing on Soleil, the mask, the relic, and the broken mirror fragments. “For instance, if there are any items she seems overly attached to, or if she displays odd behavior.”


      “Okay! Understood. Leave it to me, Miss,” Emily replied, face set in determination.


      I wasn’t really expecting to get much from this arrangement, of course. If the heroine was really a Lailan, she would not be stupid enough to reveal anything strange to a mere maid.


      Still, Emily’s resolute promises were cute, and I found myself laughing once more. I wonder if she can tell that I’m feeling a little better.


      “Miss?” she broke the silence, her voice cautious again. “Will you eat some dinner now?”


      My smile nearly slipped away, but I kept it together with some effort. At least there’s one person in this manor who cares if I starve or not. A wave of emotions I had no name for filled my chest, and in lieu of answering, I called her name in a subdued voice. “Emily.”


      “Yes?”


      “You…are doing a fantastic job as my right-hand woman.”


      The girl was visibly shocked for a moment, then beamed at me. “Of course. I am your personal maid, after all.”


      “That you are… Would you please bring me some dinner, then?”


      “Yes, Miss! I’ll make it real quick—you’ll barely notice I’m gone!” Still looking touched, Emily rushed from my room.


      If by any chance the real Penelope returned after I left this world, she would now have at least one person who cared enough about her to make sure she ate.
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      D-3.


      The next morning, I’d only just finished breakfast when the butler appeared at my door, bringing news that the duke had summoned me.


      “I’ll come out when I’m ready. Wait outside,” I told him in response.


      Yesterday, Emily had reported that Ivonne would be staying at the manor, so I’d been expecting the duke to call for me today. Pennel escorted me directly to his office and knocked politely.


      “Come in.”


      I entered, feeling slightly tense—there were many things the duke and I needed to discuss. When I passed through the door the butler was holding open for me, I found the duke sitting at his desk with a thick cigar in his mouth. His workspace was cluttered with piles of documents.


      “Father,” I said.


      “There you are.” Lifting his head to peer at me over the mess of papers, he looked extremely tired, as if he’d been awake all night. “Have a seat,” he said, pointing to the sofa. Once I was seated, he stood and settled down next to me.


      We sat there, not a word passing between us, as the duke smoked an entire cigar and one of the maids dropped by with some refreshments. Just when the quiet was beginning to feel uncomfortable, the duke finally snuffed his cigar out on the ashtray.


      “Penelope.”


      I straightened at the grave tone of his voice. “Yes, Father.”


      “You asked your brother to find a teacher for Eckles without my knowledge. Why didn’t you come to me?”


      For me, this was an even bigger problem than the fact that Ivonne was being allowed to stay in the manor. I’d been expecting this, but I couldn’t help screwing my eyes shut. A long silence stretched between us before I finally confessed.


      “I thought you would refuse.”


      The duke sighed deeply, perhaps finding my response immature. He was just a character in a game, but the heavy aura surrounding him made me wince all the same.


      “Yesterday morning, your brother arrested slaves from Delman who were attempting to escape from Prebius. All of them were executed this morning. Eckles’s accounts proved to be accurate.”


      My heart sank upon hearing the word executed, but the shock faded quickly—I’d expected as much based on what the butler had told me. Since I was saying nothing, the duke continued solemnly.


      “The herbs you gave him were sold to procure funds for these slaves. The trail back to us was clear as day. Do you realize what both you and the entire house would have been accused of if the palace had caught wind of this first and begun an investigation?”


      I clenched my fists in my lap, wrinkling the folds of my dress. I was beginning to regret everything I’d done, desperate to get just a little more affection. Maybe I should just be thankful I wasn’t stupid enough to give him gold directly. I felt cold even thinking about what would have happened had I given him money, too, when I’d given him the herbs as a kind gesture.


      Eyes on the floor, I struggled to speak. “I’m sorry I was so shortsighted. The fault is entirely mine. I’ll gladly accept any punishment you deem fit for my behavior—”


      “Pennel told me everything,” the duke said suddenly. “You were not acting with ill intentions when you searched for a teacher for the slave or gave herbs to the others. It’s because you have a kind heart.”


      I lifted my head slowly, my gaze boring into him as if I were in a daze. Unlike the real Penelope, I was in no position to make a fuss about Ivonne staying in the manor. And even more damning, I’d let a slave from a defeated enemy kingdom roam freely outside the manor, nearly placing the entire house in danger. I hadn’t meant to, and yet that was how things had turned out thanks to Eckles and his bullshit. As such, I’d expected the duke to be furious with me.


      “The past couple of days it’s been one thing after another. I called you here because I was worried about you, not to scold you.” Despite his obvious fatigue, he was carefully studying my face. With a faint sigh, he finally arrived at the main topic. “Penelope. Ivonne… The girl will be staying at the manor for the time being.”


      I’d already known this, but somehow his words still managed to unsettle me, almost as if I’d been hoping for something different. Of course she will be, I thought bitterly. This forgiveness and concern for me had only been a lead-up to this. The duke avoided my eyes when he noticed my complete lack of reaction to the shocking news.


      Staring him directly in the eye, I chose my next words carefully. “So she passed the tests?”


      “Seeing as she has lost some of her memories, she did not pass all of them…,” the duke began. “But she got all the questions about her mother right. And she has the mole. Ivonne had the same mole in the center of her right palm as Evelyn—I mean, my late wife.”


      “I see.”


      This was all exactly as it had been in the game, so I was hardly surprised. Realizing that I probably sounded as if I couldn’t care less, I forced myself to smile. “Congratulations, Father.”


      “What?” he said, his face completely blank.


      The duke gaped at me, as if he couldn’t quite believe what he’d just heard.


      I continued, emotionless. “You finally found the daughter you’ve been searching for.”


      “Penelope…” His expression was suddenly hesitant, in contrast to the solemn look he’d given me only moments before. “Are you okay with her staying here?”


      “Of course,” I said. “I appreciate you asking, but you certainly don’t need my permission.”


      His blue gaze wavered, body stiff with bewilderment. I might have lost it several days ago thanks to Eckles’s betrayal, but I was now speaking to the duke.


      His biological daughter has returned. I would have to be stupid, as the adopted one, to freak out at a time like this. Besides, all I wanted was to escape the game before Normal Mode began. His question did not hurt my feelings in the least, since I’d known this was going to happen from the very beginning. I’d never expected anything different from him.


      The duke studied my face closely. “If you don’t like it, I’ll send her to stay elsewhere.”


      His response to my purposefully submissive attitude was unexpected. I gazed up at him. Even though I desperately fought the feeling, hope started to ever so slowly fill my heart. The duke’s expression was heavy with many complicated emotions and weighed down with exhaustion.


      Oh… Usually so quick-witted, I relied on my gut feelings at times like this. A realization hit me. “Do you really mean that?” I knew he didn’t.


      “I’ve been thinking about it all night,” he said. “I don’t want there to be any trouble. It might be better if she stayed elsewhere in the duchy until we can be certain she is actually Ivonne—”


      “Father,” I said, cutting him off. I knew why he was saying this. Forcing my rigid muscles to form a smile, I barreled forward. “If anyone should leave the manor, it’s me.”


      “Penelope…”


      “I have no intention of making a fuss, even if it turns out the girl is your daughter.” I was the trouble he was worried about. “And you don’t have to worry that I’ll try to harm her. That won’t happen.”


      The duke’s entire body tensed. He shook his head. “That is not what I meant—”


      “It’s why you assigned new knights to watch me even though I haven’t left the manor, isn’t it?”


      The duke’s mouth clamped shut, lips forming a flat line.


      I could understand his worry, considering everything Penelope had done in the past. In Normal Mode, she’d been jealous of the attention the heroine got from the rest of the family and the love interests, and she’d even tried to poison her on several occasions. In a sense, it was natural for the duke to act this way. And yet…there was a bitter taste in my mouth that I couldn’t explain.


      “Don’t worry, Father,” I said, desperately willing myself to smile. “I’m grateful for all the kindness you’ve shown me so far. I’m not a child, and I’m old enough now that I won’t let jealousy get the better of me.”


      The duke was silent for a long moment. “Two days ago, you—” He flinched and left the sentence hanging. It was easy to guess at what he’d meant to ask: Why had I nearly thrown a fit when Eckles had returned with Ivonne two days ago?


      I let the smile slowly fall from my face. “Please don’t steal away the few things I have and give them to her.”


      “I don’t understand—”


      “I bought Eckles and made him my knight, Father. If you’re done with the investigation, return him to me.”


      What mattered to me wasn’t Ivonne’s appearance or the way the entire household was turning against me once more. It was him. Despite everything he’d done to make my life a living hell, he was still my best chance at escape, with his 99 percent affection.


      “Return Eckles to me, Father,” I said firmly.


      The duke went stiff. He sighed deeply. “Ivonne… She’s found herself in an unfamiliar place, with no one she knows, and I think she needs a familiar face. She wants to keep him by her side.”


      “And you’re going to allow her to?” I more demanded than asked.


      “Penelope, my child,” he coaxed gently. “I…don’t like him one bit.”


      “Because you think he conspired with the other slaves? But I thought everything he told you was confirmed to be the truth.”


      “That’s not what concerns me.”


      I couldn’t understand what he was getting at. The duke shook his head when I stared at him quizzically. He reluctantly explained, “Right before Derrick executed the slaves, they confessed something odd to him.”


      “Confessed…what?”


      “The slaves had been looking for a way to secure the funds they needed to escape, and it was Eckles who suggested they sell the herbs he’d brought.”


      My eyes very nearly bulged from my head.


      So he didn’t just rat them out? His secrets didn’t seem to have an end. I felt a chill down my spine. When did he start planning all of this?


      The duke also looked deeply concerned.


      I tried to hide the way my lips quivered. “He told me his fellow countrymen were working in terrible conditions. Perhaps he was just trying to help improve their situation somehow.”


      “I was informed that the farm that employed them paid the slaves a wage, small as the amount may be. It doesn’t really add up,” the duke said, seemingly perplexed.


      A scary thought came to me. Perhaps bringing Ivonne here had never been his plan, and instead, he’d been plotting this from the start in order to escape slavery.


      “You must be right. He was probably just trying to better their conditions,” the duke said, nodding as if he agreed with my defense of Eckles.


      I could read between the lines, though. He was probably thinking, He may be nothing but a miserable slave, but would he really sell out his countrymen to gain his own freedom?


      “In any case, at least on the surface, he did us a favor by turning in those slaves,” the duke continued, not allowing me to dwell on my thoughts. “And he also returned my long-lost daughter to me. House Eckhart owes him a great debt. For that reason, Derrick asked him yesterday morning what he wanted for his reward.”


      “And what did he say?” I asked, tense.


      “He only requested that he be allowed to stay at the manor and continue learning to use the sword.”


      This took me by surprise. Doubting my ears, I replied, “He didn’t ask for his freedom…? Or a title?”


      “No.”


      Then why did he rat out the other slaves and mention my involvement? And as the duke had said, he’d returned with the Eckhart family’s lost daughter. He could have demanded a great sum of money as a reward. He asked me to escape with him not that long ago, but now he wants to stay here?


      I couldn’t even begin to understand his motivations. I frowned, unsure what to think, and the duke echoed my thoughts.


      “That brat, I don’t know what to make of him. Must you insist on keeping him around?” he asked, displeased.


      “Then why…are you content to let Ivonne have him by her side?”


      “Penelope,” the duke warned.


      I thought I might already know why, but his reasons didn’t matter to me right now. I had to see Eckles. I’ll meet him, and I’ll…


      “Let me see him, at least.”


      “No,” he said, turning me down instantly.


      “Please, Father…” I began to feel sick with anxiety, the more the duke refused me.


      “Your coming-of-age ceremony is around the corner,” he stressed, looking as frustrated as I felt. “The Eckhart name has already gathered plenty of attention as of late. How will you deal with the repercussions if some nasty rumor begins to spread about you and that slave?!”


      I’d been meaning to bring up the coming-of-age ceremony myself.


      “Then the way forward is clear.” I straightened my spine, done with begging. There had been two things I’d intended on settling with the duke today. The first had been gaining permission to see Eckles, and the other was regarding this. “Please cancel my coming-of-age ceremony.”


      “Penelope!” the duke cried angrily.


      “Is it really sensible to be holding a celebration at a tense time like this, when the risk of setting off malicious rumors is already so high?”


      This was my last resort. Try as I might to catch that damned Eckles so I could reach the end, there was always the chance that things wouldn’t work out. I needed a backup plan.


      If I can delay the coming-of-age ceremony or have it canceled altogether…maybe I can postpone the start of Normal Mode. There was no knowing if it would actually work, of course, but even if it turned out to be a dead end, I needed to try—I was desperate to escape.


      “You want to cancel such an important event over some slave?” the duke raged, exhaling deeply through his nose.


      My gaze did not waver. “No, not just because of ‘some slave.’ ”


      “Then why?”


      “If people were to learn that your true daughter has been found, how silly would the whole affair look, Father?”


      “My true daughter! How could you say such a thing—?” The duke caught a glimpse of my face and suddenly reined in his temper. “Penelope… Why are you looking at me like that?” he asked, abandoning the question he’d been about to ask me.


      Puzzled, I swiped at my face. My hand came away dry—I wasn’t crying.


      I blinked at him, failing to understand his meaning, and he continued in a deeply weary tone, “I’ve instructed everyone to say nothing about Ivonne. Don’t worry. I won’t make the news public until I’m sure.”


      “She’s already living at the manor. Do you really think you can stop people from gossiping?”


      “Penelope Eckhart. That’s enough. Do you know how much effort I’ve put into preparing for your coming-of-age ceremony? I even had invitations sent to the palace. Canceling is simply out of the question,” he said resolutely.


      He’d already made up his mind, and I was filled with bitter disappointment.


      All I could do was stare at him for a few seconds before I gathered myself. “You ask me to be understanding, and yet you won’t listen to a word of what I’m asking.”


      “Penelope…”


      “I’ll be going now.” I got to my feet quickly, afraid he’d try to prevent me from leaving. I needn’t have bothered, though.


      The duke made no move to stop me as I bowed politely and swept out of his office.
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      Returning to my room, I found the pair of knights standing guard outside. They don’t look like bodyguards at all. Prison guards, more like it. With a frown, I went inside, steadfastly ignoring them as they bowed.


      Emily welcomed me, straightening from where she’d been tidying the sheets. “You’re back, Miss?”


      I flopped directly onto the bed she had just finished arranging, feeling a little apologetic but too tired to really care.


      No doubt understanding that I was in a bad mood, she asked cautiously, “Would you…like anything specific for lunch? I can tell the chef…”


      “Emily.”


      “Y-yes?”


      “What does that girl do all day?”


      At least she couldn’t leave the manor, either, same as me. It was some small consolation. The duke had just confirmed as much when he’d told me he had no intention of announcing her presence before the coming-of-age ceremony.


      “Oh…would you like me to ask Becky?” Emily said, understanding immediately and lowering her voice.


      I nodded. “I don’t need too many details. Just simple things like what she’s doing now and how she’s been spending her days.”


      “Yes, Miss. I’ll be back soon!”


      Emily rushed from the room, though she did not keep me waiting long, returning soon after.


      “Miss,” Emily began. “She tours the manor with the head maid during the day to try to bring back her memories and goes on a walk by herself after dinner.”


      “Without a maid?”


      “Yes.”


      “And I suppose she walks in the forest near the training field?”


      “How did you know that?” Emily asked, her eyes wide with surprise.


      It was obvious she was going to see Eckles when she went on these little walks. “What is she doing now?”


      “Well…” Emily hesitated a bit this time, but I leveled her with an impatient stare until she broke. “She’s…having tea with the young lord.”


      I suddenly understood her reluctance to answer. I’d returned from my meeting with the duke in a bad mood, and my maid was worried I’d be hurt to hear that Derrick was getting cozy with Ivonne. Surprisingly, I didn’t feel any special kind of way about it.


      “She eats lunch alone, of course…”


      “It’s fine. I have one more request to make of you, Emily,” I said, putting a stop to any attempt to console me.


      “Wh-what is it?”


      “Come closer for a moment.”


      Her eyes widened as my whispered request reached her ears. “B-but why?”


      “Why do you think? I need it.”


      “But that won’t be easy… What if you’re caught right away?”


      “There’s no need to worry. Just do as I’ve asked.”


      “Understood, Miss. So it’s to be a secret escape, then?” Emily didn’t look as if she understood why I would want to do this, but she nodded to herself without comment anyway. “I’ll go get it now!”


      Contrary to how concerned she’d been just moments ago, she looked oddly excited as she hurried from the room again.


      Okay, the only thing left is to get past those men outside the door… The only way to leave without their knowledge was to climb out the window again. I was already executing an escape attempt for a second time on account of the same guy. Dammit, why do I always have to go through so much trouble on his account?


      I stared at the window sullenly.
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      There were only three days left until the coming-of-age ceremony. The remainder of the day passed quickly. As the sun began to set and everyone in the manor settled down for dinner, Emily came to my room carrying a tray full of food.


      “Miss, the girl is currently having her evening meal.”


      “Good work. You can take your leave now,” I said.


      “You’re already finished getting ready?” She stared, wide surprised eyes glued on me where I stood in front of the dressing table, folding my long sleeves up so they wouldn’t get in my way. She looked deeply concerned on my behalf. “Isn’t this disguise a little weak, Miss?”


      My reflection stared back at me, dressed in an oversize version of the male servants’ uniform. Emily had hunted down the smallest one available, but it was still big on me. The size wasn’t the issue, however. I could wear the servants’ clothing all I wanted, but it wouldn’t stop me from looking like anything but the duke’s daughter.


      “Just watch.”


      Since I needed Emily’s help, I couldn’t keep her in the dark. I took the bracelet Derrick had given me from my pocket and slipped it on. The purple gems glimmered and flashed once, triggering a transformation, magic settling over me.


      “M-my goodness!”


      Where once a girl in an oversize uniform stood, there was now a pretty boy with curly hair.


      “Oh my! I-is that magic, Miss?” Emily asked, astounded.


      I nodded lazily. “Remember this face well—I’ll be wearing it when I return later.”


      “I can’t tell that it’s you at all! Where did you get that bracelet?”


      I ignored her question since I couldn’t very well tell her the idiot taking tea with Ivonne earlier that day had been responsible for gifting it to me.


      “I’m going to leave, so you should get going, too, Emily.” My voice was different now, huskier.


      Emily, who’d been caught up marveling over my transformation, fell silent when she saw my scowl. Peering at me cautiously, she trailed after me as I went to the window.


      “Miss, I think this is too dangerous. Why don’t you just leave with me through the door?”


      “What will you tell the men waiting out there? That I’ve been hiding a boy in my room all this time?” I asked with a grin.


      “M-Miss! You shouldn’t say such things!” Emily cried, blushing.


      “The window… It’s so high up.”


      Piled in front of the window were the sheets I’d spent the entire day tying together. Learning from my previous failure, I’d dug out every last scrap of fabric I could find in my room. In truth, I had more than my fair share of doubts about how successful this attempt was going to be, but this was my only option if I wanted to escape without the knights stationed outside my door knowing.


      “Haah…” I sighed gustily, staring down at the ground far below.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Surprise event unlocked!


        [A Spontaneous Visit]


        D-3 until the end of Hard Mode!


        If you haven’t filled your affection meters, take the initiative and seek out a love interest waiting for you!


        1. [Derrick]


        2. [Callisto]


        3. [Winter]


        4. [Reynold]


        5. [Eckles]

      


      A white window flashed to life in front of me. I stared at it blankly for a moment, then scowled. You cursed game, you could have told me this before I put knots in all those sheets! An entire day of hard work had just been rendered useless.


      I glared at nothing, my hands in tight fists. Taking a deep breath, I said, “Emily.”


      “Yes?”


      “Please leave and go about your business now.”


      “But I can’t just let you climb down on your own! It’s so dangerous—”


      “Quickly now. You need to do your job so I can return later without being caught.” I had tasked her with keeping watch so that no one came into my room.


      Emily began to sulk, hearing the irritation seep into my voice. “Understood, Miss. But you really must be careful, all right?”


      “Yup.”


      “I mean it. Please don’t get hurt—”


      “Get out already!” I snapped, glaring.


      She jumped and rushed out of the room. The door clicked shut behind her, leaving the room silent.


      I stared at the system window floating in front of me. It was irritating that the event quest had waited until now to appear, but it was a relief that I wouldn’t have to climb out the actual window.


      I reached out to make a selection but hesitated for a moment. Shaking my head to free myself of stupid stray thoughts about anyone that wasn’t my all-in man, I touched one of the names.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have chosen [Eckles].


        Depart immediately?


        [YES / NO]

      


      I pressed [YES], and my vision was filled with white. Even though things were going to plan, a feeling I couldn’t place was weighing heavily on my heart.


      When I opened my eyes, I was standing in front of a building. This place must be… It was dark inside the building, no lights visible except at the entrance. As I studied my dim surroundings, I realized these must be the holding cells they used to keep any knight guilty of committing a crime.


      Its location was much more secluded and foreboding than the building that housed the knights-in-training, as was befitting of a prison. I made a beeline for it, an excuse to gain entry already formulated.


      There were only two knights stationed at the entrance—I supposed the others had gone to eat dinner. I was mentally going over my excuse one last time when someone suddenly came striding through the entrance. Their hair was the darkest black even directly under the lamplight, and my eyes just about popped from my head.


      Dammit, it’s Derrick!


      The two knights bowed politely to my adoptive brother.


      “Have a great night, Captain!”


      “You too.”


      I dropped my gaze to the ground as he kept walking after exchanging pleasantries with the guards. My heart felt as if it were pounding out of my chest.


      It’s fine. He hasn’t ever seen me using the bracelet. I quickly tugged my sleeve over the shimmering purple gems. It wouldn’t be clearly visible in the darkness anyway. I prayed that he would just dismiss me as a passing servant, as he walked past without comment.


      Phew… I was about to lift my head when he suddenly lurched to a stop.


      “You there,” he said. Derrick had spun around and was calling out to me.


      Wait, does he know it’s me? Now it seemed my heart had dropped into my stomach.


      Checking that my sleeve was still concealing the bracelet, I looked up reluctantly. “Y-yes, my lord?” I sounded like a clumsy young servant without much effort, perhaps because of the husky voice.


      The orange gauge above his head glowed in the darkness. I gulped as he regarded me with piercing, cold eyes.


      “You’re a servant from the manor.” He looked me up and down. “What are you doing out here?”


      “Ah… I-I’ve come to take the imprisoned slave’s laundry,” I said calmly, giving him the answer I’d already prepared for the guards.


      “The slave? How dare you. On whose orders?”


      “The duke’s daughter, my lord…”


      “The duke’s daughter?” His blue eyes widened for a moment, but he soon frowned as if displeased.


      “Did that child Penelope…tell you to do this?”


      “No. It was…Lady Ivonne,” I replied slowly, watching him carefully.


      I made sure not to avoid eye contact. It was a lie, but if I gave him any reason to be suspicious, he would go directly to the heroine to check—the worst possible outcome. I was starting to feel a cold sweat forming on my face.


      “Watch your mouth,” he said after a long moment’s thought, turning on me fiercely. “I can’t believe you’d be so loose-lipped about her status when it hasn’t been confirmed one way or another. You must have been warned to be careful about that.”


      I was taken aback by the abrupt change in subject. You’re the one who asked. Why are you lashing out at me all of a sudden? I grumbled inwardly. He was so nasty even when treated politely. Then I remembered that he and Reynold had treated the heroine with the same poor attitude at first in Normal Mode. You have such a terrible personality, through and through.


      I couldn’t have him figuring out who I was, though, so I quickly bowed. “Oh… F-forgive me, Young Lord. I’ll do better in the future. I’m sorry!” I bowed a perfect ninety degrees, impressed with my own ability to pull off the perfect obedient posturing.


      Derrick stared down at me arrogantly. “Are you new here?”


      “Y-yes!”


      “Strange. I could have sworn I’ve seen your face before…”


      My heart sank again, and I was unable to form words.


      “Go on, then,” he finally said with a displeased click of his tongue.


      “Yes! Th-thank you. If you’ll excuse me, my lord!” I bowed several more times, and Derrick turned away without another word. Lord Douchebag, more like.


      As I watched him disappear into the dark forest, I subtly gave him the finger under my sleeve. Gathering my wits about me, I hurried toward the building. Running into him had delayed me more than I had anticipated.


      “I’ve…come to see the slave,” I said.


      “Go on in,” said one of the knights standing guard. They must have heard the conversation between Derrick and me.


      “Oh, and he’s underground. Take the stairs down, not up,” another knight was kind enough to explain, allowing me to find Eckles more easily.


      I saw the stairs as soon as I entered the building. The steps down seemed to go on forever, dimly lit with lamps here and there. Apparently, our dungeons were located deep underground. When I reached the bottom, I saw metal bars lining the entire corridor, like a real prison.


      The musty cellblock was empty, apparently not seeing much use, except for a cell at the very end, where not even the light from the lamp reached. There wasn’t a single guard on this floor. Perhaps they were certain no one could possibly escape.


      He’s still technically a knight-in-training, and yet they’re treating him like a felon. Even if he couldn’t be freed right away because the investigation was still ongoing, the conditions he was being kept in were unacceptable. This was especially the case when you considered the fact that he had seemingly done the house a great service by finding the duke’s lost daughter. It was clear to me now just how much the duke and Derrick hated Eckles.


      Well, it’s not my business. Taking a cautious glance around the prison, I tugged up my sleeve and removed the bracelet. In the past, I might have felt guilty—worried that all this had happened because the duke hadn’t been the one to buy Eckles, as he had in the original story. But I could muster no such emotion now.


      His betrayal hurt too much. As the spell wore off, curly hair tumbled free, pouring over my shoulders. I pocketed the bracelet, leaving only the large ruby ring on my left hand. I had little time, so I quickly traversed the length of the prison hallway.


      The figure sat curled in the corner of the cell did not react to the sound of my footsteps. I came to a stop in front of the small room, removed one of the lamps from the wall, and held it up against the bars. The light pierced through the darkness, washing over the gray-brown hair of the boy crouching pitifully in the cell.


      “Hello,” I called quietly.


      He flinched violently, even though any previous sounds I’d made hadn’t elicited any reaction. Eckles raised his head, almost sluggish in his movement. He squinted against the bright light, then his eyes widened slowly. “Mistress?” he muttered with a stunned expression I’d never seen on his face before. It seemed as if he was struggling to believe that I was really there. He stumbled to his feet and quickly approached me.


      I’d assumed thanks to the darkness he was being kept in that he was being treated poorly, but that didn’t seem to be the case, since he wasn’t restrained at all. It took a load off my mind.


      As I watched him, he came right up to me and suddenly pushed his hand between the bars. The cold skin of his hand against my cheek was almost as shocking as an ice plunge. Nearly backing away instinctively, I managed to hold myself still.


      “Is this a dream?” he muttered. His face had taken on a gaunt quality over the past few days, making him resemble a doll even more than before.


      His touch also heralded the arrival of a system window.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Eckles]?


        [18,000,000 Gold / 400 Reputation]

      


      I’m the one who wishes this damned situation was nothing but a dream. Since I was looking at a status screen, though, this was decidedly and disappointingly reality.


      “Of course not,” I said, gritting my teeth and smiling at him.


      His hand twitched as it cupped my cheek. Only then did he seem to realize that this was no dream. His ashen gaze wavered. “H-how did you get here?” he asked incredulously.


      I did not move away from his hand even as he stroked my cheek. I needed to accomplish my goal. “Have you been well?”


      Eckles went mum for a moment. When he did speak, he did not answer, instead asking me quietly, “Have you, Mistress?”


      “Well…”


      The turbulent emotions in his eyes seemed to settle all at once, his eyes as dull and unreadable as they always were.


      “Not really. I mean, look at me—I’ve been forced to disguise myself in shabby clothes and skulk around as a servant just to come see you.” These were things I would never have dared say to him in the past that I now had no trouble speaking out loud.


      Eckles did not react. There was a vast gulf between us, like a sand dune about to crumble.


      “Did you hear the news? Your fellow countrymen who intended to escape were all captured and executed,” I said. “The few remaining people from Delman left on the farm have scattered all over the kingdom.”


      I had expected to feel overwhelming rage at the sight of him, but now that I was looking at him, I wasn’t all that angry. I found I could hold it all in.


      Eckles nodded without speaking, as if in response to my judgmental gaze.


      Encouraged, I continued nonchalantly with what I wanted to say. “I’ve been thinking, you know, for the past three days. Thinking without end. I thought about why you did this to me and if there was something more I could have done for you. Or was elevating your social status this important to you, and I simply failed to notice?”


      My gaze traveled down to his neck. He was still wearing the choker with the yellow stone.


      “Or perhaps I have it all wrong…”


      “Mistress…”


      “I was desperate to know, Eckles.” I looked up at his face again. “But I heard you wanted neither your freedom nor a title.”


      There was still no emotion on his face, but his fingers twitched against my cheek. I rubbed my face against his hand the way he usually did and whispered, “Did you resent me that much?”


      “M-Mistress.”


      “Enough to implicate me, your owner, in a treasonous plot that could see me executed? Or did you despise and hate me so much that you wanted to drag me from my position by bringing the duke’s real daughter?”


      “I…” Eckles took a slow, deep breath. Because we were standing so close, I could tell his usually fair complexion had grown a little paler.


      “Or did you want a new master, one who could actually free you?”


      “Th-that’s not…,” Eckles cried, suddenly raising his voice. “None of that is true, Mistress. I would never dare think such things about you.”


      “Then why did you do this to me, Eckles?” I’d intended to speak softly and gently, but my anger kept leaking into my voice without my meaning it to. I restrained the storm of emotions inside me with some effort as they grew more violent.


      Shoving his hand away, I reached through the bars and cupped his cheeks with my hands instead. Then I mustered a tone of voice that wasn’t angry, as if I were extremely concerned for him and saddened by the circumstances. “Because you dragged me into your plot with the other slaves, I can no longer exercise any control over what happens to you. Who do you think will become your new master? Can you guess?”


      “That won’t happen,” he argued in a surprisingly firm tone. “I’ll be free soon, so I won’t need a master anymore.”


      “What is that supposed to mean?” I asked.


      “The Imperial family has learned that I, the informant, am also a slave from Delman. They’ll make me a citizen if only to make an example of the situation.”


      “Then why did you refuse Derrick’s suggestion?”


      “So I can stay here without being suspected of anything.”


      My eyes widened at this revelation. “…What?”


      “If I’d requested my freedom or a title from Lord Derrick, he would have used it as an opportunity to send me away from the manor,” Eckles explained. “As much as it disgusts me, I need to act the part of a devoted slave trying to pay back House Eckhart’s generosity, if I’m to stay here in the manor—safely by your side, Mistress.”


      “By my side…?” I repeated, unable to believe what I was hearing.


      “Yes. Beside you,” he said, nodding.


      “Ha!” An incredulous laugh burst from my lips. What he was claiming was unbelievable, and it didn’t make any sense. “What utter nonsense is this, Eckles? You’ve been by my side this entire time. But you brought the duke’s actual daughter here, and now I’m in danger of being removed from the manor. And how the hell are you going to remain by my side then?”


      “In that case…I’ll request that I be allowed to follow you.”


      “Enough of this bullshit!” At that moment, I suddenly realized that everything I had done to try to accommodate him had just been rendered pointless.


      Unbelievable as it was, though Eckles had been the protagonist I’d put all my hopes on, I couldn’t talk any sense into him. My hands slid from his soft cheeks and instead fisted themselves in his collar.


      “When did I ever ask for that?” I asked. The bloodred bar above his head blinked uncertainly. I knew I had to stop, but I just couldn’t hold it in any longer. “You jumped to conclusions without asking me what I wanted, you crazy bastard!”


      “Not this time, Mistress.”


      “What…?”


      “This wasn’t about what you want, not this time. It was for my sake. Not for you. Only for me.”


      A sudden dizziness rocked my vision.


      I’d always tried to guess what the characters would do and make my choices accordingly, since that was the only way I could hope to survive. But hearing Eckles reveal that he had been acting in his own self-interest this whole time, I felt my mind go completely blank.


      “Why… Why?” It was a stupid, meaningless question. I simply could not figure out why he would behave like this. “I did everything you asked,” I said, my breathing starting to grow shallow.


      I’d done my best to please him from the moment I’d decided he was my best bet. I’d planned furiously, doing my level best to avoid ticking off the duke’s sons while bending over backward for Eckles.


      “I gave you everything you needed, made sure you were treated well, and even got you a teacher!”


      I had sometimes even taken great risks for his sake. Everything I’d done had been by the book—I was sure of it.


      “I solved all your problems for you. I did everything I possibly could for you! So why?” I asked desperately, gripping his collar in my fists. “Is it because I didn’t free you right away? Or did I not find a teacher for you fast enough? Answer me! Why? Why are you doing this now?”


      Why now, when I was just about to escape? Why now, when I have no time to come up with another plan? I shook the silent Eckles and cried, “You love me, don’t you? I know you do. So why are you doing this? Huh? Why?!” Ninety-nine percent meant he loved me, didn’t it? What else could it mean? “You love me, Eckles.”


      Tell me you love me, I thought, staring at the gauge above his head. I was practically begging at this point, my hands quivering as I held on to his shirt. I stared at him plaintively as his chapped lips twitched.


      “You…you knew?” he gasped. His eyes were unfocused.


      “How could I not?” I said, bursting into a strange, teary laugh at his obvious confusion. I remembered all the times Eckles’s eyes had grown dangerously intense as he looked at me. He had slowly begun to express his emotions and make one bold request after the other. And I’d regarded all those signs to be a green light. “What sort of slave would give their master such brazen looks?”


      Eckles’s ashen eyes suddenly grew hard, and he gritted his teeth. “If you knew…then why did you refuse when I suggested we could run away together?”


      “If I went with you, would that have changed anything?” I’d considered it briefly, if only because I needed to think about every strategy I could if I wanted to beat the game.


      Considering that running away ran the risk of affecting the other love interests’ affections negatively, it had been a way forward that held no benefit to me. And all that aside, not even the real Penelope would have attempted something so dangerous. However, that was all in the past now, and I couldn’t understand his fixation on running away.


      “You want me to come with you and become a fugitive, leaving my home and money behind? What comes after that?” I asked. “What would I say to my father and my brothers? That I’m running away to a different country because my current life is terrible? Or should I say that I’m head over heels in love with a slave, so much so that I no longer need social status or dignity?”


      “This was why,” Eckles said before I could finish. “I didn’t think you’d be willing to leave, considering everything you had to lose.”


      “What?”


      “You often looked like the most miserable person in the world, but you never once attempted to leave this damned manor.”


      “I don’t understand—” I stopped speaking.


      His eyes were glinting strangely in the lamplight. “You have no idea how much I thought about this, Mistress, since the first time I met Ivonne, injured by a monster. If I killed her without anyone knowing and removed any and every threat to your position, would you smile at me then?” Eckles grinned faintly as he spoke, but I gasped.


      A chill went down my spine. I’d always thought Eckles was hard to read, but I’d never guessed his thoughts were so dark. I let go of him, backing away without even realizing it.


      But he grabbed my hands and pressed them against his cheeks. “If I did that, though, I would be helping you, not me. You’re miserable in this place, but if I killed Ivonne, you would become the duke’s true daughter.”


      “You…”


      “So I decided to take a different perspective. What if I used the duke’s biological daughter to isolate you, make you truly despise the people here—?”


      “Let go! Let go of me!”


      I’d been dying to know what he’d been thinking, but now I no longer had any desire to hear his despicable plan. I tried to tug my hands free, aghast, but he clung to me tightly, rubbing his cheeks against my hands.


      “I wanted to make you abandon your goal…”


      “My goal?” I repeated, mind going numb. I stammered, “Wh-what goal?”


      “The reason you bought me from the auction house in the first place.”


      My goal had been to raise his affection so I could get out of this stupid game. And he figured it out. He knew that I had some unspoken motive for bringing him here, that all my actions up until this point were calculated.


      I gasped, rooted to the spot.


      “Social status? That means nothing to me.” The faint smile on his lips grew broader upon seeing my horror, as if mocking me. “I can grasp that whenever I choose. There’s no way the empire would let me slip between their fingers, the only swordmaster in the nation.”


      “Y-you…” I stared at him, gaping like a fool. I wanted to slap him as hard as I could for deceiving me so perfectly, but I couldn’t do so or even extract my hands from his grip.


      His eyes drooped until they looked like a sad puppy’s. “But if that were to happen, I couldn’t have you.”


      “What did you say?”


      “You, Penelope.” He slowly kissed my palm, gazing at me with the same intense gaze he’d worn the day he’d suggested we run away together. He kept his lips pressed against my hand as he said, “You, who has been using me to attain your goal this whole time. You, who runs away the moment I step a little closer, despite all the honeyed words you whisper to me.”


      The ashen eyes staring at me didn’t look like the eyes of a man in love. They were bloodshot and red. If anything, he looked as if he hated the sight of me. “You…who doesn’t love the real me at all.”


      He glared at me as he finally said the words I’d been so desperate to hear.


      “I love you, Penelope.”


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have paid [18,000,000 Gold] to view the affection of [Eckles].


        (Remaining: 999,999,999+ gold)

      


      Even though I’d heard the words, I felt frustrated tears prickling at my eyes.


      
        [Affection: 99%]

      


      I had my love confession, but I was still stuck in this damned game.


      “I don’t care if I have to become a traitor who sells out his kingdom and his people…”


      His affection hadn’t risen. And I only needed one more percent. And at that moment, I realized that the 1 percent would forever be out of my reach.


      “I want you, Penelope Eckhart.”


      “You… Have you totally lost your mind?”


      “Yes. That’s what you’ve done to me,” he spat, eyes glistening in the dark. “You made me this way, and every time you pretend not to notice what you’re doing to me, wearing that innocent look on your face… It makes me lose my mind, but what else can I do? You’re still so lovely…” His expression was now vaguely wistful as he gazed at me. The way everything was unfolding felt disgusting and horrifying to me. He tilted his head as if he found it odd that I was frozen completely still, breathing hard, and pale.


      “Why are you quivering like that, Mistress?” he asked. “Are you angry? I did everything you told me to do. I proved to everyone here how valuable I am. Or…are you scared of me, just like you were when we first met? Poor thing.”


      “Son of a bitch,” I spat, panting and unable to hold back my revulsion any longer.


      He didn’t seem to care, however. Instead, he shifted his hold on my hands, rubbing one of my fingers softly. He was caressing the index finger that wore the ruby ring. “Don’t be afraid, Mistress. Everything you heard just now means nothing… Nothing is going to happen to you. You are still the daughter of House Eckhart, and I am your one and only knight. The only one. Crazy as I am, you have me on the perfect leash, see? What do you have to be worried about?”


      Eckles ran his finger over the ruby as if he were going to press it, his eyes gleaming through the prison bars, heavy with equal parts love and hatred. The dark-red bar above his head glinted like blood. “Only you can hold my leash, my beloved mistress.”


      I was finally forced to acknowledge the truth—my plan to use Eckles to escape had failed. I did not love him even the slightest bit, and he was fully aware of it. I had lost. Going all in on him had been an unsuccessful gamble, and I had to look for a different out, even if it was very likely too late.


      “Hold your leash?” I said. The fog cleared from my mind as if I were waking from a daydream. I already knew I had failed with Eckles, which meant I no longer needed to cling to him for help. “Why should I do that? You can at least train a disobedient dog by pulling on its leash. But you?” I smirked, the smug facade a farce given the shock still coursing through my body. “You dare claim to be worthy after biting the hand that feeds you?”


      “Mistress…”


      “Shut up.”


      Eckles’s gaze wavered.


      I wrenched my hands from his grasp.


      “Penelope…” He reached out, trying to take my hands in his again, but I coldly slapped them away, backing away from the bars.


      “Fine. You’re right. I brought you here to use you. But what does that matter? Instead of being a useful tool, you’ve ruined everything beyond recovery,” I said. “A dog should behave like a dog, don’t you think? And a cur that bites its owner is worthless, Eckles,” I spat, wearing a terrifying smile as I tore down any notion that he was worth anything to me.


      Eckles’s expression contorted in what felt like slow motion as I held the ruby ring up for him to see. “Mistress—,” he pleaded, eyes desperate and wide.


      I threw the ring as hard as I could between the bars. It clattered noisily against the stone floor, flashing, before disappearing into the darkness. I’d never once removed the ring since buying Eckles, but now my index finger was bare.


      He stared at my hand numbly.


      “I told you, didn’t I? Betrayal means you’re destined to die,” I said. “You’re dead to me now, Eckles.”


      I’d arrived a confused mess, but now I didn’t hesitate as I turned away from him. And that was the end.
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      The sound of metal hitting stone echoed throughout. Eckles followed the trajectory of the ring with his eyes as the darkness swallowed it. He heard the rustle of fabric and spun around, only to see dark-pink hair fluttering through the air like scattering flower petals.


      “Wait…” Eckles reached out to her. “Mis…Mistress.”


      However, before he could grasp her, Penelope had already turned away from him completely. Eckles began to tremble. He needed to find the ring, but his mistress was walking away without so much as a backward glance.


      “P-please don’t leave, Mistress. Wait,” Eckles called plaintively as she strode away. In contrast to his desperation, his voice was dry and hard. He resented himself for it. “Mistress.”


      But something was wrong. Usually, she’d turn to look back at him right about now. That was how she’d always been. She’d say mean things and threaten to send him back to the auction house, but she always, always forgave him in the end.


      Penelope gave him everything he wanted and never left without reassuring him in some way. Even if he crossed the line at times, she was generous enough to let him have another chance. It was why Eckles hadn’t just given up on his feelings for her.


      She was the one who’d gotten him accustomed to this back-and-forth between them—he was a stray dog that had grown impudent and brazen. And yet, now she was leaving without a second glance. Her slender figure showed no signs of slowing as she walked farther and farther away. He was struck with the sudden realization that something was very wrong.


      “Mistress! D-don’t leave! I still have to tell you—” As if he had taken a blow to the head, he abruptly came to his senses. His hazy thoughts cleared. Why had she thrown the ring away?


      “Penelope.”


      What expression had she worn when she threw it?


      “Don’t leave, Penelope!” Eckles reached desperately through the narrow space between the bars. As he forced his arm forward, he felt a sharp pain accompanied by a nasty sound.


      Of course, she was already too far away. Failing to reach out and grasp her dark-pink hair, which was even now vanishing from sight, his arm now hung limp in the air.


      “Penelope!”


      For the first time since he’d been dragged into the empire, he felt fear.


      “Penelope!”


      The sound of her footsteps faded. She hadn’t paused, even for a moment. Complete silence fell. And that was it. His beloved mistress had left him, the ring she had so easily tossed aside the only proof in this cold, dark cell that they had once been so closely tied to one another. Eckles stared down the corridor, his eyes blank as he pressed his face against the bars.


      “The ring…”


      He spun and dashed to the corner where he’d heard the ring clatter to a stop earlier. The interior of the cell was pitch black since the light from the lanterns wasn’t strong enough to reach inside, but Eckles dropped to all fours without hesitation.


      He fumbled around on the dirty floor, crawling like a dog. Thankfully, he found the ring lodged in a gap in the stone floor, not far from the grating that ran along the back wall. He held on to it tightly and returned to the bars, where there was enough light to see. It was where his mistress had been standing not that long ago. The red ruby was undamaged, its gleaming surface free of scratches.


      The gold band that housed it, however, was mangled so badly that it would no longer function as a ring. He understood suddenly just how much force she’d used to cast it aside. He studied the ring, turning it over in his fingers. He could feel his eye twitching.


      “But why?” he muttered to himself, tilting his head. He couldn’t make sense of his mistress’s actions. He’d known, of course, that she would be furious if he brought Ivonne to the manor.


      But not like this. This time, it was as if she had really thrown him away. She wouldn’t abandon me, Eckles thought. You…still need me, Penelope.


      She couldn’t leave him, if only because of whatever goal she was trying to accomplish. That was how he’d understood their situation.


      
        —“You’re dead to me now, Eckles.”

      


      But she’d actually looked relieved when she’d thrown the ring and turned away without a second glance. As if severing things with him had taken a weight off her shoulders.


      “Why? Why? Why, Penelope?” He had been convinced she wouldn’t abandon him even if he brought Ivonne to the manor, but now he wasn’t so sure. “This can’t be.”


      Eckles denied reality, gripping the ring tightly with a confused expression. His mistress was just furious right now, that was all. She would return once her anger had cooled off. She would give him the same beautiful smile she always did, and…


      “Eckles…”


      Suddenly, he heard someone call his name from nearby as if his thoughts had been given life. The folds of a soft dress settled near his feet. Despair filled him, rather than joy. Before his mind could even register the difference, his body already knew that the voice did not belong to the woman smiling at him so beautifully in his imagination.


      “Eckles, are you okay?” a kind voice asked.


      Eckles slowly lifted his head.


      Her rippling light-pink hair shimmered in the lamplight. Blue eyes gazed down at him, swimming with worry. There was no mistaking who had come to visit him, and Eckles felt white-hot rage burning through him.


      He shot to his feet, hand darting between the bars and seizing her by her slim throat. The girl gasped, her blue eyes wide with shock as she struggled. Eckles stared unblinkingly at the slim girl’s flailing.


      “You said everything would work out if I brought you to the manor instead of killing you.”


      “E-Eckles—!” she gasped, trying to draw air.


      “You told me my mistress might be disappointed that I wasn’t a swordmaster yet, so I kept it from her that I could use auras now. And for the same reason, I betrayed my fellow countrymen.”


      She was gurgling now.


      “I did everything you said, Ivonne.”


      If looks could kill, Ivonne would be dead many times over at this point. Even though he was already gripping her by the throat with all his strength, the murderous aura surrounding him hadn’t abated even slightly.


      “But my mistress is acting as if she’ll never come see me again. She said I’m dead to her.”


      “Eckles…!” Ivonne gargled.


      “Why is that?”


      Her pale face had turned bright red, and her eyes were hideously bloodshot.


      Eckles did not loosen his grip even though the girl looked seconds from death. “Huh? Tell me, why is Penelope acting this way?”


      The girl continued to struggle for breath.


      “Answer me.”


      Ivonne’s eyes were growing hazy, her head falling back limply. She batted desperately at Eckles’s arm, indicating he should let go so she could explain.


      Eckles finally dropped her, glaring at her with savage distaste.


      Ivonne loudly sucked in a deep breath, gasping and coughing as air finally flooded her lungs. It took a while, but her coughing subsided and she turned teary eyes on him, rubbing at the red hand-shaped marks already forming on her neck.


      “Wh-what’s the problem?” she asked.


      “What’s the problem?” Eckles repeated, glowering. “If I’d made it known that I could use auras, I’d have been freed immediately. I wouldn’t have had to betray those slaves. I could have received a title without anyone’s help, and—”


      “And? You can’t be with her, even if you do receive a title.” She gave him a pitying look, even though he’d seemed ready and willing to choke her to death only moments ago. “The greatest title a former member of an enemy kingdom can receive is that of viscount. A viscount with no possessions is barely better than a commoner, Eckles. The lady is of a much higher rank. Poor thing. You already know that you and I, our situations are not so different?”


      “Don’t talk as if we’re the same,” Eckles spat.


      Ivonne peered through the bars at him with sad eyes but did not answer. Unpleasant as it was, he had to acknowledge—they were both nobodies, struggling against their miserable lowly status.


      He’d once had a dream. He’d wanted to prove himself by mastering the sword and receiving a proper title, taking his place by her side proudly as a knight, not as a slave. It had been a pure but naive hope. At some point, however, he had been forced to admit that no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t seem to cross the distance between his mistress and himself. Even if he begged her to find a teacher for him, studied the sword, and even acquired the ability to use auras—he was still a slave.


      If he wanted to gain his freedom and status, he needed to do something of great merit. It had been Ivonne who’d encouraged the idea. The day the monsters had appeared on the farm, the slaves found her injured and took care of her. It had been the first time Eckles had met her—he’d recognized her immediately as the duke’s daughter and tried to kill her for Penelope’s sake. Even as he choked the life out of her, Ivonne had sympathized with him and his absurd dream.


      “Lady Penelope, she’s…shaken by recent events.” Ivonne’s voice sounded raspy as she tried to reassure Eckles. “I appeared so suddenly, and with everything else that’s going on, imagine how shocked she must be. I’m sorry about the slaves that were executed, Eckles, but…it was the best I could do, given the circumstances. It’s true that they tried to run away, after all. I’m sure she’ll understand soon enough that you only had good intentions. Hmm? In this entire household, there’s no one who cares for her as much as you do.”


      With an innocent, angelic expression, she consoled the man who had tried to strangle her.


      Ivonne had wanted a family, and Eckles had wanted Penelope. They’d arrived at an arrangement easily. She was able to enter the manor thanks to him, and Ivonne usurped Penelope and brought her down to an attainable level for Eckles—or, at least, she would very soon. At times, however, Eckles wondered if this was truly the right thing to do. Perhaps Ivonne had noticed his doubt.


      “Think about it, Eckles. If you hadn’t done this, what would have happened to her?” she said in a singsong voice, almost as if she were singing him a lullaby.


      Eckles lapsed into thought, falling into a daze as if mesmerized by her voice. The day Penelope had arrived home from the palace alone, without even a carriage, had been the push he needed to take action. He hadn’t been able to ignore her misery as she stood there crying with her face in her hands.


      If he’d left things as they were, she would have wilted, weighed down by the disdain of the manor’s inhabitants and those noble bastards. Eckles imagined Penelope crying out to him as she fell apart.


      “Help me. No, kill me. No, save me. Please end this…” She needed to be rescued. He had to get her out of here if she had any hope of surviving. Eckles’s eyes grew hazy as he envisioned her desperately struggling against her misfortune, and he failed to realize that Ivonne had quietly drawn something from her pocket.


      “Dee asoom.”


      He didn’t hear her quietly mutter the spell, either.


      “Only you can save her, Eckles.” Ivonne held the crudely shaped, dirty fragment before Eckles’s eyes as it began to glow with a blue light.


      Eckles stared at it fixedly, captivated. Blue light shimmered in his gray-brown eyes.


      “Lady Penelope hates you because you are a miserable nobody. You are nothing but a slave from a conquered kingdom,” Ivonne whispered, almost like a chant. “So don’t trust her. She’s a coldhearted girl, and if you displease her, she might send you back to the slave market or even kill you. You said you heard all the scary rumors about her, right? You said she spoke cruel words to you even today… I’m the only one you can trust. We are the only two people in the world who suffer in the same way…”


      “You and I are not the same. You will one day die for my mistress—”


      Whispering in Eckles’s ear, her body pressed against the bars, Ivonne froze when he spoke back. She’d tried using the mirror fragment on him dozens of times, but he still hadn’t submitted to her entirely. It had taken her far too long just to plant hatred in his heart for the duke’s adopted daughter, who didn’t even love him.


      Ivonne’s expression changed as she gazed at Eckles, his powerful attachment to Penelope evident even while his mind was in the artifact’s clutches.


      “I need to find the missing piece…” The angelic, innocent expression she’d worn was long gone—instead, her expression was twisted and evil. The girl who slipped the mirror fragment away resembled a demon.
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      Speaking to Eckles had taken longer than expected, and in the end, Ivonne had arrived almost as soon as I was done. I heard footsteps approaching from above while I was climbing the stairs, so I quickly hid behind the door. I listened to the encounter that followed with horror and astonishment.


      After witnessing the heroine’s actions, I pressed my hand against my racing heart and tiptoed up the stairs. When I was finally outside the building, I let out the breath I’d been holding, accompanied by a quiet scream.


      “So it was all real.”


      I hadn’t been mistaken about what I’d seen that day on Soleil.
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      Terrified, I ran through the forest as if someone were pursuing me. I feared the heroine was already on to me and that she’d give chase, glowing mirror fragment in hand. I nearly tripped more than once because I kept looking over my shoulder.


      Soon, the brightly lit manor appeared in the distance, and I left the forest, finding myself in the back garden. I gasped for air. I felt myself calming down as I stared at the beautiful lights positioned around the garden.


      My knees felt like jelly, and I supported my weight against a nearby tree as I fought to catch my breath. My heart rate slowly calmed, and after my fear had subsided a little, I realized I’d been running around without my disguise.


      I hurriedly fished the bracelet from my pocket and clasped it around my wrist. The purple gems glowed.


      “Haah…”


      I couldn’t be sure if I was sighing from relief or with trepidation as I approached the manor. After crossing the garden and arriving at the back door, I found my maid nervously pacing in front of it.


      “Emily,” I called to her quietly.


      “Miss—” She jumped, nearly calling my title before remembering that I was still wearing my disguise. She rushed to me, her body radiating anxiety, her whisper furious. “Wh-why are you so late? That girl went into the forest for a walk.”


      I’d been meaning to return before Ivonne had finished eating her meal, but things hadn’t gone according to plan. I nodded.


      “I know. I saw her.”


      “What? D-did you bump into her?”


      “No.”


      “Then how—?”


      “Let’s get inside first. It will raise suspicions if we wait any longer.” Cutting off Emily before she could question me, I made my way through the back door. The emotional upheaval from earlier left me feeling drained. I was so tired that I didn’t even have it in me to think about the day’s events.


      Emily and I made our way up the central staircase. We encountered a few servants along the way, but the disguise worked perfectly, and nobody really paid me any mind. Arriving on the second floor, I eyed the two large men standing in front of my bedroom door. They immediately regarded me with suspicious looks when I approached, following behind Emily.


      “Who is that?”


      Emily responded as I’d instructed her to. “Miss Penelope asked me to bring this boy to her.”


      “She did? I’ve never seen his face before. Where is he usually stationed, and what does she want with him?”


      “He works in the gardens. She lost one of her accessories a few days ago while she was taking a walk, and she tasked him with finding it for her.”


      The knights turned to me suspiciously.


      “Is this true?”


      “Yes,” I answered, pulling up my sleeve and showing them the cute bracelet that looked out of place on an adolescent boy’s wrist.


      “I put it on as soon as I found it so I wouldn’t lose it,” I explained calmly.


      The guards, unaware that I was Penelope, glanced at each other and nodded.


      “Go on, then,” one of them muttered.


      Emily and I had managed to return to the room safely.


      “Here,” I said, quickly removing the servant’s uniform I was still wearing, as well as the bracelet, and handing them to Emily.


      It was Emily’s turn now. “I’ll be right back!” she said. With a serious expression, she left wearing the servant’s outfit and the bracelet that bastard Derrick had gifted to me. It was fortunate that the magic didn’t only work for me.


      While Emily made the guards believe the boy servant had left, leaving to change into her own clothes, I washed up quickly and tucked myself into bed. My head was a jumbled mess of confusing thoughts. I wanted to just sleep, but it evaded me. I supposed sleeplessness was to be expected.


      The heroine is a Lailan, and she brainwashed one of my love interests using an artifact. It was hard to believe that Eckles had changed so suddenly because she’d brainwashed him. What’s more, she might be doing something similar to Derrick and Reynold as well.


      At least the artifact wasn’t whole at the moment. I knew instinctively that the missing piece she was looking for was the fragment locked away in my drawer.


      
        —“We can’t let her activate that thing.”


        —“It’s an artifact belonging to the ancient Lailans. It will force a person to live out their darkest fears and destroy their mind.”

      


      The memory of how grave Winter had sounded came to mind. It was the end of the day, three days before my coming-of-age ceremony, and my plan to win the game using Eckles had failed. The heroine, who had appeared earlier than she was supposed to, was brainwashing the male protagonists.


      I’ll die at this rate. My gut told me so. Now that Hard Mode was nearly at an end, I knew beyond a doubt that death was waiting for me just around the corner. I felt hopeless in the face of the insurmountable problem that now loomed before me.


      What could I do to get the hell out of this place without getting myself killed? I stayed awake the whole night, calculating the remaining affection I needed to earn from each love interest and trying to formulate a plan.


      Dawn broke.


      I quietly got out of bed and rang the bell to summon Emily. My loyal maid arrived promptly, struggling to keep her sleepy eyes open.


      “Did you need something, Miss—?” When she caught sight of my bloodshot eyes, she flinched. “Please…don’t tell me you haven’t slept?”


      “Emily.”


      “Yes, Miss. How can I help you?.”


      “Describe the coming-of-age ceremony to me.”


      “Huh? The coming-of-age ceremony?” Emily repeated, unable to hide her confusion when faced with such an odd question. But she soon masked her bewilderment. “Usually…there’s an official letter with the Imperial Palace’s seal. The elder members of the house give their blessings, and then you drink sherry wine with your immediate family to celebrate that you are now an adult.”


      “Right. Sherry…” I was relieved. At least this part hadn’t changed from the game. I considered for a moment, then gave her a secret command that I could not have anyone else overhearing.


      “When the sun has risen, please go to the Guild of the White Rabbit.”


      “The guild?”


      “Yes. I need you to relay a message for me to the head of the guild.” I leaned in and whispered into her ear.


      Her eyes went wide as my request unfolded. “M-Miss, that’s—”


      “You can do it, right?”


      “B-but…” She had gone very pale. “Wh-what if he refuses to do so?”


      “Then tell him that this is how he will repay his debt to me.”


      Emily gaped.


      I asked coldly, “Can you do it or not? If you can’t, I’ll have someone else go.”


      “N-no!” Emily shook her head desperately. “I’ll do it, Miss! I can!”


      I stared at her as she swore her allegiance up and down. “Emily, it is of the utmost importance that this remains completely secret,” I replied, my tone dark.


      “M-Miss…”


      “If anyone finds out…you know what will happen.”


      She looked ready to cry even as she nodded hesitantly.


      “I trust only you from now on, Emily. I hope my faith isn’t misplaced.”


      “I won’t let you down, Miss. I’ll do my best!” Emily’s eyes were suddenly filled with fire, her earlier reluctance gone. They had the same foreboding shine to them that I’d seen when she’d stabbed me with a needle all those months ago. Just as a villain’s maid should.


      I finally smiled faintly at her. There was still one way forward I hadn’t attempted yet. It was extremely risky, and I couldn’t even be sure the game would allow it.


      But I refuse to be manipulated like a fool or walked all over, I thought as I glared into space.
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      D-2.


      Emily left the manor at sunrise, as instructed. I took the two knights who’d been assigned to me and went for a walk outside, since being stuck in my room felt more suffocating than the feeling of being watched.


      Unlike the chaotic state of my feelings, the sky was beautiful and clear. My mind felt hazy, no doubt because I hadn’t slept a wink all night. After circling around the back garden once, I made my way to the greenhouse. The knights opened the glass doors for me and took up positions on either side.


      It’s like they’re transporting a convict. I glared at them coldly, sighing as I passed through the doorway.


      “Don’t let anyone in,” I ordered before snapping the doors closed.


      Even though I was currently experiencing the calm before the storm, peaceful moments like this were rare. I didn’t want to ruin my short-lived moment of reprieve by bumping into the heroine. I hated that these great hulking men were following me everywhere, but at the very least they could keep her away from me.


      I strode into the greenhouse. It was full of exotic and colorful flowers, but none of them held my attention. I came to a stop in one of the tucked-away corners, where many tiny white wildflowers were popping up in beautiful patches among the grass. They were the same flowers I’d been sleeping in when Eckles had come to me in the greenhouse, the same ones he’d made into a wreath for me.


      I stared at the little white buds impassively for a moment, then lay down among them. I’d smiled at him as prettily as any flower, whispered to him that he was the only one for me, and received the flower crown from him not long after that.


      I was blinded by the hope that my escape was just around the corner. All of it felt like a distant memory now. I blinked slowly, then let my eyes fall closed completely.


      I’m so tired… I was blanketed in complete silence. I could feel myself growing more and more tired but struggled to let go and allow slumber to take me. With a weak sigh, I rested my arm over my eyes. I floated in a dreamy state, my mind hazy with fatigue, but was unable to sleep. The click of the door unlatching was loud in the quiet.


      I thought I told them not to let anyone in. I frowned, face still hidden under my arm. I briefly thought about getting up and scolding the knights but thought better of it—much too tired to bother.


      Whoever it was had no qualms about being heard as they approached, footsteps loud and quick. Is it one of the knights? Or maybe Emily? Taking note of the hurried footsteps, I wondered if it was my personal maid, whom I’d sent to the guild that morning. I was curious about what answer Winter would give.


      Things will become very troublesome if he refuses me… I contemplated what exactly I’d have to resort to if he was determined to deny me. The footsteps suddenly came to a stop near where my head lay pillowed in the flowers.


      Arm still covering my eyes, I called irritably, “I said to let no one in.”


      “Does that include a member of the Imperial family?”


      The voice belonged to someone I hadn’t been expecting to hear. I quickly lowered my arm, the sudden light stinging my eyes. I could make out his luxurious golden hair and ruby-red eyes, even as my vision blurred, trying to adjust.


      “Callisto?”


      I wondered if I was dreaming as I stared blankly up at the man in front of me. His ruby eyes suddenly came much closer as he lowered himself beside me, until his golden hair was tickling my forehead.


      He scrunched up his nose. “I can’t have you waking up already. I haven’t even kissed you yet.” His laughing baritone was loud and clear thanks to our close proximity, and his words jolted me to attention.


      “Y-Your Highness!” I shot up into a sitting position, nearly butting heads with him in the process.


      He backed away with an amused-sounding exclamation.


      Terribly confused, I stammered, “H-how did you get in here?”


      “Your guards are pretty loyal,” Callisto said with a shrug. “They dared to stand in my way, so I knocked both of them out.”


      “You what?”


      “I was a bit upset, so I hit them harder than I normally would have. I hope they aren’t terribly important to you.”


      “No, not really, but…”


      The direction the conversation had taken was rather strange, but hearing that the knights had been knocked unconscious made a curl of satisfaction settle in my belly. They’d flat out refused to listen when I told them to leave me alone, most likely thanks to the duke’s orders. Maybe I should just knock them out next time, instead of trying to scale down the wall…


      “Why are you spacing out?” he asked.


      I pulled myself together. “Why are you here?” I found that my voice had gone automatically cold once my confusion had worn off.


      “Ha!” Callisto said, laughing incredulously at my suddenly icy demeanor. “I can’t come and visit my fiancée’s home whenever I want?”


      “I’m sorry, this is the first time I’m hearing of this. Which of my brothers are you engaged to?” I asked calmly, repaying his nonsense in kind.


      He scowled. “That is a terrible joke. I never knew you had such a horrid sense of humor.”


      “I wasn’t joking,” I said curtly, straightening out the wrinkles in my skirt and getting up.


      Turning to the crown prince, I noticed that he was now sitting on the grass, apparently unconcerned that he was making a mess of his fancy attire. The legs of his white pants were already a little stained.


      I frowned and held out my hand. “Get up, Your Highness. You’ll dirty your clothes.”


      The crown prince looked at my hand with an odd expression. I had a feeling his outfit would be ruined beyond repair soon enough.


      “What are you doing? Hurry up,” I said, waving my hand at him impatiently.


      He reached out and took it, levering himself upright. I made to let go once he was standing on his own two feet, but he refused to release me. I looked down at our joined hands, briefly wondering if I should try to shake him off, but I quickly thought better of it.


      The crown prince probably wouldn’t relent easily, since he was gripping my hand so hard it hurt. Letting him have his way, I went to the table at the center of the greenhouse. Callisto followed without a word. His hand felt hot in mine.


      I’d realized my feelings for him only recently, but it wasn’t enough to change anything between us. My situation was far too dire for me to allow myself to bother with such trivial emotions. My heart didn’t beat faster like a little girl’s just because we were holding hands. In fact, my heartbeat was very even and I felt nothing. Nothing at all.


      “Sit down,” I said to him once we reached the table.


      The crown prince finally let go of my hand and sat in one of the chairs. My hand honestly felt numb since he’d held me so tightly he’d cut off my circulation. Instead of showing my discomfort, I picked up the bell on the table and rang it twice to signal to the maid in charge of the greenhouse that she should bring refreshments.


      The crown prince looked at me in surprise. “I thought you’d kick me out right away.”


      “I would never dare do anything like that to you. I’m not such an unreasonable person.”


      “Did the palace send you a new etiquette teacher since your coming-of-age ceremony is coming up?”


      “Actually, my manners were so perfect they said I had nothing left to learn,” I said, gritting my teeth and smiling at him.


      The crown prince snickered.


      A maid soon brought some refreshments. When she drew close, I noticed she was very pale. Apparently, Callisto had been telling the truth about knocking the knights unconscious. I watched with pity as the maid rushed out after leaving us the tea.


      Then I turned to the crown prince. “What are you doing here?”


      “I brought you gifts for your coming-of-age ceremony.”


      “Gifts?”


      “I had them delivered early since there were so many of them. All sorts of cads will be throwing themselves at you on the day.”


      I stared at Callisto, stunned. I hadn’t expected him to be so forthcoming. “But you already gave me a gift.”


      “That was more of a reward.”


      I’d forgotten the nature of the gift, so I nodded easily, then said without much thought, “But you didn’t have to come all the way here yourself. Why didn’t you just send someone like last time?”


      “Ha!” The crown prince looked offended. “Why are you so clueless?”


      I tilted my head in puzzlement. “What do you mean?”


      “I’m here to see you. Why else would I bother to come here in person despite my busy schedule?”


      My mind went blank. Unlike my empty brain, though, my heart fluttered. I cast my eyes about, unable to meet his gaze.


      The crown prince continued mischievously, “Will you never be content unless I say these things out loud? You can be very slow at times.”


      “Your Highness…” I sighed, gathering my thoughts. My heart kept pounding—but no, I reminded myself to ignore it. I bit the soft flesh on the inside of my cheek, then said, “It’s a good thing you came. I didn’t think I’d be able to give you my answer during the coming-of-age ceremony since I’ll be very busy. In response to the…offer you made, I don’t want…” I struggled to get the words out.


      “Wait.” He raised his hand, then proceeded to change the subject entirely. “I have a question for you first. Has the manor fallen upon difficult finances of late?”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “Or do they not feed you properly because you’re not the duke’s biological daughter? Are they still discriminating against you? How very behind the times.”


      “I don’t understand—”


      As I stared at him in confusion, he reached for me. “Nothing but bones.” He took my left wrist in his hand, picking it up from where it lay haphazardly on the table.


      “Wh-what are you doing?” I demanded.


      “What happened to your face while we were apart?” He glared at me fiercely.


      I blinked at him like an owl, and he stood, tugging me to do the same. “Get up.”


      “Y-Your Highness!” I said, grabbing his hands in shock. “What are you doing right now—?”


      “At this rate, you’ll earn yourself an obituary that marks you as the first noblewoman in the empire to die of malnutrition,” he said in a low voice.


      He waved my arm in the air, and I noticed that it did look worryingly thin. I guessed that I had lost a little weight over the past few days since I’d had so much on my mind. I hadn’t eaten very much, either, since I’d had no appetite. I was embarrassed that I’d lost so much without noticing. I found myself unable to formulate an excuse at the sight of my own emaciated arm.


      “Go pack your things right now,” he growled. “I’m taking you to the palace.”


      Those words were a cold shock that brought me abruptly to my senses.


      “Your Highness. Your Highness?” I said to him as he held my arm, attempting to pull me to my feet.


      He turned his glower down at me. “What are you doing? Quickly now, up you get.”


      “Please calm yourself and have a seat, Your Highness. There’s nothing to worry about,” I said, trying to placate the crown prince as he grew more and more agitated.


      Though it was true that I’d been stressed, Penelope’s body was just very sensitive to it, given her prickly temperament. My attempt at soothing him seemed to have the opposite effect, however.


      “Ha! If this isn’t anything to worry about, then what is?” he said with a scowl, his laugh cold. “Will you only concern yourself once you’re dead in the ground after starving?”


      “Please don’t exaggerate. I won’t die thanks to something so trivial. And even if I do, what’s it to you?” I asked impassively. Honestly, I was really curious.


      He’d suggested such a businesslike marriage between us not all that long ago. Why was he so upset because I’d lost a little weight? It was almost as if he loved me.


      
        —“…In love?”


        —“People in our positions aren’t afforded the luxury of such a naive concept, don’t you think? This isn’t like you.”

      


      My thoughts soon led me to a pointless hypothesis. The things that he’d said bounced around in my brain; the 76% of his affection felt as if it were branded in my memory of that day.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Callisto]?


        [4,000,000 Gold / 200 Reputation]

      


      I stared at the prompt, which had been visible for a while now. Then, slowly, I pulled my arm free from his grip on it.


      “Whether I starve, lose weight, or even if I’m actually abused here at the manor, it has nothing to do with you. That’s why it isn’t a big deal.”


      The moment I removed myself from him completely, the system window faded from view. If I behaved differently, acted as friendly toward him as I’d done to Eckles, maybe I’d be able to reach 100 percent with the crown prince and hear the words I so desperately wanted to hear.


      But I didn’t have that sort of time on my hands, which meant everything was meaningless—including this very situation and any attempt to learn his affection.


      I expected him to point out how rude I was being and grow angry with me, but he stared at me quietly before saying in a hushed voice, “Must you be so terribly mean to someone who’s just worried about you?”


      Though his expression was calm, I could sense that he was upset from the way he was breathing so noisily.


      Undeterred, I continued on callously. “Why?”


      “What?”


      “Why are you worried about me?”


      “Daughter of the duke,” he growled.


      “What is there between us?” I said, ignoring the way his voice was growing colder, as if in warning.


      “What do you think?” he said immediately. “I proposed to you, and we’ll soon be engaged.”


      “I’ve considered what you said…” I noticed there was a strange sort of conviction in his words, a confidence I couldn’t quite figure out. In any case, this was my chance. I quickly spoke the words I hadn’t been able to earlier. “No matter which way I think about it, I can’t help but conclude that I must refuse your offer. That’s my answer, Your Highness,” I informed him softly.


      “Ha! You’re driving me crazy!” he said with an incredulous laugh. He scrubbed his face with his palms.


      I knew our conversation was progressing a little strangely, but I ignored it. I was just happy that I was able to speak with him before the coming-of-age ceremony.


      He rubbed his face for several long moments, then lowered his hands and regarded me. His eyes were slightly bloodshot. “We were just discussing your eating habits and health. Must you change the subject and talk about that at this precise moment?”


      “It’s what I’ve been wanting to say—”


      “Why? Let’s hear your reasons, at least,” he said irritably, cutting me off as he flopped down opposite me again. Apparently, he was finally ready to hear me out.


      “And no more ridiculous excuses like last time, such as saying it was because I nearly killed you,” he warned me in a low voice. “I’ve given you more than enough opportunities to take your revenge on me.”


      Though he’d seemed completely bananas while doing so, it was true he’d given me the chance to cut his throat if I had wanted to. I was the one who’d chosen not to go ahead with it. That excuse had been convenient, but I wouldn’t be able to use it any longer.


      I nodded. “That’s not the reason.”


      “What is it, then?”


      “You and I want different things, and we aren’t suited to each other’s ideals.”


      “Want different things? Ideals? Ha! I don’t think we’ve ever spoken about such things…,” he said with an incredulous sigh. Tapping the table, he lapsed into quiet thought. Then he frowned and asked, “You’ll be marrying someone your father chooses for you anyway. Is it such an inconceivable thing for us to wed, given that we know each other well and are in similar situations?”


      It wasn’t inconceivable, but my situation didn’t allow for it.


      I didn’t reply, and he whispered coaxingly, “I wasn’t asking you to play the role of crown princess or anything. My proposal was about wanting you as my partner—a companion to share life with. Isn’t that better than an arranged marriage with someone you don’t even know?”


      “How can you be so sure?”


      “I’m better looking, for one,” he said instantly, his chin high in the air.


      Despite all the complicated thoughts and emotions coursing through me, I burst out laughing.


      “You’re laughing?” Callisto said, his eyes narrowing threateningly, but I couldn’t seem to stop.


      If I were the real Penelope, truly born and raised in this world, his words would have been the sweetest things in the world. However, I wasn’t the real Penelope. “Your Highness,” I said simply, getting control of my laughter. “First of all, I’m not the ugly duckling you once likened me to—not anymore.”


      He frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?”


      “The duke’s lost daughter has returned.”


      “His lost daughter?”


      “His biological daughter.”


      His jaw clenched slightly, but he showed no other response.


      “So you knew,” I said.


      “I heard from my spies that the manor has been in a state of unrest. I assumed she was a fake who was after the reward, but she’s the real deal, then?” After confessing how he’d come to know about the manor’s comings and goings, he asked sharply, “But what does that have to do with our relationship?”


      “I’m a fake,” I said with a shrug. “The adopted daughter who will vanish when the lost daughter appears.”


      “That sort of thing doesn’t happen anymore,” he protested, looking aghast. “You’ve been his daughter for six years. Did the duke say he would get rid of you now that his lost daughter is back? Is that why he’s starving you?”


      “Nothing like that, Your Highness. And that’s enough of that nonsense. You make it sound as though I’m on the verge of death.”


      He fell tellingly silent.


      I found the pity in his eyes offensive. Frowning, I said, “If we were to be engaged, you don’t stand to gain much from it. Even if he doesn’t send me away—he’ll probably have to consider how it would look to the public—he has no reason to treat me like his real daughter any longer. Blood is thicker than water, after all.”


      “You haven’t been listening to me at all, have you?” he said with a glower. “I chose you, Penelope Eckhart. Not your family.”


      “Your Highness.”


      “Isn’t it for the better? Since his daughter has returned, he won’t try to stop you from leaving,” he said. “As you said, he won’t try to cut ties with you immediately. He’s not that crude. Come to the palace before you’re kicked out. Doing so will fix everything, won’t it? Why make this so complicated?” He stared at me with intense eyes, as if he couldn’t understand me. I stared back blankly. “I thought we shared an affection for each other. Or was I mistaken?”


      I felt dizzy at the thought that he was aware of my feelings. Both of us liked each other, but the emotion was fleeting, dead before it could even have the chance to grow into anything more. That’s why you and I will never work out.


      My heart finally settled. With effort, I said, “But that affection isn’t love.”


      “We aren’t children anymore. Why do you keep bringing up love?” he said irritably. “Love is a silly game built on delusions, nothing more. Surely you know that. The duke’s lost daughter being back and us not being fit for each other’s ideals… These all sound like excuses. Tell me the real reason. I think I’d be more likely to believe you if you simply told me you didn’t like me.”


      “I don’t want this,” I said. The vague excuses I’d given so far, unable to puzzle out the truth of my own feelings, suddenly melted away, and the true reason for my reluctance became clear. I looked up, right into his eyes. “I don’t want to marry someone I don’t love. You don’t love me and I don’t love you, so I don’t want to choose you. Is that reason enough for you?”


      Seeing his intense red gaze finally waver ever so slightly, I realized I should have said this sooner.


      I continued to speak as I watched the way his eyes darted around. “I’ve always lived in fear, Your Highness. Fear of being thrown away. Though, of course, that fear has now all but come to pass.”


      My listless voice delivered the pitiful confession, and Callisto’s brow furrowed deeply. Sadly, it did not bother me at all that I was saying such pathetic things. I wasn’t really Penelope, and all of this was just unfolding as the game had designed. There was nothing I could do to change it.


      “Your assumption, Your Highness, that I will always be the duke’s daughter is wrong.” I gave him a tiny fragment of the secret I kept very close to my chest as I tried to calm myself. “I want someone who loves me enough to get me out of this hell. I don’t want someone whose interests just happen to coincide somewhat with those of the duke’s daughter, but someone who will rescue me. And that person…” I took a deep breath and sighed, “It’s not you.”


      I glanced up at his face and saw there was no emotion in his expression. “It is…not me?” he asked, sounding a little dazed.


      “No.”


      His red gaze wavered again, and I nodded slowly to him.


      “You will become the emperor, after all.” I avoided his eyes, staring down at the ground. “I’m sure you’ll be able to find someone else. There are plenty of ladies out there whose company you’ll enjoy and who are a good match for you. For example…the duke’s lost daughter.”


      As I said this, I was reminded of the crown prince’s ending in Normal Mode. After cruelly putting to death the villain who’d tormented the heroine, they’d gotten engaged. With the full support of House Eckhart, he crushed the dissenters, rose to the throne, and married her. I remembered the illustration I’d seen in the epilogue, one of a fancy wedding between the new emperor and his empress.


      Frankly, I did not like the Ivonne I’d met in Hard Mode at all, but what mattered was that in the end, the crown prince would be her partner, surviving the fierce competition for the throne and securing victory.


      In the illustration, there had been an intensely satisfied smile on his face, the crown on his head. That was what mattered. Clutching to that truth mentally made it easy to kill the pesky feelings causing trouble in my heart.


      “Perhaps it would be of great help to you, in fact,” I said. My voice sounded almost normal.


      “What?” Callisto asked.


      I stared at the small white flowers blooming amid the grass below the table. “It might be better if you were to begin a relationship with the duke’s true daughter instead—”


      “You shut your mouth,” he interrupted sharply, teeth grinding.


      My head shot up in shock.


      His red eyes were practically glowing, he was so furious. “How much more do you intend to insult me?”


      “Your Highness…”


      “What do you think I am, some kind of stud horse, to be passed around at your discretion? Does my proposal mean so little to you?”


      I couldn’t understand why he was so angry. Confused, I managed to say, “You know that’s not what I mean.”


      “No, I do not,” he spat. “Dammit, I have no idea why you’re being like this.” He roughly combed back his hair with one hand. “What about you, then? You’ll send me to that girl, find yourself another man, and leave the manor when it suits you?”


      “Why are you saying such things all of a sudden?”


      “Who the hell is this man? Tell me.”


      I scowled at the way the conversation was jumping around in a way I struggled to follow. How I meant to escape was my business and mine alone. “There’s nobody. And even if there were, it wouldn’t be any of your concern.”


      “I’m at my wit’s end with you, Penelope Eckhart. You’d better choose your next words wisely.”


      He seemed to be telling the truth. I could see the blue veins protruding on the back of his hands where they lay on the table. Trying to understand what he was thinking, I asked, “Why are you upset?”


      “Why wouldn’t I be?” he retorted, slamming his fist against the table.


      I flinched at the noise, staring at him in astonishment. I just couldn’t figure this man out. He didn’t love me, so why was he acting this way?


      “You need a noblewoman who can understand your situation and is willing to be your partner, with no emotions involved. And I need someone who loves me. Is that so hard to understand?” I asked, throwing his words right back at him.


      Callisto glared at me, voice menacing as he ground out, “You…” He said nothing more. His lips moved, but he seemingly struggled to find words. A heavy silence fell over the greenhouse for a moment as we sat, avoiding each other’s gaze.


      Suddenly feeling profoundly tired, I finally said, “Please… Don’t come to see me anymore, Your Highness.” My lips moved of their own accord.


      Callisto, who’d been keeping a lid on his rage with clenched fists, whipped his head up.


      “And don’t give me any gifts,” I said. “Don’t greet me if you see me anywhere.”


      “Why?”


      “That’s what people do when they mean nothing to one another.”


      “We mean nothing to one another?”


      “Yes,” I confirmed with a nod. “There is nothing between us, Your Highness, and that’s the way it will always be.”


      “Ha…” Callisto laughed incredulously. He clenched his fists tight enough to turn his knuckles white and make his veins protrude, but he eventually relaxed his hands and rubbed his face. He looked deeply frustrated. After a while, his hands dropped to his sides and he spoke, visibly exhausted. “I need to make sure of one thing.”


      “And what is that?”


      “Was I just rejected?”


      “If it’s easier, you can choose to think of it that way. I don’t mind,” I answered dryly. “Think of it as an extension of my misdeeds in the maze garden.”


      “This…this is so strange.” He frowned at me, though I’d done nothing but answer his question. “I…,” he began, rubbing his face again. “I believed that you and I were similar. I thought we would be able to walk along the same path, with the same heart, of one mind… Hearing you say all this… It’s so strange.”


      I wondered if I should ask him what he found so strange, but I chose to remain silent.


      He began drumming the table nervously with his fingers, muttering, “I knew there was a chance you might refuse me. You’ve always had a talent for uttering the harshest words, eyes as cold and unfeeling as a dead fish.”


      I scowled at the nasty adjectives he was choosing but kept my silence, since he wasn’t finished speaking.


      He smiled hollowly. “I guess I never imagined I’d actually be refused… I feel…outraged.”


      My stomach lurched unpleasantly, and I gritted my teeth.


      The crown prince shot to his feet. His chair tumbled backward, but neither of us paid it any mind. “So this is your answer. I understand.”


      “Your Highness…”


      “I’ll see you at your coming-of-age ceremony,” he said robotically, refusing to look at me.


      My reply was swift. “You’ve already given me your gift, so you don’t have to attend the ceremony—”


      Before I could finish, he’d already spun around and strode away. The glass door slammed shut behind him noisily, and the greenhouse was silent.


      “I suppose that’s that dealt with.”


      If he’d already met Ivonne, I wouldn’t have even gotten the chance to say any of what I’d wanted. It was a good thing I’d been able to get it all out before that happened and avoid that particular misery. At least that was what I kept telling myself as I stared blankly at the glass door.


      Callisto felt his feet collide with something as he stormed out of the greenhouse.


      “The hell?”


      The two knights still lay splayed on the ground, and a tiny form was crouched over their unconscious bodies, studying them closely.


      Is she a maid?


      The knights he’d knocked out before entering the greenhouse were in his way. He was offended by their impertinence even though they were still unconscious. Enraged, he kicked out at the men as if they were litter on the street.


      Their gasping and moaning didn’t concern him, since he was well familiar with the sounds. Path clear, he stormed past—or rather, was about to, when he was prevented from doing so.


      “Uh…excuse me.”


      Someone was tugging on his cloak. He turned only his head slowly and found a pink head of hair bowing to him. It was the maid.


      “Uh, hello. I’m Ivonne. I’ve been staying at the manor… I—I was so surprised to see the knights like this, so I was checking them over,” the maid informed him, even though Callisto hadn’t asked. “I-I’m sorry if I blocked your way—”


      “Hands off,” Callisto suddenly spat.


      “I-I’m sorry?” she stuttered, blinking foolishly as though she hadn’t understood.


      His terrible mood soured a shade fouler. “I said, take your hands off me. Unless you want me to cut them off for you,” Callisto growled through clenched teeth.


      “Uh… I…,” the maid said, blinking uncomprehendingly.


      As was his usual response, Callisto resorted to instantly pulling out his sword. The blade was at the girl’s neck in a flash. He snarled, “Do your damn ears not work?”


      The girl gasped.


      “Don’t you know that touching a member of the Imperial family without permission will earn you an instant death sentence?”


      “I…I didn’t know… I’m sorry…” The sharp blade bit into her skin, and the girl began to sob, quivering violently.


      He hated the sound of a woman crying, since it reminded him of someone from his childhood who’d resorted to sobbing every opportunity they got. He wanted to kill her without delay, but he took a deep breath and restrained himself on account of the girl still hidden away in the greenhouse behind him.


      Penelope despised blood and violence. She wouldn’t be content even if he only showed her the most beautiful things—pretty things like her. If he killed someone on the grounds, she would refuse to have anything to do with him again.


      He sighed deeply, sheathing his sword. “I thought only the best were selected to be servants here. The duke has been remiss in educating his maids properly, I see.”


      He swept past the pink-haired girl, who was still bowing and trembling in front of him as if she wasn’t worth his time.


      A good while after the crown prince had gone, his cloak fluttering behind him, Ivonne finally raised her head. Her face was drenched with tears, pathetic and beautiful at the same time. The damp blue eyes that stared after the crown prince, however, were anything but.


      Her hand shook behind her back, clasping a jagged shard.
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      I only rose from my seat when enough time had passed that the crown prince had to have already arrived back at the palace. Leaving the greenhouse, I discovered the two knights splayed out on the ground, a small figure stooped over them.


      So he really knocked them out? My shock at his atrocious behavior passed quickly, and I was left feeling uncomfortable seeing the pink-headed girl looking up at me. Her eyes were red, perhaps because she’d felt so bad for the unconscious knights that she’d cried. Even after crying, she was unfailingly pretty. I frowned down at her for a long moment, then made to walk past.


      “L-Lady Penelope!” Ivonne said, surging to her feet and hurrying to stand in front of me.


      I found myself snapping at her in a biting tone, irritated at being prevented from leaving. “What do you want?”


      “H-hello, Lady Penelope. Uh… I noticed during my walk that your knights were unconscious…”


      “And?”


      “I—I was going to call for help, but I was worried you might be somewhere around here all by yourself…”


      Just as she’d been in the game, the heroine appeared to be endlessly kindhearted and caring. After she’d explained in a soft voice why she’d been standing around, her gaze drifted steadily downward bit by bit the longer I failed to respond.


      “S-sorry. I didn’t do this. I swear,” she said with a tremor in her shoulders—she looked like a baby deer at the mercy of a predator.


      My head ached. I hadn’t done anything to her at all, and I already felt like a despicable villain. If Derrick or Reynold were to appear right now, it would just be the cherry on top of this lunacy.


      I needed to get out of here fast if I had any regard for my own well-being. “No need to worry yourself,” I said quickly.


      “Huh? I…I don’t understand…”


      “They’ll get up in their own time, I suppose. It seems like you came here to look around the greenhouse. Feel free to go about your business. Goodbye.”


      “Uh…”


      I was about to walk past the stammering girl when a metallic scent reached my nose. I lurched to a stop. Turning to look at her properly, I noticed some blood staining the white collar of her dress. My eyes scanned her and came to a rest on the small cut visible between the strands of her beautiful pink hair.


      “Are you hurt?” I asked, my eyes wide.


      “Oh…this…,” Ivonne said, hiding her neck with her hand and backing away from me. “Th-this is nothing.”


      “Let me see.” I crossed the space between us in several large steps and forced her hand away.


      She gasped when I lifted her long pink hair away from her neck. Studying the wound gravely, I was relieved to see that it was only shallow. It was a mere scratch compared with the deep cut the crown prince had gifted me at our first meeting. But just thinking about the lunatic who’d done this made me extremely anxious.


      That asshole! I told him she was the biological daughter! Immediately realizing that Callisto must be responsible for it, I scowled at her wound. I wasn’t actually all that worried for her, but I was concerned about how the duke and his two sons would react when they inevitably heard of it.


      Ugh! That stupid prince wasn’t like this in Normal Mode. But there was little use thinking about that now. Eckles had ruined everything. Blaming the damned game wouldn’t change anything.


      “That must hurt. You should go and have it treated,” I advised her, biting back a sigh. The crown prince had already done the deed, so there was nothing I could do about it now. I couldn’t very well seize the injured girl and shake her about, forbidding her from telling anyone what had happened, after all.


      I released her hand and turned away. “Go to Pennel and ask him to bring you a doctor. I’ll take my leave.”


      “L-Lady Penelope,” she stuttered, grabbing my dress before I could even take a step.


      When I only spared her an apathetic glance, she proceeded with more hesitance in her voice. “Th-that man… He is the prince, right? The one with golden hair and red eyes?”


      “Yes. The crown prince.”


      “Are you…close?”


      I felt my whole body go stiff at the question. I wanted to demand why she was asking such a thing but restrained myself and, instead, responded with put-on nonchalance, “I’m a mere subject. It would be impudent of me to assume any sort of friendship with the Second Sun of the Empire.”


      “Ah… I’m sorry.” Ivonne’s gaze fell to the ground again, but she wasn’t done asking questions. “B-but…if anyone asks how I was hurt, I should tell them I scratched myself by accident, right?” Her moist blue eyes wavered as they studied me cautiously.


      This time I couldn’t help but grimace. “Why are you asking me? Do whatever you want. Tell the truth if you want to make trouble, or come up with a story if you just want to go about your days quietly.” With that, I shook my dress free from her grip.


      “S-sorry…,” the heroine muttered, voice weak and body cowering pitifully.


      I was keeping a close eye on her, however—at her other arm, to be precise, which she’d kept hidden behind her back for the entirety of our conversation.


      Ivonne at my back, I returned to the manor.


      But when I arrived at the central hall, about to climb the stairs to my room, I happened upon a horrifying scene. There were expensive chests stacked everywhere, glittering jewels, dresses, and luxury items spilling from within them.


      The manor was at least twice the size of the average noble’s mansion, but the sheer number of things piled around the room made it look cramped. The servants were moving busily about but bowed when they saw me, wearing flustered expressions.


      I walked past with a frown, and Pennel, who’d been overseeing the scene, spotted me.


      “M-Miss!”


      “So she’s getting the official daughter treatment already?” I said with a cold laugh.


      “I-I’m sorry?” the butler stuttered, confused by my obvious bad mood.


      I only had one reason for feeling so offended.


      
        —“I’ve instructed everyone to say nothing about Ivonne. Don’t worry. I won’t make the news public until I’m sure.”

      


      The duke had told me that only yesterday morning. But seeing them buy all these luxury items not even a day later, I felt my insides twist with rage.


      “Why don’t you just cover her in jewels from head to toe? Really advertise to the whole world that the missing daughter has returned,” I said crossly, kicking at one of the nearby golden chests. I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was exactly how a crabby villain would act, but I was unable to stamp down my irritation.


      “Th-that’s not what this is, Miss! Not at all!” the butler cried urgently. “Th-these are the birthday gifts His Highness the Crown Prince brought today.”


      “Wait… What?” I froze.


      There were dozens of obviously priceless accessories just piled on the floor. Countless dresses, shoes, gloves, hats, and crossbows filled the chests. Looking around the cluttered hall again, I asked in an empty voice, “All…of this?”


      “Yes. He left a note saying he’d picked these things up along the way on his journeys, so you shouldn’t feel burdened by their expense.”


      “Ha…” I sighed incredulously, pressing a hand to my forehead. I’d told him not to give me any gifts, but instead, he’d brought an entire boatload of things—as if he’d looted an entire kingdom’s coffers.


      “Uh… There are quite a few crossbows here. How would you like me to organize them, Miss?” Pennel asked cautiously, studying the complicated expression on my face. “Some are ornamental, some are enchanted, and others seem to be made for use in war…”


      He pointed out the dozens of chests that contained crossbows. A few of the servants opened the chests and turned to me, looking troubled. Does he think I have an obsession with crossbows or something?


      I wondered if I should just send all the gifts back, but it occurred to me that it might cause him to just come rushing back to the manor again. I suddenly felt bone-tired. Waving carelessly, I turned away. “Just organize them how you will. I’m exhausted, so I’m going back to my room.”


      “Yes, Miss! I’ll have everything sorted out as quickly as possible. Please rest well.” The butler bowed politely in response. “Now, then! Let’s organize the accessories first!” He clapped loudly as he ordered the servants to get to work. He seemed a little excited for some reason.


      When I reached my room, I found someone was already inside waiting, full of nervous energy.


      “Miss!”


      “Emily,” I responded, making my way slowly to her as she smiled at me. “You’re back?”


      “Y-yes.” She nodded, panting as if she, too, had just returned.


      I removed my shawl and handed it to her, moving to my desk, then adopted an unconcerned air. “What did he say?”


      “He wanted to confirm multiple times that it was really you who had sent me. I assured him over and over, and he refused, said his guild did not accept requests of this nature—”


      “Emily, get to the point,” I ordered, cutting off her rambling. “He refused, then?”


      “So I told him what you told me to say, and he said he would begin preparing immediately,” she said, her gaze fixed timidly on the floor.


      The secret mission I’d given her seemed to have weighed on her heavily.


      “That’s good,” I said, meaning to reassure her. I retrieved a book I’d stopped reading a while ago.


      “But also…,” Emily continued, voice cautious. “He said to deliver a message to you.”


      “What message?”


      “That with this, he considers his debt settled, and he will not accept any more requests from you in the future.”


      I hesitated as I turned a page. “…That’s fine,” I muttered after a long pause. “There won’t be a next time, anyhow.”
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      That night, a rabbit appeared accompanied by a powerful gust of wind. It wasn’t a baby rabbit this time, but a full-grown one. It made no sound as I jerked away from it in shock, just gazed at me in silence. I couldn’t be sure, but it felt as if I could see a glimpse of Winter’s dark-blue eyes in the rabbit’s dreamy stare.


      It began to retch suddenly, opening its mouth and vomiting something with an unpleasant sound. It was like a scene from a nightmare. With another gust of wind, the rabbit promptly vanished.


      It felt as surreal as a dream, but it was real. The item the rabbit had puked up sat on the ground before me. I spent another sleepless night clasping it in my hand.
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      Time flew by without mercy once more.


      And just like that, dawn had broken on the day of my coming-of-age ceremony.

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    
  


  
    
      As with every big celebration, I was forced awake early in the morning by the maids. Since I hadn’t really slept anyway, I didn’t find it as irritating as usual. But after several rounds of lathering stuff on my face and body and rinsing in scented water, I was completely exhausted.


      “You all know what day it is, right?”


      “She needs to look her absolute best!”


      “Yes, of course! Leave it to us, Miss! We’ll do everything in our power to make you practically shine!”


      The maids, who normally couldn’t even look away from the ground in my presence, balled their hands into determined fists, swearing to do their best.


      “Please, it’s not as serious as all that…,” I protested weakly.


      Nobody listened, of course. The maids put makeup on me and did my hair, employing several more times the effort than usual. After a lengthy period of time had passed and I was finally free from the maids’ clutches, I was able to check my reflection in the mirror.


      As I opened my eyes, someone gave a little gasp. The maids suddenly fell silent, and I soon learned why—I looked stunningly beautiful.


      My eyes, which normally slanted upward in shape and made my otherwise impassive face look slightly mean, had been made classy and soft with makeup. The combination of a small nose, rosy cheeks and lips, and the dark-pink hair twisted in an intricate braid was lovely indeed. I slowly raised my hand to my cheek.


      I look…gorgeous. I’d seen Penelope early on while playing in Normal Mode, in an illustration depicting the coming-of-age ceremony. She’d been breathtakingly beautiful then, too.


      She’s this pretty, huh? I almost regretted not recognizing how beautiful she was back in Normal Mode. I felt a little sad as I stared into the mirror—her body would soon fall victim to the awful deed I was planning, powerless to stop me.


      “Miss! You can’t touch your face! You are not to do that for the entire day!” the maids exclaimed, rushing over and grabbing my arm. The fleeting moment of pity vanished.


      “All right,” I agreed unhappily, lowering my hand. I would do as the maids asked, at least for today. It would be the first time I would do so, and also the last.


      “Oh, Miss, as for the dress…,” one of the maids began.


      I was about to tell her to bring one in my usual style, modestly cut, but the maids parted cautiously, and one girl came forward holding a familiar dress.


      “Please wear this today, Miss,” Emily said, eyeing me with both hope and hesitance.


      “This is…”


      “There isn’t an option more well suited for such a special occasion!”


      I hesitated, staring at the dress they’d brought out. Dark-blue light rippled and spread down the length of the fabric, decorated with glittering silver powder. The color scattered in a luminous burst of light when it met the fine gold embroidery at the hem. The whole thing was evocative of a quiet, moonlit sea.


      It was the dress the crown prince had given to me as a gift.


      My expression was blank as I stared at it, and Emily grew steadily more nervous.


      “This is your coming-of-age ceremony, Miss, your moment to shine. Commoners go into debt to wear the finest clothes they can on a day like this. Just once, Miss, please do as we ask. Hmm? Please…”


      “That’s right, Miss. The dresses you usually wear are so dark and simple…”


      “O-of course, Miss is so beautiful, you look stunning no matter what you wear!”


      The maids all chimed in, supporting Emily’s request. It was obvious they hadn’t been happy with my austere outfits, the ones I’d selected so I would never stand out.


      Is this really so important to them? I felt a sliver of sympathy for the maids as they did their best to convince me.


      “Fine. Just this once,” I acquiesced, nodding.


      “Really? You mean it, Miss?”


      “Y-you’re wearing the accessories that go with the dress, then?”


      “Of course she is! Why do you even need to ask?”


      The maids seemed overjoyed. I didn’t like that the dress was a gift from the crown prince, but all of this would soon be a bad memory anyway.


      He might not even come today, I thought, recalling the way he had marched angrily out of the greenhouse. Perhaps he would refuse to have anything to do with me again, irate that I’d refused his offer so many times. I swallowed, feeling something bitter settling in the back of my throat.


      The maids gasped and gushed praise again once I’d put on the dress and its matching accessories. I was too tired to even bother checking my reflection again since I hadn’t slept properly for the past few days.


      I dismissed them quickly so I could get some rest, asking Emily to bring some refreshments. She soon returned, arranging the food and drink in front of the sofa so I could relax without ruining my dress or makeup.


      I lay back on the cushion she’d fluffed and arranged for me, making sure my face didn’t touch the fabric, and asked in a subdued tone, “Do we still have a while to go? When does it start?”


      “The guests will start arriving at noon. The ceremony starts at two, Miss.”


      “What is the girl doing?” I asked, drinking some of the cool tea Emily had brought. The refreshments had just been an excuse.


      Emily hesitated. “She’s in the young lord’s office…having tea.”


      “At this hour?” I asked, surprised.


      It was still early in the morning since the maids had woken me up so early. It wasn’t the right time of day or occasion for tea.


      I hope nothing is wrong… I felt anxiety creeping up on me. Even if something did go wrong, however, there was nothing I could do about it. Besides, Derrick was already a terrible person, whether he was brainwashed or not.


      A cautious voice distracted me from my thoughts. “Miss. About the request you made to the guild…”


      “Tsk. Careful,” I warned. Frowning, I asked, “Emily, you’re certain you were secretive enough, and that no one took note of your comings and goings?”


      Emily jolted and nodded wildly. “Y-yes! Of course, Miss. But…” Her brown eyes darted around the room, and she lowered her voice to a whisper. “Something suspicious did happen last night.”


      “What?”


      “I was going back to my room to wash up when I ran into Becky in front of the servants’ quarters. She asked which way to the street where the guilds are located.”


      “Wait… She did what?”


      Becky was Ivonne’s temporary maid. Jerking into an upright position, I shouted, “Why are you telling me this only now?”


      “It was too late an hour, and I couldn’t wake you…,” Emily whined, pouting. “But don’t worry! I told her I didn’t know anything about that. And she went back to her room after that.”


      “I suppose you did well to say you didn’t know.” I relented easily, flopping back against the cushions again.


      Tapping the armrest, I lapsed into thought. Why would she want to know where the guilds are? To meet Winter? It was a definite possibility. In Normal Mode, the heroine had sought out Winter, who had helped her come to the manor.


      But unlike the story in the game, Eckles had brought her here, not Winter. I was only guessing when I supposed that she and Winter had already met. Since he hadn’t been the one to bring her to the manor, there was no way of knowing what did or didn’t go down between them.


      I shot to my feet and strode over to my desk. “Emily, I’d like to be alone for a moment.”


      “Huh? Oh, yes!”


      The room fell silent. I might have told Emily I trusted her, but in truth, I trusted no one in the manor. I retrieved the key I always kept on my person and opened the locked bottom drawer. Inside was the sheet of paper where I’d written down all the information I remembered about the love interests not long after I’d found myself in this world—the same paper I’d recorded their progress on every now and then.


      There was also a collection of miscellaneous objects I’d acquired during the quests, Winter’s things, and also the very item I’d received from him the night before. I reached for the bottle the rabbit had vomited out yesterday, purple liquid sloshing around within. I suddenly noticed a red glow coming from inside the drawer.


      “Huh?” I muttered, surprised. I rifled around in the drawer and plucked out the source of the light. “This is…”


      It was the ancient magic necklace Winter had clasped around my neck in Tratan when we’d been giving out food. The large stone mounted in the center of the ornate star-shaped pendant was glowing a dark red and vibrating weakly. I stared blankly, moving the necklace so that the light grew stronger.


      “Oh…”


      The dark-red light was indicating the bottle of purple liquid. Ironically, I was reminded of Eckles. I hadn’t really given much thought to the color of his affection bar before.


      “So it meant…death.”


      My heart felt as if it had plummeted into my stomach. Perhaps it was because I’d been completely unaware that my only hope for escape had been planning to betray me, or perhaps because I’d been blinded by the number of his affection and ignored any warning signs.


      His love was a deadly one, so intense that he would not hesitate to kill me if it meant he could have me. The realization made me dizzy.


      I was just standing there feeling the necklace vibrate in my hand when someone knocked on the door. I nearly jumped, spinning quickly. Sliding the drawer shut to keep the light from streaming out, I straightened and called, “Who’s there?”


      “It’s me,” replied the duke.


      My mind went momentarily blank. Why is the duke here at this hour? As I was mulling over this question, the knock came again.


      “Penelope, do you mind if I come in?”


      “Oh, o-of course not. Please come in,” I replied in a rush. I couldn’t make him wait out there forever.


      The door clicked open right away, but he hesitated as he stepped into the room when he saw me. His eye twitched almost imperceptibly.


      “Father?” I asked, confused.


      He closed the door behind him, entering the room fully. Same as he did the time he gifted me the mine, he sat at the table in front of the large window.


      I’d been standing awkwardly in front of the desk, but I hastened to take the seat opposite him. I felt overwhelmed and caged in, having to play host to the duke all of a sudden. My thoughts were a mess, and I wasn’t ready for a conversation with him.


      I took several deep breaths, hoping to calm my pounding heart. When I felt myself breathing with a little more ease, I offered, “Should I have one of the maids bring some tea?”


      “It’s fine,” the duke replied, his tone curt but not unkind.


      An awkward silence fell, and he made no move to say anything more. I was forced to continue the conversation.


      “Why…did you want to see me?”


      The duke looked startled, which was rare for him. “You asked me to come greet you on the morning of your coming-of-age ceremony.”


      “Oh.” Right. I did ask him that. I’d made the request during our family meal before the heroine had appeared, and then I’d promptly forgotten about it. It simply hadn’t meant that much to me.


      I’d been full of hope that I would be escaping today when I’d requested it. I’d felt a little bad for the duke, who was to be deprived of his adopted daughter—the daughter who’d suddenly become sensible and mature during my short stay in this world.


      I never thought this would happen… In hindsight, it had all been nonsense. Trying not to show that I was unhappy, I put on an air of nonchalance. “Thank you for remembering.”


      “You…” The duke hesitated for a moment. “You look very beautiful today, Penelope.”


      He wasn’t one to give out compliments often. I was surprised by his words, but the sensation quickly wore off.


      “Thank you, Father.”


      The duke was dressed to the nines and made for an imposing sight, as befitted a noble of his status. I stared at his black jacket, which was embroidered with the Eckhart crest in silver, and said politely, “You look very handsome today as well, Father.”


      “I don’t think I’ve seen that dress or those accessories before… You said you didn’t want to employ the services of the empress’s seamstress. Did you purchase these yourself ?”


      “Uh…yes,” I said, unable to tell him that they had been gifts from Callisto.


      “They suit you wonderfully. You look beautiful,” the duke said again.


      I felt increasingly strange, an odd emotion brewing inside me and leaving me feeling a little nauseated. I clenched my fists hard.


      “What’s that in your hand?” the duke asked, eyes trained on my hand.


      I looked down and noticed a silver cord wound between my fingers.


      “Oh,” I said, realizing my mistake. I’d been so nervous, I’d forgotten I was still holding the necklace. The tips of the star ornament were poking out of my closed fist.


      “Is that a necklace?” the duke asked, curious about the peculiar shape.


      I quickly opened my hand and clasped the accessory around my neck. “Yes. It was a gift.”


      “A gift? From whom?”


      “The owner of the weapons shop I often deal with sent me a magical necklace, as a present for my coming of age. It’s the same place I bought your amulet.”


      “Oh, that one. I like them. I’ll have to buy some arrows from them in the future.”


      Thankfully, the duke seemed to accept my hastily crafted excuse.


      “But it doesn’t really suit the dress you’re wearing today,” he said.


      “I thought I’d wear it anyway since I appreciate the gesture.” I didn’t actually have any intention of wearing it, of course. I’d take it off as soon as the duke left.


      “How…kind of you.”


      His reaction took me by surprise. What is the matter with him today?


      I stared up at him with a slight frown and asked cautiously, “Do you perhaps…have something you wanted to say to me?”


      “No. I’m just here because you asked me to come—”


      “I see. It’s nice just seeing your face before the ceremony, Father. You must be busy greeting the guests. I hope I didn’t take up too much of your time.” I was telling him he could leave now.


      He seemed to have something more to say, however, and hesitated to stand. After a while, he sighed deeply and said, “I’m sorry.”


      The last thing I’d been expecting was an apology. Puzzled, I asked, “For what?”


      “You must have felt very frustrated by the guards I assigned to you, limiting your movements. I’ll call them off as soon as your coming-of-age ceremony is over.”


      Oh, that. The time when their presence had driven me crazy with frustration had passed.


      “I understand, Father. I’d have done the same thing in your shoes,” I said in a neutral tone.


      It seemed as if he had felt guilty after our previous conversation. He did that at times. And if he felt especially guilty, he’d give me some sort of gift. This was usually how he apologized. I didn’t expect him to actually say he was sorry, though.


      As I’d always done, I said what he wanted to hear—the things that would ease his guilt. Today would be the last time I would do so in any case. “You had no choice but to have them watch me if you wanted to stop me from hurting Ivonne. I had nowhere I needed to go anyway. It was no great inconvenience.”


      “Wh…what?” the duke stammered, staring at me with wide, shocked eyes. “What are you saying, Penelope? It wasn’t anything like that.”


      “What was it, then?”


      “It was for your sake. I was worried about you.”


      “What?”


      “I saw the expression on your face when you looked upon that slave who brought Ivonne back.”


      “I don’t…” My words failed me as I sat there, noticing something strange in the way the duke’s serious blue eyes were regarding me.


      We’d discussed this same subject only a few days ago, but he’d had a different take on things at the time. Though he hadn’t admitted it in so many words, he hadn’t denied that he was having me watched for Ivonne’s protection, either. But now…


      “What is that supposed to mean, Father?” I tried again, confused.


      The duke was silent again. When he finally spoke, his tone was grave. “Immediately after the hunting tournament, I think it was… Reynold sought me out, saying he had something to confess.”


      “What?”


      “Do you remember what happened not long after you came to the manor the first time? The reason I closed off the third floor.”


      “Yes, of course…”


      Though I was not the real Penelope, I could hardly forget. I’d often thought about how maligned she must have felt, and her misery as she resolved to call the duke by his noble title instead of simply “Father.”


      “Reynold, that idiot… He told me the truth about what happened, that you stealing Ivonne’s necklace was all a farce.”


      My eyes widened so much, it must have looked comical. I couldn’t even imagine that Reynold would ever do such a thing.


      “You…knew?”


      A hot, heavy emotion welled up in my eyes and throat, even though it hadn’t even been me who’d experienced that particular injustice. In the game, Penelope had never been able to clear her name, right up until her death. How else would they have been able to remove her from the family register posthumously and throw her away like trash?


      “You know…that I didn’t do it? That it was Reynold?” My voice was quivering.


      The duke nodded, his face dark. “He…asked me to punish him.”


      My composure shattered, my face twisting.


      The duke continued slowly, “I…couldn’t bring myself to discipline him properly. The most I could do was confine him to his room and have him undergo more rigorous training. I wanted to give him a good walloping, but I suddenly wondered if I even had the right. Penelope…”


      The duke gazed at me with red-rimmed eyes filled with regret and remorse. “When I first laid eyes on you, you were nothing but bones, your frame so tiny. Your eyes didn’t look like those of a child when you begged me for food. I couldn’t stop thinking about you after that, wondering if Ivonne was out there somewhere suffering a similar fate.


      “I planned to give you some food every now and then whenever I came across you begging, but one day you smiled after I gave you a gold coin. I loved that little smile. You were starving to death next to your mother’s body, and I couldn’t just leave you there like that. So I decided I’d take you in and make sure you no longer had to starve.”


      I’d never known how Penelope and the duke had come to meet. It hadn’t been in the game.


      “But I was a fool,” he continued. “I adopted you impulsively, and I didn’t know how to take care of you. I didn’t even know how to care for my own sons. And so I just assumed it was a child’s desire for a pretty piece of jewelry and decided to move on. I believed that as your father, I needed to overlook your faults. I would never have done so had I known that it would take six years to hear you call me ‘Father’ again,” he muttered bitterly, clearly lost in his memories.


      Why are you telling me this now? I gritted my teeth. It was already too late. The harm had already been done, and the abuse had twisted Penelope up inside so badly that it had driven her to an unimaginably cruel ending. I stared at him hollowly, not saying a word, and he continued speaking with some difficulty.


      “I’d completely forgotten about it, you know. But I can still remember the way you looked at me that day as if it were yesterday,” he said. “And a few days ago, you looked at that slave exactly the same way. At that moment, the only thought consuming me was that I needed to keep him away from you.”


      “…What kind of face was I making?”


      “Well…” The duke rubbed his face, finding it hard to continue. “You…were completely expressionless,” he finally said. “Ever since you were young, you’d go quiet and wipe all emotion from your face when you were truly, deeply angry.”


      I was a little surprised, since this was actually a fair description of how I dealt with anger. When I suppressed all the emotion roiling inside me and held my breath until I thought I’d pass out, everything slowly disappeared, replaced by complete calm.


      The duke looked confused as he murmured, “And when that happens, your eyes… The light in them slowly dies, and they transform so strangely… Like life itself has left them… At times, you’d remind me of a corpse…”


      Ah. Then understanding hit me as if I were being struck by lightning. I suddenly knew instinctively.


      Penelope was dead.


      She’d endlessly endured, holding her breath and strangling every last one of her emotions. She held her breath and held it and kept holding it, until it finally killed her.


      I’d entered the game only after it had been robbed of its villain.


      I froze, pale. The realization made my hair stand on end. If I escape, what will happen to Penelope? Even if this game was rife with magic and other fantastical things, the dead couldn’t come back to life. It was just a hypothesis, but a chill ran down my spine regardless.


      What about the game’s storyline? Can the heroine win the love interests’ affection if Penelope is gone? I couldn’t wrap my head around it. What mattered most right now was that I escaped.


      What about me? Is it even possible for me to get out of here? My head spun, and I felt as if I were trapped in an endless maze.


      Uncontrollably, my breathing started to speed up; when the duke noticed that I was now gasping for air, his face twisted in alarm.


      “I didn’t mean to say that. Forget what I said.”


      My heart rate refused to slow, however. Seeing me growing paler and paler, the duke asked urgently, “Child, are you ill? Should I call the doctor?”


      “No, no, Father…” I shook my head, even though it took great effort. And as I’d always done, I did my best to quiet my panicked breathing and still my heart by sheer force of will. “I was just…surprised that you knew.”


      The duke accepted my excuse with a rigid expression. He began speaking, though I could tell he found it difficult. “Penelope, I…I am such a sorry excuse for a father, still so inexperienced that I don’t know how I’m supposed to act around you.”


      Listening with bated breath, I watched silently as he bared his heart to me for the first time.


      “I thought everything would be fine if I just gave you everything you wanted and listened to you when you yelled at me to just leave you alone,” he said. “I thought things would work out.”


      He knew now that wasn’t the case. It was a sad sort of realization. He stared at me, no doubt taking note of my lack of response.


      “Do you like this…Eckles that much?”


      I raised my head at the odd comment. “I don’t know what you mean—”


      “He’s the only one you’ve ever really opened up to, isn’t he? But he brought Ivonne here…and I was worried that you’d be hurt. That’s why I kept you from seeing him,” he said. “If you really wish it…I’ll restore him to his position as your personal knight after the coming-of-age ceremony. So please…don’t skip any more meals.”


      I stared at the duke sullenly. He was saying all this three days too late. Though honestly, nothing would have changed even if I’d been allowed to meet Eckles earlier. From the moment his gauge had begun to glow dark red, my plan to use him to escape had failed.


      “It’s not like that, Father,” I said, slowly shaking my head. “I lost my composure that day out of sheer shock. I’m grateful to Eckles for saving me during the festival, but nothing more, nothing less.”


      “I know you don’t mean that.”


      I meant it now, but perhaps I’d been too desperate to see Eckles before, because the duke didn’t seem to believe me.


      “What about Ivonne, then?” I asked dryly. “I thought you said she wanted Eckles.”


      The duke looked troubled by this, responding quietly, “The two of you will have to live in the same manor for the foreseeable future. As you said, as sisters, neither of you should encroach on the other.”


      “I didn’t realize she was already considered to be a part of the family.”


      “Penelope…,” he said coaxingly.


      Ivonne was actually older than I was. I remembered seeing in the game that by the time she returned to the duke’s household, she’d already held a small coming-of-age ceremony.


      He’s speaking about all this differently. I realized the duke’s attitude had changed somewhat since three days before. A few days ago, he was talking as though it had been decided that Eckles would serve Ivonne. As I tried to guess what the duke’s real intentions were, it suddenly occurred to me that everything just felt very meaningless. What is the point of all this guessing?


      I’d missed the countless opportunities presented to me, and now the end of Hard Mode was bearing down on me.


      “Your Grace,” I said. I hadn’t addressed him this way in a long while.


      The pupils in the duke’s blue eyes dilated upon hearing this designation once more.


      “You don’t have to worry about me that much anymore,” I said serenely.


      “Penelope…”


      “I’m very grateful for the time I’ve spent in the manor for the last six years, serving as Ivonne’s replacement. I’ve seen and experienced enough to know that a good noblewoman knows when to make her exit, though.”


      “Wh-what are you saying? Her replacement?” he stammered.


      “I don’t want House Eckhart to endure mockery on my account. I’d like to just leave quietly.”


      “What do you mean, leave?” the duke suddenly roared. “Why do you keep saying such things? You aren’t even married. You can’t go anywhere!”


      “But your true daughter has returned.”


      The duke sighed deeply, pressing a hand against his forehead. He was so frustrated, I could read it easily on his face. “What in the world are you talking about, Penelope? You are also my daughter.”


      “It isn’t too late, Your Grace. Cancel the coming-of-age ceremony.”


      “Penelope Eckhart!” he hollered again.


      I wasn’t simply trying to avoid the coming-of-age ceremony. It was too late for that. I’d spent some time with the duke, for better or for worse, and now I just wanted to give him some advice, since he’d invited so many other nobles and even important people hailing from other countries.


      “If you’re worried about your reputation, you can just say it was delayed for a bit and then have a grand celebration for Ivonne’s coming of age.”


      “I’m not going through with the ceremony just for reputation’s sake!” he shouted suddenly before pressing his lips closed. He glared at me, but his expression eventually relaxed, and he looked away. All at once, he looked so tired it was as if he had aged by at least ten years in the last few seconds. Finally, he explained why he couldn’t cancel the event. “You’ll only get to celebrate your coming of age once, and I wanted to give you the grandest celebration I possibly could. I wanted to ask for your forgiveness, late as it may be, after giving you a beautiful party and seeing you happy…”


      I struggled to keep my expression entirely neutral.


      “As for Ivonne, yes,” he continued. “I was extremely happy to see her return, since I’d thought she was dead. I’ve felt so guilty thinking about everything she must have been through, and I even felt sorry for holding such a spectacular banquet for your coming-of-age ceremony. But you’re also my daughter, Penelope. Ever since I brought you here, I’ve never once stopped thinking of you as mine.”


      My vision began to blur. Struggling to keep it together, I finally spat out the grievance I’d smothered deep inside me since I’d found myself here. “Then why have you never agreed to grant any of my requests?”


      “Have I done something wrong again?” the duke asked tiredly. “Is hiding Ivonne and wanting to give you the grandest coming-of-age ceremony such a sin?”


      “Your Grace.”


      “I’m sorry that I can’t cancel the celebration. Some of the guests have already arrived, so there’s nothing to be done for it now,” the duke said in a soft but final tone. “I will announce the news about Ivonne long after your coming of age is over. So all you need to think about now is enjoying the ceremony today—” The duke was rambling, but he abruptly stopped.


      “Penelope.”


      His blue eyes widened slowly. His chair creaked as he pushed it back, shooting to his feet. “My child, what’s the matter? Hmm?” He reached out anxiously, his warm fingers grazing my cheeks.


      Only then did I realize that tears were pooling in my eyes.


      “Why are you crying today of all days? It’s a joyous day, once in a lifetime,” he said. “My child, forgive me. It’s all my fault. Please don’t cry.”


      The duke, flustered as a tear streaked down my cheek, gathered me into a hug and patted me gently on the back.


      I didn’t feel sad exactly, so I couldn’t understand why I was crying. He was just a character in a game. Despite this, even though he had neglected Penelope and made me miserable more times than I could count after coming to this world, at this moment he really felt like my father.


      “Father…”


      “Yes, go on, say whatever you need to,” he said.


      Goodbye. I kept my farewell to myself, knowing I couldn’t say it out loud.


      
        —“Can you come by on the morning of my birthday to say farewell?”


        —“Farewell?”


        —“Yes… A parting, of sorts, to your once immature daughter.”

      


      And with that, what had been little more than a joke when I’d first proposed it had become my final goodbye to my father.
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      “Miss, it’s time for you to go,” Emily said, appearing not long after the duke had left.


      “All right,” I said, slowly getting to my feet with a nod. Following Emily down the stairs, I was surprised to note that I felt very little.


      The coming-of-age ceremony was being held in the back garden instead of the banquet hall or the front gardens. The duke had wanted it since I spent a lot of time there—a truly senseless reason for choosing the location. Trying not to feel sick, I took unhurried, steady steps through the open back door. The bright midday sun washed over the back garden. It had been off-limits for the past two days while preparations were being made, and I found the place completely transformed.


      There was a tentlike structure made from pure-white drapes decorated with ornate gold embroidery, under which was a podium and tables laden with flowers, crystals, and various gems. There was a gigantic fountain in the center of the area, which I knew hadn’t existed only a few days ago. Completing the picture-perfect scenery was a shower of apricot-colored flower petals that fluttered down from above at regular intervals.


      “None of it’s an illusion. Everything here is real, created by magic,” Emily whispered proudly. “The duke hired a whole bunch of sorcerers just for today.”


      Hearing this, I began to understand why the duke had been so set on not canceling the ceremony.


      The garden had been transformed into the epitome of luxury and had probably cost an astronomical sum.


      “It’s so beautiful, isn’t it, Miss?” Emily murmured, staring dreamily at the sky.


      I held out a hand, and one of the flower petals landed on my palm. My expression crumpled. The apricot-colored petals belonged to the Alnwick roses, the flowers I’d told the duke I liked so I could avoid a fight with Reynold. My eyes were glued to the petal where it lay nestled on my palm, when someone suddenly snatched my hand.


      “Why are you just standing there looking like an idiot?”


      My head shot up, and I was greeted with a familiar head of pink hair. I scowled. “What do you want?”


      “Not a single knight offered to escort you, huh? Even on the day of your coming-of-age ceremony. Ugh, what would you do without me?”


      “I don’t need an escort. I can go alone. And I seem to recall telling you not to talk to me,” I spat, wrenching my hand from his grasp.


      “Hey, hey!” he cried urgently, grabbing for my hand again.


      “Let go already.”


      “Y-you won’t be doing the Eckhart name any favors if you go out there alone. You have two capable brothers, and people will wonder why neither of us is escorting you.”


      “Why should I care?” I said, twisting my arm free.


      “Father!” Reynold shouted out of nowhere. “It was Father! He told me to make sure you didn’t get into any trouble. Hey, you tell her. Father told me to take care of her, right? Hmm?” Reynold glared at Emily meaningfully.


      A frightened Emily nodded obediently. “Y-yes, Miss. I heard him! Young Master Reynold was supposed to escort you to the ceremony…”


      “See? She heard it, too!” Reynold said.


      Such obvious lies. Sighing under my breath, I let my arm go limp. I wanted nothing to do with Reynold, but people would begin to stare if we kept on quarreling. I continued on without comment, deciding to just ignore him as he caught up to me in no time, tucking my arm into his.


      My eyes remained fixed in front of me since I despised the grin slowly spreading across his face. The podium that had been set up behind the fountain was still quite far. Reynold held my waist and hand like a perfect gentleman, and when I stepped onto the red carpet, a familiar murmuring started up.


      “So the rumors that she’s not the black sheep of the family and actually the duke’s treasured daughter must be true.”


      “I suppose you’re right. Why else would he still be this kind to her after everything she’s done…?”


      “His second-eldest son is even escorting her… These decorations, though? My goodness, they look so expensive.”


      Suddenly, my vision flashed with white light.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Your relationship with the inhabitants of the manor has improved.


        Reputation has increased +100 points.


        (TOTAL POINTS: 460)

      


      The news that my reputation had improved on the last day of Hard Mode was most unwelcome, and I stared at the system window coldly.


      Reynold seemed pleased by the murmurs and held my hand a little higher. Before long, we arrived at the designated area I would be occupying for most of the day. Though Reynold’s mission was complete, he didn’t leave my side. I would only become more stressed if I paid him any attention, though, so I turned bored eyes on the softly splashing fountain.


      Reynold’s big mouth wouldn’t give me any peace, however. “Are you still upset…about before?”


      “No,” I replied instantly.


      Reynold barked a short laugh, then said in an incredulous tone, “You could at least pretend to listen.”


      “I am.”


      “You’re definitely upset.”


      I wanted to ignore him, but his hateful tone made my eyes twitch. “Why do you think I’m upset? I’m apathetic.”


      “This is usually how you talk right before you start screaming.”


      “Sorry to disappoint you, but you’re just not worth the effort of getting upset.”


      “Oh, look at our little baby. She’s miffed,” he said, pinching my cheek lightly.


      I slapped his hand away, shouting in shock, “Are you insane?”


      “Would you look at that? So disrespectful.”


      With a deep sigh, I turned my attention back to the fountain. The ceremony hadn’t even begun, and I was already done with everything. I decided to just ignore him completely, for the sake of my own peace of mind if nothing else.


      “I’m sorry I misunderstood you,” he said quietly. I turned to stare at him, unable to believe my ears. Reynold was avoiding eye contact. “I didn’t set out to accuse you on purpose. You know that sometimes I just say stupid shit.”


      I was extremely surprised to learn that he knew this about himself. “You’re always looking to pick a fight with me.”


      “Hey, I’m your older brother. A little respect, please?” he said with an angry twitch of his eye, shooting me a glare. Then he frowned, muttering. “Actually, I don’t really know why I reacted that way… Dammit, it must have been because of the dream.”


      “Dream? What dream?”


      “I dreamed about the exact situation I walked into that day, the night before. That’s why I thought you were hitting her. Like déjà vu or whatever you call it.” Reynold tilted his head, puzzled. “So try to behave yourself, huh? Why else would I be dreaming that you were beating her?”


      The hairs on my arm stood on end. I could guess how it had come to pass that he was dreaming such things. Ivonne had obviously tried to brainwash Reynold as well. Hiding my quivering hands behind my back, I asked, “Don’t you feel sorry for her?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “A girl who might be your real sister has to stay in hiding thanks to my coming-of-age ceremony.”


      Reynold shrugged. “What does it matter? Nothing is certain yet. If Father determines that she is the real deal, then I’ll start feeling sorry for her.” Reynold, free from the effects of the brainwashing, didn’t seem too concerned about the girl who might really be his sister.


      I felt dazed. It seemed I was the only one so on edge about the heroine. I supposed that wasn’t too surprising since the duke and his family had encountered too many fakes over the years trying to win the reward money. If this place were real, their response to her would be the more natural one.


      “Well,” Reynold said, his sudden motion interrupting my thoughts. Bending over, he pushed aside the cloth covering the podium and pulled something out from underneath. “Here. Take it.”


      It was a decent-sized wooden chest.


      “What is that?” I asked, staring.


      He pushed the chest into my arms and opened the lid before I could react. My eyes widened slowly as I peeked inside. There were four palm-sized balls of fur tucked into the straw lining the bottom. They were asleep.


      “These are…”


      They were bunnies. One was white, one gray, one black, and the last one was actually sky blue with green spots.


      “…rabbits?”


      “The ones you ordered to be set loose had a bunch of babies near the training field. These are the third generation, would you believe it?”


      “Oh.”


      I’d forgotten about them completely. He’d asked so many times what I wanted him to hunt for me that I’d just told him I wanted a rabbit.


      Reynold scowled at me. “You didn’t even think to check, did you?”


      Not only had I forgotten about the rabbits, but I hadn’t been aware that he’d been taking care of them. I looked into the chest again, confused, and Reynold pointed to one of the bunnies.


      “This one is my gift.”


      It was the peculiar sky-blue rabbit with green spots. I stared at it blankly, and Reynold said, “I bought an expensive green rabbit from the south and mated it with a sky-blue one, but none of the babies had the color of your eyes.”


      “What are they, paint? Mixing them won’t change their color,” I said, flabbergasted.


      “H-hey! You really need to learn some manners. I’m not an idiot, you know?” His face turned red with embarrassment. “But when it runs, it looks bluish green! So I did succeed,” he stammered, flustered.


      Glancing into the box, worried the rabbits might have woken up, he closed the lid carefully.


      “Take good care of them. You’re their mother now.”


      “Don’t they have a mother? Where is it?”


      “These rabbits were all abandoned because they were too weak or their parents had died. They’d have starved to death if I just let them be.”


      I felt bad for them, hearing this. I called Emily over and gave her the chest. Sadly, I wouldn’t be around to take care of the rabbits, as he had asked, but I couldn’t bring myself to refuse the gift, just like the rare dark-pink bird Derrick had given me. The fact that they were defenseless babies certainly had something to do with it, but I could also tell that Reynold had put a lot of effort into caring for them.


      In a small voice, I whispered, “Thank you…Reynold.”


      He grinned so wildly I could see his teeth, a rare expression on his usually sullen face. “Happy birthday, Penelope.” The light-pink affection bar above his head flickered.


      I was staring at it when I noticed a commotion coming from one corner of the garden. Reynold spun and frowned when he found the source of the ruckus.


      “Oh, there’s Grandpa. I guess he’s going to start nagging again pretty soon.”


      It was an older member of the Eckhart family who’d come to congratulate me on my coming of age. Though he’d never appeared in the game, I’d heard plenty about him from the butler.


      “I’m going to go get Father. You wait here for a bit,” Reynold said. As a member of the family, he was tasked with hosting duties as well. As he walked away, he muttered to himself, “Where has our brother gotten off to at a busy time like this? This is his job. Why do I have to do it?”


      I felt eyes on my face. Turning around, I locked eyes with someone. A purple affection bar blinked from amid the tables that weren’t quite filled just yet. It was Winter Verdandi.


      I hadn’t seen him in a while, and as he stood there without his mask, I noticed how cold his expression was. His guarded navy gaze regarded me with the same mistrust he’d watched me with when I’d first invaded his secret chamber.


      Well, I suppose things could certainly be worse, all things considered. I silently endured his frigid stare. He was a talented information trader, so he probably knew that Ivonne had returned and was staying somewhere in the manor.


      In the game, Winter had cared for the heroine so much that he’d gone so far as to bring her to the manor on the day of Penelope’s coming-of-age ceremony. I wondered what he was thinking after I forced him to accept my request, even using the mistake he’d made at Tratan as leverage.


      Then his icy gaze traveled from my face down to my neck. Oh, dammit. I glanced down as well and swore internally when I realized what he was looking at. After talking with the duke, I’d forgotten to take off his necklace. It looked very out of place against my beautiful matching dress and accessories.


      What do I do? Should I take it off right now? I knew it would be fine if I didn’t, since I’d left the bottle in my room. Staring down at the glossy white stone, I was debating what to do when suddenly I was standing in someone’s shadow.


      “Daughter of the duke.”


      I raised my head slowly at the sound of that familiar voice. Blond hair shimmered gloriously under the sunlight.


      “Your Highness…” I couldn’t help but laugh. The man had shown up despite my request that he stay away. I’d expected him to never want to look at me again, but here Callisto stood, his red cloak fluttering in the light breeze.


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


      The crown prince was silent for a moment, then said, “You may raise your head.”


      I looked up at him again. “I told you to ignore me, and yet here you are.”


      “Beautiful,” he said unexpectedly.


      It took me a moment to understand. I’d worn the dress thinking he wouldn’t come and was filled with consternation as I remembered he was the one who had gifted it to me.


      The crown prince didn’t seem to care that I could no longer meet his eyes. “Even more so than I’d imagined you would be. I wondered if maybe it was just me, but then…I noticed all the men were looking at you,” he said gruffly, stone-faced.


      I was surprised to hear him saying something so mushy, but I’d also never heard someone deliver a compliment so dryly before. I burst out laughing again. I decided to accept his gift and his praise with equanimity. “I’m flattered.”


      “I’m not joking.” He bent down slightly and whispered, “I’d like nothing better than to pluck out all their eyes.”


      I scowled at this violent joke. “Please restrain yourself until the ceremony is over.”


      “What a boring response from the heroine of today!”


      “At least take them somewhere I can’t see them first.”


      Callisto’s rigid expression finally relaxed, and he grinned. “Ah yes… You dislike cruelty.” He nodded to himself. “Did you get my gifts?”


      “Yes. There are so many of them that I don’t know if I’ll be able to use all of them in one lifetime, but regardless…thank you, Your Highness.”


      “They’re just bits and pieces. Don’t think too much of it.”


      When Pennel had told me the same thing the day before last, I’d assumed he was exaggerating. It seemed the prince had actually said the same words himself.


      Stunned by his casual arrogance, I said, “Do you conquer a new kingdom every time you come to the manor?”


      “Why? Is there a specific kingdom you desire? Just say the word. My goodness, I didn’t know you were so bloodthirsty.”


      “No, I desire no kingdom,” I said simply.


      Callisto barked another laugh. Then his eyes traveled to my chest. “Weren’t you wearing that thing on Soleil, too?”


      “Huh? What do you mean—?” I looked down and remembered the ancient magical necklace I’d just been worrying about. “Oh.”


      “Strange,” he said, noting my odd choice of accessory. “Does it mean so much to you? Wearing it on top of the gift granted to you by the empire’s crown prince… How impudent.”


      I understood how he felt, since the necklace indeed didn’t match, so I explained why it was special. “It’s a gift from Winston.”


      “Winston? Who is that?”


      “The foreign sorcerer who helped us—with the mask?”


      “Ah, that devil-possessed man who was going around barefoot,” Callisto exclaimed in recognition.


      Apparently, those were the only two details he could remember. Feeling a bit sorry for the subject of our conversation, who was actually standing only a little behind the prince, I smiled awkwardly.


      “What’s it for?” the crown prince asked, eyes narrowing.


      “It protects the wearer.”


      “How?”


      “The stone changes color when there is danger nearby… I guess it’s an amulet from his home country.” It detected changes caused by poison and mana, but I just gave the prince an abridged description.


      “It’s certainly exactly the sort of thing I’d expect him to gift you.” Callisto’s tone was slightly facetious, though he seemed to accept my explanation easily enough.


      Wondering what he meant, I made to remove the necklace quickly.


      “Just keep it on,” he said as I reached for the silver cord.


      “Why?”


      “All sorts of people will be in attendance today. Who knows what might happen?”


      “I thought you didn’t like it?”


      “His magic has proved quite useful to us,” Callisto said simply with a shrug.


      I felt embarrassed for trying to take it off so quickly, hearing him make such an obvious observation, and I released the necklace, leaving it clasped around my neck.


      A brief silence fell between us. I’d noticed from the beginning of our conversation that, just like me, he was doing his best not to bicker today. We’d parted ways two days ago as if we’d never see each other again. It was odd that we were having a casual conversation now as though nothing had happened.


      This is good enough, I thought. At that moment, I knew I would be able to leave him without any regrets.


      “Your Highness…,” I said slowly, glancing around me. “People are staring.”


      Our exchange had gone on for quite a long time, considering it was just meant to be a polite greeting for formality’s sake. People had been peering at us with open curiosity for a while now.


      Intending to end the conversation, I said, “It’s about time—”


      “It’s funny,” Callisto said, cutting me off. “You know, until yesterday I was going crazy trying to understand how you could be so cruel. Even this morning, I was thinking about not coming today.” He laughed flatly, finding some amusement in the idea that despite those worries he’d still somehow found himself attending. “But the moment I saw you today, the way your hair gleamed in the sunlight…I couldn’t take my eyes off you.”


      I couldn’t breathe for a moment.


      He had his eyes trained on the ground, muttering as if to himself. “I thought it had to be a trick of the light, but it’s the same even now that I’m standing close to you. You’re practically glowing.”


      He frowned, shifting his gaze to my face. He slowly raised his hand, reaching for me. His fingertips gently brushed my face as he tucked a stray strand of hair behind my ear.


      “Strange. Is this some kind of magic?” he said, tilting his head as if sincerely puzzled.


      With an unsteady gaze, I glanced at the hand touching my hair, then at his face. What he was saying was giving words to the way I’d always felt whenever I saw him, thanks to his bright golden hair. It really wasn’t anything special, though. I was wearing a tiara on my head, and enormous earrings. There were plenty of things that might have reflected the light and given him the impression my hair was shimmering.


      Even so, his words made a strange feeling simmer inside me. My heart pounded—no, quivered helplessly.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Would you like to check the affection of [Callisto]?


        [4,000,000 Gold / 200 Reputation]

      


      One last time.


      Telling myself this, I pressed [4,000,000 Gold] with a shaky hand.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have paid [4,000,000 Gold] to view the affection of [Callisto].


        (Remaining: 999,999,999+)

      


      
        [Affection: 89%]

      


      I finally let out the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. I stared up at the glittering number hovering above the bright-red affection bar. It was as if the disappointment I’d felt the last time I’d checked his number had been suddenly rendered meaningless. I was truly relieved he was not completely in love with me just yet.


      “It’s nothing special, Your Highness. Probably just the diamonds,” I said, forcing myself to smile even though all I wanted was to cry. “The diamonds you gave me are much too expensive. That’s all it is.”


      “You think so?”


      “Yes.”


      “I see…,” Callisto said with a nod, slowly withdrawing his hand. “If you say so.”


      His hand retreated as if in slow motion, the moment stretching on for what seemed like an eternity. Our eyes met fleetingly.


      “Your Highness.”


      Time seemed to flow again. The duke had approached, accompanied by Reynold, who’d left me to fetch him earlier.


      “Greetings, Second Sun of the Empire,” they said, the words accompanied by polite bows.


      “You may rise,” the crown prince replied. His face fell back into its usual severe expression in the blink of an eye. “Nice to see you, Duke.”


      “We are honored that you were able to come despite your busy schedule.”


      “The Eckhart house will no doubt be a great ally of mine in the future. I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Callisto said slyly, tilting his head back arrogantly.


      The duke’s eyebrows twitched. “We’d love to speak at length, but sadly we must begin the ceremony now, Your Highness.”


      “Oh, yes. It’s the only coming-of-age ceremony she will ever have. We mustn’t delay that.” Callisto turned to me and, adopting a reserved tone, said, “Happy birthday, daughter of the duke.”


      “Thank you,” I said, staring at the ground.


      He turned and returned to his seat. I didn’t watch as his red cloak fluttered behind him. When I looked out over the venue, I noticed that the tables were packed with noble guests.


      “Time to start the ceremony,” the duke said gravely.


      And so the event began.


      The coming-of-age ceremony of the powerful House of Eckhart’s insane daughter had finally commenced. The duke’s immediate family, including me, stood behind the podium in a neat row.


      “Penelope Eckhart, only daughter of House Eckhart, I sincerely congratulate you on your coming-of-age ceremony. As an honored member of the great Eorka empire’s nobility and a loyal subject, I pray you will spread your family name far and wide through your deeds…”


      An attendant who’d come in place of the emperor since he was ill read a letter in his stead. Following his mind-numbingly boring speech, the Eckhart family elder gave his own congratulatory speech.


      “Though at the beginning you were little more than a larva in a cocoon, struggling to get out, you have now emerged a mature adult. Reborn as a woman worthy of the honorable Eckhart name…” His words were both flowery and long-winded, but the gist of it was that I shouldn’t behave irresponsibly anymore since I was now an adult.


      I began to understand why Reynold had pointed to the elder and said something about how he was “going to nag again.” The speech continued at length, always seeming to be winding to an end but never actually doing so. The entire affair just felt like an elaborate insult. “…and as such, I acknowledge and formally declare that Penelope Eckhart is now a mature adult.”


      The old man finally snapped his velvet document holder shut, and the crowd responded with thunderous applause. I did not smile or otherwise respond, simply letting the noise wash over me. It was all I felt I could do, given the farce of a ceremony unfolding around me—celebrating no one since I felt no ownership of it.


      “Pennel,” the duke called, eyeing the butler meaningfully as the applause died down.


      The butler was in charge of the ceremony. He was instantly in motion, retrieving a tray that had been prepared off to one side. This was the final part of the ceremony. Members of the family shared a glass of sherry in celebration, paying respect to the new adult. This wasn’t the end of the event, since there would be a banquet afterward, but it was basically the conclusion of my duties, as far as I was concerned. I felt relieved.


      “Where has Derrick disappeared to now of all times?” the duke muttered angrily to Reynold.


      It was only then I realized I hadn’t seen Derrick even once for the entirety of the ceremony.


      Reynold glanced around, frowning as well. “Ugh. I looked for him earlier, but I couldn’t find him. Should I go get him now, Father?”


      The duke gritted his teeth. “Yes, hurry and—”


      At that moment, however, Pennel arrived. The duke immediately fell silent and plastered a genial smile onto his face. On the butler’s tray was a liquor bottle and four golden cups.


      “Pennel, go find Derrick and bring him here,” the duke commanded quietly. He then apologized to the crowd. “Please give us one moment.”


      The ceremony came to a stop. I was surprised that Derrick, of all people, was the one causing problems. He was such a stickler for the rules, unlike Reynold. The feeling was fleeting, however. I watched apathetically as a maid placed the cups and bottle on the podium in the butler’s stead.


      An antique golden chalice clinked loudly as it was placed in front of me. Unlike the fancy cups reserved for the duke and his two sons, which bore the family crest and their names in flowing cursive letters, mine was blank.


      Beautifully engraved golden cups were meant to be used on special occasions like a coming-of-age ceremony, rather than plain new ones. It was a treasure given affectionately to beloved members of the family. When a child of a noble lineage was born in this world, the family would gift them a gold chalice with their name engraved on it, rather than a gold ring.


      I’d learned from Emily recently that Penelope also owned such a cup. Derrick’s coming-of-age ceremony had been imminent when the duke had first brought her to the manor. Her cup had been prepared in a rush as a result, and there had been no time to have a name engraved on it.


      No time then, at least, but plenty of opportunity to do so afterward. It had been a full four years before Reynold’s coming-of-age ceremony, though, so the cup, forgotten even by its owner, was just as smooth and nameless as it had been the day it was first gifted to her.


      I stared blankly at the cups, and the surrounding nobles began to murmur to one another about the interruption of the ceremony. Pennel still hadn’t returned.


      “Penelope,” the duke finally called, apparently deciding that they couldn’t delay any longer. “Raise your cup.”


      I did as I was told, and the ceremony resumed. The sherry, red as blood, trickled into my golden cup.


      He passed me the bottle and whispered, “If it’s too strong, just pretend to drink, then toss it on the ground.”


      This advice was welcome since I hadn’t really felt like drinking. Nodding, I poured some sherry into his cup in return. We then clinked our cups together.


      “To Penelope,” the duke cried, then emptied the contents of his cup into his mouth.


      The gathered nobles applauded. I did as I was told, not actually drinking the liquor and emptying the sherry onto the ground. When I placed the cup down again, Reynold refilled it.


      “To Penelope,” he said, repeating the duke’s toast.


      Throwing the liquor away was easier and came more naturally to me the second time around.


      Once I’d drunk with Reynold as well, the duke addressed the crowd. “My eldest son is sadly occupied at the moment—”


      “I’m sorry I’m late,” someone said, interrupting the duke.


      Everyone spun to find the source of the interruption. The first person I noticed was the old butler, who looked oddly confused. A tall figure pushed him aside gently and strode to the podium.


      Derrick wore his usual cold expression. I hesitated as I stared at him in disbelief. The gauge… Above Derrick’s head, the gauge had changed color from orange to a bright yellow. My eyes widened. Too concerned with the change in his affection bar, I failed to notice the small figure walking behind him.


      “Who is that young lady?”


      “Lord Derrick’s secret lover, perhaps? What is going on here?”


      Whispers broke out all around the quiet venue.


      The first to notice what was happening was the duke. “Derrick… You… How dare you!” He seemed unable to find words as he saw the thin wrist his oldest son had a hold of.


      Derrick spoke calmly, even in the face of his father’s outrage. “All members of our family must be present, must they not? I was late because I had to bring Ivonne.”


      “F-Father…,” stuttered the quivering little figure cowering behind him, as she slowly stepped into view. It was the heroine. She raised her head cautiously but shook and ducked down again when she locked eyes with me. She was acting as though she’d been hiding, afraid of the vicious Penelope, only to be dragged out by her brother.


      “Did she say ‘Father’?”


      “Wait, does that mean that girl is…?”


      The crowd’s murmuring grew louder, and I watched impassively as the coming-of-age ceremony fell apart.


      “Derrick Eckhart! What in the hell— What is this?” the duke shouted, face crimson with rage.


      “I simply couldn’t accept it, Father.” Derrick spoke with the conviction of someone who absolutely believed they were doing the right thing. “Why must we delay announcing Ivonne’s return and keep her in hiding just for the sake of Penelope’s coming-of-age ceremony?”


      “Y-you… How dare you!”


      “Since our vassals and most members of the nobility are already present, why not declare it right here and now?” he said, shifting his gaze to me. “The long-lost daughter of House Eckhart has been returned to us.”


      His blue eyes locked with mine. I wasn’t surprised by his actions. Maybe it was because I’d already entertained the possibility this would happen after hearing he and Ivonne were having tea together that very morning.


      His eyes twitched almost imperceptibly as he watched my indifferent expression. Maybe he was angry that I looked so unaffected. He clenched his jaw. Unconcerned, I walked past him and cast my gaze around the garden.


      So what happens now? The once-quiet back garden was now as noisy as a busy marketplace. Ivonne had taken the opportunity to come out from behind Derrick completely and turn her teary eyes on the duke.


      Then a message appeared.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have reached the deadline for Hard Mode.


        Calculating affection data…


        <SYSTEM>


        …


        <SYSTEM>


        …


        <SYSTEM>


        Calculation complete!

      


      My vision flashed with brilliant white light. A new window appeared.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have failed to reach any love interest’s ending in time.

      


      The game was telling me I had failed. I’d been prepared for this outcome, but apparently, that wasn’t all there was to it.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        As a result, you will be given a penalty.

      


      A penalty? This was not at all what I’d been expecting, and my mind went completely blank. What? What penalty?


      Before I could process what was happening, the text inside the system window shifted.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        Penalty for failing Hard Mode:


        [All Love Interests’ Affection Diminished]


        [Eckles –20%]


        [Derrick –20%]


        [Reynold –10%]


        [Winter –10%]


        [Callisto –10%]

      


      In the blink of an eye, everything I had worked for came crashing down around me. The white letters informing me of the deductions appeared all around me. The affection I’d fought tooth and nail for had disappeared in the blink of an eye.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        End of Hard Mode reached.

      


      “Ha… Ha-ha-ha…” It was as if a red haze had fallen over my eyes. I laughed hollowly as everything fell to pieces around me.


      “Hey, you…,” Reynold called, looking alarmed.


      Suddenly seeing me cackling to myself like some kind of lunatic was clearly unnerving him. The crowd’s murmuring died down as they began to notice my misplaced laughter. Noticing that I was acting strangely, the duke and Derrick were also drawn from their quarrel, bewilderment in their eyes.


      Everything had gone just as I had expected it to. Hard Mode had reached its miserable end, and I was still trapped inside the game. Despite all my efforts, I was still stuck in this damn game.


      The cup quivered in my hand. It’s all right, I told myself. It was too early to despair. I still had a last resort.


      That doesn’t mean I’ll just stand here and let them paint me the way they want. If I’m going down, I’m going down my way. If I didn’t do anything, everyone would believe I’d been bullying the duke’s true daughter.


      Once I took leave of this place, the goings-on of this blasted game were none of my concern, but I’d spent far too much time cowering and begging just trying to survive to let Penelope slip back into her original role as the villain.


      Clenching my teeth, I said, “My brother is right.” Raising my head, I peered over the crowd like the proud, haughty Penelope would. Then I turned my attention to the frail, visibly terrified girl.


      “Ivonne,” I said. I stalked toward her without hesitation.


      “Penelope!” the duke cried urgently, belatedly realizing what was happening. But he was too late.


      I circled the podium and approached her. Ignoring Derrick’s scathing glare, I took her hand gently in mine. “By the grace of God, my one and only sister has returned to us, everyone,” I said, raising my voice to the gathered audience.


      Ivonne stared at me with wide eyes, as did my love interests and the crowd of nobles.


      I smiled brightly as if my very life depended on it. “My father wished to announce it publicly, but I was afraid doing so would cause confusion. I asked that he wait and share the news at the banquet instead. Why would I try to hide my older sister? My brother seems to have misunderstood. Isn’t that right, Father?” I said, turning to the duke. “You came to my room this morning, and we discussed this very thing at length.”


      The lies came to me smoothly and easily. It was the first time the duke was hearing all this—he flinched, and though he opened and closed his mouth several times, no words came out. He couldn’t say anything if he wanted to keep the situation under control. A weighted silence fell.


      I didn’t even spare Derrick, who was standing stiffly watching, a glance—just pulled Ivonne after me. “Come, Ivonne.” Her hand felt like ice in mine, but I pretended not to notice. Tugging her along behind me, I circled back around the podium and returned to the tray that held the sherry.


      Ivonne watched me with confusion. I maneuvered her until she was standing beside me and held out my cup to her.


      “Will you pour me some sherry? We’re family now, after all.”


      “Penelope!” the duke warned grimly, but I directed an expression of exaggerated sadness at him.


      “Father, it’s my birthday.”


      The duke fell silent. I smiled at him, and he reluctantly gestured for the butler to bring an extra glass. I was impressed by how well he managed to keep it together even in a situation like this.


      There was an odd mood hanging like a cloud overhead that I could do little about, but the last rite of the coming-of-age ceremony would go ahead per my wishes. Before long, a maid appeared with another golden cup, on the butler’s instructions. It just so happened to be the maid temporarily assigned to Ivonne.


      A golden cup was placed next to mine, similarly blank, and I picked up the bottle and held it out to Ivonne.


      “You’ll pour me some, right?”


      At that moment Ivonne’s flustered expression melted away, and her eyes filled with joy. “I-in that case…” She took the bottle immediately, as though her earlier timidity had been nothing but an act.


      I grasped one of the plain golden cups and held it out for her to fill.


      “Th-thank you, Penelope. And sorry for ruining your coming-of-age ceremony…,” she whispered timidly as she poured the sherry into the cup in my hand.


      “Don’t say that. You did nothing of the sort,” I said with a smile, taking the bottle from her. Pouring some sherry into her cup, I played the part of a kind sister. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I’ll be—”


      Suddenly, I felt a weak vibration against my chest. The flow of sherry trickled to a stop as I glanced downward. My eyes found the ancient magic necklace I hadn’t ended up taking off thanks to the crown prince’s caution. The white stone in the center had changed color.


      It was now yellow. My entire body stiffened, and I darted a glance at Ivonne. It didn’t seem as if she had noticed the glow in the bright sunlight—she studied me in confusion.


      
        —“She asked which way to the street where the guilds are located.”

      


      Emily’s report rang out in my mind.


      I recalled the bottle of purple liquid I’d left in my desk drawer. It was my last resort—the one method I hadn’t tried yet.


      Escaping the game by dying.


      It was the only choice left to me now, running out of both options and time as I was.


      I’d chosen to accept the risk that I might actually die, asking Winter to provide me with a poison that would make it feel as if I were simply falling asleep, and planned to drink it during the coming-of-age ceremony. It was to be my final, petty revenge.


      They’ll watch me die and begin to doubt the angelic female protagonist, I’d thought. But I’d changed my mind right before the ceremony, partially because of the information Emily had delivered, but primarily because of the conversation I’d had with the duke.


      He had wanted to throw the best coming-of-age ceremony it was in his power to give to his adopted daughter, unaware that Penelope had already met her unfortunate end before she was able to come of age.


      Knowing this, I couldn’t find it in myself to ruin the occasion. I could take the poison whenever I so pleased, after all. I’d also wanted to see how Hard Mode ended, so I’d set the poison aside and locked the drawer. The plan had been to die alone after the coming-of-age ceremony was over, but…


      “Penelope?” Ivonne asked hesitantly, finding it strange that I was just standing there as if rooted to the spot.


      I tilted the bottle again, filling her cup, and the necklace glowed brighter.


      “Th-that necklace…” The glow had finally caught her eye, the stone turning a deep yellow and no longer able to escape notice. She flinched, looking uncertain. A last trickle of sherry dripped out of the bottle and into her cup. I put the bottle down on the podium.


      “Ivonne.”


      “Y-yes?” she said, jerking back in surprise.


      I already knew what I was going to do, and my heartbeat slowed to a crawl. “I think you have the wrong cup.”


      “H-huh?”


      “That one is mine. I guess they got mixed up since they’re both unmarked.” I pointed to the golden cup filled with sherry clutched in her hand. It was a lie, of course. Ivonne’s maid had placed the new chalice directly in front of her, so there had been no room for error.


      “I-is that so? I-I’m so sorry…,” she murmured tearfully.


      I took the cup from her, the sherry within sloshing onto my hand. The red liquid dripped from my fingers like blood.


      “Oh! Penelope, y-you’re spilling the drink…”


      “Take yours,” I said quickly before the heroine could gather herself and try to stop me.


      I didn’t bother waiting to see whether she picked up my cup. “The real heroine of today’s celebration isn’t me, but Ivonne, who has been returned to us at last, everyone,” I said, raising the chalice I’d taken from her in the air.


      The guests began murmuring among themselves again. Beaming at them, I said, “Please join me in celebrating the return of the duke’s long-lost true daughter.”


      The duke growled my name in warning, while Reynold just watched in shock. Whether this was preordained in the game’s plot or a trap set by the heroine didn’t matter anymore. Once I died and escaped from this place, none of that would matter.


      It’s finally over. This wasn’t how I’d planned to make my escape, but I felt liberated nonetheless.


      This was inevitable. I had no idea why I had been so afraid before. I glanced at my love interests one last time.


      Derrick was watching me impassively, arms crossed. The crown prince was scowling, already sensing that something was wrong. As for Winter, he looked anxious. It was strange that they still all had affection bars, but that didn’t matter anymore, either. I wouldn’t have to see any of their tiresome faces ever again.


      “To the heroine,” I muttered quietly. Then I downed the entirety of the chalice’s contents. After swallowing all the sherry before anyone could stop me, I placed my cup back on the podium.


      “My lady!” Winter shot up from his seat, his chair screeching against the floor and tumbling behind him.


      A stricken expression was painted across his face—it seemed he had finally noticed the color of my necklace. Everyone stared at Marquis Verdandi, baffled at his panicked reaction, but I just gazed back at him, stone-faced. Heat bloomed in my chest, and I could feel my heart rate suddenly speeding up.


      Everything began to spin, and I grabbed at my hair, swaying unsteadily. I thought I could see the crown prince studying me intently, rising to his feet.


      “A doctor! Call for a doctor right away!” Winter hollered, his anxious eyes glued to me.


      I lurched with a gasp. My chest was on fire. The pain was intense enough that my vision went white, blinded by pain. A burning sensation climbed up my throat, and I coughed violently.


      I could see nothing but red now—I’d spat up a mouthful of blood.


      Someone shrieked.


      “Penelope!”


      Screams echoed in my ears, as if from a distance, and the garden suddenly descended into chaos.


      I barely noticed. My body was failing me. I scrambled to get a grip on the edge of the podium to try to keep myself upright.


      Words flashed into existence before me.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        ~Main Quest: The Whereabouts of the Missing Children~


        Hidden reward from [Third Objective: Protect the Kidnapped Children from the Evil Forces] has been activated!

      


      What’s going on?


      A white window appeared.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You, who have successfully surmounted a colossal quest! It would be a shame for you to end things here, wouldn’t it?


        As a reward for your passionate gameplay in Hard Mode, you will be granted a chance to purchase the hidden ending for a special price!


        1,000,000,000 Gold > 500,000,000 Gold


        [PURCHASE / DECLINE]

      


      …The hidden ending?


      Despite the fact that my mind was rapidly slipping away from me, something about this pierced through the haze. I did my best to stay upright, but my vision was growing blurry, and my arms were heavy and limp by my sides.


      The message in the window changed.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        As you have a sufficient amount of Gold, the payment will be made automatically in 5 seconds.


        <SYSTEM>


        5


        <SYSTEM>


        4

      


      What the hell?! No! No, dammit! I shook my head desperately and reached for the [DECLINE] option. I gasped, and with another violent shudder, more blood spilled from my mouth.


      “Penelope Eckhart!” Someone took hold of me roughly, and the [DECLINE] button was yanked just out of my reach.


      “A doctor! Call for a doctor! Quickly!” cried the person who had me cradled in their arms.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        3


        <SYSTEM>


        2

      


      I ignored the voice and stared at the system window, shaking my head desperately. “N-no… Get…away.”


      No! I have to refuse! Get the hell off me! The countdown continued relentlessly, and I flailed, trying to press the [DECLINE] button.


      I coughed again, spitting up another mouthful of red. It was pandemonium, the pleasant sunlit day filled with screams of terror, confusion, and desperate cries.


      Get out of my damn way before it disappears! No, damn it! Move! Too many people had taken hold of me, though, and the button remained out of my reach.


      I was unable to press it in time.


      
        <SYSTEM>


        You have paid [500,000,000 Gold] to access the hidden route!


        (Remaining: 999,999,999+ Gold)

      


      It wasn’t the duke or any of the love interests that filled my blurry vision as I lost consciousness. It was the system window that had appeared, like an ill omen from the underworld at the countdown’s conclusion.


      My mind fell apart, shattering into tiny pieces.


      Please… Just let me die already…


      As my eyes slipped shut, I silently screamed.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      The girl seemed calm even after the sudden appearance of the duke’s long-lost daughter. She deftly handled the potential catastrophe and moved the ceremony along, as graceful and dignified as any noble could hope to be. She did not seem like the same girl who had once been called the Eckhart family’s mad dog.


      “To the heroine,” she whispered quietly, as if they were magic words.


      And everyone watched, the flow of time seeming to slow. She lifted her cup and drank down its contents. Then, abruptly, she was coughing up blood. She collapsed. Her reddish-pink hair fluttered behind her like a flower petal falling from a tree.


      Derrick didn’t realize right away that something was wrong. Ivonne, Reynold, and the duke, who were standing right next to her, all seemed shocked, unsure of what was going on.


      Penelope’s hand scrabbled at the podium as she fell. She vomited blood again, her tiny figure shuddering with pain.


      “The doctor…”


      A shriek broke the spell, and there was instant pandemonium in the garden.


      “Penelope…,” Derrick began, hesitantly stepping forward.


      Before he could reach her, someone roughly shoved him aside. “Penelope Eckhart!”


      Fighting to maintain his balance, Derrick caught a glimpse of golden hair. The crown prince, who’d been sitting quietly toward the back until now, was sprinting for Penelope as fast as he could. He circled around the podium so quickly he might as well have teleported and caught her in his arms as she fell.


      His white jacket was instantly drenched in red. Derrick’s brain finally processed what it was seeing—Penelope was coughing up blood. At the same time, he felt a crushing weight pressing heavily on his shoulders. He couldn’t move.


      All he could do was stare at her dark-pink hair spilling over the crown prince’s arms where she lay in his hold.


      “The doctor! Call the doctor!” the crown prince cried.


      His voice finally shook Derrick from his stupor. The stunned nobles who’d stood frozen in place finally began to move.


      “Keep your eyes open. Don’t close them! Please, oh please…,” the crown prince whispered, caressing Penelope’s cheek. He took no notice of the blood staining his hands and clothes. As if confirming the rumors circulating about the two of them, there was an air of tenderness to how he was cradling her.


      The duke, belatedly gathering his wits about him, approached, face void of all color. “Y-Your Highness.”


      “Where the hell is the doctor? Can’t you see she’s dying?!” The crown prince lashed out, eyes flashing furiously.


      He curled himself around Penelope protectively, as if guarding her from the duke, preventing him from taking the girl away from him.


      “I—I can save her!” someone shouted urgently.


      “Marquis Verdandi,” the duke acknowledged.


      Winter had pushed his way through the gathered crowd. “Your Highness, please allow me to have a look at her for a moment.” He begged the crown prince, who was now clutching her pale, unconscious body to his chest.


      “What could you possibly do to help?”


      “I carry an antidote at all times, in case of emergencies.”


      “Marquis Verdandi! D-do you mean to suggest someone tried to poison her on our own land?” the duke cried.


      If this were true, it could lead to many political problems. Though Derrick had suspected this might be the case, it was too early to jump to any conclusions.


      “That’s…not an assertion I have any right to make.” Winter glanced at the crowd of people surrounding the crown prince and Penelope. “I just want to provide what first aid I can.”


      “How can I trust you?” the crown prince demanded to know. “Say she has been poisoned—what’s to say your mysterious antidote won’t make things worse?”


      “It’s an antidote designed to counter deadly poisons,” Winter replied calmly. “I don’t know the exact one she’s consumed, so it won’t cure her completely, but it will help to negate some of the effects.”


      The crown prince regarded the marquis with narrowed eyes, trying to discern with his gaze alone if he could be trusted.


      The duke shook his head, wearing a somber expression. “His Highness is right. We can’t even be sure that she has been poisoned. It’s better that we just wait for a doctor—”


      “Whether it’s poison or not, if it won’t hurt her, just give her the antidote,” Reynold snapped.


      “Reynold,” the duke warned.


      The youngest Eckhart son, who’d stood frozen and blank-faced so far, gestured at his father, eyes bloodshot. “You trust Marquis Verdandi, right, Father? He says it’s first aid. If we don’t do something, she’ll die before the doctor even gets here.”


      The duke’s gaze followed Reynold’s finger, and his face fell when he registered what his second son was pointing at. Penelope, who’d been shaking and vomiting blood, had gone still. The eyes Callisto had begged her to keep open were closed and unmoving. Her breathing was growing weaker, and her face was as pale as a corpse’s.


      “Give it to her,” the crown prince ordered stiffly.


      “Your Highness!” the duke exclaimed.


      “If something goes wrong,” the crown prince spat, ignoring the duke, “you’d better be ready to shoulder the consequences, Marquis.”


      Now that he had permission, Winter calmly reached into his pocket. Though he’d sounded composed in front of the crowd, his hand shook once it was hidden from view. He’d brought the antidote as a precaution, never suspecting he might have to use it like this.


      Maybe I should have refused her, no matter what she said. He was suddenly filled with regret.


      
        —“She said that if you refused, I was to tell you that this would be considered a full repayment of your debt.”

      


      The maid’s words had made it impossible for him to say no. He’d wronged the daughter of the duke by harboring suspicions that she was connected to Laila in some way, and by testing her.


      
        —“But that doesn’t mean you can deceive me the way you did with some bullcrap spiel about being interested in me.”

      


      At the same time, he hadn’t even been able to conceal his feelings from her and had accidentally led her on. He’d been caught in a never-ending dilemma ever since she’d ordered him not to contact her until requested. He’d wanted to ask for forgiveness but had reasoned that he needed to be patient and wait for her.


      And when she finally sent her maid with a request for poison, he’d felt relieved and worried rather than disappointed in her, funnily enough. He knew his reaction was not in line with his principles. Even as he’d concocted a poison with no antidote, he had never once guessed she would drink it herself, much less fall victim to a completely different poison that hadn’t been of his making.


      But why? She’d known that the cup was laced with something dangerous, since the necklace had changed color. It had glowed so brightly that even he’d been able to see it from a distance. There was no way she could have missed it.


      Why had she still drunk from the cup, her face completely apathetic? He felt sick and confused. But there was no time to be lost in his thoughts. Gritting his teeth, he produced the antidote from his jacket. The small bottle contained a purple liquid. Opening it, he bent forward.


      Bitter bile clawed up his throat when he saw that the crown prince still clung to Penelope even after issuing his command. Desperately fighting back his emotions, he said, “Your Highness, I need to see her face…”


      The crown prince glared at him, then reluctantly tipped her head back and away from his chest. Her face was covered in blood.


      Winter squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, overcome by the gruesome sight, then cautiously parted her lips and tipped the bottle, letting three drops fall into her mouth. The liquid was the exact same shade of purple as the poison he’d given her.


      Her breathing, which had been so faint that it was nearly nonexistent, thankfully soon returned to normal. Her deathly pale skin regained some of its color as well.


      “Your Grace! We’ve brought the doctor!” the butler called, hurrying toward them with a doctor and a handful of servants carrying a stretcher.


      After receiving treatment from Winter, she was quickly moved into the manor. Those who’d been watching with bated breath released a sigh of relief, except for one.


      Derrick simply watched from the sidelines, calmly observing the scene unfold. Only after he’d numbly followed his father to his office did a stinging slap to the face bring him to his senses.


      “What the hell were you thinking?”


      Derrick opened his eyes, his father’s face twisted in rage in his periphery.


      “The emperor’s chamberlain is here, not to mention the crown prince! How dare you ruin everything?!” the duke hollered, unable to contain his anger.


      Derrick had always been a well-behaved child. He was smart and did everything required of him without needing to be asked. Unlike Reynold, the duke had seldom taken a cane to him or otherwise punished him. A trickle of blood dripped from the corner of his lips. The metallic tang of it tasted strange in Derrick’s mouth; the sight of his father so furious was equally strange.


      Derrick slowly turned his head to the front again—it had been thrown back by the blow. Then he replied, “If you had announced Ivonne’s return right away, instead of trying to hide her, this would not have happened. You shouldn’t have humored Penelope’s childish whims and delayed the announcement—”


      “You idiot, you have no understanding of the situation at all, do you?” The duke raised his hand again, but it shook, poised in midair, as he hesitated to deliver another blow. “It was purely my decision to hide Ivonne, not at Penelope’s request!”


      Their shaky family dynamic had reached a tipping point, and it was finally breaking apart.


      The duke continued in a tone full of despair, “Today was to be the only coming-of-age ceremony she would ever have! Just one day where she should be the center of attention. I didn’t want the gossips standing around and whispering that she’d be cast out of the family soon, so I gave the order myself ! And yet! Even this morning, you came to me, asking that the coming-of-age ceremony be canceled because Ivonne had returned…” The duke paused as he rambled, his breathing uneven.


      Derrick’s blue eyes twitched, but the duke was too frustrated to notice the tiny change in expression. The duke’s trustworthy and reliable first son, who had made him so proud, had grown reticent and cold after his sister had gone missing. He’d assumed that, after all this time, Derrick had come to accept Penelope as family. That had been his mistake.


      Derrick had never accepted Penelope. He had simply put his duty to the family before his own feelings and acted accordingly. The duke was filled with regret for neglecting his children using the excuse that he was busy.


      Rubbing his face, he muttered, “I had no idea you hated Penelope this much. I’ve done so terribly wrong by you all…”


      The expression on Derrick’s face changed slightly. He didn’t understand what his father was saying. “I didn’t do this because I hate her.” He had never hated Penelope, not even for a moment. Quite the contrary. “This isn’t about some childish resentment. If rumors started going around that you delayed the announcement of your daughter’s return because of the coming-of-age ceremony, the family’s reputation would suffer—”


      “Enough. I’ve heard enough from you,” the duke said, raising a hand to stop him speaking further. Having calmed somewhat, he collapsed into a chair, then continued in a cold tone, “What happened today was not merely some minor incident. It was an attempt to poison a lady of House Eckhart.”


      “Poison?” Derrick repeated, eyes going wide.


      The girl had smiled as she’d raised the golden cup, then spat up blood as she fell. Though it had happened what felt like only moments ago, he couldn’t seem to remember anything clearly. Everything was choppy, as though someone had scooped that segment of his memory right from his head. All he could remember was snatches of her dark-pink hair fluttering—falling to the ground like a wilting flower. His heart began to race, anxiety triggered by the duke’s words.


      What’s wrong with me? He’d been standing with his hands clasped behind his back, and he could feel that his palms were now sweaty.


      Derrick tried to regain control of his emotions, as his father had, and examine the facts as objectively as possible. Penelope had coughed up blood right after drinking the sherry, so poison was not out of the question. But no one other than Marquis Verdandi had been certain that this was the case, since the duke and Reynold, who’d also drunk the sherry, were fine.


      Besides, who would be stupid enough to attempt such a thing against House Eckhart? Derrick examined the duke’s subdued expression and opened his mouth as if to speak. He wanted to ask about her condition, whether she was awake, and what kind of poison had been used. The words were on the tip of his tongue. Instead, he found himself asking a different question.


      “Are you sure she was poisoned?”


      The duke stared at him silently for a long moment before replying, “The doctor just confirmed it.”


      Derrick realized his palms were now slippery with sweat. “Who would dare to move against us like this?” he asked, clasping his hands more tightly to hide how wet they were.


      “I’ve had the maid Becky confined to the dungeon and Ivonne to her room,” the duke said curtly. Derrick’s head shot up.


      “Why Ivonne?”


      “It was Ivonne’s maid who brought the cup.”


      “Father.”


      “Penelope’s personal maid testified that Ivonne’s maid asked her how to get to the merchant district.”


      Derrick was stunned. He hadn’t been aware that an investigation was already underway. He wanted to ask how Penelope was doing.


      “But Ivonne… Ivonne wouldn’t do something like this, Father.” However, he needed to go over the incident rationally, not focus on his trivial emotions. Such was the duty of the duke’s first son. Derrick pushed his confused thoughts aside and started addressing the points of contention he could see.


      “I’m not trying to protect Ivonne, but she has no reason to do something like this. What would she gain from poisoning Penelope? It doesn’t make sense that Penelope was targeted at all. Perhaps it was you, Father, or me who was the real target,” he reasoned. “Or perhaps that maid was simply working for someone else, someone like Marquis Ellen. I heard he has been pretty quiet recently, but he may still hold a grudge because of what happened at the hunting tournament…”


      Derrick’s expression was grave when he suddenly looked intently at the duke. “I’ll go downstairs now and question the maid myself. If we give her too much time, her allies may devise a way to help her escape—”


      “Derrick,” the duke called out to his son, who seemed ready to leave the office and carry out his plans. “You need to stay away from this case.”


      “I-I’m sorry?” Derrick stammered uncharacteristically. “I’m not sure I understand, Father…”


      “I’ll take care of this myself. You are to stay out of it.”


      Derrick hadn’t misheard. The duke was directly ordering him not to get involved. Derrick gritted his teeth.


      “Am I a suspect? Because I brought Ivonne to the ceremony?”


      “No.”


      “Then what’s the reason?” he demanded, failing to understand.


      “We must check the bottle and the cups and secretly investigate everyone who was invited today. You and I both know that Reynold and Pennel are not capable of this. Marquis Verdandi will be lending me a hand.”


      Derrick laughed incredulously. “He is the head of another house. How can we trust him with our private affairs, especially something this important? And in truth, he is the most likely suspect. No one knew that Penelope had drunk poison, and he was the only one who recognized—”


      “If not for Marquis Verdandi…!” The duke suddenly slammed his fists down on the desk. “If not for his timely aid, we’d be planning a funeral right now! As you said, nobody knew why she was coughing up blood or why she collapsed! Nobody even suspected that she’d been poisoned!”


      The duke fell silent, unable to continue. He had not suspected that it was poison, either. In fact, he’d been unable to do anything as his daughter collapsed, frozen stupidly in place as he was.


      He had wanted the ceremony to be as grand and luxurious as he was capable of making it, and yet it had ended in tragedy. The duke rubbed his face roughly, his eyes bloodshot. There was a deep fatigue carved into his face, now hidden behind his hands.


      “It’s a rare poison that causes a person to bleed to death unless the antidote is administered in time, though it doesn’t kill the victim right away. Marquis Verdandi saved her from certain death.”


      “Death?” Derrick’s voice trembled.


      The duke lowered his hands from his eyes and looked up at his son. There was a strange, unreadable expression on Derrick’s face as he stood in front of the desk. His gaze was unfocused and wavering, his face pale. The duke had never seen his son like this before.


      “That…can’t be possible.”


      “Derrick,” the duke called to him, puzzled.


      Derrick did not seem to hear. He opened his hands and held them out in front of him, gazing down at his palms, which were slick with sweat.


      “She couldn’t possibly die…”


      Memories flashed through his mind, a scene from a dream. Ivonne had been dying in his arms, coughing blood.


      “Derrick?” the duke said.


      It was strange. The dream was different now. His memories were jumbled and disjointed as if someone had shaken them up. But that ominous, distasteful dream aside… If anyone was going to ingest poison, it should have been Ivonne, shouldn’t it?


      It was conceivable that Penelope had prepared the poison, but she would never drink it willingly. Derrick’s back was now drenched in a cold sweat as well. Shaking his head, he continued to ramble. “She…can’t die like that. The poison… She wouldn’t…”


      “Derrick, you…,” the duke said, his eyes wide. His voice softened. “You should go to your room and rest.”


      “But the interrogation—”


      “That’s an order.” Derrick fell silent.


      “Understood,” he finally conceded. He left the duke’s office.


      “Young Lord.”


      The head maid was waiting for Derrick as soon as he’d exited.


      “What do you want?”


      “Could…could you perhaps go check on Lady Ivonne?” the head maid said, her voice full of concern. “She’s been crying and trembling with fear ever since she was locked in her room.”


      Derrick hesitated. He’d been the one to force her to come with him to the ceremony even though she’d refused. He knew she must be terrified and feel persecuted since she was now being treated as if she were some sort of criminal.


      As her older brother, the least he could do was comfort her. Coming to a decision, he made to walk to Ivonne’s room. His body, however, refused to budge. It was strange. The thought that something wasn’t quite right was floating around in his head. The anxiety and apprehension he’d felt during his conversation with the duke filled his entire being.


      “Later…,” Derrick said in a subdued voice.


      “But, my lord, she refuses to eat and is desperate to see you…”


      “I’ll go see her later.”


      The head maid clung to him, but he jerked away as if burned. He strode away, unsure of where he was going.


      Why do I feel this way? The moment he’d heard that Penelope’s life was in danger, he hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that he’d done something terribly wrong. But all he’d done was take Ivonne—who’d been crying quietly by herself—to the ceremony.


      
        —“Brother— I mean, Young Lord. Do you have a moment?”

      


      Ivonne had come to him early that morning and requested that they have tea together. She’d smiled at him as if nothing was wrong but had been obviously distressed. It was understandable. No one had been paying any attention to her, busy with preparations for Penelope’s coming-of-age ceremony.


      She’d hidden in her room while the preparations were underway. Derrick could only guess what a hard time she was having if she’d sought him out. He didn’t know how to console others using kind words.


      
        —“I-I’m all right. The coming-of-age ceremony has already started, after all.”

      


      Derrick had simply asked her if she was all right, and she’d given him a smile as faint as the fading morning fog.


      
        —“I’m just a little sad that I couldn’t attend the festival with you and Young Master Reynold. What with the empire’s recent victory and all, the fireworks were far more ornate and b-beautiful than usual… I-if I’d recovered my memories a little sooner, I’d have been able to go with you both…”

      


      She had spoken with a cautious glance, her voice trembling with regret. It had been enough to bring back the memories of that day, one he hadn’t thought about in some time—the day he’d lost Ivonne.


      The duke had forbidden them to go out into the streets at night during the festival, saying it was too dangerous. The three siblings had sneaked out through the hole in the wall since their younger sister had wanted to see the fireworks from up close.


      The night streets, filled with festivities, were a marvel to behold and vastly entertaining. They bought cheap baubles, ate street food, and danced to the music played by street musicians. Then they’d been engulfed by the parade.


      
        —“Derrick!”


        —“Ivonne!”

      


      Their sister had been swept away by the roiling sea of people in the blink of an eye. Her blue eyes had grown steadily more distant, full of tears, and Derrick had been unable to grasp her small hand as she desperately reached out to him.


      The memory had made him squeeze his eyes shut. Ivonne called his name worriedly, and he opened his eyes to see her innocent face, looking up at him with eyes full of worry. Derrick suddenly felt certain that this commoner the slave had brought to the manor was his lost sister.


      
        —“F-forgive me, Young Lord. I must have upset you with what I said. It’s just that the memory of that time came back to me recently…”


        —“I really missed you. I always did, even before I got my memories back.”

      


      Ivonne had hurried to her feet after seeing his contorted expression. Even after what she’d been through, his sister did not resent him for losing hold of her—instead, she seemed worried about him and tried to console him.


      She had finally returned home, and yet she didn’t even dare call Derrick by his name, or to call him “Brother.” This was a stark contrast to the other girl living on the second floor. That had been why he’d gone to find Ivonne right before the coming-of-age ceremony and brought her to the event.


      He’d pitied Ivonne, who’d been forced to live among commoners and probably hadn’t even had a proper coming-of-age ceremony, unlike Penelope, who was being handed a luxurious celebration. The ominous dream he’d had last night also influenced his actions.


      Penelope may be far from an angel, but she wouldn’t dare to act up in front of a crowd.


      
        —“You should come with me.”


        —“What? B-but Lady Penelope, she—”


        —“You are also a lady of House Eckhart. All the members of the family will be there, and it would be silly to exclude the duke’s biological daughter.”

      


      Ivonne had cried tears of joy, and as he took her to the back garden, a thought had occurred to him. How would Penelope respond when she saw him bringing Ivonne? Would she get upset and scream at him? Or would she fall silent as was usual for her these days, with no expression on her face?


      Or would she beg for forgiveness, claim that it was all her fault, and ask that he not abandon her? That was what she’d done when he’d given her the scarf, pleading with him while wearing that lovely smile on her face… Derrick stopped short, shocked by the direction of his own thoughts.


      “Where…?”


      He found himself at the top of the central staircase. The butler and a maid were waiting nervously farther down the corridor. He hesitated for a moment, then approached them.


      “Young Lord,” the butler said, looking up at the sound of his footsteps with surprise.


      Derrick gestured to the door.


      The butler paused for a moment, trying to understand what it was the duke’s first son wanted. He nodded. “The doctor is with her.”


      “I’d like to check on her.”


      “Oh, uh…,” the butler stammered, visibly distressed.


      Derrick eyed him oddly. Then he heard a deep voice from behind the door.


      “How is she?” It belonged to a man.


      Alarmed, Derrick grabbed the doorknob, about to throw the door open.


      “Young Lord, it’s the crown prince,” the butler warned in a low voice, quickly stepping between him and the entrance.


      Derrick froze, hand on the knob. The door was cracked open just enough that he was able to glimpse two figures inside the room, which was full of smoke. The doctor and the crown prince were standing on either side of the bed.


      “She’s no longer in critical condition, but the bleeding hasn’t stopped yet. I can’t say for certain when she’ll regain consciousness…,” the doctor explained, trailing off and shaking his head.


      He had a wad of fabric in his hand, stained red, presumably with Penelope’s blood. The crown prince swayed unsteadily on his feet and backed into a chair positioned next to the bed. He grasped Penelope’s hand peeking out from under the sheets and bent his head, bringing it to his mouth. A fraught silence fell over the room.


      “Is it because I always called you coldhearted? Is this your way of getting back at me?” The crown prince was murmuring quietly.


      Derrick listened with bated breath to the faint voice.


      “To tell you the truth, I know very well that you are no heartless villain, as the rumors suggest, but the way you glared at me whenever I brought it up made you so beautiful,” Callisto said. “I kept finding myself saying it. I didn’t mean it.” He pressed his face against Penelope’s hand as he rambled. “You despised that rumor—that you were a vicious woman, with a heart of stone and eyes incapable of tears. Not only are you kind and gentle, but you also hate cruelty of any kind. You’re still bleeding. You don’t like blood, right?”


      Her pale hand resembled that of a corpse. The prince rubbed his lips and cheeks against her hand, as if trying to warm it. “You asked me to save you from this hellhole…so please open your eyes. Don’t die, Penelope. Don’t leave me here alone in this hell…”


      As soon as Derrick heard these whispered words, he couldn’t hear anything more past the roaring in his ears.


      I didn’t want…


      He hadn’t wanted this. He’d simply been curious about how she’d react if he brought Ivonne. But he’d never wanted this.


      Though Derrick was unaware of it, his face was twisted into a scowl.
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      “This was in that maid’s room.”


      The small glass bottle containing a transparent liquid clinked as it was placed on the table.


      “We went around the merchant district and were able to find the antidote to the poison Penelope drank.”


      Reynold, who’d stood to present his evidence, returned to his seat. Five men wearing grave expressions sat around the drawing room—the duke, Derrick, Reynold, Winter, and Callisto.


      They had gathered to discuss the incident in the garden. Derrick had not taken part in the investigation, as the duke had commanded, but he was there nevertheless in his capacity as the eldest son.


      The duke broke the weighted silence. “What did the maid say?”


      Reynold took a moment to gather his thoughts before speaking. “Penelope apparently asked the maid to fetch it in order to poison Ivonne.”


      “So you’re suggesting she was idiotic enough to take the poison she had brought for someone else?” the crown prince snapped, sharp as a knife.


      Reynold scowled at the prince’s tone.


      “She may have picked up the wrong cup because they looked so similar…,” said the marquis.


      The duke’s eyes widened with alarm. “Be careful with your words, Marquis.”


      “If the maid is telling the truth.” Winter turned to Reynold, who was seated opposite him.


      Reynold nodded with a troubled look on his face. “She claimed that it was Penelope who ordered her to prepare a cup similar enough to be mistaken for the other and poison it.”


      “But Lady Penelope committed no such crime,” Winter said, contradicting the statement he’d only just made.


      Derrick, who’d remained silent until then, looked up. “How can you be sure?”


      “Lady Penelope, she…,” Marquis Verdandi began, evidently hesitant to continue. Then he said with a sigh, “She knew the cup was poisoned before she drank from it.”


      The occupants of the drawing room froze.


      “What?” the crown prince growled, the first to speak. “What…is that supposed to mean?”


      “Exactly as it sounds,” Winter answered succinctly.


      Three pairs of blue eyes, wide with astonishment, stared at the marquis.


      The duke stammered, unbelieving, “She drank it…knowing that it was poisoned? I don’t understand…”


      “How can you be sure of this, Marquis?” Derrick asked sharply.


      “I know because…,” the man started, but he trailed off before putting any reason to words.


      “Hurry up, speak! To suggest she would knowingly ingest poison!” the duke pressed him, breathing labored.


      “The necklace she was wearing…,” Winter said finally. “Before she drank the contents of the cup, the stone on her necklace changed color.”


      “I don’t understand—”


      “That necklace is a magical artifact that reacts to poison. The stone changes color when a poisonous substance is near, and I saw it turn yellow as she lifted the cup.”


      All color drained from the duke’s and the crown prince’s faces, both men having heard about the necklace from Penelope.


      “So you’re saying she drank the sherry even though she saw the necklace glowing?” the crown prince said slowly.


      “I don’t know for sure that she saw it, but it’s highly unlikely she didn’t.”


      “What makes you say that?”


      “The color was so noticeable that I could see it clearly, even from a distance.”


      The crown prince sighed deeply and ran a hand roughly through his hair. The duke rubbed his face with shaking hands, and Reynold sat still in his chair, eyes unfocused. Only Derrick seemed unaffected.


      Winter glanced at him, finding his behavior strange.


      “But tell me…,” the crown prince began. Winter turned and found his intense red eyes staring straight at him. “How do you know so much about this artifact? It’s not commonly found within the borders of the empire.”


      Callisto regarded him with narrowed, suspicious eyes, and the marquis avoided his gaze briefly. So briefly that it could have been dismissed as a trick of the light.


      “In our empire, such items are rare…,” Winter said, staring straight at the crown prince, his face betraying nothing. “But I used to wear a necklace that was very similar. In the country where they are made, it is customary to wear many items similarly enchanted to ward off evil spirits.”


      “It seems you have many curiosities in your possession, up to and including a convenient antidote and a rare necklace from some distant kingdom.”


      “That’s…”


      “It’s truly an odd coincidence that you once owned the same necklace as her.” The crown prince tilted his head, watching the marquis with an unreadable expression. “So did it keep the evil spirits at bay, as intended?”


      “Of course,” Winter replied with a polite smile. He swiftly turned to the duke. “As such, the maid’s testimony that Lady Penelope had the poison brought in order to hurt Lady Ivonne doesn’t make sense.”


      “What about the opposite scenario?” a voice said, piping up after staying deliberately silent for some time. “Flip it around—the commoner just as likely could have plotted everything using this Becky girl.”


      “Reynold,” the duke said, turning to his second son in surprise.


      Before the duke could say anything, Derrick growled at him. “Watch your mouth. Think about who you’re speaking in front of.”


      “We can’t even be sure she’s really recovered her memories. Maybe she wanted to eliminate the annoying adopted daughter. Who knows?” Reynold murmured sarcastically, eyes bloodshot.


      “Ivonne wouldn’t…” Derrick clenched his jaw so tight the veins in his forehead stood out unattractively, rage coursing through him.


      “Ivonne wasn’t even supposed to be at Penelope’s coming-of-age ceremony.”


      They had lost their sister ten years ago due to their own mistake. They were sinners, and they should be begging her for forgiveness, not throwing such cruel accusations at her. “Don’t you feel sorry for what we did to her?” he wanted to ask, but he refrained from doing so with great effort.


      “She wouldn’t have been in the garden at all if it weren’t for me. How could she have planned to poison Penelope if she wasn’t supposed to be there in the first place?”


      “The daughter of the duke should be afforded that same grace of logic, then, shouldn’t she?” It wasn’t Reynold who responded this time, but the crown prince. A derisive smirk on his face, he continued, “Lord Derrick, are you implying she was able to predict that you would suddenly appear with your real sister in tow?”


      Derrick was forced to fall into sullen silence.


      After a lengthy, heavy pause in the conversation, Winter said cautiously, “So then, we have two possible hypotheses. Either someone paid off the maid to kill Lady Penelope or Lady Ivonne, or…” Winter trailed off, but the duke finished the sentence.


      “Or this whole incident was staged by Penelope.”


      Nobody had caught that she’d intentionally switched the chalices. Through this, they were able to remove the duke’s lost daughter from the list of suspects.


      The crown prince drummed his fingers against the armrest of his chair, lost in thought. Then he asked the room in general, “But what reason does the daughter of the duke have to do such a thing?”


      “Oh, she has plenty of reasons,” Derrick muttered quietly—as the person who’d always been forced to clean up her messes. “It shames me to admit it, but Penelope has been known to try to get attention by doing things such as this.”


      “Can the rest of you confirm Lord Derrick’s statement?” Callisto asked.


      The duke and Reynold both looked at the floor, unable to refute his words. Derrick was telling the truth.


      Penelope had resorted to all sorts of destructive schemes to make herself the center of attention. She seemed to have grown up quite a lot recently, but the dramatic events of her coming-of-age ceremony could very well just be another of her little tricks.


      The crown prince had been gone fighting in the war for a long time, and the members of the duke’s household had done their best to keep any rumors from spreading. It was to be expected that the crown prince and the marquis wouldn’t understand. A daughter’s shortcomings, however, reflected badly upon her father.


      “I don’t think Penelope would have taken things this far,” the duke finally said, expression grim.


      Reynold quickly nodded in agreement. “Father is right. She had no reason to go through with something like this. She’s always too busy spending the money she gets from Father.”


      “Penelope despised that Ivonne had returned,” Derrick argued. He seemed to have already decided that the incident had been entirely orchestrated by Penelope. “The servants informed me that Ivonne always came back crying any time they happened to meet each other.”


      “Ha!” Reynold laughed incredulously. “What fool told you that? Penelope never said much to Ivonne at all. It’s that commoner who is always crying for no reason!”


      “Penelope has never behaved in a manner suitable for or befitting high society.”


      It was true that, despite her beauty, Penelope had a razor-sharp tongue. Reynold had experienced the sting of her words many a time. He fell silent for a moment, before spitting, “So, you propose she wanted to take back the attention everyone’s been giving the commoner girl, so she poisoned herself ?”


      “Don’t exaggerate. I’m not saying she orchestrated her own poisoning. I’m simply guessing at why she would do such a thing if that’s what really happened.”


      “Both of you, enough!” the duke hollered. “There’s no need to jump to conclusions just yet. We don’t even know that Penelope was behind this! We need to investigate further—”


      “Orchestrated, my ass. How can you accuse her so easily?”


      A new voice interrupted the family quarrel.


      Taking note of the crown prince’s furious expression, the duke bowed deeply. “Your Highness.”


      “If this is all a ruse concocted by the lady, then she planned for it to happen on the one day that everyone’s eyes would be on her. Don’t you think it odd? Do you really believe she’d take poison just to get your attention?”


      The duke and his two sons stiffened. They were unable to tell if the crown prince was suggesting that their attention was not all that valuable or that Penelope was not as starved for attention as they seemed to think she was.


      The duke made to speak, but the crown prince stopped him.


      “It sounds to me as though your young lord here is dead set on pinning this incident on the lady.” His red eyes moved from the duke to Derrick. “Is this how you’ve always handled any affairs with regards to your sister? Not even bothering to find the real cause of the problem, just blaming her for everything so you can quickly put any incidents to rest? Is this the Eckhart way of doing things?”


      No one could speak as the crown prince continued.


      “I thought the Eckharts were a proud and prestigious house. So much for that, eh? I must say, I find myself quite disappointed,” he muttered.


      The duke and Derrick scowled. Turning purple with fury and shame, the duke finally bit out with great effort, “Your Highness. I’m sorry, but this is a family matter. I appreciate your concern for my daughter, but this has nothing to do with the Imperial family—”


      “We are to be engaged,” the crown prince announced abruptly, cutting off any attempt the duke might have made to send him away.


      Every Eckhart present was struck dumb.


      “Wh-what did you just…?”


      “What did you say?”


      “I was preparing to make a formal proposal to the Eckhart house after the coming-of-age ceremony. Which is why, Duke Eckhart, this will no longer be just a family matter if Penelope dies.”


      Callisto made eye contact with each person in the room, baring his teeth at them in a wide grin. Despite his expression, there was a tumultuous storm of unreadable emotions raging in his red eyes. The room fell silent in the face of the vicious smile the crown prince leveled at them.


      Winter had remained quiet, just watching as the situation escalated, but finally intervened now. “I don’t believe this is a ruse on her part, either—”


      At that moment, the sound of someone knocking on the door precisely two times interrupted the conversation.


      “It’s Pennel, Your Grace.” His urgent tone cut through the tension in the room.


      “Come in,” the duke permitted shakily. The butler rushed into the room as soon as he was called.


      “I apologize for the interruption, but I have urgent news,” he said, face completely drained of all color as he bowed. “Becky, the maid being held in the dungeon, has been found dead.”


      “Wh-what?”


      Everyone, including the duke, stared at the butler with open horror.


      “The maid is dead…?”


      “Yes. She bit through her tongue and bled out,” the butler confirmed grimly.


      “Sh-she killed herself ? Reynold?” The duke turned to his second son, who’d been in charge of the interrogation.


      “Th-that can’t be true! She talked willingly—I didn’t even have to threaten to torture her…,” Reynold muttered, uncomprehending.


      The maid had claimed she’d only done what Penelope had told her to and had been quivering with fear thanks to her imprisonment. There had been no reason to suspect she was lying. Suicide, however, was usually only an assassin’s resort after they’d failed a mission. The air grew heavy with tension, and a weighted silence fell over the room.


      “Firstly, we need to carry out a thorough investigation of the maid,” the crown prince said somberly after some time had passed. “Find out where she got the poison, what her duties in the manor were, what she was doing before the coming-of-age ceremony, and how often she came into contact with the daughter of the duke. Also, verify the maid’s claim that it was the lady who ordered her to acquire the poison. It’s a pity she already killed herself…I wanted to try out one of my old wartime strategies on her.” He gave a playful shrug, though he wasn’t smiling.


      Since the crown prince still seemed convinced that someone had tried to kill Penelope, the duke said cautiously, “The maid… She served Ivonne.”


      “Then include her in the list of suspects.”


      “Your Highness!”


      “I thought you hadn’t yet confirmed one way or another that she was your daughter?”


      “Th-that’s…,” the duke stuttered, unable to form a response. The crown prince was right, but there were still courtesies that needed to be observed. The duke colored with humiliation as the crown prince shamelessly inserted himself in their family matters.


      Callisto, however, continued undeterred. “Good. Take this opportunity to find out everything you can about the commoner, Duke.”


      “You’re saying all this even though the marquis has testified that Penelope drank the sherry knowing it was poisoned?” a harsh voice snapped.


      Callisto turned to regard Derrick, who still seemed set on accusing Penelope. “Oh, right.” The crown prince nodded to himself, then turned his attention to the marquis. “Come to think of it, Marquis Verdandi, how did you come to the conclusion that this wasn’t some elaborate hoax on the lady’s part?”


      Callisto suddenly recalled that Winter had been about to say something before the butler appeared.


      “I…,” Winter began, unable to form a response immediately. It was clear to him that it was not a hoax arranged with the dead maid’s help, since Penelope had ordered poison from him through her own personal maid.


      What was more, before she drank from the cup, she’d locked eyes with him. He was certain she’d known the necklace had changed color. Perhaps she hadn’t known that the poison in the cup wasn’t the same one she’d commissioned from Winter. Whichever was the case, he had no idea what she’d been thinking. It was hard to know if coming clean with what he knew would benefit her or not.


      “Marquis?” the crown prince prompted, looking puzzled by Winter’s silence.


      Winter bit the soft flesh inside his cheek at Callisto’s pointed look. “She…has her own personal maid,” Winter pointed out, choosing to give a plausible excuse. “Why would she give such sensitive instructions to someone assigned to be Lady Ivonne’s temporary maid when she already has her own?”


      “We find ourselves in agreement for a change. My thoughts exactly.” The crown prince once again directed his cutting red gaze at Derrick.


      The other man wasted no time in retorting. “But if this isn’t a ruse, why was there an antidote conveniently on hand? And why would Penelope have drunk the sherry knowing it was poisoned?”


      “Hence why we have to look into the matter, Lord Derrick,” the crown prince said, eyes flashing. “We need to ascertain if someone intentionally poisoned her or if she really drank it herself because she was starved for your attention. Or perhaps…she realized someone else was planning something and was trying to put a stop to it.”


      “Th-that’s…”


      “We’ll all look into it together, hmm?”


      Three pairs of blue eyes all slowly widened upon hearing the prince’s new conjecture, doubt filling their minds. Apparently, they hadn’t considered this angle. The Penelope whom Callisto knew was certainly clever enough to sniff out such a plot. He understood now just how much of a stupid brat the entire family took her for.


      “Leave no stone unturned, Duke,” Callisto ordered through gritted teeth, meeting eyes with the three Eckharts in turn. “Otherwise, I will take this investigation into my own hands as the crown prince instead of as merely a witness.”
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      Callisto left the drawing room with quick strides. He’d taken part in the conversation hoping to gain some further insight into the incident, but as brief as it was, it still felt like time wasted. He couldn’t help but pick up the pace, fearing something might have happened to the unconscious daughter of the duke while he was away.


      Hurrying down the corridor, he made to rush up the central staircase. He’d only taken several steps up when someone called out to him.


      “Your Highness.”


      The man had been sitting in the central hall and had risen to his feet when he saw Callisto arriving.


      Callisto hesitated, slowly turning around. “What do you want?” The crown prince—who would usually have greeted the man with something like “If it isn’t Cedrick Porter himself !” and a playful smile—looked at his aide with a chilling lack of expression.


      Cedrick hadn’t seen the prince in several days, and he looked to be in a very bad mood. Caution would be required when dealing with him today. Cedrick gulped and quickly got to stating his business. “His Majesty has asked to see you.”


      “Why?”


      “Rebels from Cronia have taken over the northern border region.”


      “Ha…” The crown prince gave a disbelieving laugh, then turned to the staircase. “I’m busy. Tell him to send someone else.”


      “Th-they’ve set up camp in the north and are combining forces with the remnants of other conquered kingdoms!” Cedrick shouted, his face lined with worry. “Two days ago, Marquis Kert’s house was overthrown. The emperor has ordered that you go and deal with them immediately.”


      House Kert had stronger defenses and a better-trained army than most houses on the northern border. If they had been taken, that meant the rebels had mounted a sizable force.


      “Shit…” Callisto gripped the railing tightly for a moment, then turned to his aide. His red eyes seemed to glow as he descended the stairs one more. “Am I the only general in this entire empire? I’ve conquered many a kingdom and handed them to my father on a silver platter. Do they need me to wipe their asses, too? I’ve fought like a dog on the battlefield for nearly ten years. The woman I love could die at any moment. Must I go fight another cursed war under these circumstances?”


      “His Majesty said…”


      Here it comes!


      Cedrick squeezed his eyes shut as Callisto raised one huge hand in preparation for delivering a blow.


      “His Majesty said he would consider your engagement to Lady Penelope favorably should you carry out this mission.” Cedrick opened his eyes again and pleaded with the prince. “The engagement cannot go ahead without His Majesty’s help, Your Highness. You know this…”


      It was true. Regardless of how many proposals Callisto made, the duke could simply refuse, and that would be the end of the matter. Of course, it was a moot point if Penelope herself denied him, but he was certain he could make things work. He now knew what she wanted. He could fulfill her every wish using his power and wealth, assuming that an engagement was allowed to take place.


      “Dammit!” The fist he’d raised to strike Cedrick came down on the wooden railing instead. The round wooden ornament mounted on top of the stairs’ railing went crashing to the ground.


      Cedrick trembled, wondering what would have happened if that had been his head instead.


      Callisto had been all but thrown onto the battlefield as soon as he’d entered puberty, and he’d worked like a dog just to survive. After returning to the capital with news of his victories, he had told himself a thousand times over that he would no longer play the emperor’s games. He knew that if he agreed now, he would be leashing himself once more, but he had no other choice.


      “Wait,” he spat, struggling to calm his breathing.


      “But, Your Highness, the situation is dire—”


      “Dammit, at least let me say goodbye,” Callisto hollered. He spun and stormed up the stairs before Cedrick could stop him.


      Cedrick was unable to get a grip on the bloodred cloak that billowed out behind the prince.


      Upon reaching the second floor, he immediately wrenched open the door to Penelope’s room. Her personal maid, who seemed a little more accustomed to seeing him now, quickly stepped away without him having to say a word.


      His heavy footsteps thudded against the floor as he stomped inside. He came to a stop next to the bed.


      The air was filled with smoke from burning medicinal herbs. Penelope lay still, blanketed under the powerful scent, her pale face, chapped and torn lips, and lifeless, limp hair giving her the appearance of a corpse. She hadn’t looked this bad even when she’d tried to pretend to be sick in the past when he’d come to visit her.


      She’d looked completely healthy under the white powder pressed over her face and lips, with dark circles drawn under her eyes.


      She was so cute that day… Penelope had dared to fake an illness to avoid meeting him, but he had found her beautiful even then.


      “Penelope Eckhart…” Callisto gently ran his thumb over her dry lips. It had already been three days since she’d lost consciousness. He had endured all-consuming worry through all three of them. He hadn’t slept a wink, fearing she might pass while he was asleep.


      He’d contemplated thousands of times who had done this to her as he stared at her cracked, bloody lips. Thankfully, the bleeding had stopped now. Just thinking about it made him feel as if he were on fire. Unidentifiable emotions roiled like a storm in his eyes as he gazed down at Penelope.


      “It doesn’t matter if someone else poisoned you or if you took it yourself because you wanted to die. I won’t let you die, as long as I live and breathe,” he said. “Just wait. I’ll come back, and when I do, I’ll make everyone responsible pay for what they’ve done. I’ll freeze their hearts so they can’t die, then tear off all their limbs so they bleed just as much as you did, and rip open their mouths—”


      The crown prince, whose words had grown more and more grotesque as he spoke, his red eyes flashing, suddenly stopped. Penelope would be scowling at him if she heard him saying such cruel things. He could imagine it clearly—“If you’re going to talk like that, do it somewhere I can’t hear.” He felt as though she’d wake up at any moment just to scold him, but her cold body did not budge.


      “No…no…,” he murmured, composure slowly crumbling. “This isn’t what I came here to tell you.” He fell to his knees beside the bed and gently cupped her face with clumsy hands. “Ignore what I just said. I’ve come to say goodbye. I’ve been called away urgently, you see. I’ll be back soon. So please be awake to greet me. That’s what I wanted to say to you…”


      Callisto’s face suddenly crumpled. He bent slowly to press a goodbye kiss to her lips. They felt dry and rough under his own, but he pressed his mouth against hers as if he could breathe life into her by doing so.


      “I’ll give you anything…,” he whispered. It was a secret no one could be allowed to hear, one he spoke for only her ears. “I’ll get you out of here if that’s what you want. Whether it’s love or anything else, I’ll give you anything you want. So please don’t die… Anything but that.”


      Swallowing down the worry simmering inside, he begged and pleaded with her unmoving body. “Please don’t die, Penelope.”


      To be continued in Volume 4…
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