
    [image: Cover Image]
  
    Countless people had gathered at the Imperial Palace to witness the death of one person. While the number of people was great, there was no one speaking loudly. In the heavy silence, the Emperor's stoic yet commanding voice filled the space.



    



    "I shall now commence the execution ceremony for Empress Kilianerisa Sei Resfontia."



    



    For someone reciting the death of his wife, his voice was devoid of any emotion, as if addressing a stranger.



    



    "I ask Empress Kilianerisa Sei Resfontia. Do you admit to attempting to poison *Queen Lerian Ariena Resfontia?"



    



    At these words, Kilianerisa, who had kept her head down the whole time, burst into a sarcastic laugh.



    



    "Keuk, kuhahaha."



    



    The spectators looked at her with disbelief.



    



    That crazy woman.



    



    Clearly, she had gone insane, knowing that her death was near.



    



    She was Kilianerisa, the society’s infamous villainess. Despite the fact there were many people gathered here, no one was regarding her with friendly or admiring glances. Perhaps that was only natural. After all, who was she? Was she not the evil woman who had envied and caused the downfall of the beloved Queen Lerian? Who had consistently committed evil deeds around the Emperor?



    



    "What's so amusing?"



    



    From the furthest corner, the Emperor's voice, who had been sitting on the throne and observing her, reached her ears.



    



    In response to that question, she stopped her seemingly deranged laughter and gazed at him… the man who had been her husband... no, the man she had loved. In the end, she was looking at the man who would send her to her death. But as she looked at him, her gaze held no anger.



    



    My beloved. My prince...



    



    Only now...



    



    "Only now do you look at me."



    



    Kilianerisa smiled warmly. It was a pure and innocent smile, as if she were a young girl experiencing love for the first time, gazing upon the object of her affection. However, in stark contrast to the brightness on her face, her body was terribly damaged. Her once radiant blonde hair was disheveled, and her skin, once as smooth as pearls, was now dry and wrinkled. Even the once splendid dress had long since become tattered, making her unrecognizable.



    



    However, the Emperor's crimson irises, which contained an inexplicable gleam, circled around. Despite the bizarre smile that did not fit the situation, the Emperor found himself clenching his lips unknowingly.



    



    To babble nonsense even in this situation. She truly was a deranged woman.



    



    The Emperor shuddered at the thought that he had once made her the Empress. However, he also felt a sense of relief. Once again, his choice was not wrong. Her execution was the right thing to do. Seeing her laugh like that, even in this situation, made him finally rid himself of the lingering doubts and uneasiness he had harbored. She was insane, and he was sane.



    



    With that thought in mind, the indescribable emotions that had been welling up in him seemed to be somewhat subdued. With that alone, he felt like he could endure this torturous situation.



    



    It's all going to end today anyway. I won't have to go through this feeling again. As he trampled down the lingering discomfort that had risen to his throat, he spoke.



    



    "Yes, all of your wrongdoings have been witnessed by these eyes all along. Now it's time for you to pay for your sins."



    



    In a voice filled with subdued anger, she responded casually, as if she didn't understand.



    



    "Is that so? What did I do wrong?"



    



    She widened her eyes and tilted her head. Her face, devoid of even a hint of fear, seemed as if she was playing a prank.



    



    Still, as he looked at her, who had not realized her wrongdoing, something surged within him, making him grit his teeth.



    



    How could a human be so shameless as to attempt to kill the Queen of the Empire, the beloved woman of the Emperor?! He felt an urge to tear Kilianerisa apart with his own hands. But the seat he was in was a place where he couldn't even seek revenge on the woman he loved.



    



    ‘There is no need to dirty my hands.’



    



    His emotions, which had been boiling, suddenly quieted down.



    



    "Your mistake in the first place was that you have taken the Empress's throne."



    



    What began as words transformed into thousands of arrows that struck directly at her heart. Although there should have been no physical impact, she flinched as if she had actually been hit by arrows.



    



    However, this was momentary as she quickly regained her composure, looking at the Emperor with a calm expression. It was a phrase too familiar to be hurt by. Just as she always did, she ignored the pain in her heart and spoke in her usual soft voice.



    



    "No, I did nothing wrong. As the Empress, I merely attempted to remove that wicked woman who bewitched my husband in my own way. Your Majesty should be grateful to me instea..."



    



    "Shut your mouth! Will you only close it once you feel the pain of your tongue being pulled out?! You, woman, have truly never been in your right mind for a moment!"



    



    Her words paused briefly due to the Emperor's angry shout, but she managed to force a smile at the corner of her mouth.



    



    Then she continued speaking.



    



    "No, sadly, I have never lost my sanity. Even if this tongue that speaks the truth is pulled out, eyes gouged out, all the blood in my body gone, and my limbs torn apart, I cannot call the truth a lie. So..."



    



    She tried to continue her words but couldn't make a sound. It was as if invisible hands were gripping her throat. She wanted to laugh, but conflicting emotions held her back. Nevertheless, she quickly dismissed the emotions that were trying to grasp her.



    



    I am the Empress of the Resfontia Empire, Kilianerisa Sei Resfontia.



    



    Never should I appear pathetic.



    



    Kilianerisa wore a radiant smile on her face, hoping to appear as the happiest Empress, one that could never be replicated.



    



    "...You will not hear the answer you desire from me. I do not regret my actions."



    



    
      ‘Yes. I have never regretted them, not even once.’
    

  
    Contrary to her feelings, the transparent tears that had been welling up in her eyes betrayed her will and flowed down her cheeks, wetting the platform below the guillotine.



    



    The Emperor stared coldly at her for a moment before raising his hand to signal. In response to that signal, the rope that had been tightly holding the blade was cut, and soon, a dark shadow appeared over her. Silently catching the sharp sound of the wind being split, she gazed at the audience for the last time. A moment of shallow confusion passed through her eyes.



    



    It wasn't because of the guillotine’s blade that was rushing down her neck, nor was it because of the Emperor with eyes that seemed like he was about to rush forward and kill her himself, nor was it because of the Queen, who, despite displaying all sorts of vulnerable appearances, couldn’t suppress her joy as much as this moment.



    



    'Calli...'



    



    At that moment, the name she had vowed never to call again was about to inadvertently slip from her lips.



    



    Swoosh—



    



    She faintly felt the cold blade touching her neck.



    



    Chaaak!



    



    A fountain of blood gushed out, and splatters of fresh blood scattered around the blade that sliced through her neck.



    



    Finally, thud—!



    



    The neck, now weak and lifeless, was so pitiful and unimpressive that one could hardly think it had once held a noble position. It seemed devoid of the dignity she had tried to preserve in her lifetime, merely a bloodied neck of someone else. Only the confusion that hadn't completely faded away remained in her eyes. Even the vividness of the gaze she had held just moments ago gradually blurred.



    



    The audience who had witnessed her execution fell into silence. This silence felt as though time had come to a standstill. They had all hoped for her death, yet faced with the actuality of death, they couldn't utter a word. Their heads felt so foggy that they couldn't even remember the moment to cheer. Perhaps it was only natural. After all, reality and fantasy were clearly different.



    



    The people who had come with their children hurriedly covered their children's eyes, while others involuntarily gasped at the gruesome sight of a person's head being severed. Some people shivered down their spine, and others felt nauseous at the gruesome scene.



    



    Clearly, seeing a living person suddenly lose their form and movement, becoming lifeless in an instant, was a shocking sight that chilled everyone to the bone. It was almost impossible to even swallow.



    



    But eventually—



    



    "Wow! The Empress is dead!"



    



    Amidst the heavy silence, someone shouted.



    



    After the first word was uttered, the audience began to stir and shout loudly. It was as if they were trying to compensate for their previous silence; thousands of voices began to shout simultaneously, louder and louder, cheering for her death. Some did it genuinely, some were influenced by the situation, and others cheered for various reasons while glancing around.



    



    Their words turned into a cacophony of thousands of voices that reverberated through the Imperial Palace. However, the imposing voice of the Emperor brought silence back to the hall.



    



    "I declare the end of Kilianerisa's execution."



    



    The Emperor, who hadn’t shown any movement during the execution, confirmed her death and then finally rose from his seat. He slowly turned around and began to walk away.



    



    For some reason, he felt tired.



    



    Though his steps appeared tired, there was no hesitation. Throughout his walk, he never looked back.



    



    Some might think he was heartless in the face of his once-wife's death, but that was how they had always been.



    



    There was nothing special between them, or rather, it was a relationship worse than others.



    



    His steps were heavier than usual, but he felt more relieved than ever. With her death, there was no longer a reason for him to be on guard within the palace. He took a deep breath, and the fresh air seemed to calm his turbulent thoughts. A bitter smile formed on his lips, which had been stiff for a long time.



    



    It took a long time. A long time to let go of this tension.



    



    Tonight, he felt like he could sleep deeply for the first time in a while.



    



    As the Emperor declared the end of the execution, the soldiers who had been waiting immediately began to move, isolating the citizens who had gathered in the palace, and some began to attend to Kilianerisa's body. The body, now in two pieces, was carefully hidden in a bag, and the splatters of blood that were scattered everywhere were wiped away without a trace with a few sweeps of mop. The guillotine, which had been stained with blood, was soon restored to its original state, ready to execute another person.



    



    Today's agenda was over, but tomorrow held another schedule. Lost in thought, one of the soldiers who was diligently mopping the floor absently pondered.



    



    ‘Wasn't tomorrow supposed to be the execution of the notorious pickpocket in the market?’



    



    It wasn't a particularly important event, so the memory was somewhat hazy. Once all the cleaning was done, the soldiers left to attend to other tasks. The place that had been crowded with people who had come to witness the execution of the Empress was now deserted as if the tide had receded.



    



    Amidst the multitude, a man who had been buried in the crowd still stood in his place, gazing at the guillotine just as he did at the beginning, even after everyone had left. His eyes held the passing of one person's death and their image until it disappeared. There wasn't a particular trace of anger or sorrow in the eyes that had witnessed the execution. However, unlike anyone else, he didn't cheer for her death either. For no apparent reason, he simply stood there, keeping his place.



    



    He thought he wouldn't feel sad, he thought he wouldn't waver, yet his mouth was dry. He wasn’t even aware that he was tightly clenching his fist.



    



    As most people disappeared, leaving the guillotine returned to its original state, the man, who had been intently watching the scene for some time, finally turned away.



    



    "My lord, shall we return now?"



    



    His aide, who thought he had made up his mind when he saw him turning his body, asked casually. The man nodded slowly.



    



    "Yes, let's go."



    



    His tone was surprisingly calm, considering the gravity of witnessing the death of someone he knew. However, his steps as he walked away were heavy, as if they were laden with iron. He felt a stifling sensation, as if something had been added to his heart, but the man didn’t pay it much mind.



    



    She was, by the eyes of the world, a villain, and her death was fitting. He didn't deny that.

  
    Having arrived at the mansion, Callisis sat down in his office before exhaling a heavy breath. His mind felt distant and hazy, as if he had been walking through a foggy forest. Staring at the documents with a vacant expression, Callisis eventually narrowed his brows and shook his head.



    



    The scene he had witnessed earlier kept vividly resurfacing in his mind, gnawing at his sanity. Faded, long golden hair and crimson drops of blood scattered in all directions. The image of a woman's life extinguishing in an instant wouldn't fade from his mind, no matter how hard he tried to erase it. It felt as though his throat was clogged, choking him.



    



    It wasn't merely because he had witnessed a shocking scene. If he were so fragile that he could be deeply affected by such a sight, he would have never gone there in the first place. Yet, the reason he felt so confused and stifled was likely because he had seen her.



    



    He swallowed a bitter smile and pushed the documents he had been staring at to the corner of his desk, knowing that they wouldn’t matter anymore. He knew they wouldn’t catch his eye any longer.



    



    In an attempt to soothe his restless and unsettled heart, he gazed out of the window. The sky, devoid of a single cloud, appeared as vast as a crimson-tinged sea. It was a very vivid and intense hue.



    



    At that moment, while he gazed absentmindedly at the evening sunset, a cool breeze gently swept by, ruffling his hair as it passed. Within the cold touch of the wind, he felt a fleeting hint of winter. Despite that, the sky remained clear.



    



    Summer had passed, and autumn had come and gone. In no time, the last season of the year was approaching. His time would keep flowing like that as if nothing had happened, as if her death was unrelated.



    



    He thought he was fine. He believed he would be fine.



    



    But it seemed he was wrong.



    



    It was ironic that despite doing nothing, not even contemplating doing anything, he felt this contradictory feeling about being nothing more than an observer of what had happened.



    



    Beyond his narrowed field of vision, someone's death persisted, incessantly circling his field of view. It was as if someone intentionally kept showing him that scene, as if they were trying to torment him.



    



    Over and over again, it repeated endlessly.



    



    It was absurd. It wasn't even the death of someone he had any connection with anymore.



    



    Why, then, did his heart ache so painfully?



    



    He tried to find an answer for the inexplicable emotions that had overtaken him, but none came to him. No, perhaps he had misconstrued something as the answer, something that wasn’t the answer at all. Suddenly, he slowly opened his eyes upon feeling the backlight through his closed eyelids and gazed at the reddening sunset beyond the window.



    



    Even though the light was fading away, it remained vivid. Bright enough to bring tears to his eyes.



    



    Turning away from the tears that betrayed his will, he continued to gaze at the red-stained sky. In the midst of this, an old memory suddenly resurfaced in his mind. That day, too, the sky had been as red and beautiful as it was now.



    



    The child’s eyes, resembling that sunset, filled Callisis' mind. A young face with rosy cheeks that looked at him with pure innocence.



    



    A bright, shared laugher blossomed in the corners of their eyes as they gazed at each other. The time when they didn’t even know what was so wonderful about it. It was just the fact that they were together that brought them joy, both for him and her.



    



    Now, even recalling those memories had become so faded and difficult. It was as if something had obscured it, making it hazy.



    



    Among the countless scenes that seemed to be covered by sand and were nowhere to be seen, there was one that remained clear.



    



    The crimson eyes of the girl he had cherished the most resembled the sunset. Her laughter was the only thing that retained its color among all the faded memories.



    



    In his memory, she wore an ugly wreath on her head, playfully adjusting it with her fingers while radiating happiness. It was a messy crown, to the extent that if he had known her, he wouldn’t have given it a second glance, but she wore it with a happy smile as if she had received the most precious gem in the world.



    



    The moment he had felt then, the beating of his heart, his feelings at that time—



    



    And her.



    



    It was so vivid, as if it had been etched into him, yet she was no longer in this world. The fact that he could no longer see the person he remembered so clearly, as if he had just seen her moments ago, felt strangely disconcerting.



    



    Alongside this memory, a question arose:



    



    Why did you let go of my hand?



    



    The words he had always pondered of came to mind again. Her choice, which he didn't understand and didn’t want to understand. Her heart, which he still couldn’t grasp, even in that final moment leading to death,



    



    Now, there would be no way to find out. The dead do not speak.



    



    What was power, really? What was it made of, and what makes it worth leaving him for, abandoning him for the sake of dazzling jewels? He kept pondering. Was he simply worth less than those things? Was that why she had so heartlessly let him go?



    



    It seemed ludicrous of him that he, a mere subordinate of power, was having such thoughts.



    



    Perhaps, on some level, he didn't understand her. Yet, his selfish desire for her had always been so overpowering that it overshadowed any possibility of understanding. He understood her, yet he didn’t. It was a strange thing.



    



    Nevertheless, once again, he wanted to try to understand her true intentions, maybe even rationalize why she had left him like that. It was worth trying, he believed.



    



    In Callisis's mind, the memories of her letting go of his hand for the sake of extravagant power began to resurface, little by little.

  
    One day, when their relationship had not yet changed.



    



    "Lia... Is it for real?"



    



    Callisis's trembling voice echoed in the silence. His gaze, as always, was fixed on one person only: the girl who had always been by his side and had now become a woman. Callisis stared at her with disbelieving eyes. His gaze towards her was filled with tenderness, but hers wasn’t. No, she wasn't even looking at him in the first place.



    



    She seemed indifferent to everything, leaning against the windowsill, gazing outside as if contemplating something. Eventually, her well-groomed golden hair lightly fluttered due to the gentle breeze. She briefly closed her eyes, seemingly enjoying the breeze. Slowly, she opened her eyes. Her crimson irises, hidden beneath her eyelids, became clearly visible as her gaze finally shifted towards Callisis.



    



    In her eyes that once held tender emotions from the past, there was now a different kind of determination.



    



    As Callisis began to feel a strange sense of alienation from it, her red lips parted.



    



    "Yes, it's true. I've already conveyed it through Father as well. I didn't expect you to come here like this."



    



    Her calmly delivered cruel verdict left Callisis feeling like he was being struck in the face. He shook his head in denial, his face filled with a sense of loss.



    



    "...No, it wasn't you who said that."



    



    He denied it. But on the other hand, he knew. She wouldn’t utter things she hadn’t decided upon.



    



    A faint smile appeared on her lips. Kilianerisa, who had been observing his reaction, burst into a soft laughter. Then, she spoke firmly.



    



    "No, I told Father myself."



    



    "No, that can't be! You wouldn't... You couldn't have done that."



    



    Tell me it’s not true, please. Kilianerisa’s face froze for a moment at the soft murmur filled with desperation. Her eyes, which had a tense look as if suppressing something, briefly flickered across his face. However, when Callisis’s gaze, which momentarily shifted elsewhere, returned to her, that tense look vanished as if it had been washed away.



    



    One corner of her mouth curved upward while silently observing him.



    



    "Don't make it more painful. It's already over."



    



    Her words, coldly delivering the farewell as if cutting him with a knife, mercilessly struck his heart like a dagger. He stared blankly at her with dark, clouded eyes, his face contorting. How… how could someone be so cruel?



    



    "Stop..."



    



    A faint whimper, almost like a faint cry, intermittently flowed. Callisis couldn't even bear to look at her anymore. If he continued to look at her, it felt like his heart would ache to the point of death. The final rejection was imprinted on him like a stigma, leaving him completely devoid of any enthusiasm.



    



    "It's you who should stop. You already know it's irreversible."



    



    Was there ever a time when those lovely lips, which had whispered love just a few days ago, felt this cruel? Despite the harsh words that trampled all the feelings he had for her, his heart could not let go of the futile hope.



    



    "You said you loved me."



    



    Her lips, which carried a hint of mockery, closed for a moment. A somber silence followed. But as if to say, when had she ever hesitated, her voice emerged again, filled with resolute determination.



    



    "Yes, I did love you. But I knew that such immature feelings couldn't bring happiness."



    



    "…What?"



    



    Callisis asked in a bewildered voice. In response, Kilianerisa chuckled as if mocking him.



    



    "You can't give me anything. More precisely... you can't elevate me to the highest position. You're not the Emperor."



    



    At that moment, as if a heavy boulder had settled in his chest, his heart sank. Callisis could only gaze at Kilianerisa, unable to speak. There was nothing to say because her words were true. He had nothing to offer that she didn’t already possess, and he couldn't elevate her to the highest position she desired.



    



    But, but...



    



    You know that too, don't you? Callisis wanted to retort like that. However, in the face of the sudden betrayal of his lover, shock and anger left him speechless.



    



    He was suddenly overwhelmed with both anger and fear.



    



    How much he had dreamed of a future with her. If she was happy, he was happy, and just being by her side brought him joy. So, all he ever thought about was how to make her even happier. He had already imagined countless scenarios in his mind...



    



    He couldn't even imagine a life without her.



    



    Why are you leaving me alone and trying to go away by yourself?



    



    Callisis clenched his fists tightly, unsure of how to deal with the rising emotions. It was anger, but it was also a sense of injustice. What could you call these emotions that resembled both sadness and a desperate cry for help?



    



    Callisis lowered his head. He couldn't imagine a life without her. She had already become a part of his life. Callisis, who had been staring at the floor for so long, raised his head to face her to try and convince her.



    



    However, the moment their eyes met, he felt his determination crumble. How could he dare say anything to her when she looked at him with a resolution stronger than his own? He chuckled bitterly.



    



    Yes, there’s no longer me in you anymore. No matter what sincere words I use to persuade you, you won't listen.



    



    He loved her stubbornness and even her childlike selfishness. So, why did he find it so unbearable now, yet couldn’t bring himself to hate her? It was truly pathetic. Even though he could have at least uttered a word of resentment or a plea, he ultimately couldn't bring himself to do it.



    



    No, in truth, he didn't want to. He didn't want to spit out resentment and make her sad, and he was afraid that his pleas might burden her. He didn't want to be a bad person in her memories. So, he ended up doing nothing.



    



    He was angry with her but didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. He was a coward when it came to her. The coward turned away from her, unable to say anything, and the unspoken emotions within his trembling fists quietly subsided. As a result, he didn't know what her expression was like.



    



    The silent coward muttered with a sense of resignation, "Yes, you're right. I have nothing to offer you."

  
    Except for this sincere feeling.



    



    But you probably don't want that either. So, there’s nothing I can give.



    



    Exhaling a breath, Callisis began to walk away without turning his head. His steps felt heavy, as if he was carrying a massive weight. As he distanced himself from her, he made a promise.



    



    My beloved, no matter what happens in the future, I will never forgive you. I will continue to turn my back on you, the one who betrayed me.



    



    I will turn away from this current feeling and emotion towards you, and even if you regret it and come back to me someday, I will still turn away from you.



    



    This is the only revenge I can take on you.



    



    Isn’t it somewhat fair that I do to you what you did to me?



    



    His throat felt tight, as if something was blocking it, but his heart felt empty, as if everything had been drained away. At the same time, there was a sense of emptiness, as if something had disappeared. The emotions that had been bubbling up in his chest just a while ago seemed to have all drained away, and now, there was even no anger. Neither did sadness nor love.



    



    As Callisis continued to walk, he noticed that the front of his shoes was worn out. At the same time, he laughed bitterly. Why had he rushed here so urgently? It was nothing more than a confrontation with the cruel reality. What was he in such a hurry for?



    



    He thought, perhaps, if he had taken his steps more leisurely, he could have cherished his precious feelings for her a little longer. How pathetic.



    



    He laughed, but it tasted bitter, as if he had swallowed some bitter medicine.



    



    His steps didn't move easily, as if he had glued his feet to the ground. Regardless, the center of his being felt unstable, as if something had been pulled out. He hadn't yet adapted to the emptiness. Callisis was afraid that he wouldn't know how long this emptiness would continue to torment him from within.



    



    Lost in these overwhelming emotions, Callisis didn’t have the leisure to think about anything else or even observe his surroundings. Therefore, he didn't notice that Kilianerisa was staring at him with trembling eyes, her hand reaching out towards him.



    



    But even if he had noticed, it wouldn't have changed anything.



    



    Just as she had turned away, he too, had hardened his heart as he continued to move forward.



    



    In the future, they might regret not making an effort to bridge the distance that had grown between them, not trying to get closer, or not seizing the day they had never held. But since they never met until the moment of their deaths, they had no way of knowing what they thought of each other.



    



    In the end, she died, and he never got to hear her true feelings.



    



    *****



    



    Callisis, who had unknowingly fallen into a shallow slumber, slowly opened his eyes. The sky, covered in darkness that reminded him of someone's eyes, was replaced by a faint moonlight that gently descended upon his face.



    



    Accustomed to the darkness, his eyes were met with this faint glimmer of light, reminiscent of the brilliant sun. He furrowed his brow, then ran his fingers through his disheveled hair before getting up from his seat.



    



    The tranquil melody created by silence seemed to be mourning someone's death. Even though it had been a day without significant changes in his life, his mood sank low. It seemed like tonight wouldn’t bring any sleep.



    



    Callisis walked slowly, making his way out of his office. The servants were all fast asleep in the pitch-black night. His lonely footsteps were the only sound echoing quietly through the silent corridors.



    



    It had been a long time since they had met anyway. Despite knowing that there would be no significant change in his life because of this, the fact that he would never again know her appearance, her heart, or anything about her made his heart heavy once again. As if something had been added inside him.



    



    But he and his lover had ended things a long time ago.



    



    Tomorrow, he would return to his usual self. The awkward and immature feelings of his youth, which had withered away without growing, would never resurface. There was no one left in the world who could bring it to light again.



    



    He wouldn't try to figure out the true nature of the emotions he felt, nor would he bring them up anymore.



    



    Today would be just one of those days when he felt a little lower than usual, that's all.



    



    At least, that's how it would appear to others.



    



    Goodbye, my old love.



    



    I won't resent you anymore.



    



    Since you have chosen the life you wanted to live, I won't pity you.



    



    But... just for a moment, until the sun rises, just for a brief moment, I will grieve your death. It's pure selfishness on my part, not for your sake, but for my sake alone.



    



    Even so, you have no right to blame me for this selfishness.



    



    We're no longer anything to each other. We don’t have an intimate relationship where we can comfort each other’s feelings.



    



    No tears came, but his chest throbbed with pain as if it had been struck by someone.

  
    The red sunset, reminiscent of a sea of blood, hung heavily in the sky. The man, while gazing at it, furrowed his forehead as he felt a throbbing sensation in his head.



    



    It was a strange feeling. Although he had finally achieved what he had been striving for years, he felt low. Was it because he thought of it as an ill-fated destiny that would only end with death? Leonard, who was pressing his forehead due to a habitual headache, turned his head in the direction of a voice that had come from somewhere.



    



    "Are you okay?"



    



    The owner of the voice was his beloved, Lerian. Leonard quickly wiped away the worry that had momentarily creased his face in response to her voice, then casually replied.



    



    "There's no reason for me not to be."



    



    No, he should be more than okay. The source of his long-standing troubles had finally disappeared, so what else could it be if not relief? However, an inexplicable heaviness still lingered in one corner, as if waiting to be expelled. It was truly a puzzling thing.



    



    As if to dispel it, Leonard shook his head lightly and stared at Lerian. His beloved, who was so lovely that she wouldn't hurt his eyes even if he were to gaze at her for ages. Her cheeks still looked rather pale, perhaps the effect of Kilianerisa’s poison had not yet completely healed. As they say, time is the best medicine, so the worries and anxieties etched on her face should gradually fade away with the passage of time.



    



    It felt like they had fought a long and tiresome war. She had lost, and they had won. So, there was no need for them to shiver in agony anymore. Despite thinking of it that way, the bitterness remained, but still, his heart felt a little lighter.



    



    There were no more reasons to suffer.



    



    That simple sentence was more than welcome, but oddly, his lips that were curled into a faint smile felt heavy.



    



    "I love you."



    



    With a sweet kiss that gently caressed his heart, his lips, which had been weighed down, lifted slightly. Yes, there was no need to dwell on it any longer. It was already over. He had fought a long battle to reclaim this moment.



    



    No matter what, he didn't want to burden himself with complicated thoughts today. Even if it was just for a moment, he wanted to rest peacefully. Now that his greatest enemy had disappeared, it should be okay to take a short break.



    



    "Well then, I'll be going now."



    



    Seeing a satisfied smile blossom on Lerian’s face, Leonard nodded his head and opened his mouth as a thought occurred to him.



    



    "Empre..."



    



    Just as he was about to caution her to be careful with the Empress, he belatedly remembered what had happened during the day. Leonard quickly changed his words before Lerian could express her confusion.



    



    "Since the Empress is gone, I can elevate you to the position of Empress now."



    



    Upon hearing his words, a lovely blush appeared on Lerian’s cheeks. Judging from her expression, she seemed to have accepted it naturally, which made Leonard inwardly relieved. It was a phrase he could have said out of habit, but he didn't want to bring it up and trouble her, especially since she had spent the whole day being weighed down by unexplainable guilt.



    



    As soon as Lerian left the room, Leonard let the smile he had struggled to maintain fall heavily.



    



    "How did such a mistake happen...?"



    



    He raised his head and covered his eyes with one hand. How could this day be such a mess? Just why the hell was that woman so obsessed with him even after her own death?



    



    No. She was already dead. So, she was no longer his concern. There was no reason to pay any more attention to her. Leonard shook his head, forcing himself to shake off the thoughts that had crowded his mind.



    



    The confusion that filled his head was because he hadn't yet adapted to the bizarre situation at hand. It had only been over half a day, of course, the habits ingrained in his body were not going to change easily.



    



    Yes, this was merely a habit. So, it should pass soon.



    



    Even though he tried to comfort himself, his unsettled heart showed no signs of calming down. If anything, he felt even more strangely restless now than when he had witnessed her death moments ago. Nevertheless, he didn’t feel any regrets.



    



    Thinking about it, she was a woman he never truly had any affection for from the beginning. Of course, that didn't mean he had actively shunned her. In one way or another, she had been the Empress-designate, and regardless of the outcome, she was his wife.



    



    Even if he had someone he loved, the position he held was too heavy and lofty for him to be greedy or scheming for such personal reasons. Kilianerisa was the only daughter of Duke Hameln, a famous imperial statesman. When Leonard was still the Crown Prince, aside from his late mother, there was no woman of higher rank than her.



    



    Of course, he had no enthusiasm for such a thing. Wealth and honor had always followed him like shadows due to his birthright as the Emperor’s heir, so there was no other power that could catch his eye. In his eyes, she was nothing more than someone in a similar position as him.



    



    "Your Majesty! I already have a woman I promised my future to. But an engagement?!"



    



    The Emperor, who had been watching the frantic Leonard with a dry gaze as he spoke, finally spoke quietly.



    



    "My dear son, love alone cannot protect anything. And the Lady of Hameln will give you the power to protect what you desire."



    



    For the first time, the gentle voice of his father, who had always been kind to him, now felt strangely unfamiliar. Although a surge of resistance welled up within him, he couldn’t say anything and had no choice but to comply with his father’s wishes.



    



    Surprisingly, what he didn’t anticipate was that Lerian, who he thought would be furious, accepted it with an understanding look. Leonard was extremely grateful to Lerian, who understood his situation, one he felt sorry for, and this made him cherish her even more.



    



    However, that didn't mean he had neglected Kilianerisa. She was the beloved princess of the Duke, and through their marriage, he gained the support of the Duke of Hameln. Although it wasn't his intention from the beginning, he was not an inconsiderate person. Regardless of his own feelings, he made efforts to ensure that she wouldn’t be labeled as an unloved Empress.



    



    But it seemed that she didn’t know anything about their situation until the moment she died. Perhaps she hadn’t even attempted to understand. No, maybe she had never cared in the first place.



    



    In retrospect, she had always been a consistent woman from beginning to end.

  
    It was shortly after Leonard ascended the throne as Emperor.



    



    "Why are you making me so miserable like this?"



    



    A voice full of sorrow held anger as it suddenly entered his study. Leonard, who had been busy looking at documents, narrowed his eyes when he saw Kilianerisa, who had entered without warning.



    



    "Why have you come suddenly?"



    



    "Why do you speak like you don’t know anything? Do you really not understand why I'm like this?!"



    



    Leonard, who had only recently been crowned as the Emperor, was going through demanding days one after another. Amidst the numerous complicated matters he had to handle, his wife screaming at him gave him a pounding headache.



    



    “I’m your wife! But why do you always care for that woman? Don’t you see me, Your Majesty?”



    



    When the highly raised voice echoed through the office once more, Leonard, feeling his head throbbing, furrowed his brow and asked.



    



    "That woman?”



    



    "Yes, the one Your Majesty is so fond of that you’re willing to die for her.”



    



    Kilianerisa spoke with a suppressed tone as if holding something back. Leonard was taken aback. As he was trying to choose his words, she spoke up once more.



    



    "I know. The day you promised to come to me, you didn't show up. I wonder where you were and what you were doing?"



    



    He had a vague idea of what she was talking about. It seemed to be related to the meeting they had arranged. Although she probably wouldn't believe him, but at that time, he had intended to go to her residence. However, he had so much paperwork to handle, and it couldn’t be helped.



    



    Only after midnight did he finally finish his paperwork. He contemplated whether he should still visit Kilianerisa. However, he concluded that it would be better not to go. She must have been tired of waiting for him until now, and he was too exhausted, wanting to rest as soon as possible.



    



    Without realizing it, Leonard found himself heading to Lerian’s residence and getting into bed. Although it wasn’t his intention, he felt conflicted deep down.



    



    Leonard did feel guilty for Kilianerisa, but seeing her burst into his office and create a scene made that guilt disappear. When you think about it, as an Empress, she should be understanding of such situation, shouldn’t she?



    



    Leonard suppressed a bitter laugh and said, "That's none of your concern."



    



    A seemingly casual remark brushed past his ears.



    



    "I am your wife."



    



    Leonard casually glanced at her and muttered, "You being my wife is a fact that I already know without you having to come here and tell me. However, it seems you've forgotten that Lerian is also my wife."



    



    His gaze shifted sideways towards Kilianerisa. There was something resentful in her expression as she glared at him with a suppressed emotion. How much longer was she going to throw a tantrum like a child? Her glaring gaze was fixed on him, and following it, his frown deepened.



    



    For a brief moment, silence hung in the air. As time passed, the emotions that Kilianerisa couldn’t control gradually subsided. All that was left was a sense of weariness. He didn't want to waste time on such pointless conversations when there were piles of documents waiting for him on the desk.



    



    "Let's discuss this for another time."



    



    Leonard, who had momentarily averted his gaze, was about to return his attention back to his paperwork, when he was suddenly interrupted by Kilianerisa’s outburst.



    



    "You can't treat me like this! I am the Lady of Hameln! And yet, you pay more attention to a mere artist's muse? In the first place, isn’t there a difference in statuses? I'm the Empress, and she's...!"



    



    "Can't you stop?"



    



    Kilianerisa, who was pouring out her emotions loudly in her high-pitched, youthful voice, momentarily hesitated. Leonard, who couldn't remain silent any longer, seized the opportunity and began to express his suppressed anger.



    



    "That's none of your business. I will treat both of my wives fairly, as I have done so far. So, leave!”



    



    Leonard had never shouted at Kilianerisa like this before, but he couldn't stand by and listen to her continue insulting Lerian. In response to his strong reaction, Kilianerisa’s face showed signs of hurt, but it was short-lived. She soon let out a bitter laugh and muttered quietly.



    



    "...You will regret saying that."



    



    Her crimson eyes, which lingered at the peak of the white of her eyes, glared at him fiercely. The intense resentment in her eyes made Leonard feel an inexplicable sense of unease. But that was only for a moment, and soon, she turned her back on him and left the office. Thanks to her departure, Leonard was able to quickly erase the momentary unease he had felt.



    



    But he would soon realize that it was his mistake.



    



    If Leonard were to choose the most enjoyable part of his daily routine, it would undoubtedly be the time he spent with Lerian. On that day, just like any other day, he finished his official duties and stood in front of her bedroom door.



    



    "Ugh, heeuugh..."



    



    His hand, which was resting on the door handle, paused for a moment when he heard a faint sobbing from inside. Then, a familiar voice was heard.



    



    "Mama, just tell His Majesty. It's been several days already!"



    



    What is going on?His mind was in a daze.



    



    "No, if His Majesty finds out, he will be sad. Oh, by the way, His Majesty will be here soon. I'm sorry, but could you help me freshen up again?"



    



    It was a voice filled with softness. Leonard opened the door without further thought. Usually, the palace doors were not easy to open all at once for security reasons. However, the tightly closed door opened surprisingly easily, despite him not exerting much force. Leonard attributed it to his agitation.



    



    As he surveyed the room after opening the door, Leonard's face hardened. His gaze met Lerian's, who had been crying, and the circumstances became clear. Her beautiful silvery hair was disheveled, and one of her cheeks looked swollen, as if she had been slapped.



    



    Before his mind could fully process the situation, his anger began to boil. His hand, which held the door handle, tightened.

  
    "Who did that?"



    



    Instead of exploding in anger, Leonard asked calmly. It was his last bit of patience. However, the voice that came out was chillingly cold. Faced with Leonard’s sudden appearance, Lerian, who had been shocked, avoided answering and instead averted her gaze.



    



    Faced with Lerian's attitude, Leonard's gaze shifted to the maid who was standing next to her. Under the Emperor's gaze, which seemed ready to explode at any moment, the maid trembled and alternated her gaze between Lerian and Leonard, her face full of unease.



    



    However, that too was short-lived, as she soon clenched her fists tightly and stammered in a trembling voice several times. The answer did not come immediately, but Leonard waited. After a moment, a suppressed voice finally burst out.



    



    "...It was Her Majesty, the Empress."



    



    Despite finding out the perpetrator he had been so eager to know, Leonard was not as shocked as he thought he would be. Perhaps he had suspected to some extent?



    



    However, not being shocked did not mean he wasn't angry. Leonard felt something welling up inside him. But he held back and remained patient until the end because Lerian, who was frightened and cowering, was in front of him.



    



    "Exactly, since when?"



    



    If what he had heard from beyond the door earlier was true, this was not the first time such a thing had happened. Leonard’s gaze turned to Lerian, seeking an answer. However, Lerian chose silence once again. What could that woman possibly have done to make Lerian react like this?



    



    His gaze then shifted back to the maid. At that second glance, the maid spoke without hesitation.



    



    "As of today, it’s been five days. Suddenly, unexpectedly, entered into the room, and then..."



    



    The maid's voice trailed off. Leonard, who had been gazing at her trembling fist for a moment, heaved a sigh in his conflicted heart.



    



    "Five days..."



    



    He muttered silently and suddenly remembered something, his eyes widening. He remembered that it was the day they had argued with each other. The anger he had been suppressing finally reached to the point where he could no longer hold it back.



    



    Upon seeing the look in Leonard’s eyes, Lerian quickly approached him and lowered her head. And then, in a voice that had not yet fully settled, she pleaded with him.



    



    "I... I'm fine. Please, don't confront Her Majesty because of me."



    



    Her small, warm hand gently rested on his hand, which was still clenched in anger. He felt sorry for her, who was worrying about him even in this situation despite the swelling on her not yet subsiding. It made his heart ache even more.



    



    Leonard gently lowered his head to look at Lerian, who was still holding her head down. Then, as their eyes met when she raised her head, he noticed tears streaming down her cheeks. In the midst of those tears streaming down her face, they reflected Leonard’s shocked expression.



    



    Seeing Lerian's tears, it felt as if something inside him crumbled. It felt as if his throat had been tightly constricted, as if someone was choking him.



    



    He couldn't think rationally, as if someone was choking him from within.



    



    He was furious. He couldn’t think rationally as he had been overwhelmed by emotions. That's why he didn't even notice the faint smile at the corner of Lerian's lips.



    



    It was too overwhelming for him to even attempt to contain the emotions surging inside of him. He couldn't understand how she could ask him to stay calm in this situation. And why couldn't he confront Kilianerisa?



    



    Leonard kept asking himself endless questions. But in reality, it was a foolish act. He already knew the answer to that question.



    



    Yet, he continued to obsessively ponder over the question like a fool. Unable to even find a moment to think about how helpless he was in the face of his lover's unjust suffering. But, as if to mock him, the answer to the question he could no longer push away filled his mind.



    



    ‘You received a lot of help from the Duke of Hameln to become the Emperor.’



    



    It was something he hadn't asked for. But that didn’t matter. Ultimately, it was an undeniable fact that he had received help from the Duke of Hameln.



    



    He hadn't forgotten that favor, but now that he was the Emperor, he couldn't keep tiptoeing around them forever. At the very least, as the Emperor leading the country, he had to be able to make judgments about what was right and wrong.



    



    He was not a fool, and he could judge what was fair and unfair. But perhaps it would have been better not to make that judgment. Ideals and reality were different, and he was living in reality.



    



    In the end, there was nothing he could do at the moment. He looked at Lerian, who was trembling faintly with tearful eyes, holding his hand. His lips pursed a few times before he could speak.



    



    "...Do you really, truly wish for that?"



    



    He couldn’t even tell what his intention was when he said those words. Lerian looked at him for a moment with eyes full of meaning, then sadly smiled.



    



    "Yes."



    



    Her response stirred strange emotions in him. There was a sense of feeling that he shouldn't let this pass just because she said so, but also uncertainty whether he could assert himself more in this ambiguous situation. However, at the same time, there was a sense of relief.



    



    However, Leonard had one misconception. His actions were not bringing the matter to a conclusion but merely postponing it. At that time, he was unaware of this fact. And what was postponed would eventually explode.



    



    The incident had happened several days ago. Kilianerisa had become increasingly uncontrollable. Leonard believed he could no longer delay the situation, especially when he saw the numerous wounds, big and small, that could not be covered by makeup.



    



    "Kilianerisa!"



    



    
      Bang!
    

  
    The door was violently flung open with a loud noise, hitting the wall. As a result, the eyes of everyone inside the room turned toward Leonard.



    



    Kilianerisa, who happened to be receiving a nail treatment from her maids at that moment, either didn't notice Leonard’s angry expression or simply chose to smile at the fact that he had come to visit.



    



    "Your Ma-"



    



    Before her words could continue, Leonard interrupted her.



    



    "Why can’t you understand, even after what I said?! Did you think I just stood by and watched your arrogant behavior because I didn't know about your misconduct? This is my final warning. If you lay a hand on her again, I won't stand by anymore! Do you understand?"



    



    Leonard spat out his words in rapid succession, and whether it was because he couldn't control his agitation or if it was due to a lack of breath, he let out a rough exhale as he glared at her coldly. When Kilianerisa, who had been taken aback by his sudden arrival and outburst, saw his expression, she stiffened, her smile freezing on her face.



    



    However, after a moment, the smile she had hung on her lips dropped. Staring at her shocked expression, Leonard turned away from her, thinking he had done enough. At that moment, her voice, which had been silent all along, flowed out.



    



    "Is that all you have to say to me? Aren't you curious about why I did such a thing?"



    



    There was a dampness in her voice, as if suppressing something. It felt strangely reminiscent of a situation he had experienced before, and a headache seemed to be coming on. Without turning his head, he replied in a monotonous tone.



    



    "The reason is obvious. Isn't it because of your usual jealousy?"



    



    His emotionless, cruel voice stabbed her heart like a dagger. Kilianerisa bit her lip hard, as if she was trying to suppress something, before she finally spoke with great effort.



    



    "Perhaps it might seem the same to Your Majesty, but that is my reason for living. How on earth can I make you look at me? Huh?"



    



    Despite hearing the voice filled with earnest pleading, almost weakening his resolve, he still didn’t turn back. As if he made a promise to himself to never look back, no matter what happened.



    



    "Considering what has happened so far, I don’t think that’s ever going to happen."



    



    Responding coldly, Leonard continued to stride out of the room without looking back. Watching his retreating figure, Kilianerisa, in a mixture of laughter and tears, fell to the floor. She sobbed and laughed at the same time. The sound echoed outside the wide-open door, even reaching Leonard’s ears. He furrowed his brow at the rising discomfort he felt.



    



    The way she pretended to be an innocent victim of everything she caused, he found it utterly disgusting. His footsteps quickened as he moved further away from the room.



    



    Would things have been different if Kilianerisa had understood his warning back then? Maybe, just maybe, it wouldn't have gone as far as her dying.



    



    However, she didn't stop her wickedness. In fact, she acted as if she reveled in it, and it only grew worse with each passing day.



    



    Leonard warned her every time, but in reality, there was nothing more he could do. Regardless of what she did or what her circumstances were, outwardly, she was the Empress of an empire and the only daughter of the Duke of Hameln.



    



    Whenever Kilianerisa caused trouble, Leonard would go to her and hurl cruel words at her several times. But by that point, Leonard couldn't help but notice that her actions, including causing mischief and accidents among people around her, were ultimately meant to lead to their encounters.



    



    Leonard realized this and stopped visiting her place.



    



    In his view, she was a crazy woman. All she seemed to know what to do was to be greedy and outrageous, and to come up with nonsensical arguments to cause chaos around her. Thus, it was only natural that he couldn’t develop any affection for her.



    



    She had nothing but unreasonable desires and would often come up with absurd excuses to cause mischief around her. It was only natural that he couldn't develop any affection for her.



    



    ‘But it's ridiculous to be thinking about this now.’



    



    Leonard's lips curved into a bitter smile as he dwelled on the past, one that couldn't even be considered a good memory. Looking back, it was just a pointless memory could only be described as a source of headache. Nevertheless, as if she were showing him a lantern in the dark, he continued to dwell on the past.



    



     



    



     



    



    *****



    



     



    



     



    



    As rumors tended to do, they spread far and wide, regardless of people's attempts to block their ears and eyes. As time passed and the rumors spread about the Emperor not seeking the Empress, her father, the Duke of Hameln, came to visit Leonard. Leonard had been tensed but also relieved about his arrival.



    



    The Duke of Hameln was a man who, much like his daughter, was driven by ambitions. Metaphorically, he was close to being a stumbling block. Given him being more obsessed with honor than anyone else, it was rather strange that he had not come for a while. In fact, him coming earlier than expected was a fortunate thing for Leonard. After all, Leonard mentally prepared himself for this encounter.



    



    "I hear there have been numerous rumors about my daughter lately."



    



    The first sentence that came out of the Duke's mouth was exactly what Leonard had expected. Leonard looked at him for a moment. He has a complexion reminiscent of someone, and a vaguely familiar expression. His face was inscrutable, making it seem impossible to determine what he was thinking.



    



    Even though it was a situation where he could have easily become angry, Leonard did not show signs of being agitated. At the moment when he was about to speak, Leonard held back, feeling that something was amiss.



    



    "Of course, that might be the case. I understand. It's not easy to love someone like my daughter."



    



    At the following words, Leonard's slightly open mouth closed abruptly.



    



    Is he being sarcastic? Leonard turned his head to observe his expression, trying to figure out his intentions. He was chuckling as if he was merely exchanging a light-hearted joke. Leonard found it perplexing. He knew if he rushed into this conversation, it would undoubtedly be a loss for himself.



    



    Leonard didn't know what kind of relationship Kilianerisa had with her father. There were no particularly striking rumors, and at official gatherings, the Duke had always presented himself as a father who held his daughter in high regard.



    



    However, the words that had just come out of his mouth seemed unusual from a father like him. Whether he was aware of Leonard's complicated feelings or not, he continued speaking, as if he was expressing regret.



    



    "I've been with that child since she was born. So, I know her well. Even I would find it difficult to love such a child. I understand that Your Majesty holds her in high regard, but..."



    



    He paused for a moment, as if carefully choosing his words. Leonard waited with a slight sense of tension, wondering if he was finally getting to the main point.



    



    "...I don't expect much. It’s enough as long as our family's honor is preserved."

  
    The response he heard was strangely anticlimactic, considering the tension that had preceded it. For a moment, Leonard doubted his own ears. He knew it couldn't be true, but he still found himself asking.



    



    "...Is that all you want?"



    



    "Oh, don't worry. I dare not ask for more."



    



    The Duke's face showed genuine contentment. In contrast, Leonard felt puzzled. He knew this person wasn't like that. There was definitely something hidden beneath the surface. Leonard remained vigilant until the moment he rose from his seat, but the Duke didn't ask for anything else.



    



    "I believe Your Majesty has understood this old man's words well enough, so I shall take my leave now."



    



    Leonard felt disappointed by the expression on the Duke’s face, which appeared to be relieved. It seemed that she had been discarded. Leonard had prepared for every worst-case scenario when preparing to meet him. Yet, none of those scenarios had this unexpected outcome.



    



    No, on the contrary, what he had hoped for had been an easy resolution, which seemed to be a futile delusion. However, it seemed his futile fantasy had become a reality. He leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes, and tried to organize his thoughts.



    



    What he wanted was for Kilianerisa's tarnished reputation not to harm their family. Even if he hadn't explicitly mentioned it, it was a matter of honor to help someone who had helped him. However, he had allowed rumors to spread until now in the hope that she would realize something through those rumors.



    



    Ultimately, nothing had changed.



    



    ‘So, does this mean I no longer need to worry about her?’



    



    While it couldn't be solely judged by such a brief incident, Leonard felt that one of the many shackles binding him had loosened slightly. It was probably because he had invested quite a bit of energy in dealing with her affairs over time.



    



    Suddenly, a mirthless laugh escaped his lips. Perhaps it was due to the current situation being somewhat amusing or the realization that their relationship was truly just a matter of mutual self-interest.



    



    However, on the other hand, he also felt a strange sense of pity for her.



    



    But that feeling didn't last long. Her actions were more than enough to erase any lingering sympathy he might briefly felt.



    



    "How much longer will you keep doing this?"



    



    Leonard sighed, looking exhausted, and Kilianerisa only responded ambiguously.



    



    "I'm not sure what you're talking about."



    



    Looking at the woman who acted like she genuinely knew nothing, it felt like he was having a conversation with a wall. He felt the urge to shout in frustration without even realizing it. In that moment, the conversation with Duke Hameln came to mind. As the memory of his casual words resurfaced, his slightly parted lips closed again.



    



    He had thought he didn't really care much about it, but strangely, was it bothering him? He couldn't treat her as coldly as he had before. It was quite odd.



    



    His actions, which were nothing more than petty sympathy, had unexpected consequences. Her malicious behavior, which had been severe for a while, had decreased compared to before. Of course, it could have been because she herself was tired, but it was undoubtedly a fortunate turn of events.



    



    While her wicked deeds had not completely stopped, Leonard had a feeling that trying to intervene further would only lead to negative consequences. He took care to avoid running into her by chance, and even if they did cross paths, he didn't berate her as he had done before.



    



    At first, it was like having an untamed tiger nearby, making him anxious and fearful. However, as the tiger showed little interest in them, he gradually grew accustomed to the situation.



    



    Her malicious deeds neither increased nor decreased, and this precarious situation continued for several years.



    



    Occasionally, rumors would surface that she had committed misdeeds, but she never crossed a certain line, and it was clear that she wouldn't in the future.



    



    Perhaps Leonard had unconsciously trusted her to some extent. He believed that she wasn't as wicked as some had portrayed her.



    



    But what had gone wrong?



    



    Had he become complacent in an unsolvable situation, settling for minor acts of violence?



    



    Or was it that he hadn't worried about his lover's well-being as much as usual?



    



    Leonard, who was processing documents as usual, dropped the pen he was holding when he heard the news his aide delivered. Before the pen even hit the floor, he had forgotten all the decorum expected of an emperor and scrambled out of his seat.



    



    He dashed away as if he were possessed by something, his face filled with distraught. The backdrop was rapidly changing, but one thing his secretary had said continued to echo in his ears like the fluttering of a butterfly's wings.



    



    The news he had heard was that Lerian, who had drunk the tea given by Kilianerisa, had collapsed. At first, Lerian's face came to mind, and then the thought of the child in her womb came next.



    



    His mind went blank as if someone had poured white paint inside his head. It was as if he had become a puppet, unable to think properly. He just ran. He ran on pure instinct, without even realizing where he was going.



    



    It seemed like time had stopped for everyone except him. The sensation felt surreal.



    



    Unaware of his own exhaustion, he ran until he reached Lerian's residence. Soldiers guarded the entrance to her residence. However, what was the use of them being there? None of them had protected her.



    



    Of course, he knew it was an impossible situation, but even knowing that, he still couldn’t think rationally. All he could do was push aside the soldiers with a wrong judgment before venting his anger on someone. Leonard panted heavily and spoke harshly.



    



    "Everyone, leave."



    



    The soldiers, unsure of what to do, looked at each other for a moment before quickly leaving.

  
    Once they had disappeared, the sounds seemed to vanish as well, leaving silence in its wake. The only thing that dominated the silence was the pounding of his heart, as if it were about to burst. Leonard listened to that sound in silence, his eyes fixed on the firmly closed door. The overwhelming emotions swirled inside him, unable to find an outlet, and eventually, they erupted into a series of questions.



    



    Why?



    



    How?



    



    Why on earth?



    



    What caused this to happen?



    



    Who was behind it? For what reason? As if he didn't know all the answers he already had, he continued to question everything. Then, he roughly placed his hand on the door handle.



    



    It wasn't until he felt the cold touch in his hand that he came to his senses belatedly. The surroundings were eerily silent, as if there were no living beings present. It was so quiet, as if there were no living beings at all.



    



    When he realized that, fear gripped him.



    



    He couldn't bring himself to open the door.



    



    He needed to open the door, to make sure she was safe, to confirm with his own eyes that the child in her belly was unharmed...



    



    He had run here like a madman just to find out, but when it came to opening the door and facing her, he didn't have the courage. His hands trembled as if he had an anxiety attack. He didn’t even have the confidence to take a single step forward. If he could, he wanted to run away right now.



    



    Having thought that far, Leonard belatedly regained his composure and raised his head. He whispered to himself, as if trying to reassure himself:



    



    Calm down. It will be okay.



    



    As he tried to summon the courage to push open the door, trying to suppress the anxiety and fear that had risen to his throat, a faint cry was heard from inside the room.



    



    "Huk, Mama... There were so many ways to deal with the Empress, so why did you have to deceive Her Majesty by making up a non-existent child...! Why did you drink the poisoned tea when you knew it was poisoned?!"



    



    The shocking revelation that came from the sobbing maid's voice hit Leonard as if it he had been struck in the head. The strength in the hand he had placed on the doorknob slipped away. He blinked in a daze.



    



    ‘What is this...’



    



    His thoughts weren't functioning properly. But he could vaguely deduce the situation.



    



    Lerian had deliberately drank the poisoned tea. She had even created a non-existent child.



    



    Why?



    



    The answer came quickly. It was such a simple answer that he almost wished he were wrong.



    



    To trap Kilianerisa.



    



    「Those who harm the royal line cannot escape the death penalty. 」



    



    This law had been in place ever since the reign of the Resfontian Empire. If the baby in the womb had died due to the tea Kilianerisa had served, then Kilianerisa, who had caused the death of the royal heir, would face execution.



    



    But if what the maid had just said was true, then there was never a child to begin with. If that were proven to be true, it would be Lerian who would be punished, not Kilianerisa.



    



    Leonard swallowed hard. Cold sweat trickled down his forehead. There were only two choices laid out before him.



    



    To cover up his lover's wrongdoing and witness Kilianerisa's death, or to uphold justice as a just Emperor and punish Lerian.



    



    Since there never was a child to begin with, Kilianerisa would not face execution. But the crime of creating a non-existent royal heir to deceive the empire and trying to frame the Empress was a grave one. She couldn't escape being dethroned.



    



    If he were to judge right from wrong, the blame lay with Lerian. He clenched his fists. He couldn't easily make a decision about any of this. If only he could pass the responsibility to someone else. He didn't want to be the one to punish the person he loved, and he didn't want to be the coward who sacrificed an innocent person to protect his lover.



    



    But his indecision was short-lived.



    



    Soon, someone's face came to mind. A woman who had always sacrificed everything for him.



    



    He knew what she had done. It was the crime of great treason against the empire.



    



    However, at this moment, he wanted to see her so badly. He hoped that seeing her unharmed face might temporarily soothe his troubled heart. No matter what she had done, she was his lover, and someone he wanted to protect. That had never changed.



    



    He was the Emperor, but at the same time, he was someone's husband.



    



    Leonard, who had made up his mind, placed his hand on the doorknob once again. He exerted force to open it, or rather, he tried to.



    



    But the firmly closed door felt heavy to open with one hand. At the same time, memories from a few years ago resurfaced in his mind, overlapping with the current situation. The only difference was that back then, he didn't put much effort into opening the door, yet it had smoothly opened as if it had already been unlocked.



    



    His heart sank.



    



    The last piece of the puzzle, which had been wandering aimlessly without fitting in, had finally found its place.



    



    However, the completed puzzle was far from beautiful. The moments when it hadn't fit seemed almost more beautiful now.



    



    His head felt numb. No, perhaps he just didn't want to continue thinking. He didn't want to know the truth anymore. The more he uncovered the truth, the further it drifted from the image he had hoped for.



    



    Yet, the door, which his strength couldn't overcome, continued to open slowly. It was already too late to turn back. Beyond the opening door, a pale-faced woman lay with her eyes closed, looking as if she were dead.



    



    Leonards let out a slight whimper with his slightly parted lips.



    



    ‘Lerian....’



    



    His mind was blank, as if his thoughts were being consumed by whiteness. He stared blankly at Lerian, and then slowly took a step forward. In truth, he might have already known. Why she had done such a thing. Why there had been no other option.



    



    And once again, he took another step forward. At that moment, a feeling of guilt surged in his mind. He had been the one to stand by and let the situation escalate like this. It was who had pushed her to the edge of the cliff, and he was the one who had made her do this.



    



    "Your... Majesty?"



    



    The shocked cry from the maid reached his ears, but Leonard continued his steps as if he hadn't heard a thing, until he finally reached Lerian.



    



    Lerian's skin, now devoid of makeup, was deathly pale, almost like a corpse. The maid behind him covered her mouth in silent shock, realizing the consequences of what had been said earlier.



    



    But Leonard couldn't afford to be concerned about that right now. His gaze had been fixed on Lerian from the moment he entered the room.



    



    A sense of sadness washed over him. He looked at her with a sorrowful expression and gently placed his hand on her cheek. He couldn't help but feel a slight shock at the coldness of her skin. But that was only for a brief moment, as the faint sound of her breathing reached his ears, and he could finally breathe a sigh of relief.



    



    As Leonard gazed at Lerian with a sad expression, the maid, who had been startled, hesitated before speaking in a bewildered voice.



    



    "Uh, by any chance, the words earlier..."



    



    "Lerian, is she alright?"



    



    His voice, tinged with desperation, cut off the maid's words. It was uttered impulsively. At that, the maid stared at Leonard in silence. Even he, who had been raised as an Emperor, had a complex expression on his face, containing various emotions, making it difficult to read.



    



    The longer the silence stretched, the more anxious Leonard became, wondering if perhaps the maid had caught on to something. But soon, relief washed over his face when the maid finally answered in a trembling voice,



    



    "Ah, yes... Fortunately, there was no harm to Her Highness life."



    



    He was truly relieved.



    



    In time, his rationality returned, and he continued to mask his emotions while maintaining a composed expression.



    



    "Then, what about the child...?"

  
    He already knew what the answer would be. Since the child never existed, it was only logical to say that the child was gone. However, he couldn't help but feel an unnecessary impatience, fearing that the maid might catch onto his inner turmoil.



    



    The maid's expression remained subtle. At a first glance, it seemed as if she were concerned for Lerian, but there didn't appear to be a deep sense of worry about the non-existent child's death. Was it just his imagination?



    



    A strange sense of discomfort washed over him. Soon, however, as the maid's lips parted and her hesitant voice began to explain, he dismissed his earlier thoughts as mere delusions.



    



    “Well…”



    



    Her behavior was an unequivocal denial of his question. There was no need to ask further. It felt as if all his strength had left his body. Facing the subject he had known the truth about and hearing such a definitive answer left him feeling helpless. He turned his weak gaze back to Lerian.



    



    "I see..."



    



    A sigh-like murmur escaped from his lips. He looked at Lerian's pale face. Were her cheeks always been this hollow? It seemed that the makeup she used to hide her troubles had concealed more than he realized. How much had she suffered?



    



    A bitter taste lingered in his mouth. He stared at her in silence for a moment before finally leaving her chambers.



    



    Even after he returned to his office, he still couldn't decide how to conclude the situation.



    



    While it was clear that Lerian had made a mistake, he couldn't solely blame her for what had happened. After all, it was Kilianerisa who had created this situation from the beginning. So why should Lerian be punished?



    



    Amidst his contemplation, a sudden question arose.



    



    Did Kilianerisa know that there was poison in the tea she had handed over?



    



    If she did, and she knowingly gave Lerian the poisoned tea, wasn't she also at fault?



    



    Leonard wanted to somehow find her wrongdoing. It was the only way his lover's sins could be lessened. That's why he needed to know the truth. Even though the truths he discovered were gradually leading him into a catastrophe, he denied the truth he didn't want.



    



    Because he wanted the truth to be what he hoped for. Or maybe, he just wanted to believe it that way.



    



    After setting aside the documents he had been reviewing, he immediately went to find Kilianerisa. Unlike her usual extravagant self, she was sitting quite neatly in her seat. It seemed as though she had been waiting for someone. Well, considering what had happened, it was only natural for her to anticipate his visit.



    



    Leonard, who had been silently observing her for a moment, finally spoke.



    



    "Did you really give a poisoned tea to Lerian?"



    



    It was an unexpectedly calm tone. Kilianerisa looked at him with a strange expression. Leonard couldn't discern her intentions, which made him feel uneasy. He knew that once the word "no" came out of her mouth, there would be no turning back.



    



    So, he anxiously waited for her response. Soon, her lips parted, and she answered.



    



    "Yes, I did."



    



    Her response was surprisingly matter-of-fact, given that he had just asked if she had attempted to kill someone. This prompted him to ask once more.



    



    "…Did you know that the tea was poisoned?"



    



    However, there was a faint anger in his voice that couldn't be concealed. It felt like a dormant volcano, ready to erupt at any moment. Kilianerisa looked at him with excitement and spoke almost as if singing a song.



    



    "If I said I didn't know, would that change anything?"



    



    Her words were laden with hidden meaning, but her demeanor remained calm. Looking back, the Kilianerisa at that moment was oddly different from her usual self. The playful coquettishness that he found repulsive had disappeared, replaced by a seriousness in her voice. It was the first time he realized she could adopt such a tone.



    



    Why was she saying this? Leonard felt intimidated by her calm demeanor. Please, just this once, become a true villain. Selfish thoughts surged within him. Come to think of it, he had always been selfish towards her, and she was no different.



    



    Suddenly, a dark smile appeared on Kilianerisa's lips.



    



    "Why do you look at me like that? Did you have any expectations? I hope not. I am not like that."



    



    Now, it seemed like she had returned to her usual self. He had never expected her provocative behavior to be so welcoming. Her words were tantamount to admitting that she had indeed given a poisoned tea.



    



    Leonard felt a mixture of anger and joy. He was relieved that he could vent his anger out on her and, more importantly, that his lover could remain by his side forever.



    



    He shouted. Though he tried to hide it, but the voice that came out of his lips carried an unmistakable joy.



    



    "The child in Lerian's womb is dead. How can you be so shameless? You truly are a wicked woman!"



    



    It was as if there had really been a child, and his voice was filled with boiling anger. It was if he was releasing all the emotions that had made him anxious until now, channeling them into anger.



    



    Receiving such anger was always Kilianerisa's role. She responded with a grin, cheerful and fresh, just like she always did.



    



    "That's great. The fact that her child is dead."



    



    It was a face filled with genuine relief. Seeing that, Leonard felt like all the pent-up emotions inside him were bursting out all at once. Unable to bear it any longer, he strode over to her, raising his hand high. Kilianerisa's gaze drifted to his outstretched hands.



    



    However, there was no sign of fear. Instead, she just stared at his hand with a look of an incredibly indifference, one that he had never seen before, as if she was waiting for him to lower his hand to strike her cheek. Seeing her like that, Leonard hesitated and stopped his hand.



    



    He realized that there was no need for him to get so emotional. After all, she would soon meet her end due to Lerian’s scheme.



    



    Perhaps it was his last bit of sympathy and guilt.



    



    He lowered his hand that he had almost raised to strike, then turned away.



    



    "You seem really strange today.”



    



    Leonard’s footsteps paused briefly at those words. Strange. A bitter smile tugged at the corner of Leonard’s lips. It wasn't just him who was acting strange today, so did she. However, Leonard chose not to voice that thought. It was indeed strange.



    



    Engaging in further conversation with her at this point would be unpredictable, and he had no idea what he might say. Leonard, then, resumed his steps.



    



    In the end, *he was ultimately just a man to a woman.



    



    (*He was just a regular man in the eyes of a woman. This implies that there was nothing extraordinary or special about their relationship, rather, it was just ordinary.)



    



    *****



    



    What a selfish man he was.



    



    The person she remembered from her past, before her death, was extremely biased to an absurd extent. So much so that he thought of himself as such. Even if he pretended to be a knight, it was nothing but an act.



    



    Why did she make such a face in the end?



    



    She was indeed a strange woman, but there was no denying that her life had been ruined due to her involvement with him. He felt sympathy for her, but as he recalled the hardships his beloved had endured because of her, even his last trace of sympathy was extinguished.



    



    Nevertheless, he still carried the weight of guilt in his heart. But he didn't regret the decision he had made.



    



    Even if time could turn back to the past, he knew he wouldn't change the choice he had made.



    



    That’s why, in the end, remaining a selfish person was the last thing he could do for her.

  
    Lerian didn't love Leonard purely from the beginning. Due to the environment in which she was born and raised, she couldn’t help but not love purely.



    



    At the age of sixteen, during the summer, when she first met the Crown Prince at her debutante ball and he showed interest in her, Lerian couldn't allow herself to be swept away by a purely romantic love.



    



    She had a father who was addicted to gambling and had squandered all their wealth. Watching the family's dwindling fortune, she suspected that someday she, too, would be sold somewhere instead of money from the gambling table.



    



    She knew too well the harsh reality of getting lost in a beautiful love story like in novels.



    



    She also knew she must not miss this opportunity of him showing interest in her. To Lerian, Leonard was like a lifeline, a glimmer of hope. So, she used him to the fullest.



    



    However, it wasn't as if she didn't love Leonard at all.



    



    He was handsome, held a high position, and was kind and good to her. In other words, he was like a prince from a fairy tale. How could she not like someone like him?



    



    It all felt too much like a dream. She had gained everything she had once only been able to admire from afar - power, wealth, and love.



    



    Now, she no longer had to worry about money problems because of her father, and there was no need to fear about being married off to an old nobleman like she was being sold. Meeting the Crown Prince was the greatest blessing and pride of her life.



    



    She was happy every day. She was going to continue to be happy like that in the future.



    



    However, Lerian's dreams were shattered by the arrival of one woman.



    



    Kilianerisa La Hameln.



    



    The legitimate daughter of the proud Duke Hameln and the highest-ranking noble in the empire. She had been chosen as the future Crown Princess despite the fact that Lerian was the Crown Prince's lover.



    



    It was unbelievable. Because of this, Lerian believed that Leonard would naturally refuse such an absurd situation, but Leonard was not as strong as she thought. He still lacked power, and she had even less.



    



    Lerian, who had borrowed the Crown Prince's power and acted as if it were hers, woke up from her delusions and faced reality.



    



    Reality, when faced, was always cruel. But it was familiar. Thanks to that, she could quickly adapt to reality.



    



    To avoid having the remaining things taken from her, she considered her situation objectively. Leonard liked the kind and compassionate Lerian. To become the Lerian that Leonard liked, she always had to be kind and compassionate. She couldn't afford to be jealous.



    



    She hid her crumbling heart and told him that it was okay, while feeling sorry for herself. In reality, it was far from okay. However, he seemed to genuinely believe that she was okay.



    



    Or maybe she just wanted to believe that.



    



    Lerian's dream of becoming the Empress was shattered. While it was a thousand times better than being married off to an old nobleman and living as a widow, Lerian, who believed that she would become the Empress, couldn't shake the feeling that Kilianerisa had stolen her position. As a result, she couldn't bring herself to like her.



    



    But there was nothing she could do even if she didn’t like her.



    



    The only power Lerian had was her position as the Queen. Unlike her, Kilianerisa had the title of Empress and the backing of the Hameln family as well. They were in completely different leagues that they couldn’t even be compared.



    



    Lerian, as always, adapted well to this harsh reality.



    



    Then, one day...



    



    Slap―!



    



    Suddenly, Lerian, who had been slapped by Kilianerisa, stared at her with a bewildered expression. The moment their eyes met, Kilianerisa began to vent her frustration.



    



    "How dare you, of all people...!"



    



    Even though it was Lerian who got slapped, Kilianerisa was the one who seemed to be crying as if she had been slapped instead. Lerian was baffled. Her cheek stung from the slap, and despite being in an unjust situation, she couldn't find words when she saw Kilianerisa wearing an even more aggrieved expression.



    



    At that moment, when Lerian was still silent,



    



    "Your Majesty! What on earth is this all about all of a sudden?"



    



    The voice of her personal maid, Mary, snapped Lerian back to reality. Kilianerisa's piercing gaze turned towards Mary.



    



    "How dare you speak so insolently? I am the Empress! The Empress of this empire. But how dare someone like you talk to me like this!"



    



    The maids who attended to the Empress or the Queen were usually not commoners. In other words, Mary was also of noble birth. Moreover, Mary's family was an incredibly prestigious one, to the extent that Lerian, in her original status, wouldn't even have considered looking at them. Therefore, even if the other party was the Empress, she was in a position where she could confront without being intimidated.



    



    However, Lerian, who had only Mary as her personal maid, was afraid that Mary might take out her frustration on her in some way, so she nervously turned her gaze toward Kilianerisa.



    



    "Your Majesty the Empress, what are you doing right now?"



    



    But her voice didn't come out as confidently as she had hoped. Instead, her body trembled slightly. She looked frightened and cowered, and anyone could see it. When Kilianerisa's fiery gaze finally landed on her, her fear intensified.



    



    She was even more scared than Mary, who had tried to save her.



    



    Shame and embarrassment overwhelmed her. However, no matter how much courage she mustered, Kilianerisa seemed like an insurmountable mountain to her. Kilianerisa yelled at Lerian with disdainful eyes.



    



    "What right does someone like the Queen have to block the path of an Empress? I am His Majesty's consort! But why does His Majesty only care about someone as lowly as you? Why does he not look at me! I didn't become the Empress for this... I didn't become the Empress just to be treated like this!"



    



    Tears welled up in her red eyes, and Lerian, looking at her eyes filled with moisture as if tears could flow at any moment, felt lonely and angry.



    



    I am also His Majesty's consort, not just you. He doesn’t see me all the time, either. I also don't want to be treated like this. Isn't that something you should discuss with His Majesty?



    



    Many words surged up to the tip of her tongue, but she didn't utter a single one of them.



    



    Could she afford to mess up everything just because of a momentary emotion? She tightly clenched the hem of her dress, suppressing her emotions with all her might. Her inability to even speak her mind made her feel insignificant and pitiful.



    



    Even though she had become the Queen she had longed to be, her situation was not much different from when she had lived in meager circumstances without money as a minor noble’s daughter.



    



    Lerian couldn't tell what expression she had on her face. Kilianerisa stared at her with a subtle expression, then eventually turned away and left the room. Lerian found her unusual behavior of withdrawing from the situation a little puzzling.



    



    Her exit was quiet compared to her noisy entrance. It might be a somewhat amusing thought in the midst of being slapped, but Lerian was thankful nonetheless. The tension drained from Lerian, and she could finally exhale a sigh of relief.



    



    However, she shouldn't have felt relieve then.



    



    Kilianerisa's attacks continued several times after that, to the point where Lerian began to wonder why she had simply walked away that first time. At first, it was just getting slapped lightly on the cheek, but later on, there were instances where Lerian suffered bruises or wounds from the objects thrown at her by Kilianerisa.



    



    She could endure it once or twice, but as it continued to happen repeatedly, Lerian no longer wanted to tolerate it anymore.



    



    To be more precise, she didn't want to hide her injuries anymore.

  
    At first, Lerian didn't want to make a big deal out of it, so she didn't show any signs of her suffering. If she were to bring up the few incidents that had happened, it would only embarrass Leonard. The person he loved was kind and compassionate. She couldn't do something that contradicted the gentle image she had created for herself.



    



    Of course, that wasn't all there was to it. Even though she didn’t marry out of pure love, Lerian loved Leonard.



    



    That's why she wanted to spend more time with him. However, he was the Emperor, and he had responsibilities that came with it, so they couldn't spend much time together. As a result, time was always running out. Lerian even thought it was a waste of time for him to confront Kilianerisa.



    



    She hid her injuries even more, thinking that it might be her intention all along.



    



    Lerian had been hiding her injuries while trying to conform to Leonard's expectations, but she wasn't as good-hearted as he believed. She could pretend to be kind to the man she loved, but she couldn't easily give away what was rightfully hers like a true benevolent fool.



    



    In fact, Lerian had never made a desperate effort to conceal her injuries. She secretly hoped that he would notice and ask, so she even asked Mary to deliberately apply light makeup and exaggerated her pain with the slightest touch.



    



    Perhaps it was due to being tired from working on state affairs all day long. Leonard had not noticed her injuries. Maybe he simply didn't care about her to that extent.



    



    Lerian thought it was the former, but even so, she couldn't help but find him heartless.



    



    In the midst of such days, when Kilianerisa came to see her for the fifth time, Lerian decided to stop enduring it.



    



    As Lerian remained silent, it was clear that Kilianerisa was becoming more audacious. It was already the fifth time. But if things continued this way, it could go beyond ten, maybe even twenty times. Lerian thought of this as some kind of breaking point.



    



    With her determination set, Lerian decided to take action on the day Kilianerisa misbehaved.



    



    Usually, Kilianerisa would come to see her in the evening, and Leonard would visit her an hour or two later. So, there was a considerable gap of time between the two visits.



    



    Normally, Lerian would have been busy trying to hide her injuries, but today was different. She didn't bother to tidy up the mess in the room or her own appearance. She wanted Leonard to see the state she was in.



    



    ‘But this alone won't be enough.’



    



    Having spent time with Leonard, Lerian knew that he was quite oblivious. So, a little exaggeration was necessary.



    



    Before Leonard arrived, Lerian had asked Mary for help and made sure the door was slightly ajar so that Leonard, who was walking from a distance, could hear her voice.



    



    Time passed, and it was finally time for Leonard to arrive.



    



    Everything was quiet. It was natural for soldiers to be stationed near the residence of someone as important as the Queen, but Lerian had always kept them out of sight, finding their presence burdensome. This made her flimsy plan even more convenient.



    



    Lerian had been waiting for him to arrive, and finally, she heard the approaching footsteps. She signaled to Mary, who nodded silently in response.



    



    As a few more seconds passed, and the footsteps grew louder, Lerian squeezed out tears and began to sob softly.



    



    "Ugh, h-huhu...."



    



    Mary, who had been waiting, recited the lines she had prepared in advance to match Lerian's performance.



    



    "Mama, just tell His Majesty. It's been several days already!"



    



    Mary had considerable acting skills. Lerian became fully immersed in the emotions as she watched Mary's even more emotionally charged performance.



    



    "No, if His Majesty finds out, he will be sad. Oh, come to think of it, His Majesty will be here soon. I'm sorry, but could you help me freshen up again?"



    



    Wiping her teary eyes with the back of her hand and delivering a pitiful performance, Lerian suddenly heard the door swung open. Beyond it, she saw the shocked face of Leonard. It was a face that proved she had completely deceived him.



    



    Fortunately.



    



    It was undoubtedly a relief, but Lerian couldn't help feeling a sudden pang in her heart. Perhaps it was the guilt of deceiving her lover, even if it was unavoidable. For a moment, seeing Leonard, who was worried about her, with that expression, made Lerian somewhat touched.



    



    But her performance was not over yet. She wiped away the subtle emotions that had crossed her face for a moment and displayed a look of surprise, as if she had no idea he would be coming.



    



    "Who did that?"



    



    This was the response she had somewhat anticipated. The conversation flowed smoothly, with enough ease to make her breathless. Yet, even as she spoke, she couldn't bring herself to meet his eyes properly, fearing he would sense her deceit. Fortunately, whenever she hesitated, Mary was there to provide a fitting response without making it awkward. It was truly fortunate. If it weren't for her, Lerian's shoddy acting might have been exposed.



    



    It was clear that her sloppy performance act had worked for him, judging by the anger etched on his face. Lerian approached him discreetly and, with an expression that was far from okay, faintly smiled at him.



    



    "I... I'm fine. Please, don't confront Her Majesty because of me."



    



    As she said this, Lerian discreetly casted a sidelong glance at Leonard's expression. He was clearly angry. A smile involuntarily appeared on her lips at his straightforward reaction. She soon realized it was not the right time to smile and tried to erase it belatedly, but he seemed too consumed by rage to notice her true state.



    



    Since that incident, Lerian underwent a subtle change. While Kilianerisa continued to cause trouble for her, Leonard started visiting her more often. So, Lerian was more than willing to tolerate Kilianerisa's provocations.



    



    Then, occasionally, when things went too far, Lerian would subtly drop hints to Leonard in a manner similar to what she had done before. Their already strained relationship deteriorated further due to her meddling, and Leonard stopped visiting Kilianerisa. Instead, Kilianerisa redirected her anger toward Lerian again.



    



    Such a near-miss battle of nerves, akin to crossing a swaying bridge over a steep cliff that seemed it could break at any moment, continued for several years. Before they knew it, it became an everyday occurrence, firmly establishing itself in their lives.



    



    Then, just like any other day, when she was adapting to such routine.



    



    Kilianerisa came looking for Lerian. It was a familiar scenario. Lerian, thinking that Kilianerisa would create a scene once again, deliberately avoided showing any interest in her. Ignoring her was often the better option.



    



    However, Lerian's expectations of Kilianerisa behaving as usual were completely off the mark.



    



    "Would you like to have a cup of tea with me?”



    



    She calmly invited her. She wasn't smiling, nor was she angry like usual. With a completely emotionless face, she simply stared at Lerian absentmindedly. Lerian felt uneasy about her strange behavior, but she had no reason to refuse her. Lerian had no choice but to have a teatime with her.

  
    A warm ray of sunlight streamed into the room. Enjoying the sunlight, Kilianerisa sipped her tea leisurely. She appeared extremely relaxed. On the other hand, Lerian couldn't do the same. Because of this, she couldn't bring herself to taste any of the tea or cookies Kilianerisa had provided.



    



    How would she know what was in them, let alone eat them?



    



    Lerian had no idea what the hell she was up to.



    



    ‘Is she trying to *throw a glass or something while pretending to have tea?’



    



    (*a figurative expression about planning to do something unexpected or disruptive action. In short, suspicion about their intentions.)



    



    Considering her usual behavior, it was a hypothesis with a reasonable possibility. The tea wasn't very hot, but it was warm enough to scald sensitive skin. Lerian, thinking about her own clumsiness with hot tea in the past, unconsciously swallowed hard. Kilianerisa, who had been looking at her meaningfully, brought her hand towards the teacup she had set down.



    



    Lerian flinched.



    



    As the teacup was raised along with her hand, Lerian trembled involuntarily. She clenched both hands tightly under the table, prepared for any unexpected situation, and tightly closed her eyes. However, there was no sign of an attack with the hot tea or anything of the sort she had anticipated.



    



    When she cautiously opened her eyes, she could feel Kilianerisa's gaze fixedly watching her. Lerian, feeling somewhat embarrassed, nervously fiddled with the handle of the teacup. She realized that she had overthought things, and this time, it truly seemed like a genuine invitation for teatime.



    



    ‘Perhaps she's trying to apologize?’



    



    Despite knowing her personality well enough to understand that it was unlikely, Lerian couldn't help but feel a bit hopeful at this unusual invitation for teatime. She pondered various reasons why Kilianerisa had summoned her, and her curiosity was piqued. As Lerian thought about the purpose of calling her, Kilianerisa then opened her mouth.



    



    "Would you like to make a bet with me?"



    



    It was an unexpected proposal. Lerian, still fiddling with the teacup's handle, raised her head and widened her eyes.



    



    "What?"



    



    Kilianerisa's face displayed a determination that Lerian had never seen before. At that, Lerian instinctively felt frightened.



    



    "How about a high-stakes game of life?"



    



    ‘A game?’



    



    Lerian murmured Kilianerisa's words under her breath. However, the sudden statement left her utterly bewildered, making it impossible to grasp the meaning behind what she was saying.



    



    "The winner of the bet will have the Emperor."



    



    Lerian's eyes narrowed. Leonard was not some object to be won. Was she really suggesting making a bet among themselves to determine who would possess him? This idea seemed utterly absurd to her. She had no desire to participate in such a nonsensical bet.



    



    However, if she refused, she might face unforeseen consequences. She cautiously asked,



    



    "…What happens if I lose?"



    



    "Well, what do you think?"



    



    Kilianerisa responded with a cryptic smile, her voice tinged with a mischievous tone, making Lerian even more uneasy.



    



    "How about it, will you do it? Or not?"



    



    Did she even have a choice? No, probably not. Lerian could only bite her lip without saying a word. Since it was Kilianerisa who suggested the bet, it was evident that it would be disadvantageous for her. In a short amount of time, many thoughts raced through her mind.



    



    ‘What if… What if I win?’



    



    Would that mean Kilianerisa would no longer interfere in her and Leonard’s relationship?



    



    Could Lerian finally love Leonard wholly, like any other wife loves her husband?



    



    Gulp.



    



    Lerian swallowed her dry saliva. It was what she had wished for all her life.



    



    ‘But...’



    



    Previously, she couldn't fathom it, but now, Leonard was her life, her reason for being. She couldn't even imagine a life without him.



    



    However, Lerian knew her chances of winning the bet against Kilianerisa were slim to none. Putting her entire life on that one small possibility was too frightening for her.



    



    Despite the uncertainty of her current situation, she could live relatively content with her life as it was. Lerian was well aware of her limits.



    



    Kilianerisa added with a sardonic tone, seeing that Lerian showed no sign of giving a definite answer.



    



    "If you don't agree, it'll be your loss. I'll do whatever it takes to get the Emperor, and you will never set foot in the palace again.”



    



    Her words sent shivers down Lerian's spine. It was chilling, and it also made her angry. Why did she have to listen to this? She clenched the teacup tightly, trying to contain her growing anger. However, the cup was too fragile to absorb her resentment, and as a result, her hand trembled.



    



    No, it was not anger. It was fear. Kilianerisa was fully capable of carrying out her threat. Plus, Lerian didn't trust Leonard. Therefore, her fear only intensified.



    



    "By any chance, can I hear about it before deciding?"



    



    Despite her attempts to appear fearless, her frightened and shaking voice couldn't be concealed. Kilianerisa responded to her words with a relaxed smile.



    



    "Sure, take your time. You'll probably find it hard to refuse once you hear it."



    



    Why wouldn't she be able to refuse? Did she mean she won’t be able to refuse? Uncertain of what would follow, Lerian was hunched over, tense, and waiting. In contrast, Kilianerisa looked genuinely at ease. She leisurely took a sip of her tea before she started talking.



    



    "You probably know this, but I'm not the kind of person who is generous enough to share what's mine with someone else. So, as things stand, there won't be any significant changes in our relationship. I'll remain the Emperor’s consort forever. However, I have no intention of sharing my man with anyone. I assume you feel the same way?"



    



    It was a straightforward statement, but Lerian refrained from responding. Kilianerisa didn't seem to be waiting for her answer as she continued.



    



    "Spread a rumor that you're expecting a child in the palace."



    



    “What?”



    



    A child?



    



    "To the point where everyone knows... Ah, don't worry. I'll take care of that. You just have to tell the Emperor that you're expecting a child."



    



    "……Isn't that a crime?"



    



    If she were a commoner, lying might have been the end of it, but falsely claiming to be pregnant with a royal heir was no ordinary lie. It was undoubtedly a crime against the laws of the land.



    



    "A crime?"



    



    Kilianerisa, who had been staring at Lerian's tensed face, suddenly burst into laughter. Then, she whispered discreetly.



    



    "It's not a crime if no one finds out."



    



    "But..."



    



    "Shh. I'm not finished yet. Once the rumor spreads, eventually, news of it will reach my ears, right? When that happens, in my blind jealousy, I'll hand you a poisoned cup of tea.”



    



    She narrated her story as if recounting an old tale, as if it were not her own story. However, the content concealed within was ruthlessly grim.



    



    "Drinking the poisoned tea will result in you miscarrying the child. If that happens, I can't avoid the punishment for harming the royal heir."



    



    Lerian couldn't say a word. She couldn't understand why Kilianerisa was telling her this story. She couldn't even comprehend it.

  
    「Those who harm the royal line shall not escape execution. 」



    



    It was common knowledge for the citizens of the Empire, and Kilianerisa should have been no different. If what she said was true, she was essentially choosing death for herself.



    



    Wasn't the so-called "bet" she mentioned earlier overly biased?



    



    When doubts filled her mind, Kilianerisa finally revealed her final piece of the story.



    



    "Do you think I'm not in my right mind? How about this then? The Emperor is going to find out that in truth, all of this was a scheme devised by the Queen, Lerian, to drive out the Empress, Kilianerisa.”



    



    She folded her eyelids gracefully and sang softly, as if she were telling an amusing story. She had a joyful expression, as if she were having fun. On the other hand, Lillian's complexion quickly turned pale. She stuttered, struggling to voice her question.



    



    "……Why?"



    



    In response, Kilianerisa replied, as if wondering why Lerian didn’t already know.



    



    "Well, of course, it's to confirm his love. Aren't you curious? Who will he choose?"



    



    To be honest, she wasn't entirely without curiosity. But she didn't want to go to such extreme lengths to find out. It all seemed so absurd from the start. Lerian couldn't decide where to begin with her questions, feeling overwhelmed by the situation.



    



    Choosing her words carefully, Lerian began with the question that intrigued her the most.



    



    "Why would you suggest such a bet, knowing what would happen to Your Majesty if His Majesty chose me?"



    



    Her voice wavered with uncertainty, while her fingertips had grown cold, and she had to clench them together the entire time she was speaking.



    



    "You didn't think I would suggest a bet like this without knowing that much, did you? I'm prepared for that. If he chooses me, you may not die, but you won't be able to stay as Queen for much longer."



    



    She paused for a moment, then continued slowly, swallowing her breath.



    



    "I know that Leonard doesn't love me. In fact, he probably despises me."



    



    ‘Despite knowing all of that...’



    



    Lerian's thoughts became increasingly tangled as she tried to process everything. Amidst the confusion, Kilianerisa continued her words.



    



    "But you, as a presence that continuously occupies his attention, are well aware that you might never get another chance, aren't you?"



    



    Kilianerisa's voice, as she spoke this way, felt ominous, as if it could choke the life out of Lerian any moment. It made Lerian feel like prey standing before a predator, causing her to curl up with fear.



    



    "Remember, I don't need to give you such an opportunity. I can use my power to get rid of you right away."



    



    Lerian knew. That's why she had endured silently listening to this absurd conversation.



    



    "Speaking of which, wasn't your maid's name Mary?"



    



    When Mary was mentioned, Lerian finally met Kilianerisa's gaze for the first time. Could it be that she intended to use Mary to threaten her this time?



    



    "Why? Are you scared I might do something to her?"



    



    Kilianerisa’s mocking tone infuriated Lerian, but she couldn't muster the anger to confront her. Silence was her only form of resistance. In response to Lerian's silence, Kilianerisa chuckled as if she found her cute.



    



    "It seems you still didn't realize, seeing how much you cherish her. Poor Lerian."



    



    Something welled up inside her. She didn't know what she was supposed to be ignorant of, but she couldn't endure this any longer. Just as she was about to say something, the words that came out of Kilianerisa’s mouth made Lerian caught off guard.



    



    "Mary, she's the one I assigned to you."



    



    Lerian froze, her eyes blinking in confusion, as Kilianerisa continued.



    



    "Haven't you ever suspected? Why a girl like her, who was the beloved child of a nobleman, suddenly volunteered for a position that no one else supported?"



    



    “Oh…”



    



    Lerian made a sound of realization, almost like a whimper. A shiver ran down her spine. No, no, that couldn't be. She denied it, but Kilianerisa continued, cruelly revealing the brutal truth.



    



    "That child, she volunteered to be your maid as a favor to me. Well, you didn't know, so you probably used that laughable acting to come between the Emperor and I. Oh, and by the way, that was also something I instructed her to do."



    



    Even though it was a warm spring day, her whole body felt as if she were standing on a cold, snowy field.



    



    The place where she had no one else to rely on but Leonard and Mary, who had been her only friend. But in reality, even that had been a pawn in Kilianerisa's hands. An indescribable disappointment overwhelmed her.



    



    Why had she never suspected anything? She had been incredibly foolish. Lerian couldn't even lift her head anymore, so she turned away from Kilianerisa's gaze and lowered her head, mumbling in a voice filled with bitterness.



    



    "Why on earth..."



    



    "It was a kind of amusement. But even it started to bore me after a while."



    



    Lerian realized how satisfying she had thought her life was, only to discover that it had been manipulated by someone else. At that moment, she understood how utterly powerless a person could become. It felt as if her life itself had been ruthlessly trampled upon.



    



    She couldn't even muster the strength to get angry. If she were to express her anger here, she’s afraid that it might also be another part of Kilianerisa's scheme.



    



    Kilianerisa, who was watching Lerian, continued to speak relentlessly, as if etching her words into Lerian's mind.



    



    "This is the last chance I'm giving you. So, it would be wise to accept it. Well, if you don't even have the courage to accept it and chose to quietly wait for me to chase you away, who knows what might happen."



    



    It was undoubtedly a clear threat. She had no choice. Kilianerisa was now telling her to either jump from paradise to hell or to accept this gamble.



    



    It was cruel.



    



    Whether Kilianerisa was oblivious to Lerian's distraught heart, she continued to press her.



    



    "I don't think it's a bad offer for you. You're curious too, aren't you? Will our Emperor choose the innocent Empress despite everything, or will he choose his beloved lover, even after all the dirty tricks?”



    



    Lerian lifted her head, staring at her as if glaring. However, the tears that welled up in her eyes only made her appear pitiful. Kilianerisa raised an eyebrow. Even though Lerian's eyes were clouded with tears, she could still tell that Kilianerisa was urging her to make a choice.



    



    Although it seemed like there were two options presented, in reality, there was only one choice Lerian could make.



    



    In the end, Lerian had no choice but to accept this absurd proposal.



    



    "It's a wise choice."



    



    Kilianerisa's voice, as she said this, sounded strangely melancholic. *Was she going crazy?



    



    (*this one pertains to Lerian.)



    



    That evening, with the help of the physician Kilianerisa had arranged, the false news of her pregnancy spread throughout the palace, and Leonard was overjoyed. Lerian tried to force a weak smile as she looked at him, but in truth, she was filled with anxiety. She feared that this deception would be exposed at any moment.



    



    All she could do was hope, with all her heart, that Leonard's smile would remain the same, and that she would continue to see that smile in the future, even if it meant prolonging this deception.

  
    Several days had passed since then, and now not only the palace but the entire empire knew about her pregnancy, just as Kilianerisa had planned.



    



    As promised, Kilianerisa invited her for tea.



    



    The weather was oddly sunny for such a momentous occasion. It was as if the day wanted to convey that nothing would happen today or that no matter what transpired, there would be no change in the world.



    



    Kilianerisa instructed a maid to bring the teapot for their tea. The maid brought a transparent teapot with nothing in it. Turning to Lerian, who was looking at her strangely, Kilianerisa pulled a small pouch from her pocket.



    



    Lerian's gaze shifted to the pouch in Kilianerisa's hand.



    



    She untied the ribbon and opened the pouch. A refreshing scent wafted out from inside and filled the air. It was a brief moment, but the scent so captivating that it momentarily relieved the tension. Kilianerisa took a small amount of tea leaves from the pouch and placed them into the teapot.



    



    The brief pause as they waited for the tea leaves to unfurl felt like an eternity to Lerian.



    



    Eventually, Kilianerisa poured the tea into an empty cup with a graceful movement and gently pushed it toward Lerian.



    



    "This is..."



    



    "It's a necessary prop for the play I mentioned earlier. You see, in theater, the more realistic thing feels, the more perfect it becomes. Don't worry. It won't be lethal, at least not to the point of taking your life. Of course, it could be quite deadly to the child in your womb. Deadly enough to make its existence disappear."



    



    She wore a gentle smile that didn't fit the situation at all. It was a bizarre smile, given the circumstances. Lerian felt as if someone were tightening a noose around her neck, making it difficult to breathe.



    



    So, she was telling her to drink this poisoned tea right now.



    



    While Kilianerisa had mentioned taking poison before, Lerian hadn't thought that it would involve actually drinking poison. It was only now that the realization hit her like a lightning bolt, and she was suddenly filled with fear.



    



    It was madness. She herself is crazy, and so is this woman.



    



    Reality was beginning to sink in, but there was no turning back now. How could she trust the woman before her? What if this was indeed a deadly poison, and she would die if she drank it?



    



    What if all the words she had spoken so far were actually part of a plot to kill her?



    



    As fear and shock filled her eyes, she looked at Kilianerisa. The woman simply snorted.



    



    "I suppose you didn’t have this much determination to deceive the Empire, did you? It seems like you don't trust me, but I've felt that from the beginning. You worry too much about unnecessary things. Why would I go through all this trouble just to get rid of someone like you?"



    



    Though it was an accusatory remark against her, Lerian oddly found some reassurance in it. It was a bizarre feeling.



    



    However, that didn't make her situation any better. No matter what, she was still in a situation where she had to drink the poison. If she gave up here, everything Kilianerisa had done would become her own doing.



    



    Lerian was filled with indignation. Why was she unable to even mount a proper protest in this ridiculous situation? It felt unfair and frustrating.



    



    Lerian stared blankly at the crimson liquid in the cup before her. Somehow, it felt like she could see an illusion of Leonard’s face reflected in it.



    



    She was terrified.



    



    Terrified of this situation, of Kilianerisa, and of the palace itself.



    



    No, in reality, she was afraid of everything.



    



    Save me. Rescue me. I don't want this.



    



    Fragmented words echoed in her mind.



    



    Why did thoughts of Leonard keep intruding even now? He might become a prince, but he would never be the knight who would save her. She knew that well.



    



    Realizing this amused her.



    



    Indeed, her love was far from romantic.



    



    At the same time, she understood. The world was different from novels. Romantic stories didn’t exist in reality.



    



    While it might appear like a life straight out of a novel on the surface, the reality was more akin to a swan's desperate struggle. To maintain the beautiful facade visible to everyone, one had to endure so much.



    



    However, she did not want to return to being a duck, so she drank the poisoned tea herself.



    



    Her consciousness gradually faded. The teacup in her hand fell helplessly to the floor, shattering into pieces.



    



    Kilianerisa watched the scene expressionlessly.



    



    *****



    



    Lerian had a dream. Countless hands were strangling her, gripping her throat and clutching her heart. At the end of it all was Kilianerisa.



    



    No, it wasn't her.



    



    Then who was it?



    



    As she thought about it, she suddenly woke up. She had been unconscious for quite some time.



    



    The familiar ceiling greeted her. Her entire body was drenched in sweat. Her mind felt blank, as if someone had wiped her memories clean.



    



    ‘Why am I here...?’



    



    She blinked dazedly, and slowly, the fog in her mind began to clear, revealing the memories of the past.



    



    "Ah."



    



    Like the scraping of metal, a sound she didn't want to hear reached Lerian's ears. But it lasted only for a moment. She couldn't help but wonder about what had happened to their bet. When she turned her head, she spotted the sleeping Leonard, who had been nursing her.



    



    At that moment, Lerian's eyes widened.



    



    "Y-your Majesty...?"



    



    Her voice broke like cracked earth during a drought. Her throat hurt. However, she couldn't dwell on it. Anxious and on the verge of madness, Lerian clutched Leonard’s arm as if it were a lifeline.



    



    At her touch, Leonard woke up. When his unfocused blue eyes met Lerian's, relief washed over him.



    



    "Lerian."



    



    "Leonard."



    



    She murmured softly, and Leonard pulled her into a tight embrace.



    



    "Lerian!"



    



    She couldn't understand how this situation had come to be. Did she win? Or did Kilianerisa win? She wanted to ask right away, but she was afraid that if she did, their bet might be exposed. She winced in pain as she tried to turn her aching head and asked carefully.



    



    "What… What happened?"



    



    The story that came out of Leonard’s mouth was something she had suspected, but it was still shocking to hear.



    



    In the end, Leonard had chosen her.



    



    Not only that, but the date of her execution had already been decided. She didn't even have time to worry about what would happen if Leonard hadn't chosen her.



    



    What Kilianerisa had given her was not a deadly poison, but it was a poison that could cause excruciating pain. As a result, she had to undergo treatment by a physician for a while.



    



    Days passed quickly, and the day of Kilianerisa's execution arrived.



    



    No matter how scary or wicked that person had been in life, in the face of a blade, everyone would meet an equal death.



    



    The flame that had been the most intense was extinguished in a miserable way.



    



    Lerian watched the scene with her ailing body. She was the winner, but if Leonard hadn't chosen her, it might have been her in that position. The thought sent a shiver down her spine.



    



    She was the one who won the bet. That's why Lerian smiled. She was so happy that her laughter couldn't stop. It was the smile of a clear winner.



    



    His gaze on her would never change now. She no longer had to fear losing it. No one would ignore her anymore.



    



    Love, power—



    



    Everything would now flow as she pleased.



    



    In the face of such rapid change, everything felt like a dream rather than a reality. It was none other than Leonard's words that had brought her back to reality.



    



    “Since the Empress is gone, I can elevate you to the position of Empress now.”



    



    The words she had longed to hear.



    



    But instead, those words loosened the smile that had lingered on her lips. A strange feeling welled up inside her. Lerian was afraid that if she stayed there any longer, she wouldn't be able to maintain the smile that had previously graced her lips due to her enemy's death. She hurriedly returned to her quarters and sat down on the bed.



    



    ‘It's strange.’



    



    This wasn't a dream.



    



    She had obtained everything she had longed for, yet for some reason, her stomach churned strangely.



    



    In a situation where she should naturally feel joy and happiness, she had no idea why she felt this way.



    



    It was as if someone had placed a heavy stone in her chest.



    



    Her body trembled. Why, why is it like this...



    



    Why on earth!



    



    This wasn't the feeling she had strived so fiercely to experience. Why should I feel this way? I'm the winner. I fought and won against that terrifying Empress.



    



    I, I...



    



    ‘I did nothing wrong!’



    



    She wiped away the tears forming in her eyes with the back of her hand and got up from the bed. She looked around frantically. She needed something, something to relieve this stifling feeling. Something to return her heart to its normal state.



    



    Her desperate gaze quickly scanned the room before finally landing on the jewelry she had placed on the vanity. She strode over, reaching for a bunch of trinkets with an outstretched hand.



    



    The precious jewels that Leonard had given her as gift to console her.



    



    A smile tugged at the corner of her lips, and she burst into laughter.



    



    "Haha."



    



    However, her expression seemed strange. She brought the jewelry close to her eyes and stared intently. In a moment, a bloodstained gem passed through her field of vision. Shock washed over her face, and suddenly, the jewels in her hand fell to the ground with a soft clatter.



    



    Thump-thump. Her heart pounded loudly.



    



    With trembling hands, she picked up the fallen jewels and examined them closely. After seeing the flawless, sparkling gems in her hands, she could finally breathe a sigh of relief.



    



    It must have been a hallucination, probably due to exhaustion.



    



    What she held in her hand must have undoubtedly been brilliant jewels. She had wanted them so desperately, and they must have held great value. After gazing at them for a while, Lerian carefully placed the jewels back on the vanity.



    



    Then, she turned her head to look out the window. The sunset beyond the glass resembled someone's eye. She stared at it blankly. It was a crimson sunset that looked like blood. As she observed it, a sudden and unfounded question surfaced in her mind.



    



    ‘Did she really love Leonard?’



    



    It was a random thought, an inconsequential curiosity. There was no need to question it. However, the person who could answer it no longer existed in this world.



    



    ‘What am I even thinking?’



    



    She trembled due to unease. Wasn't she the one who had tried to win his love, even going so far as to make a bet with her, all because she loved him? She scoffed at her thoughts and turned her gaze away from the sky.

  
    On the day of Kilianerisa's execution, her family members did not leave the mansion.



    



    Some speculated that despite being considered a villain, they couldn't bear to witness the death of their loved one. However, only those involved knew the truth.



    



    Creak.



    



    As the door opened, a faint light seeped into the darkness, and Severus' vacant gaze turned toward the door.



    



    "Will you finally come to your senses now?"



    



    A voice tinged with exhaustion, accompanied by a displeased glare, was directed at Severus. Severus' tear-streaked face, which was a mess, reflected in Fabius' pupils. He clicked his tongue and jerked his chin at the servants who were nearby.



    



    Upon receiving the signal, the servants worked hastily to undo the ropes that had bound Severus. The ropes that had restrained him loosened weakly, but Severus, perhaps having exhausted all his strength, stared at Fabius with unfocused eyes, not struggling as he had before.



    



    "Why have you come?"



    



    The deep lines on Fabius' forehead deepened upon hearing Severus's faint muttering.



    



    "It's only natural for a father to come looking for his son. Don't question such obvious matters."



    



    It had been a day since that "matter" had occurred, but it seemed that Severus had not given up yet. Fabius sighed as if to express his pity. Addressing Fabius with a resentful tone, Severus continued as if chewing his words.



    



    "That 'obvious’ matter didn't seem to apply to that child."



    



    Fabius did not respond. Severus did not expect or seek a response either. Severus pursed his lips and continued.



    



    "How, how can you do this?"



    



    Fabius, who had been observing Severus with anger splattered across his face, replied that he didn’t know.



    



    "What do you mean?"



    



    "Was she only that much to you, Father? Huh?"



    



    How could a person be like this? Even a snake knew how to care for its offspring. But why?



    



    For some reason, out of anger or perhaps pity, tears that he thought would never come out again blurred his vision. Severus' face, which had already been a mess, became even dirtier due to the tears, but he didn't care.



    



    His younger sister was dead. He didn't want to think about his pride in such a situation. How could he dare do that?



    



    Poor Kilianerisa. Pitiable child. He felt terribly sorry for her, who had never received proper love from her father even for a single moment, and he couldn't even bid her farewell in her last moments.



    



    Fabius, who had been watching Severus as if he couldn't understand his anguished expression, let out a heavy sigh and turned his back to him.



    



    "It was an inevitable matter. So, that's enough and get out."



    



    He seemed a little upset, but overall, he didn’t appear much different from his usual self.



    



    In response, Severus felt like something inside him, which he had believed to be no longer there, was crumbling once again.



    



    An inevitable matter. Was it really inevitable?



    



    Countless questions that had been thrown aside inevitably resurfaced and filled his mind. Despite this, he couldn't stay in the warehouse any longer, so he slowly followed his father.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Fabius led Severus to the dining room. Was this the reason he had been called in the first place? In the dining room, dishes were laid out on the table, and his brother, Euclid, was looking at them as they entered.



    



    "You're late."



    



    Without saying anything, Fabius returned to his seat and spoke.



    



    "Severus, come and sit as well."



    



    Severus involuntarily glanced over the table. Everything seemed unchanged, with three seats arranged as usual, and a meal was served. However, the dishes were slightly more extravagant than usual.



    



    It was a very subtle change. Apart from him, there wasn't much difference from usual.



    



    Was it just an ordinary day for the rest of the family, except for Severus?



    



    No, it was clear that they were deliberately avoiding it. They acted as if nothing had happened, even displaying a sense of indifference, almost as if they were trying to show that everything was normal.



    



    Severus had no way of knowing their true intentions, but he hoped that his assumption was correct. Because that was the only way they could remain human in his heart.



    



    Even so, the current situation remained incomprehensible to him. Severus spoke with a chilly voice.



    

    “That child had died, and you’re having a meal?”



    



    Knowing exactly how she died, and yet could not even bid her a proper farewell... It was unsettling that he was breathing while that child had died. Severus felt sorry not only for her death but also for being unable to do anything other than to feel sorry.



    



    But how about you all?!



    



    Fabius ignored Severus's words in silence, and Severus received an emotionless gaze, which was much like his father. Fabius spoke bluntly.



    



    "There was nothing we could do."



    



    How come they were so alike, father and son?



    



    Severus slightly raised one corner of his mouth.



    



    "Did you even consider doing anything?"



    



    Euclid didn't answer, but his gaze was a little sharper than before as he stared at Severus. Fabius, who was watching them disapprovingly, eventually fixed his gaze on Severus and spoke.



    



    "Severus, enough of this nonsense. Sit down and have your meal."



    



    Nothing surprised him anymore. There was no more room for disappointment. But still!



    



    Couldn’t they at least mourn for her, even for just a moment? Was that too much to ask for? Was he asking for too much? No, what he was asking for cannot be too much.



    



    The atmosphere was so different from the past when his mother had passed away, and Severus could no longer bear it.



    



    "...You guys are insane. You're just going to have your meal in the middle of this? You don't even feel sorry for her? Really? It's not the child's fault that Mother passed away!"



    



    "Severus!"



    



    As if his words had touched a nerve, Fabius, who had been staring at him expressionlessly all along, shouted.



    



    A loud shout echoed through the dining room, and at the same time, silence fell. In response to this, Severus smirked. He tilted his head while wearing a stranger expression.



    



    "Why, did I say something wrong? Father, it's been over twenty years. How much longer… how long are you going to unjustly blame her for a crime that makes no sense! Huh?!"



    



    Fabius remained silent, but his eyes directed at Severus were clearly full of anger. It was as if he was pressuring Severus to shut his mouth immediately. Apparently, his words struck a chord. Severus sneered.



    



    What a ridiculous situation. No matter how you looked at it, this wasn't a situation for him to be angry about. No, did he even have the right to be angry?



    



    Were his emotions really that important? Severus was deeply disappointed by his demeanor, which was no different from that of a child.



    



    He could feel that Fabius was warning him with every fiber of his being, but Severus couldn't stop. If he stopped here, who would mourn for that child? He poured out his feelings through his throat, which was so constricted that he couldn't breathe.



    



    "Now, you can't even ask for forgiveness anymore! Don't you even feel sorry for that child? Father! Brother! Am I the abnormal one? Or is it you guys? Huh?!"



    



    He shouted at them as if seeking an answer, but there was no response. The displeasure in their gazes fixed on him did not disappear. No, on the contrary, it seemed even more intense than before.



    



    Severus then realized that it was useless to continue speaking any longer.



    



    "Ha, that's it. If you were the kind of people who could be convinced by such words, it would have happened long ago. I've said enough useless words. I hope you enjoy your meal."



    



    Severus, who had been speaking sternly while glaring fiercely, stopped and walked out of the dining room. The outside of the dining hall was a stark darkness. At the same time, there were no servants in sight. The quiet silence was more than enough to draw out the pent-up feelings of anger that had been building up inside him.



    



    After taking a few more steps, he suddenly stopped, feeling a sense of weakness all over his body. Then, once again, he asked a meaningless question. Was she really dead? Just like that?



    



    In truth, it didn't feel quite real. Was it because of the family's behavior, which was no different from usual? Or was it because he hadn't witnessed her death?



    



    So, was he harboring the futile hope that she might still be alive? Severus, who thought about it, immediately shook his head. He wasn't so foolish as to cling to such a fleeting hope.



    



    But there was something strange.



    



    At the presumed time of Kilianerisa's death, he had been tied up and shedding tears, feeling unjust that he couldn't do anything about her death. His grief had seemed enormous and strong, almost as if it would last forever. However, strangely, it hadn't last until now.



    



    It had only been a day. He was just tired and wanted to rest.



    



    He couldn't even distinguish whether he was sad, feeling pity, or even angry. His chest felt heavy, as if someone had punched a hole in it, leaving it hollow. He felt lost in a fog where he couldn't see ahead.



    



    His reaction when he learned of her death had been truly foolish. The result was that he ended up being locked in the warehouse in an absurd manner. And now, only one truth comes to mind.



    



    Ah, I really haven't done anything.



    



    She really is dead.



    



    While I was foolishly locked in the warehouse.

  
    At that moment, the hazy veil that had obscured his vision all this time was lifted, and he began to see clearly. What was revealed before him was despair.



    



    I couldn't do anything.



    



    It felt as empty as the day Mother died.



    



    I don’t know what to do.



    



    Breathing suddenly became difficult as if someone were strangling him. But more than that, his heart ached terribly because she seemed so pitiful and helpless. He had never known.



    



    He never thought it would end like this… He truly never thought it would end so hopelessly.



    



    He collapsed to the ground as if someone had abruptly let go of the taut string that had been holding him. Why did he have to hurt like this? No, why did he have to be the only one trying so hard?



    



    ‘Why did those people...!’



    



    He tightly closed his eyes. As he did, the tears that had been welling up between his closed eyelids spilled out and trickled down his cheeks, falling to the floor.



    



    He deeply regretted it, trusting his family.



    



    Why did he choose to seek out his father when he knew she was about to die? He thought that if he had gone to save her himself or even talked to her before she died, he wouldn't be suffering like this.



    



    In the first place, he shouldn't have trusted them. He shouldn't have had any expectations.



    



    They were cruel people, or rather, they were only cruel to Kilianerisa.



    



    They weren't cruel to her without reason. It all started with her birth. The day she was born, they lost the person they loved.



    



    Their sadness turned into anger, and their unrelenting resentment naturally turned towards Kilianerisa. Everyone despised her, and Severus was no exception.



    



    It was so ironic that he was mourning her death to the point of absurdity because he had despised her more than anyone else. As the youngest, Severus liked his mother more than anyone else. Because of this, he had been intentionally cruel to Kilianerisa and made her suffer more.



    



    But Severus's feelings changed in a single moment.



    



    One very late night, Severus, unable to sleep, was wandering down the hallway when he suddenly heard a pitiful crying. On that day, without realizing why, he unintentionally followed the sound and found Kilianerisa crying with her mouth tightly shut. She was six years old at the time.



    



    Perhaps it was because the sight of her, as she tightly shut her mouth for fear the sound of her crying would leak out, looked so sad and heartbreaking. Severus instinctively reached out his hand to comfort her. However, he quickly withdrew his hand, realizing that she was the one responsible for their mother’s death.



    



    The uneasiness he felt at that time was thought to be just a momentary feeling, but after that, every time he tormented her, that scene from that day kept coming back to him. Gradually, it became natural for him to torment her less.



    



    With this change in himself, the young Severus always harbored doubts, and one day, as he grew older, he realized that he had done terrible things to Kilianerisa. But it was too late to ask for forgiveness.



    



    He always begged for her forgiveness, but her heart remained firmly closed. Perhaps each time he did so, he hoped for the next time, believing that they still had plenty of time and that if he continued to make efforts, one day she would open her heart to him, even if it was far in the future.



    



    It was a big delusion.



    



    Their time together was running out. No, it had already passed.



    



    In the end, he was never forgiven. Kilianerisa never forgave him.



    



    He felt deeply sorry for not receiving her forgiveness. At least… at least if Kilianerisa had forgiven him, he wouldn’t be in so much pain right now.



    



    He resented her to the point where his heart felt like it was being torn apart. Despite knowing that it was a childish thought, he hated her for leaving so tragically, and he hated her for never forgiving him until the end.



    



    He hated her for hating him.



    



    No, he hated himself for hating her.



    



    The object of his resentment became a tangled mess. Strange contradictions churned within him, confusing him.



    



    His resentment was directed at his brother and father. They were undoubtedly good people. So why did they only show their goodness to him and not to Kilianerisa?



    



    Was it really because his mother died because of her? Just because of that? But was it Kilianerisa's fault? Severus was genuinely curious. Did they really think that way? Was that why they hated her so much that they just let her die? Wasn't she part of their family?



    



    Severus wanted to confront them right away, but in the end, he didn't. He realized that he was not so different from them after all. Moreover, he knew that confronting them wouldn't change the past or his own sadness.



    



    The emotions that had already overwhelmed him were something he had to endure.



    



    It was anger and sadness, and it was pain and despair.



    



    ***



    



    Euclid hated Kilianerisa.



    



    The reason was both complex and simple: she was responsible for his mother's death.



    



    However, unlike Severus, Euclid didn't openly express his feelings. It was true that he hated her, but he didn't want to use it as an excuse to hold resentment against her. It was both childish and pointless, and he knew that his resentment wouldn't resolve anything.



    



    In the first place, there was no significant interaction between him and Kilianerisa. Occasionally, they would cross paths, but there was hardly any conversation between them. At first, they would exchange brief glances when he met her, but even that didn't last long.



    



    Kilianerisa and Euclid had a significant age difference, so when she was young, Euclid, who had become a member of the Imperial Knights, took up residence at the imperial palace and rarely visited home. This was true even after she became the Empress and lived in the palace, so there wasn't much difference.



    



    For this reason, he didn't have any particular regrets at the moment. There were no fond memories to recall.



    



    Her death was no different.



    



    While working in the palace, he heard countless rumors about her. Therefore, when he heard stories that she had attempted to poison the Queen, he wasn't particularly surprised, almost as if he had foreseen it.



    



    His concern was that the consequences might affect him and his family. She had killed an imperial heir, after all. Since the moment these rumors began to circulate, she could no longer avoid the extreme punishment. Euclid was concerned about this, but it was concluded that the poisoning incident was an arbitrary act on her part, as if there had been some kind of deal between his father and the Emperor.



    



    Looking back now, it seemed somewhat strange that the Emperor, who had lost his child, didn't touch his family. Of course, the diamond mine, which was a great pride of the territory, became the property of the palace. However, the Duke of Hameln didn’t suffer much damage, as there were many other sources of income aside from that.



    



    The fact that someone he had known for half his life had died was undoubtedly a bit uncomfortable, but it didn't go beyond that. Euclid couldn't understand why Severus was so worked up over her death. In his memory, Severus hated her even more than he did.



    



    However, it wasn't that Euclid couldn't understand him at all; Severus had always been an emotional person. He didn't know what kind of wind blew him that made Severus grieve her death so much, but it was bound to be short-lived.



    



    "Tsk, going crazy over something like that. I must have spoiled him too much."



    



    Fabius, who had been looking at the spot where Severus had left with dissatisfaction, sat down with an unhappy face. Euclid stared at his father for a moment.



    



    Objectively speaking, he was definitely a cruel father.



    



    When she became Empress, he seemed genuinely happy, treating her as his daughter for the first time, but it turned out that he was not sincere after all. In the end, his indifference to her death wasn’t much different from his own, so there was no regret. Regardless, he was a pretty good father to Euclid.



    



    The dining room was quiet after Severus left. Euclid was not much of a talker by nature, and his father was also not one to engage in unnecessary conversation. As he was quietly focused on eating, the mealtime ended sooner than he expected.



    



    As Euclid got up from his seat, Fabius quietly grabbed his arm.



    



    "You aren’t concerned about that child like Severus, are you?"



    



    Euclid gazed quietly at Fabius for a moment before responding in a monotone voice, "You don't need to worry. Well, then, I'll be going."



    



    Euclid bowed his head slightly, then turned and began to walk away. His footsteps echoed through the quiet corridor. However, he suddenly stopped in his tracks in front of a portrait. It was a portrait of a woman. Her radiant golden hair and beautiful features closely resembled Kilianerisa, but her eyes were different. They were reminiscent of a lush forest with their deep green color, unlike the vibrant red of Kilianerisa’s eyes.



    



    Euclid gazed at the portrait for a moment. A woman who was about the same age as him. Well, she had passed away when she was even younger than he is now, so it was only natural. Her time had stopped since that day.



    



    ‘It's been a while.’



    



    But strangely, it didn’t feel unfamiliar at all, perhaps because it was similar to the face he had met several times before.



    



    Now, however, he knew he would never see that face again, and he would no longer feel this strange feeling. With that in mind, Euclid unknowingly had a bitter smile on his lips, a bit surprised at himself. He thought he didn’t have any regrets for her. So why did he feel this way now?



    



    Shaking his head slightly, Euclid turned away from the portrait.



    



    He had never thought of her as family. She had always been a woman who could only cause trouble and inconvenience. With her gone, he didn’t have to frown at home and feel any unnecessary exhaustion. In a way, it was a good thing. He could now live quietly.



    



    Putting aside the uncomfortable feeling that clung to him, Euclid continued walking. Soon, he found himself standing in front of a door. It wasn't his room, and it wasn't a place he frequented.



    



    No, this was his first time coming here.



    



    Euclid, who was staring blankly at the door, put his hand on the doorknob and turned it. The door creaked open.



    



    Although the room had not been used for several years, there wasn't a speck of dust. Euclid slowly walked in, looking around the room. If it weren’t for her death, it would have been a room he would never have seen in his lifetime. No, in the first place, even his decision to see this place was because of a small whim.



    



    The room was spacious and luxurious. From that alone, one could guess how extravagant the owner of this room had been. It was indeed a room reminiscent of the person he had in mind. However, this room, which had lost its owner, would soon be gone. It was also the only luxurious room in the house, and it would be gone.



    



    In any case, it wasn’t something to worry about since she hadn’t been home for several years. Euclid casually wandered around the room for a moment before deciding to leave. But as he was about to step out of the room, he stopped. On a nearly empty bookshelf, a rather familiar object caught his eye.



    



    As if drawn to it, he strode forward and reached out to pull it from the shelf. It was a very old diary.



    



    It was something he had seen a few times, even though he didn’t spend much time at home. It was a prenatal diary that his mother had written while she was alive. It was also one of his mother’s few keepsakes. He wondered where it had gone, and here it was, in a place like this. He stared at it for a moment, and before he knew it, he began flipping through the diary.



    



    「Imperial Year 948, April 26th.



    



    To my beloved baby,



    



    This mother is eagerly waiting for the day she meets you.



    



    Will you like chiffon cake too? Perhaps you will if you take after me, right?



    



    I hope you'll be a girl. Men don't appreciate the delicate taste, you see.



    



    If you take after me, will you also like dressing up? 」



    



    It was a brief entry. The paper, which had already aged for decades, had faded considerably. The ink used for writing was also slightly smudged over time. When he lowered his gaze a little, he noticed another entry, scribbled in slightly crooked handwriting.



    



    「Imperial Year 953, July 6th.



    



    I miss Mom, too.



    



    I also like chiffon cake. I also enjoy dressing up.



    



    I think I resemble Mom. But no one has ever told me what kind of person she was. 」



    



    It was as if she was replying.



    



    So, she liked chiffon cake.



    



    He hadn’t known that before. Perhaps he had never been interested enough to notice. He turned to the next page.



    



    「Imperial Year 948, May 3rd.



    



    To our beloved sweetheart,



    



    Everyone is eagerly looking forward to the day you are born.



    



    If you are a girl, you'll have two wonderful older brothers, and if you are a boy, you'll have two dependable older brothers.



    



    So, when you are having a hard time or when you’re sad, feel free to pour your heart out.



    



    They will always be on your side. 」

  
    「Imperial Year 953, July 6th.



    



    Don't lie to me.



    



    If everyone was eagerly waiting for me to be born, then why does everyone hate me?



    



    Why does no one listen to me when I'm having a hard time and sad?



    



    There's no one here on my side.



    



    I don’t need anything. I just want to see Mom. 」



    



    The written words on this page were crooked and messy. As if the writer had been crying, few of the letters were smudged, making the writing more illegible. Euclid stared at the messy writing for a moment, then turned the pages of the diary. Most of the entries contained ordinary conversations about everyday life, but he no longer saw the same immature handwriting as before.



    



    Euclid continued to turn the pages, unconsciously looking for that handwriting. It wasn’t until he saw the handwriting he was looking for did he stop flipping through the pages.



    



    「Imperial Year 948, September 28th.



    



    My belly is getting bigger now.



    



    I don’t have to wait too long to see you, right?



    



    Ah, my lovely child.



    



    No matter what kind of child you become, please grow up healthy.



    



    That's enough for me. No matter what anyone says, you are the child I love.



    



    You’ll surely be loved by everyone.



    



    Hurry and come out. I want to show you this wonderful world. 」



    



    「Imperial Year 955, February 15th.



    



    I'm growing up healthy, Mom.



    



    But unfortunately, I didn’t become a child as beloved as you wished.



    



    Mom is a liar. The world isn’t wonderful at all.



    



    You said it's a wonderful world, and because I'm your beloved child, you wanted to show it to me.



    



    But why didn’t you show it to me? Where are you, Mom?



    



    I hate Mom for lying. Mom is a liar. 」



    



    The handwriting had matured slightly compared to before. There was nothing but resentment written on that page. The writing was forceful that caused the back of the paper to become uneven. For a moment, Euclid stared at it blankly, then turned the page again out of habit.



    



    However, even after flipping through to the last page, he couldn't find the crooked handwriting he was looking for.



    



    He closed the diary he had been reading and placed it back on the bookshelf. Then he walked out of the room. When he left the room, he went to the dining room. When he returned, the chef, who had been tidying up, looked at him.



    



    "Oh? Young master, didn't you just have your meal earlier?"



    



    Euclid hesitated for a moment before speaking in a low voice.



    



    "Uh... I suddenly felt like having some chiffon cake."



    



    Upon hearing this, the chef’s eyes widened.



    



    "What's going on? You don’t like chiffon cake very much."



    



    "Please."



    



    "Alright. Please wait a moment."



    



    As the chef hurried off to the kitchen, Euclid glanced around the somewhat empty dining room. Despite its spaciousness, it seemed rather desolate.



    



    Come to think of it, it used to be quite lively here when he was younger.



    



    Since when did it start to become so quiet?



    



    The moment he tried to recall faint memories, a chiffon cake was placed in front of him, and the memories that were about to come to mind dissipated into the air. He gave up on trying to remember and picked up a fork, cutting a piece of chiffon cake and putting it in his mouth.



    



    After a few bites, he stopped.



    



    ‘It doesn’t taste good.’



    



    He didn't like sweet things, so chiffon cake wasn’t to his liking.



    



    "How is it?"



    



    The chef asked with anticipation in his eyes, looking forward to his review. Euclid, however, gave his honest opinion.



    



    "It's not good."



    



    Upon hearing this, the chef's expectant eyes deflated like a balloon losing air.



    



    "Well, I see. But if it's not good, why are you still eating it?"



    



    Despite the chef's remark, Euclid's hand continued to reach for the chiffon cake as if he wanted to remember its taste.



    



    "It has stomach-churning taste."



    



    "You're being quite harsh."



    



    The chef, hurt by his harsh words, grumbled. But Euclid paid no mind to the complaint, continuing to cram cake into his mouth. As a result, his throat felt constricted, and his stomach churned as he was about to vomit at any moment.



    



    Yes, it was all because the cake tasted bad.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Fabius had been feeling extremely confused lately.



    



    As he watched Severus leave the dining room with a face full of anger, his confusion deepened. He couldn't pinpoint where this confusion came from. To quell this strange feeling, he hurriedly went to his office and habitually grabbed some paperwork.



    



    Work was something he could do without having to think about anything else. It was simple, but it served as his only escape. While working on the documents, his nose suddenly started to bleed, dripping onto the papers.



    



    Am I pushing myself too hard?



    



    He clicked his tongue, pushing the documents to the side of his desk. Then he held his nose and lifted his head up. As he stared at the ceiling, he let out a soft sigh and closed his eyes for a moment. His aide, Vanesel, was nagging him about taking a break, but he was accustomed to ignoring such comments and fell into his own thoughts.



    



    When had it started? When did he become so obsessed with work?



    



    In truth, he was not someone who enjoyed working. On the contrary, he hated it. After all, working kept him away from Arne.



    



    Yes, that's right. He really didn't want to work at all.



    



    However, Arne always stopped him from *playing with her, insisting that he should stop being stubborn and go to work instead. She said they would have plenty of time together in the future. (*the term used was play, but in this context, it doesn’t literally mean play­ and could be understood as wanting to spend time w/ Arne.)



    



    That was the only lie his wife had ever told him.



    



    ‘Liar.’



    



    He whispered silently.



    



    If he had known that the time he could spend with her would be so short, he would have never worked. Not being able to do that was his lifelong regret.



    



    Fabius' life, in retrospect, was almost ideal in every way.



    



    Born as the eldest son of a duke, he became a duke without any issues, met and married the woman he loved so much that he would give his life for her. He had two cute sons who were a mix of him and his wife. Just looking at that, his life seemed perfectly happy, without a single worry.



    



    However, he had one small concern.



    



    As someone who wanted a cute daughter who looked like his wife, he had this small concern. It was the kind of minor concern that any married couple might have, and even such concern was close to happiness for him.



    



    After all, you have to have something you want in order to dream of a future where it is realized, right?



    



    Then, one day, his wife became pregnant and gave birth to the daughter he had longed for.



    



    "Waaaaah!"



    



    The baby's cry echoed loudly throughout the mansion. However, Fabius couldn't feel joy at the sight of the child.



    



    "Arne... Arne!"



    



    It was because his wife died after giving birth to their daughter.



    



    Arne was an indispensable person in the future he painted. Even as he held his pale wife, he couldn't comprehend the situation he was in.



    



    It was the same when they held his wife's funeral. He saw a portrait of Arne, smiling brightly. It was a sight he had always seen, but now it was also a sight he could never see again.



    



    He called out her name again and again with a voice that had already gone hoarse. Arne… Of course, there was no answer.



    



    He couldn't even remember how the funeral had proceeded. He just stood there in a daze with empty eyes. The funny thing was he didn't even feel sad. He called out to his wife so desperately, yet he didn't feel sad enough to shed tears.



    



    Had he not loved Arne as much as he thought he did?



    



    Yes, perhaps that was the case. Arne was his first love, and he had not yet experienced a second love, so he might not have truly loved Arne with all his heart.



    



    About a week had passed since then. His daily life without Arne was quite monotonous.



    



    He worked, he worked, and he worked some more. One day, he collapsed from working without eating. After that, he made sure to eat enough to stay alive. The sound of Vanesel’s screams and frantic behavior had been quite loud.



    



    As he was about to eat without any particular thought on his mind, a bowl of butternut squash soup was placed in front of him. It was a soup his wife had especially liked. To be honest, he didn't like butternut squash soup very much. However, because his wife liked it, he forced himself to eat it, and he was able to eat it just fine.



    



    No, to be more precise, he liked the way she smiled when she saw him frowning and eating it reluctantly. She would smile brightly, making fun of him as he ate it. That's why he had come to like the butternut squash soup.



    



    With trembling hands, he lifted the spoon and took a sip of the soup. The familiar taste that he had often shared with his wife filled his mouth. Out of habit, he turned his head to look for his wife. Even though he knew she wasn't there, he still turned his head, almost as if he expected her to be there.



    



    But his wife was nowhere to be found.



    



    Nowhere at all.



    



    It was ridiculous to think that the emotions he had dismissed as not being love were, without a doubt, love for his wife.



    



    Then, a baby's cry reached his ears. It was undoubtedly the child he had longed for, yet now, just hearing that cry alone made his stomach churn.



    



    He had thought he would be overjoyed, as if he had the whole world when the child was born, but instead, he felt like he had lost everything. It was truly ironic.



    



    Fabius knew that his wife's departure was not the fault of their child. But he needed to vent his resentment somewhere. That was the only way he could breathe. He had to live.



    



    Even if there was no more hope left in life, if he were to irresponsibly end it all, what would become of his children? He had to keep living. The only reason he continued this dreadful life was solely for the sake of the children his wife left behind.



    



    It was probably around that time that Fabius started to obsessively focus on his work.



    



    If he was preoccupied with something, even for a moment, he could temporarily forget about his wife. Moreover, the more he worked, the stronger his family became. He believed that as the family grew, he could pass on more to his grown children. And if that happened, he trusted that one day he could look at his wife's face with pride.



    



    Perhaps it was a form of escape. Believing that turning away from a world where his beloved had disappeared was the only way he could survive.



    



    Since then, Fabius had distanced himself from his children. Naturally, he also no longer saw Kilianerisa. Fabius had given up his resentment towards her, and at the same time, he had given up his love for her. Avoiding each other's faces seemed like the best option for both of them.



    



    However, that didn’t mean he had completely cut off all support for the child. In fact, in place for the attention he couldn’t give, he compensated it with material comforts. It was his final act of respect for his beloved wife, and it was the most he could do as a father.



    



    But living under the same roof meant they would inevitably cross paths, even if they tried to avoid each other. Of course, it rarely happened. Perhaps once in a while, or once every few months.



    



    Because of this, every time they met, the young child had grown significantly. As the child grew older, she became more and more similar to his wife. Small, delicate features, a slightly upturned nose, and small, plump lips. It was as if his deceased wife had reappeared before him again, as if she had traveled back in time.



    



    But it was just a fleeting moment,



    



    Kilianerisa resembled his wife but also did not. His wife had always been smiling, but Kilianerisa was always expressionless.



    



    The most striking difference was in their eyes. Unlike his wife's eyes, which were reminiscent of lush greenery, the child's eyes exactly resembled his own, like a blazing flame.



    



    They were like fire consuming the grass that had ultimately devoured his wife, and this stirred up the anger Fabius had suppressed for her. Because of this, the day when he mistook that child for his wife, he had to relive a horrifying experience—the hope that had risen in him plummeted to the depths of the underground.



    



    It was as though he had lost his wife twice.



    



    It felt like falling from heaven to hell in an instant. She had left him forever. Ironically, it was only then, as he watched his daughter becoming more like his wife, that Fabius realized this undeniable fact.

  
    He once again clung to his work to forget his resurfacing past resentment. Work served as his sole analgesic. He fixed his gaze on the documents in front of him, pushing aside his distracting thoughts. The emotions that had confused him gradually faded away.



    



    Time passed again, and by the time he no longer felt unsettled when he looked at Kilianerisa as he did initially, the Hameln Duchy had become one of a kind in the Empire in terms of its power. So much so that it was even considered to be more significant than the imperial family itself.



    



    "But then! How dare he insult the Duke of Hameln?!"



    



    Bang!



    



    Fabius slammed his fist against his desk in a fit of rage. The desk trembled, causing the neatly stacked documents to collapse. His aide, Vanesel, who was accustomed to this, calmly organized the scattered papers and remarked,



    



    "Viscount Seitra is a man whose bluffs pierce the sky but lacks discretion. There's no need for Your Excellency to take his empty words to heart."



    



    After meticulously wiping away a few droplets of ink that had splattered on the desk, Vanesel stepped back. Fabius, who had been looking at Vanesel, let out a sigh and shook his head.



    



    "As if anyone doesn't know that. The problem is that that wretch’s daughter might become the Empress."



    



    Originally, the House of Seitra was a humble family that no one could remember the name of. The difference in prestige between the two families was so great that they could not even speak to the Duke of Hameln under normal circumstances. However, there was one reason why he dared to defy the Duke of Hameln.



    



    Lerian Seitra.



    



    She was the illegitimate daughter of Viscount Seitra, a woman who had gained the favor of the Crown Prince, who was slated to become the next Emperor. Their relationship was so close that rumors of her being chosen as the next Empress were circulating, and naturally, Viscount Seitra’s nose was raised high.



    



    If he had just been lofty, Fabius might have wrinkled his nose in disdain and ignored it. However, the problem was that arrogant bastard dared to mention his own family. Comparing the House of Hameln, a ducal family with a long history, to a family whose origin was not even clear! Where does he get the audacity to do such a thing?



    



    As Fabius pondered how to put the arrogant bastard in his place, he suddenly heard the sound of a door creaking open. His gaze instinctively turned toward the direction of the noise, and his expression contorted.



    



    "What are you doing here?"



    



    A low, hushed voice emerged from the newcomer. Then, the crimson eyes, resembling his own, trembled slightly.



    



    "I, I was just..."



    



    "That’s not an answer, is it? I'm asking where you learned the habit of eavesdropping. No, forget it. I don't want to waste my time on something useless. Just go."



    



    Even the mere sight of that face made his stomach churn. That's why he wanted to get rid of her as soon as possible.



    



    However, Kilianerisa did not move her feet despite Fabius's dismissal. They looked at each other, harboring no affection between them.



    



    Even though she hadn't done anything wrong. No, that wasn’t it. Her very existence was a sin, especially for revealing herself before him.



    



    Under normal circumstances, she would have stiffened her expression and quickly left the place, but she remained silently standing without any intention of leaving. Fabius, as usual, began to spit out harsh words to her.



    



    Then, at some point, she spoke.



    



    "Father, you shouldn't treat me like this, should you?"



    



    It was a cold voice. Was this child, who had never dared to confront him like this before, now arguing with him? Fabius questioned whether he might have misheard.



    



    "What?"



    



    He nodded in her direction as if telling her to continue. After permission was granted, she opened her mouth again.



    



    "I can fulfill your wishes, Father."



    



    "Wishes?"



    



    "Yes. As you know, I am the legitimate daughter of Duke of Hameln."



    



    “And how does that matter?”



    



    Fabius stared at her with displeasure, as if every moment of conversing with her made him unhappy. Kilianerisa, however, ignored her father’s gaze and continued to speak with a calm voice.



    



    "If I aim to become the Empress, who could stop me?"



    



    What on earth...



    



    Fabius’ eyes, which had been full of questions, suddenly widened. Kilianerisa's smile deepened as she watched her father's confusion for the first time. However, her voice remained cold.



    



    "I am not as useless as you may think, Father. So..."



    



    Before she could finish her sentence, Fabius let out an exclamation.



    



    "Right! That’s it! Haha, why didn't I think of such a great idea?”



    



    Indeed! It was a perfect way to put that arrogant Viscount Seitra in his place. Furthermore, if Kilianerisa truly became the Empress, the status of Duke of Hameln would rise as well. If that happened, she would stay in the palace, and he would no longer have to suffer by seeing her.



    



    No matter how he looked at it, if it benefited him, there was no harm in it.



    



    For the first time, he realized that she also had some useful qualities. He couldn't contain his excitement as he spoke.



    



    "I will see the Emperor soon and personally promote you as a candidate for Empress."



    



    Fabius turned his body and began rummaging through his drawer. The relevant documents were around here somewhere, right?



    



    "Well, then, what about the engagement..."



    



    "Oh, you don't have to worry about that. I’ll take care of everything."



    



    His hand, which had been quickly rummaging through the drawer, stopped. He finally found it. With a satisfied smile, Fabius held the document and turned to Kilianerisa, who was still in the room. With a puzzled expression, he asked her.



    



    "Do you have anything else to say?"



    



    She looked at him with an expression that clearly held more words. She had a look that clearly conveyed her desire to take back what she had just said. However, he chose to ignore it. After all, this was a decision made for her and him.



    



    He was vaguely aware that she liked the young master of the House of Etrom. That was why he had intended to arrange a marriage that she wanted. But now, an even better option had presented itself.



    



    Was there any reason to refuse it?



    



    Love was like a storm that could sweep in an instant and then disappear. No matter how intense the love might be, like the one he had for his deceased wife, it would eventually come to an end. He didn't want his daughter, who resembled his wife, to experience that pain.



    



    The love he had given everything for eventually betrayed him, while the power he now held had made him even more honorable.



    



    Every experience he had gone through had become the definition of his life.



    



    But Kilianerisa would never know of such definition. But don’t worry, I will lead you on the right path. He concealed such thoughts and continued to smile kindly at Kilianerisa, who was still looking at him with a fidgety gaze.



    



    "As you said, it seems you have some use after all."



    



    However, despite his smile, his insides felt queasy, as if he might vomit at any moment. He wanted to chase her away immediately, but if he raised a fuss here, she might reject his proposal.



    



    ‘That won’t do.'



    



    Fabius, who had a tense smile on his face, looked at her, who was faintly smiling. For a moment, he forgot that he should be smiling and stared at her blankly.



    



    'Ah, Arne...'



    



    The name of the woman who had been the only one to stir his heart unwittingly escaped his lips. His heart ached. He hastily shifted his gaze back to the documents and turned away from her.



    



    "Then, if there’s any need for you, I’ll call you. You can leave now."



    



    "…I understand."



    



    Only after he heard the sound of the door closing did he let his hand holding the documents drop weakly. His face revealed a complex and bewildered expression.



    



    He felt very strange.



    



    'That's not Arne.'



    



    He closed his eyes tightly, trying to suppress his frantically pounding heart. However, his trembling heart didn't know how to return to its normal rhythm.



    



    * * *



    



    Several months passed.



    



    Fabius's plan was executed in a matter of days.



    



    The Duke of Hameln was a longstanding noble family that had been with the Empire since its inception. There was no reason for the Emperor to reject the Duke of Hameln, which had grown up alongside the imperial family’s history. Thanks to this, Kilianerisa quickly ascended to the position of Empress.



    



    In the process, there was a minor hiccup in which Viscount Seitra’s daughter, who was the previously designated Empress, was ousted from her position. The look on Viscount Seitra's face, who almost looked like he was about to cry, was so delightful that he wanted to capture it in an image stone and watch it over and over again.



    



    Ever since Kilianerisa became Empress, the smile on Fabius's face had not disappeared. He looked at the clear sky and thought of his deceased wife. His own daughter had become the second most noble person in the Empire. Surely, his wife would be pleased.



    



    Yes, he had fulfilled his duty as a father. No other father, except himself, could elevate his daughter to the highest position in the Empire.



    



    Several more years passed from then. Despite holding the honor and power second only to the Emperor, he didn't let go of his responsibilities. As a result, he spent less time talking to his children, and the only time he had conversations with them was during dinner. Even then, it often got interrupted due to his busy schedule.



    



    The time when he felt like he might go mad just by thinking of his wife had long passed, so he didn't need to be so obsessed with work anymore. Yet, he never took a break, as it had become a habit that left him feeling anxious whenever he rested.



    



    But that didn't mean he had no purpose.



    



    He may have neglected spending time with his children, and he could find excuses, but he genuinely wished for their happiness. He believed that only happy people could make others happy.



    



    At that point, he realized that he had been mistaken. He wasn't a happy person. In fact, was he ever truly alive? From the moment his wife died, he had been nothing more than a living corpse. A living corpse could not make his children happy.



    



    All he could do was accumulate wealth and honor to provide them a foundation to cultivate their own happiness.

  
    Then, one day…



    



    A strange rumor reached his ears. The rumor claimed that Emperor was mistreating his daughter. When he first heard this rumor, Fabius felt an inexplicable surge of emotion.



    



    Of course, the Emperor already had a designated wife, so he had guessed that he would treat his daughter without much affection. He certainly disliked Kilianerisa, but he couldn't help but feel angered by the fact that she was being ignored by someone other than himself.



    



    Not only that, thinking of Viscount Seitra laughing at him after hearing about this rumor, he thought that he couldn't simply let it slide.



    



    He immediately went to the Emperor and made a request. In the first place, wasn’t it a loveless marriage? He didn't expect the Emperor to treat his daughter well. However, his only wish was that, at the very least, he should maintain some semblance of respect.



    



    The Emperor did not find such a request difficult either. Following his request, the rumors that had been circulating in the palace disappeared. Fabius was satisfied with this. He knew he couldn't keep looking after his daughter indefinitely, and he had no desire to get involved in her affairs any more than necessary.



    



    So, several more years passed by. One day, at a time when he had almost stopped thinking about Kilianerisa, he heard an unbelievable piece of news. It was said that she had attempted to poison the Queen, and in the process, the Emperor's unborn child had died.



    



    Upon hearing this news, Fabius unconsciously gripped the back of his neck.



    



    What did she have against him? Surely, he was still his daughter, and he even made her the highest-ranking lady in the empire, even though she was just his daughter. Yet, she seemed ungrateful. An unpleasant feeling surged through him, as if someone was recklessly stirring up his insides.



    



    But feelings were one thing, and reality was reality.



    



    Whether she was sane or insane, it didn't matter at this point. What mattered was that he needed to meet the Emperor immediately. If things continued as they were, the damage would extend beyond just her, but also to himself, the honor and power he built, and even his children.



    



    ‘I can’t allow that.’



    



    He urgently sought an audience with the Emperor and apologized for Kilianerisa's insane actions. An apology alone wouldn't suffice, but for now, the most important thing was to assert his innocence.



    



    Some of his already fallen honor was irreparable. His priority was to survive first. He was desperate. However, unlike him, the Emperor simply listened to his story without displaying any particular emotions.



    



    Fabius couldn't understand what kind of scheme this was, and it made him uneasy. However, he was finally able to relax when words came out of the Emperor that the House of Hameln would be absolved of any wrongdoing. Whatever other circumstances there might be, he didn't care.



    



    He had survived, and his children had also lived.



    



    Although Kilianerisa would likely die, from the moment she orchestrated such an act, she had already faced her own death. He felt a slight unease, but the life of a daughter he had no particular memories of seemed insignificant in the face of the looming fear that everyone might have been executed.



    



    He even thought that disappearing now might be her only act of filial piety.



    



    He felt guilty about the fact that her impending execution occurred around the same age as when his wife had passed away, but it was mostly a feeling of regret for his wife.



    



    Yet, even though he pretended to be unaffected like a normal person, he couldn't hide his restlessness as the execution ceremony approached.



    



    Then, something unexpected happened.



    



    His young son, Severus, caused a commotion, crying out for Kilianerisa to be saved, and even declared his intention to storm the Imperial Palace. Fabius didn’t expect it would be this bad, but he really was immature. What kind of situation did he think they were in?



    



    He didn’t even realize that his own life had just been narrowly saved, so who was he going to save?



    



    Despite his concerns that the Emperor might change his mind about absolving the House of Hameln, Severus' remarks were shocking and unexpected. Thanks to Severus' outburst, the unidentified emotions he had felt towards Kilianerisa were quietly swept away by different emotions.



    



    He became even angrier than usual and locked Severus in an underground warehouse. This was because it was clear that the boy would certainly attempt to break into the palace to rescue that girl.



    



    But instead of being grateful to Fabius for saving his life, he resented him. The boy had never shown any affection towards him before, and all this must have been Kilianerisa's influence. Why couldn't she be of some help to him even in death?



    



    He decided that he should now take a step back from work and put more effort into his son's education.



    



    And so, a few confusing days passed.



    



    Items from the palace were sent to the house, supposedly her belongings. They were things that he was not curious about or wanted to receive. They were the kind of things that would only make him feel uncomfortable if he kept them.



    



    They were mostly jewelry and dresses that women would wear. Since there were no women left in the household, they were practically useless. Fabius was idly inspecting the items when his gaze was fixated on a familiar necklace.



    



    It seemed vaguely familiar. It was a necklace he had given her as a gift when she became Empress a few years ago. At the time, it had been a high-priced purchase with a popular design, but now it seemed outdated, just an old necklace.



    



    "That’s what she cherished the most."



    



    Fabius's breath caught as he held up the necklace to examine it. Perhaps he didn’t notice it, but the maid was crying.



    



    "I heard that it was a gift from her father. So... I thought it would be right to return it to Your Excellency. She would always look at that necklace. She cherished it that much."



    



    Cherish?



    



    Fabius couldn't understand.



    



    As the Empress, she should have had a plethora of elaborate necklaces that were incomparably more valuable than this outdated necklace. So why would she cherish such an old necklace?



    



    Why?



    



    A series of questions flooded his mind.



    



    Without knowing the answer, Fabius stared blankly at the necklace. The maid turned in his direction and handed him a letter.



    



    "She asked me to give this to you."



    



    When Fabius received the letter, he looked bewildered. A letter, he hadn't expected that. As he held the letter, his heart began to throb strangely.



    



    The maid had left, and the sun began to set, but Fabius still hadn't read the letter. It wasn't that he couldn't read a letter with what might be her final words, but something about it made him feel nervous.



    



    Days passed, and the letter remained untouched. However, Fabius's curiosity continued to grow. Well, at best, it probably contained some curses or something of that sort. In any case, it was a perplexing letter he had no desire to keep.



    



    Fabius thought it would be best to just read it quickly and be done with it as he tore open the letter with some impatience, and then he began to read it slowly.



    



    「Father, I know you never considered me as your daughter. I, too, resented having a father like that. I harbored a lot of grudges. But strangely, when I think about dying, your face comes to mind.



    



    Of course, you probably wouldn’t care about my death all that much, but still, I wanted to write you a letter. Perhaps because it’s my last letter.



    



    Come to think of it, just like father, it seems like I never really treated you as my father properly.



    



    Thank you for giving birth to me.



    



    Perhaps no one wanted this, but I just hope you won’t regret everything. Let the regrets be mine alone. I hope no one else regrets anything anymore.



    



    I have one request. Just once, someday, will you come and visit me? A single flower as a gift would be nice.



    



    As for the type, well, pansies would be nice. 」



    



    It was surprisingly written in a light-hearted tone for someone facing death. Fabius, who had finished reading the letter, let out a laugh.



    



    Huh, I wondered what that last word meant.



    



    Regrets. Did she really think he would do something like that? He wasn’t weak enough to regret his actions.



    



    He had never regretted anything in his life.



    



    …Or had he?



    



    He had never thought about it before. No, he deliberately didn't think about it. It was a feeling he didn't know.



    



    However, did he really not know?



    



    Suddenly, his mind went blank. Did he regret it? Or not? Did he? Conflicting emotions swirled in his mind like a whirlwind.



    



    ‘Why...’



    



    He blinked and hastily read the letter again. His gaze lingered on one sentence.



    



    “Thank you for giving birth to me.”



    



    Thank you….?



    



    He had always resented her. He resented her birth and longed for what she took away from him. It was too precious to him, and that sense of loss was immense. That was why he hated her.



    



    His feelings toward her were undoubtedly resentment. But what was the liquid running down his cheek right now? Was it also resentment?



    



    If so, resentment towards what?



    



    "N-no."



    



    This couldn't be anything other than resentment. It had to be anger towards her.



    



    If it wasn't, the crutch that had been holding him up all this time might break. If that happened, he would no longer be able to stand up on his own, so he clung to the cracked crutch with all his might.



    



    It's okay. I didn’t do anything wrong.



    



    He reassured himself and looked ahead again. He needed to prove that everything was fine. As if instilling it to himself, he squeezed out the courage he didn’t have.



    



    But he shouldn't have done that.



    



    The belongings sent from the palace were neatly arranged on his desk. The first thing that caught his eye was a lavish necklace with a large gemstone.



    



    Then, there were antique-looking items, worn and aged. And what followed was a rush of memories triggered by the things he laid eyes on.



    



    These were memories that seemed so fleeting, so insignificant, that he hadn't even bothered to recall them. Yet all of her belongings were familiar to him. Gradually, memories attached to those items began to resurface one by one.



    



    The red ribbon that she had praised for looking nice on her when she was six.



    



    An old bracelet with small jewels encrusted in it, which he had given as a perfunctory birthday gift when she was eight, was now broken and unusable.



    



    The small dress, which wouldn’t fit her anymore, that he had tailored for her debutante ball when she turned sixteen.



    



    They were sporadic, fragmented memories, and the only memories he could remember. Yet, they all felt so familiar. They were objects entwined with words, ones he had given as gifts or tossed aside without much thought.



    



    It felt as if someone had struck him on the head. The crutch that had been barely supporting him finally shattered into pieces. Lost and disoriented, he sank down on the floor, staring blankly at the traces she had left behind.



    



    His vision blurred. His gaze was fixed on the blurry items.



    



    Epiphanies always come suddenly. Even without any preparation, it would arrive suddenly.



    



    He muttered faintly.



    



    This can't be right. How have I been living all this time, and now, all of a sudden, this can’t be right.



    



    A wave of confusion swept over him. He had never thought of her as his daughter, and he couldn't be like this. A bitter, helpless laugh escaped his lips.



    



    "Ha, hahaha..."



    



    His life had to be perfect. There should be no room for regrets.



    



    Surely, it was supposed to be that way.



    



    What he was feeling now was an undeniable sense of regret. Regret for not doing anything right, remorse for not fulfilling his role as a father as she had always considered him to be.



    



    His chest felt heavy and stuffy, as if a boulder had lodged in there. His throat constricted as if someone were choking him. The hand holding the letter trembled.



    



    If I had bought a better necklace, or if I had given a word of praise, would things have turned out differently? Or should I have sincerely wished her a happy birthday? Or perhaps...



    



    His thoughts couldn't continue. Further assumptions were futile. There was no point, no change that could come from it. He stopped making excuses.



    



    Yet it was strange. It was almost comical how he had been cursing her just a moment ago, and now he was regretting it. As if the emotions were not his own, a sadness he couldn't find anywhere before, swallowed him up slowly.



    



    He bit his lip.



    



    And finally, he realized.



    



    He was regretting letting her die. He felt sorry for her. No, he couldn't even dare to define it with a single word, ‘sorry’.



    



    For more than two decades, emotions that had been suppressed and ignored were now intertwined and swirling together.



    



    I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I was such a terrible father.



    



    He realized too late that he should have said those words. Even if they were empty words, if he had just told her he was sorry... If he had done that, he wouldn't be in this much pain now.



    



    His heart ached. It felt as if someone were mercilessly slicing through it with a sharp blade. He wished he had never known such feelings; it would have been better that way. So, he denied his own thoughts. I don't regret it. I didn't regret it.



    



    However, the moments when he had mocked and persecuted her, as if taunting him, continued to flash through his mind.



    



    "Ah, aah...!"



    



    He screamed. At the same time, he remembered having felt something similar once before. A pain he never wanted to remember again.



    



    The day he had lost his beloved wife. That day, he was also in so much pain that he felt he was going to die. His throat felt like being choked, and he couldn't breathe.



    



    Why? Why now?!



    



    Even if he regretted it, what was the use now?!



    



    He wanted to grab someone by the collar and demand answers.



    



    Why now? Why now of all times?! Why?!



    



    He hadn't loved her. He had thought he hated her. He had resented her. He had considered her useless. But now, all those negative emotions were coming together, attacking his heart.



    



    My daughter, whom I never once treated kindly.



    



    My daughter, whom I always considered useless.



    



    And yet... that child who said I was good.



    



    ‘What, what on earth have I done?’



    



    As he became aware of his actions, his hands trembled.



    



    If someone were to turn back time, he would never persecute her again. He would give her the affection he had never given her before. He would hold her in his arms and tell her he loved her. He would make sure she was happy.



    



    He felt like he would go crazy if he didn't do something right away, so he grabbed the letter that was in his hand. However, the letter that easily fit in his hand was nothing more than a thin piece of paper. Fabius sobbed.



    



    He knew it all too well. Once time passed, it would never come back.



    



    In the past, he had made the same wish, but the more he wished, the further the past went, never getting any closer.



    



    Even though he regretted it belatedly, it was truly a useless emotion of late regret, because the very subject he sought forgiveness from was no longer in this world.



    



    He continued to regret and dwell on that regret. However, in the time that had already passed and in the time yet to come, there was no way for her, who had already passed away, to come back to life.

  
    Born into one of the few ducal families in the empire, Kilianerisa grew up without any material hardship. However, due to the fact that her mother died while giving birth to her, she unknowingly faced cold treatment from her family.



    



    Her heart, which she initially thought could be filled with material possessions, could not fill the empty space of affection. Instead, it only left her feeling emptier. She just wanted to be loved.



    



    Perhaps because she never received love from a young age, Kilianerisa always yearned for affection.



    



    Not knowing any other way, Kilianerisa could only express her frustration at not receiving love by showing anger or using force. However, the more she longed for love, the further away it seemed to be.



    



    Then, one day.



    



    As Kilianerisa walked down the corridor, she heard the voices of Fabius and Vanesel. Suddenly, she glanced at them, and through the slightly open door, she saw that they were discussing something.



    



    "How dare he insult the Duke of Hameln?!"



    



    Bang!



    



    Fabius, who seemed angry about something, slammed his desk. Kilianerisa couldn’t help but flinch at that sound. Because of that, the door, which was slightly open, gradually opened wider. Sensing someone's presence, Fabius and Vanesel's gazes turned toward her.



    



    "What are you doing here?"



    



    "I, I was just..."



    



    "That’s not an answer, is it? I'm asking where you learned the habit of eavesdropping. No, forget it. I don't want to waste my time on something useless. Just go."



    



    Something useless. That was what her father called Kilianerisa. She was accustomed to hearing them, but for some reason, they bothered her even more today.



    



    "Father, you shouldn't treat me like this, should you?"



    



    "What?"



    



    Despite her unusual response, the duke remained indifferent.



    



    "I can fulfill your wishes, Father."



    



    "Wishes?"



    



    "Yes. As you know, I am the legitimate daughter of Duke of Hameln."



    



    "And how does that matter?"



    



    She was so angry that it caused her to lose control, and it began to erupt uncontrollably.



    



    "If I aim to become the Empress, who could stop me?"



    



    Kilianerisa let out a bitter laugh. Her heart raced, and her voice trembled unevenly. At least, that's how she felt. She hid her trembling fists under the hem of her dress. Fabius responded with a chuckle.



    



    "I am not as useless as you may think, Father. So..."



    



    “That’s it! Haha, why didn't I think of such a great idea?”



    



    He looked satisfied. It was as if, for the first time, he acknowledged her existence, making her heart flutter slightly.



    



    "I will see the Emperor soon and personally promote you as a candidate for Empress."



    



    Having said that, Fabius began to rummage through the drawers. Kilianerisa felt like she had been hit in the head. She belatedly snapped back to her senses. What on earth had she just said?



    



    She stammered in response, trying to explain herself.



    



    "Well, then, what about the engagement..."



    



    "Oh, you don't have to worry about that. I’ll take care of everything."



    



    He waved his hand to dismiss her. Kilianerisa stood there in silence, unable to say anything. It was only then that she realized her mistake. Callisis was the only person who had shown her love, so she couldn't back down now.



    



    What should she say?



    



    As she contemplated what words to use, Fabius, who had been rummaging through the drawers, turned around and looked at her.



    



    "Do you have anything else to say?"



    



    She pursed her lips. She didn't know how to start the conversation. Kilianerisa hesitated, fearing that changing her words might make her father, who already viewed her with disdain, might like her even less.



    



    But then, unexpectedly, Fabius smiled kindly before speaking.



    



    "As you said, it seems you have some use after all."



    



    It was a gentle voice. Her eyes welled up with tears at the warm voice she had only heard in her dreams. She thought she didn’t need her father's love, but it seemed that she was wrong.



    



    "Then, if there’s any need for you, I’ll call you. You can leave now."



    



    He turned away again after he spoke. His voice was still soft. She knew what she had to say from the beginning.



    



    "…I understand."



    



    She felt strange. It felt as if she was walking on the clouds, and yet her heart was pounding as though she had committed a great sin. It was a strange feeling. However, the feeling of numbness dissipated as she entered the dark, unlit room.



    



    She realized belatedly how foolish she had been.



    



    Why, why did I say that?



    



    ‘I should tell him right now...’



    



    It was something said in anger, so she had to take it back immediately. Kilianerisa turned and headed toward the door. She reached out for the doorknob. Well, she tried to, but her hand barely grazed the doorknob before weakly falling back. She was confused.



    



    Why, why am I hesitating?



    



    She couldn't understand her feelings, even though they were her own.



    



    She had never even thought of him as a father. So, there was no need to be so affected by just one kind word. He had always been indifferent to her, and unlike her father, Callisis was the only one who showed her affection.



    



    Even though it was clear that the two of them could not be compared, what tugged at her heart was the smile her father had shown her for the first time.



    



    It's not fair that the first smile I’ve seen from my father could affect me so deeply. She bit her lip. She knew that this was definitely not the case, but she couldn't let go of the image of her father at that moment.



    



    Despite her continued contemplation, she ultimately did nothing until the day her engagement was cancelled. The truth was, she was afraid. She was afraid that her father, whom she had thought of as a stranger, would never look at her again.



    



    She thought she didn't care, that she had brushed it off, but... She was still a child.



    



    A child who had no courage to go against the opinion of an adult. On the day the engagement was announced, she felt as if her heart was breaking. But it was something already familiar to her. Every time such a thing happened, she always comforted herself as a habit.



    



    It's okay. Hearts are fickle.



    



    The love she knew wouldn't be something she could only get from Callisis. So, she just had to shake it off. She would soon become the Empress, and she was sure she would receive the same kind of love from the Emperor.



    



    As she repeatedly reminded herself of this, it felt like she was predicting the future.



    



    The pain would be short-lived. Even though it hurt so much, she could endure it.



    



    However, when she met Callisis, she was so overwhelmed that she almost reached out to him without realizing it. It was at that moment when her steadfast resolve collapsed in the face of the wounded look of her lover. Her trembling gaze fixed on Callisis, but he, who happened to be looking away, didn't notice.



    



    Fortunately.



    



    She belatedly regained her composure and quickly bit her lip. She felt like if she didn't do that, she might spill everything to him in no time.



    



    Watching his departing figure, Kilianerisa vowed never to regret her choice. She shouldn’t regret the decision she made.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Time passed, and she became the Empress. Her father treated her affectionately for the first time. The warmth she had never experienced before made her heart swell with emotion. Even though there was a hint of greed in his eyes, she was simply happy that he treated her that way.



    



    No matter the form it took, that emotion was solely directed at her.



    



    The palace was more comfortable than her home. She didn't have to worry about anyone’s eyes, and she could relax. Fabius also showed her the utmost sincerity, which was what he had always wanted. Now, all that remained was to win the love of the Emperor.



    



    There was a rather scrawny consort by his side, but it was fine. She had risen to such a grand position that even her father had to show her respect. So, getting rid of a Queen from a modest background like her was no big deal.



    



    The position that every woman desired and longed for, the Empress of the Empire!



    



    That glorious position was now hers.



    



    So, she thought that once she reached such place, everything would be over. She believed it would be a story with a happy ending, but this was just another beginning.



    



    Kilianerisa’s plan to win the Emperor's heart did not come to fruition. She had hoped to meet him and start something, but he only appeared on formal occasions and never sought her out. Of course, he did find her a few times out of courtesy, but it wasn't something he did because his heart was moved.



    



    Then, one day, Kilianerisa saw it.



    



    The sight of the scrawny Queen and the Emperor playing together like a loving couple. At first, she was simply angry with the Queen. How dare she spend such a joyful time with the Emperor, who couldn’t even be challenged. She felt jealous.



    



    As she was about to go and confront her, she saw a genuinely happy smile on Leonard's face, and Kilianerisa stopped in her tracks. It was a loving smile he had never shown her before. At the same time, it was a smile that reminded her of someone else.



    



    Her stomach churned. She quickly turned away, trying to calm her unsettled feelings. Her complexion paled in an instant. She had to go back to her quarters, forgetting her initial determination to disrupt the two.



    



    That night, in her dream, Callisis appeared. It was a memory of the day they had joyfully participated in a festival before she said goodbye to him. The festival, which they had attended together several times, had already been part of their lives, but it was now a dream that could never be returned to.



    



    At the same time, it was a moment she had always regretted.



    



    ‘I thought I had forgotten...’



    



    It’s been months since she hadn’t thought of him, so she believed she had forgotten him. But why did she suddenly think of him?



    



    Lost in thought, she concluded that it was the emperor's fault. The Emperor not looking at her had clearly made her recall her former lover. Kilianerisa smiled bitterly at her current situation. However, it was short-lived as she quickly suppressed her emotions.



    



    My current feelings are useless to my role as the Empress.



    



    That's why she had tried to forget. But the more she tried to forget, the more vivid her memories of him became. Every time this happened, she would brainwash herself.



    



    ‘I only love the Emperor. So, forget about those sentimental old memories.’



    



    She became even more obsessed with the Emperor to avoid thinking about him. However, all she got was not love but misery.



    



    Her heart ached.



    



    I just wanted to be happy.



    



    I only wanted to be loved...



    



    Like a child, Kilianerisa wept in the face of reality. She had only wanted one thing, but that one thing never came true.



    



    No, I kicked it away when it had already come true.



    



    She belatedly acknowledged her feelings.



    



    She was a foolish and pitiful person. She missed Callisis. She wanted to go to him, apologize for her mistakes, and tell him that she didn’t mean it. Even though she despised something pathetic, at this moment, she wanted to hold onto his ankle, no matter how pathetic it was.



    



    What was the point of such petty pride? She regretted her past when she had let her wounded pride dictate her actions.



    



    I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry.



    



    Crying out for the one and only love she had, the one who had now become a part of her past, Killianerisa sobbed uncontrollably.



    



    Please, get me out of this hell.



    



    
      This place is not happy at all. I would have been better off at home, even with my father's persecution and the watchful eyes of my family. Because Callisis was there.
    

  
    She pretended to love someone she didn't love, and she pretended to be crazy about them. She thought that was the only way she could survive in this dreadful hell. So, she gritted her teeth and acted.



    



    Her true feelings could no longer be found. It had been a long time since she had shown her true feelings. No, she had only shown her true feelings in front of him. When she realized that, tears streamed down her face.



    



    She was in pain. Her heart hurt so much that she couldn't stop crying.



    



    She thought that if she deceived herself into believing she was in love, she might actually be able to love. But the more she tried to deceive herself, the more emptiness she felt. All she had gained was the realization that this place was hell.



    



    Maybe it would be better to be a crazy woman in love, as rumored.



    



    In the empty void, Kilianerisa felt defeated. She realized too late that something irreplaceable had been emptied from this void. But the fact that this realization came too late, leaving her in a situation where she couldn’t even reach out to fix it, plunged her deeper into despair.



    



    Where did it all go wrong… No, what did I do wrong?



    



    She wanted to know.



    



    Her heart ached so much that she thought that just knowing the truth would make her feel better. Even if it didn’t make her feel better, it would be a hundred times better than not knowing the cause of her pain. However, there was no one who could tell her what had gone wrong.



    



    She let out a bitter laugh.



    



    So, this is the position of Empress that everyone wants.



    



    She slowly scanned her surroundings. There were plenty of dazzling jewels and beautiful things. Yet, Kilianerisa thought they were no different from trash. No matter how luxurious and beautiful they were, they weren't what she wanted.



    



    There was nothing she wanted in the palace.



    



    Would speaking to him now make any difference? She suddenly wondered. She knew it was too late, but she still wanted to convey her true feelings. She knew it was a selfish thought, but she didn't care. After all, she was a selfish person who was born preying on her own mother.



    



    However, she didn't have the courage to contact Callisis. She didn't have the face to send him a letter now, and she was afraid he might have forgotten her. Or worse, perhaps he had already found someone else to love.



    



    That thought terrified her. If she found out that he had, she felt like her reason for leaving would be completely gone.



    



    It was better not to hear the truth she didn’t.



    



    There was no guarantee it would be like that, but she couldn't muster the courage anymore. This was the result of her hard-won bravery. So, she just hoped that in her imagination, he would remain a man who could never forget her, even though he had been abandoned by her.



    



    She had been the one to abandon him first, and now, feeling like this, it was like a farce.



    



    She burst into laughter at the absurdity of it all. That day, she laughed and cried and acted according to her heart. But as if that had all been a lie, Kilianerisa never revealed her true feelings after that.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    It was from that day onwards that she started acting out in any way she pleased. People called her a villain and pointed fingers at her for being a madwoman. However, she didn't care at all. She had no desire to look good for anyone, so what did other people’s opinion matter? Even if the whole world cursed her, she was fine.



    



    She engaged in wickedness as the rumors said, and whenever she could, she visited Lerian to make a fuss. At the same time, she played the role of a woman who was madly in love with the Emperor, and one who would die without his love. In reality, she didn't have the slightest affection for him.



    



    She grew increasingly tired. She wanted to end this meaningless play.



    



    Kilianerisa, who had decided to do so, asked Lerian to make a bet. A bet that she had no chance of winning.



    



    Even so, this foolish woman seemed to have no idea. Her terrified and huddled figure was almost a sight to behold.



    



    But you're happy, aren't you? At least you can be with the one you love.



    



    Compared to that, Kilianerisa had nothing.



    



    Gorgeous jewelry? Noble birth? A grand position?



    



    All of that was no different from a pile of dirt.



    



    When she made the bet, she didn't even consider the slightest possibility with Leonard. From what she had seen of him so far, was never that kind of person.



    



    However, when she found out the result, her heart ached. It wasn't the fear of impending death. It seemed that her foolish heart had held some shallow expectations of him. Nevertheless, she could silently accept her aching heart and smile willingly.



    



    Even though she was about to die, she was not resentful.



    



    By having Lerian accept her bet and having Leonard choose her, she had already given them a taste of humiliation.



    



    To Leonard, the guilt of having killed an innocent woman because of his lover.



    



    To Lerian, she bore the stigma of plotting to kill her.



    



    So, she was the winner.



    



    If their relationship remained unchanged afterward, she might even acknowledge them then. After all, she had never had a chance to interfere in the first place.



    



    Even if the result was so, she could be satisfied with the mere act of adding one gold to their noble love.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    She accepted her death quite calmly.



    



    Until the very last moment, she wore a mask on her face. Her final stubbornness and selfishness were the hope that her true self would remain in the memories of only one person.



    



    However, as she stood on the guillotine and looked at the crowd, she felt her resolve crumble in an instant.



    



    Unforgettable.



    



    She tried to forget, but she couldn’t.



    



    She could see his figure.



    



    The moment when she unconsciously tried to call out the name that she had refrained from even thinking about, she didn’t even know if he wanted to see her.



    



    Before she could even become aware of her emotions, darkness fell upon her world. She could no longer feel joy, love, desire, jealousy, or despair.



    



    Even though she could no longer feel any emotions, the fact that she no longer had to despair was almost a relief to her.



    



    〈End〉

  
    There was no pain.



    



    She felt nothing, only a quiet silence filled the void. It was as if her consciousness, which had been numb as if submerged in deep slumber, gradually began to become clearer as time passed. Kilianerisa slowly opened her eyes and looked around.



    



    But all she could see was a hazy fog.



    



    Nothing could be seen, as if someone had intentionally obscured her vision. How long had she been here? In the midst of the hazy landscape, something began to take shape. Eventually, it formed into the figure of a person. Kilianerisa stared at it until it became clearer.



    



    It was a woman she had never seen before.



    



    Yet, her face seemed strangely familiar. Kilianerisa stared at her blankly. The woman appeared to be of a similar age as her, but her eyes, which resembled the color of deep emerald, had a depth to them.



    



    She looked at Kilianerisa with an expression that was difficult to describe, and then approached her. Soon, her lips slowly opened.



    



    "...I'm sorry."



    



    She felt a slight pang in her chest upon hearing the woman's apologetic words. She couldn’t understand why. Her face looked sad, and she seemed to be feeling sorry about something. Just looking at her made Kilianerisa’s heart ache.



    



    "It was hard, wasn’t it?"



    



    What? Kilianerisa couldn't understand what she meant. She simply stared at the woman with a vacant expression. Suddenly, the woman reached out and gently embraced Kilianerisa. It was a sudden and unfamiliar touch, but she didn’t hate it.



    



    The warmth of their contact seemed to comfort her, so Kilianerisa hugged the woman in return.



    



    Even though she didn't know who she was.



    



    It's really strange. How can the embrace of a stranger be so comforting?



    



    Such a thought crossed Kilianerisa's mind, but she decided to set her common sense for now. She didn't want to think about anything complicated.



    



    Like the arrival of a warm season after a cold winter, the woman's embrace was warm. It wasn't just about warmth. Rather, it felt like it was soothing deeper wounds. It was somewhat like being wrapped in a cozy blanket.



    



    It was so warm and gentle.



    



    Perhaps she had always longed for such an embrace. It was even warmer and cozier than what she had imagined. As she tightened her hug even more, the woman spoke.



    



    "I love you, my sweetheart."



    



    Before she could fully comprehend what those words meant, tears started flowing from her eyes.



    



    It was strange.



    



    She wasn't particularly sad or in pain... No, that wasn't it.



    



    She was sad. She was always in pain, and it was just too hard. She was exhausted, constantly feeling suffocated. Everything was just... so difficult and painful.



    



    As she thought of that, she felt her sadness overwhelmed her like a river bursting from a dam. As was her habit, she bit her lips until they bled, trying to suppress the emotions that were crushing her. She was afraid that if she didn't do that, her emotions would all explode and consume her entirely.



    



    In that moment, a warm hand gently landed on Kilianerisa's head.



    



    Desperately biting her lips, she momentarily stopped breathing. The woman gently stroked her hair and spoke in a soothing, lullaby-like voice.



    



    "You don't have to hold it in."



    



    Her words echoed in Kilianerisa's mind. She really didn't have to hold it in?



    



    Her strength slowly faded away.



    



    The walls she had built up for a long time began to crumble and melt in response to the voice that had approached her like a detonator. The emotions that had been pent up and confined for so long started to erupt like a sudden explosion. She let out her sadness, which she had never done before, letting it pour out freely.



    



    "Ugh, ugh... H-huh, huh! Huuuuuk! Huaaaaah!"



    



    She cried, as if she had become a child who didn’t know how to hold back her sadness. She cried, and cried, and cried again.



    



    Until all her sadness had flown away.



    



    Her throat was hoarse, and only when the tears stopped coming out was she able to stop crying. After crying her heart out, she couldn't remember what had made her so sad. It was as if someone had taken away all those memories.



    



    All that remained was the realization that she had been very sad and now felt relieved. Exhausted from pouring out all her emotions, she gazed at the woman blankly, or more precisely, at the hand extended to her. Kilianerisa stared at it for a moment before gently placing her hand on top of the woman's hand.



    



    The woman certainly appeared to be around her age, but when she held her hand, the woman seemed to have grown bigger.



    



    No, it was more like she had become smaller.



    



    Kilianerisa looked at her own hand, now small and chubby, with a sense of wonder. It was strange. It was so strange that it couldn't be explained by common sense, yet she didn't dwell on it. It felt as natural as water flowing downstream.



    



    The woman took a step forward, and Kilianerisa, who had become a child, followed her. She didn’t know the destination of this walk, but it didn't really matter.



    



    Because she was happy now.



    



    She was content at this moment, walking while holding a warm hand without feeling any sadness.



    



    She didn't even wonder about the identity of the woman who was walking with her. How could she not recognize the person she had always thought of and longed for? There was no need to hear confirmation, she knew. She had never truly forgotten even for a single moment. A small smile curved up at the corners of Kilianerisa's lips.



    



    Kilianerisa smiled brightly. A blank mask rolled at her feet. She didn’t need it anymore. She didn't need to hide her true feelings behind a mask anymore.



    



    As a child, Kilianerisa held the hand of her mother, who she had always longed for. She was happy. Everything she had hoped for was here.



    



    After walking for an unimaginably long time, the woman's steps finally stopped. Kilianerisa, also stopped walking with her mother and looked at the place she was looking at.



    



    Just as the woman had done earlier, faint shapes gradually took on human form. This time, there were three of them. Faces that seemed quite familiar. However, their appearances were considerably different from the last ones she remembered. It was as if a significant amount of time had passed.



    



    It was a strange relationship where she had once begged for love, hated each other terribly, and eventually missed each other. Kilianerisa looked at them from a distance, helplessly avoiding eye contact when she met their gaze.



    



    She thought she would be angry when she saw them, that she would feel resentful.



    



    ...Strangely, she didn't feel much of anything.



    



    Was it because she was holding her mother's hand, who was expressing anger on her behalf? As such thought crossed her dazed mind, her mother's soft voice echoed in her ears.



    



    "What do you want to do?"



    



    What if she said no?



    



    Was that the end of it? The end of all relationships?



    



    When she about it, she felt a jolt of clarity.



    



    She didn't want that. Even if she couldn't forgive them, she didn't want to turn away and avoid them like that. She felt if she avoided this conversation, she would really regret it.



    



    Kilianerisa tightened her grip on her mother’s hand.



    



    "......I want to talk to them."



    



    She wanted to hear everything before making any decisions. Even if she couldn't forgive them, she knew all too well how much regret could be caused by unheard or unspoken stories. It was already enough for her past self to regret it.



    



    Although she hadn’t regretted everything, most of her life had unfolded differently from what she had imagined, and it had consistently led to regret. She had realized this fact far too late.



    



    While the time that had passed couldn't be undone, she believed she could at least choose the time she would walk in the future. If so, she didn't want to walk the path of regret again.



    



    Having made up her mind, she slowly walked towards them.



    



    They seemed to have also made up their minds as they appeared to be waiting for her.



    



    Meeting their gazes was a strange feeling, but it wasn’t unpleasant. Perhaps, she thought, she might no longer come to hate them.

  
    Callisis stared anxiously through the window. As the night sky darkened, his heart grew heavier.



    



    After today, she would die.



    



    It didn't feel real. Yet, his fingertips were cold, and he clasped his hands together. It was strange. He hadn't cared before, so why was he now disturbed by her impending death?



    



    They were no longer the affectionate lovers they once were. Now, they were strangers who didn’t even see each other’s faces. So, there was no reason for him to be agitated.



    



    He tried to convince himself, but his gaze remained fixed on the direction of the imperial palace. Once this night passed, the nervousness that was making him impatient, the sadness, would all go away together. So, he only needed to get through today.



    



    Then he wouldn't be able to see her anymore.



    



    That fact suddenly brought him to his senses. The sound of his heart, which he had been ignoring all along, began to ring in his ears. He had thought he was fine, but in reality, he wasn't. Even now, he still regretted it. He regretted letting her go that day, never holding onto her.



    



    He knew that he couldn't turn back time. But it was up to him to get through the remaining time. Since that day, he no longer wanted to regret anything else. Regret had always been painful, and it made him feel guilty.



    



    Maybe seeing her wouldn't bring good news. He didn’t know if it would hurt him to see her worse than he imagined, and he might even want to save her at the cost of his own life. And in the end, he might regret the fact that he had gone to jail.



    



    Nevertheless, he did not choose to watch quietly. If he would regret doing it, and if he would regret not doing it, then he should try something, no matter what, so that he would regret it less later.



    



    The distance between the mansion and the imperial palace was not far, so he quickly arrived at the palace. It wasn't difficult to visit the prison where she was being held. He had the status, and unless you were a heinous criminal, most people could visit for a few coins. It was an unspoken rule among those who knew.



    



    He was a little worried that perhaps visits were prohibited for death row inmates, but when he gave a few more coins to the hesitant guard, he was easily let into the prison.



    



    The prison guard, after taking the money, led him deep into the prison. In the dimly lit corridor with no trace of light, there were cells that confined the criminals of the Empire. Behind the iron bars that could be seen along the way, there were also serial killers who had caused a commotion in the Empire, as well as members of criminal organizations who had been smuggling drugs.



    



    They were all heinous criminals. Seeing this, Callisis shuddered. How could they put her, who was an empress, in a prison that held such people? He felt something boiling up inside him already.



    



    Unknown grotesque bugs crawled around near his feet, and an indescribable metallic smell lingered in the air. He crushed one of the bugs that was crawling on the floor with his boot as if venting.



    



    She was afraid of bugs.



    



    It was undoubtedly a result of what she had done. However, he couldn't understand why he was so angry. He clenched his lips and tried to control his emotions, however, as soon as he stopped in front of the last bars, he couldn't hold back his crumbling expression.



    



    "It's a death row inmate who will be executed tomorrow. Don't take too long."



    



    The guard, who had been checking his pocket watch, spoke indirectly as he left with the nearby guards. Callisis, still staring fixedly beyond the bars, had even forgotten to respond.



    



    The moonlight that flowed through the palm-sized window illuminated the woman inside. The moment he saw the disheveled hair that had lost its luster and the tattered dress, he felt like his heart was being trampled on miserably.



    



    She remained hunched over without making a single move, seemingly unaware of Callisis’ presence. Her occasional twitching was the only proof that she was still alive.



    



    A minute passed, and then five minutes. During the precious time that was running out, Callisis couldn't do anything. His mind was in turmoil. He had come here to do something, but he couldn't even remember what that was. That's how jumbled and confused his thoughts were.



    



    He even thought about turning back, but he couldn’t. He was sick of regretting things.



    



    With determination, he cautiously called out to her.



    



    "Kilianerisa...."



    



    Her body trembled greatly at the sound of that soft voice. But, as if thinking she was mistaken, she didn't turn to look at him. Was it his imagination that her curled-up body seemed to shrink even more? Callisis called her name once again, this time with a desperate tone.



    



    "......Lia."



    



    "Go away."



    



    A sharp response reached his ears. He had been momentarily lost in the lingering sound of the familiar voice he heard for the first time in years, and he said in a low but firm tone.



    



    "No."



    



    "Go away."



    



    "...I don't want to."



    



    "Please, please go away..."



    



    At the sound of her pleading tone, Callisis closed his mouth. She continued in her tearful voice.



    



    "I don't want to see you anymore."



    



    Her words, rejecting him until the end, pained his heart. It was something he had expected, yet he couldn't understand why it hurt so much. As if by instinct, a single tear rolled down his cheek.



    



    "I, I..."



    



    With a face that showed he didn't know what to do, he hesitantly tried to speak, but his throat constricted, and the words wouldn't come out.



    



    I just wanted to see you, that’s why I came to search for you.



    



    She continued.



    



    "Please don't make me miserable."



    



    Each word she uttered seemed to say that he was the one who made her suffer. Callisis slowly approached her, stopping just in front of the iron bars, which were the limit of how close he could get.



    



    Callisis placed his hand on the iron bars. A tingling sensation filled his palm. On the other side was a lonely-looking woman. She was within reach, but his outstretched hand couldn't reach her. She wasn't looking at him.



    



    "Look at me."



    



    "..."



    



    "Just once, will you look at me?"



    



    He said with a desperate tone. He wasn't sure what he wanted to confirm from her, but he felt like he would find the answers once he saw her face.



    



    "......No."



    



    Once again, the response he heard was a refusal. Do you hate me that much? He grew increasingly tired from the repeated rejections. His heart, which had feared rejection, finally crumbled under the weight of continuous refusals. The pain was familiar but still painful, and the regret was bearable.



    



    Alright, I've done all I can. As he was about to release his grip from the iron bars, her voice, which he had a premonition that he would never hear again, continued.



    



    "If I see you, I'll end up regretting all of this."



    



    It was a small voice, almost muffled to the point of being inaudible, yet it echoed clearly in his ears. He hastily grasped the iron bars he was about to let go.



    



    "You'll regret it?"



    



    Why did she think she'd regret it if she saw him? He blinked blankly, trying to find the meaning behind her words. She was still avoiding him, but Callisis didn't feel it was the same kind of avoidance as before.



    



    Maybe, just maybe... If your heart is the same as mine.



    



    His heart was pounding loudly. It wasn't sadness. It was closer to expectation. He cried out in a voice that was close to desperation. The words he had always kept in his heart since that day finally burst out into the world.



    



    "I've always regretted it. Since the day I let you go, there hasn’t been a single day I haven’t regretted it. I thought I had no chance. But if... if I still have a chance even once..."



    



    The woman who had been crouching away from him all along finally lifted her head to look at him. The sight of her face for the first time was devastating. The once brightly shining red eyes were now clouded with the light of death, and her once pleasantly plump cheeks had sunken in.



    



    Still, his heart was pounding as he finally saw his one and only love. His heart, which had been dead for years, began to beat wildly as if it had been resurrected from the dead. Ignoring this intense feeling, he spoke with a determined voice.



    



    "Don't ignore me anymore."



    



    Tears trickled down her cheeks as she was stunned. Callisis reached out his hand into the cell where she was. The cell she was in was cramped. Thanks to that, his arm got closer and closer to her.



    



    However, even at such a short distance, his arm could not reach any further. As if to show the distance between them, his arm hovered in the air, unable to touch her.



    



    At that moment, Kilianerisa reached out towards him. Desperately, her hand reached out over his outstretched hand. Callisis gripped her hand tightly, as if promising he would never let go. Their clasped hands were cold, yet they felt warm.



    



    A smile appeared on his face. A smile hadn’t been seen since that day.



    



    "I won't let go anymore."



    



    With tightly pressed lips, Kilianerisa nodded her head with difficulty.



    



    Callisis didn't know what had happened to her during the years they were apart. However, it didn't matter. He knew her heart was the same as his. It was not too late to hear all the stories later. I’ll never let go of this warmth in my hand again.



    



    Callisis pondered, fiddling with the sword he had hidden in his arms just in case. If he used the sword, he might be able to easily free her from the cell.



    



    Of course, doing so might mean he had to give up everything he had. After all, she was a condemned prisoner who had harmed a member of the royal family. He thought that it didn't matter if he lost everything to save her. There was nothing more important to him than her.



    



    As Callisis made up his mind and was about to draw his sword from his arms, he sensed someone's presence nearby. He felt his heart sink but urgently stood in front of Kilianerisa, as if to protect her.



    



    Callisis anxiously stared at his watch, but there was still some time before the guard would come. However, there was also a possibility that things had gone wrong.



    



    He bit his lips roughly and, in preparation for any unforeseen events, placed his hand inside his arms. In a very short moment, numerous thoughts surged and receded in his mind. Meanwhile, someone's presence was gradually approaching.



    



    Fortunately, there was only one presence he could sense.



    



    As he swallowed his dry throat, he soon saw a figure walking leisurely in the darkness. The moonlight, streaming through the window, finally settled upon the approaching figure. The person revealed under the moonlight was someone Callisis had seen before.



    



    He was about to call out the person's name without realizing it, but Kilianerisa was faster than him, murmured.



    



    "…Lerian?"



    



    It was Queen Lerian, who had been poisoned by Kilianerisa. He didn't know why she was here when she was supposed to be recuperating, but that wasn't the most important issue at hand. What mattered was that they had been caught attempting to escape by the last person they shouldn’t be caught by. Blaming his own carelessness, Callisis gritted his teeth.



    



    Lerian, who had been alternating her gaze between Kilianerisa and Callisis, finally fixed her eyes on Callisis. She asked in a calm voice.



    



    "Lord Etrom, is that correct?"



    



    Just as she seemed about to say more, Kilianerisa interrupted her.



    



    "You...! Why are you here?"



    



    Lerian's gaze passed over Callisis and landed on Kilianerisa. She looked quite calm for someone who had been poisoned by her.



    



    "I was just curious.”



    



    At the sound of her feeble voice, Kilianerisa responded, "Curious? Curious about how I was doing in prison?"



    



    Lerian shook her head.



    



    "No. I was curious about why you tried to poison me. But now, I think I don’t need to hear it."



    



    Her gaze was once again fixed on Callisis. For a moment, he thought she might call the guards right away, but she didn't take any action. However, he couldn’t let his guard down. Callisis was ready to draw his sword as soon as he noticed something wrong.



    



    But then, Lerian suddenly approached the iron bars. Callisis tried to stop her, protecting Kilianerisa, but Lerian wasn't heading in Kilianerisa’s direction. She stood right in front of the cell door and reached into the sleeve of her dress.



    



    So that’s it. He knew there was something wrong. Callisis hastily pulled out the concealed sword he had in his arms. However, when he saw what Lerian had retrieved from her sleeve, he had no choice but to sheath his weapon again. He had expected her to pull out a call bell to summon the guards, but what came out of her sleeve turned out to be none other than a key.

  
    Lerian glanced at the bewildered Callisis and immediately inserted the key into the lock and turned it. Soon, a high-pitched, unpleasant sound echoed thinly. Kilianerisa, who had been alternating her gaze between the open door and Lerian, asked in surprise.



    



    "Why?"



    



    She looked angry.



    



    "Are you pitying me?"



    



    Lerian didn't respond to her question and turned away from them. And she said.



    



    "Follow me."



    



    Following her as she strode forward, Callisis, who was confused, and Kilianerisa, who had a complicated expression on her face, took a hesitant step. Despite trailing behind her, Kilianerisa did not stop her barrage of questions.



    



    "Tell me. Why are you helping me?"



    



    "......"



    



    "Do you know that if I scream here and call the guards, you'll be arrested as an accomplice?"



    



    At the obvious provocation, Lerian stopped in her tracks. Then, for the first time, she stared at her with eyes filled with emotion.



    



    "That's something I would say. If people were to come, how do you think they'll perceive this situation? Will they see me as someone trying to help you escape, or will it look like I’m helping you because of threats?"



    



    "Then why are you helping me?"



    



    "Don't be mistaken. I'm not helping you."



    



    Lerian resumed her steps after briefly pausing. Kilianerisa was frustrated because she couldn't understand Lerian's intentions, and neither did Callisis, who didn’t understand the situation. There was no reason for her to help them, knowing she had been poisoned by Kilianerisa.



    



    When Lerian stopped once more, they had reached a door. Lerian took out another key to unlock the door.



    



    “I didn’t see anything today."



    



    Beyond the opened door was another exit leading outside. Kilianerisa and Callisis exchanged uneasy glances before stepping through the door Lerian had led them to. As Kilianerisa was about to step outside, she paused for a moment and turned back to Lerian.



    



    "You’re really not going to tell me?”



    



    In response to that question, Lerian faintly smiled for the first time.



    



    "A whim, I would say. I hope I never see you again."



    



    Just as Lerian was about to close the door she had opened, Kilianerisa said in a small voice:



    



    "Thank you."



    



    The closing door paused for a short moment. However, the pause was brief, and the door soon shut completely. Kilianerisa stared at the firmly closed door with a complicated expression. Callisis said to her.



    



    "Let's go, Lia."



    



    Kilianerisa turned around.



    



    The place they came out of was the backyard of the palace. There weren't many guards around, so it wasn’t too difficult for them to escape. The escape unfolded strangely smoothly.



    



    Callisis suddenly looked at Kilianerisa. While many questions came to mind when looking at her, he knew it wasn't the right time. He understood that, through this escape, he would lose all the power and everything he had.



    



    Still, he didn’t regret it.



    



    The warmth he held tightly in his hand was more precious to him than anything he had ever had.



    



    The Empress, who was facing execution, disappeared. According to the testimony of the warden who was guarding the prison at that time, Marquis Etrom paid a brief visit. The Emperor sent out his soldiers to search for them, but unfortunately, they were unable to find any clues about them.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    Crash!



    



    With a loud noise, Fabius' body jerked and then hit the wall. He woke up with a sharp pain and immediately blinked his eyes open.



    



    "Your Excellency, are you alright?"



    



    Waking up from his sleep, his vision blurry, he could see the coachman’s worried gaze. It wasn’t until he looked at his surroundings that he belatedly noticed the interior of the carriage. It seemed he had dozed off for a while, probably due to exhaustion. He rubbed the spot he had bumped and narrowed his eyes.



    



    "What happened?"



    



    "Suddenly, a child passed by... I'm sorry."



    



    The carriage he was in wasn't an ordinary one, but a carriage that belonged to nobility. In another circumstance, he could have been seriously injured. However, he wasn't in the mood to make a fuss, likely due to the strange dream he had just had.



    



    Moreover, it was a busy time, so he didn’t have time to relax in such a place. Fabius, who was about to wave his hand and instruct him to continue, paused unintentionally as he looked outside the window. He continued to stare at that place as if he had been nailed.



    



    The coachman, who was unsure whether or not to start the carriage, carefully spoke to Fabius.



    



    "…It’s alright to depart... right?"



    



    Naturally, there was no response. Seeing Fabius, who appeared like he didn’t hear him, the coachman naturally changed his words. He had been driving Fabius's carriage for almost twenty years, but he had never seen him with such a face.



    



    Wondering what was going on, the coachman also looked at where Fabius was looking. At the end of his gaze, there was a child covered in dirt from head to toe. It was the child who nearly collided with the carriage earlier. Seeing Fabius looking at the child with a complicated look in his eyes, the coachman's heart also felt a bit conflicted.



    



    …Does it mean I shouldn’t let this pass? But she was just a child... The coachman pondered while carefully watching Fabius' reaction.



    



    "Wait. Just wait for a moment, I'll be right back."



    



    "Yes?"



    



    Wasn't he in a hurry to go to the palace for a meeting? The words nearly left the coachman's mouth, but Fabius had already stepped out of the carriage. The coachman stared blankly at the empty seat before parking the carriage in the corner of the road and waiting for Fabius.



    



    Even after stepping out of the carriage, Fabius continued to gaze at the child as if he were in a trance. Eventually, the tousled golden hair of the child lightly swayed in the wind. When he saw that, he muttered under his breath without realizing it.



    



    "...Kilianerisa?"



    



    It was a name he hadn't uttered in a very long time. He knew that it was highly unlikely and that there was no way the child could be alive, yet his heart inexplicably raced. The moment he was about to utter that painful name once again, his mouth trembling.



    



    "Avena."



    



    There was someone who called the child one step sooner than him. A woman with golden hair similar to the child's hair, who was squatting down, gently brushed the dirt from her daughter's clothes, her face full of concern.



    



    "Are you crazy? I told you not to go near the road!"



    



    "...I'm sorry. I won't do it again."



    



    The woman, who had been looking at the tearful child, immediately reached out and hugged her. Watching this scene, Fabius once again looked at the child. He then saw what he hadn't noticed before. The hair he thought was golden was actually closer to a shade of brown. It was not the hair color he was familiar with.



    



    ...It wasn't her.



    



    'Of course, it couldn't be.'



    



    He had never expected it in the first place, yet a strange sense of emptiness came over him.



    



    He tried to return to where the carriage was, but oddly, his feet refused to move. His eyes, which had not shed tears since that day, became watery again.



    



    In fact, he hadn't felt much sadness in the past few years. After her death, he had undoubtedly been in pain, but it didn’t last long. People couldn't live focusing on just one thing. He had the rest of his life to live, and he had family to take care of.



    



    So he thought it was okay.



    



    But... was it really okay?



    



    Things he had never considered… no, things he had desperately ignored. Emotions that had been suppressed for a very long time were now attempting to resurface.



    



    The prolonged absence of someone in one’s life makes the heart feel empty. Even if you believed that you hated them, nothing could fill the void left by their disappearance. A place that has once been filled by someone cannot be replaced by anyone else.



    



    He believed it could be replaced, but the empty part of his heart still ached.



    



    His gaze turned back to the mother and daughter. There was now an additional person there. A man who shared a part of the child's features was present. It looked like a complete family.



    



    They looked happy.



    



    What he could not have or had missed out on was right there.



    



    At the sight of their happy smile, he saw a scene that could never be realized.



    



    The never-to-be-realized scene of everyone laughing together, with no one dead, looked so blissful that he couldn't help but laugh. It could be an illusion, a delusion, or a hallucination – he didn't care. He might have wanted to be like them.



    



    No, he wanted to be.



    



    As soon as he took a step toward his dearly missed family members, who were beckoning to him, the clear figures that were there just moments ago disappeared as if candles blown out by the wind. It was as if they were telling him that he couldn't be with them.



    



    He couldn't deny it. He had no qualifications to be a husband or a father.



    



    No one would let their child die like that. No one would neglect their daughter, whom their wife gave her life for. He might have had quite a few opportunities. And he had always squandered them.



    



    He didn’t think of them as opportunities. He thought of them as useless. However, looking back, every moment was an opportunity for him. An opportunity to be happy, an opportunity to avoid sorrow, and an opportunity not to have regrets.



    



    But he didn't take all those opportunities.



    



    He had everything, but he didn’t have one thing. On the other hand, that family might not have everything, but they had that one thing.



    



    He envied them.



    



    They soon departed, bearing the weight of his envy. Fabius gazed at the spot they had been for a very long time. Then he looked up and covered his eyes with one hand. A single tear, unable to be covered by his hand, trickled down his cheek.



    



    Belatedly, truly belatedly—



    



    He regretted it.

  
    It had been five years since the Empress of the Empire had changed. The incident where the Empress had attempted to poison the Queen was quite a big issue at the time, but even that was gradually forgotten with the passage of time.



    



    Five years was ample time to forget someone's death. However, even before they could enjoy stable peace, another incident occurred.



    



    "What do you mean by that?"



    



    Leonard narrowed his eyes at the words of the Prime Minister, Clark, who had come to see him while he was working.



    



    "This country needs a new empress."



    



    The voice that reiterated was firm. As if he was displeased by it, Leonard put away the documents he was looking at and locked eyes with Clark.



    



    "Prime Minister. Do you not understand what I’m saying? We already have an empress, so why do we need a new one?"



    



    Leonard's tone was calm, but anger was evident in his eyes. Perhaps he had anticipated Leonard's reaction, but Clark's attitude remained unyielding.



    



    "Do you really not know?"



    



    "I don't. I'm busy, so please leave."



    



    Leonard waved his hand as if he was annoyed, but Clark did not budge.



    



    "Five years."



    



    The quiet tone that came from his lips made Leonard's body flinch.



    



    "No, if we include the time when she was the queen, it's been eight years."



    



    Leonard's face cracked with anger. He spoke as if squeezing out the words.



    



    "Prime Minister, I warn you. Do not bring this up any further."



    



    "No. This is not something that can be avoided, Your Ma—"



    



    Swish—



    



    At that moment, he heard the sound of something cutting through the air, followed by the sound of something being stabbed into the wall behind. Clark slowly turned his head to look behind him. The pen that Leonard had been holding just a moment ago was now lodged in the wall.



    



    Subsequently, a stinging pain in his cheek and the sensation of something dripping were felt. Clark wiped his cheek roughly with the back of his hand and turned to Leonard. Leonard had a look that seemed to say, ‘If you have something to say, go ahead’. With a heavy sigh, Clark spoke.



    



    "Even if you kill me here, it won't help. Do you think it makes sense for the Empress of the Empire to not be able to have a child for many years?"



    



    "Clark!"



    



    As if he had touched a sore spot, Leonard called out to him fiercely.



    



    "Yelling won't make a difference. There is a flurry of complaints from ministers discussing the qualifications of the current Empress. As the prime minister of this country… no, as your long-time friend, I dare to ask you not to turn a blind eye to the country's crisis any longer."



    



    Seeing the blood dripping down Clark’s cheeks as he lowered his head, Leonard covered his forehead with the back of his hand as if he was confused.



    



    "What the hell am I supposed to do, then?"



    



    "You must welcome a new Empress."



    



    "Then what about Lerian? What would happen to her?"



    



    "The current Empress is a thoughtful person. She will surely understand Your Majesty's intentions."



    



    At those words, Leonard twisted his face with a pained expression. He knew how delighted she was to become Empress. How can I tell her to go back to being the Queen again?



    



    "Your Majesty. This is not something to ponder but something that must be done."



    



    Bring in a new Empress.



    



    Clark left, but his words continued to echo in Leonard’s head. In fact, it was something he had been thinking about for a long time. Eight years had passed since Lerian became Empress, and she still hadn't borne a child. The implication was quite clear. But that didn't mean people automatically thought she was infertile.



    



    Five years ago, Lerian had clearly conceived a royal heir. So, she couldn't have been infertile to begin with. The problem lay in the incident that followed. The rumor was that the poison the former Empress had fed her was so potent that she had become unable to bear children.



    



    However, Leonard, who knew the truth behind the whole incident, couldn't easily accept the rumors circulating in the public. In reality, the incident was Lerian’s own act, so he thought that she would never eat poison that would be fatal to her.



    



    So, there were two hypotheses that Leonard could think of.



    



    Either Lerian was infertile from the beginning, or the one who was infertile wasn’t her......



    



    Thinking that far, Leonard laughed and shook his head.



    



    ‘What am I thinking right now?’



    



    He believed that he was entertaining pointless thoughts, yet his face remained stiff.



    



    After days and days of worrying, Leonard finally had no choice but to confide in Lerian about his troubles. He believed that she, being insightful, would surely give him the right answer, and he was right. Lerian even agreed more readily than he had expected.



    



    Once the Emperor's decision was made, the ministers began to search for a suitable candidate for the empress, and in the end, Viora Fern was selected, the eldest daughter of Marquis Fern.



    



    "It's an honor to serve Your Majesty."



    



    She was an attractive woman with a teardrop-shaped mole beneath her eye. Nevertheless, Leonard was not interested in the new Empress, just as he hadn’t before. His interest had always been focused on Lerian.



    



    To Lerian, he was always a sinner. He couldn’t deny that no matter how much she pretended to be fine, she couldn’t truly be fine.



    



    Because of this, there was no significant change in their relationship. Unlike the former Empress, Viora showed little interest in their relationship. Not only that, but she excelled in her job. She was more worthy to be an Empress than Lerian, who was always riddled with mistakes.



    



    For Leonard, Viora was just that.



    



    The change in his thinking occurred over a minor incident.



    



    One day, while being overwhelmed by his official duties and the guilt he felt towards Lerian, Viora, who had come for a brief visit, asked him as she saw him like that.



    



    "Is something troubling you?"



    



    Leonard was initially taken aback by her voice that was full of concern, but he soon shook his head. He realized that his worries were almost too ridiculous to discuss with others. Nevertheless, Viora was persistent.



    



    In truth, it was something he had wanted to confide in someone at least once, which was why Leonard feigned reluctance before sharing his concerns with her. Leonard thought Viora would look down on him. However, her attitude was different from his expectations.



    



    "I see. ......You must have been very worried."



    



    At the sincere voice, Leonard's eyes widened in surprise. It wasn't just empty words. Viora offered words of comfort as if it were her own business.



    



    "I'm sure the Queen will understand your sincerity."



    



    In fact, after the incident with Kilianerisa, Leonard had a slight distrust for the new Empress. However, as if to mock those thoughts, Viora was a completely different person from her.



    



    “......Will Lerian really understand my feelings?"



    



    "Of course. Women tend to fall for men who care and worry about them."



    



    It was the first time Leonard. For the first time, he had opened up to someone and received comfort in return. It felt unfamiliar and embarrassing, but at the same time, it was an overwhelming feeling.



    



    He had always given so much to Lerian, but he had a hunch that it would lead to a different relationship with Viora.



    



    Since that incident, Leonard often sought out Viora to confide his worries. Each time, she would either comfort him or provide him with good advice without showing any signs of annoyance. With the advice he received from her, he had pleased Lerian on multiple occasions, and he gradually began to trust Viora.



    



    "Agh!"



    



    On that day, Leonard, who was on his way to find Viora to share his concerns, was startled by a scream coming from her room. So, he quickly opened the door. Inside, he found Viora, who was lying on the floor, holding her cheek, and Lerian, who was looking at him with a bewildered face.



    



    "Your, Your Highness?"



    



    Both women stared at Leonard at the same time, and he looked back and forth and asked.



    



    "What on earth is happening?"



    



    His gaze was directed at Viora, who was lying on the floor. At first glance, he looked angry, but the look in his eyes was unmistakable worry. Viora carefully turned her gaze away, then shook her head before she spoke.



    



    “It's nothing. I just stumbled......"



    



    If she had tripped, the place she'd be clutching would be her leg, not her cheek. Leonard sighed for a moment in response to the obvious lie, then eventually focused his gaze on Lerian.



    



    "Lerian, tell me."



    



    "Well, that’s..."



    



    Lerian stammered for a few moments, looking embarrassed. Viora quickly stepped forward as if to defend Lerian. Leonard's gaze turned to Viora.



    



    "It's my fault! I was the one who said something stupid to the Queen. It's really nothing, so Your Majesty doesn't need to worry."



    



    "Is that really the case?"



    



    Leonard’s gaze, which had become even more fierce, was fixed on Lerian. Lerian nodded with difficulty, as if squeezing something out.



    



    "......Yes."



    



    At her answer, Leonard said he understood and left the room, but he was clearly suspicious of Lerian. However, Lerian felt wronged.



    



    The truth was as follows. Viora had summoned her to her quarters, claiming she had something to tell her. Then, without warning, she slapped herself across the cheek and fell on the floor. It was a very absurd situation, but before she could do anything about it, Leonard burst into the room.



    



    In a situation where she was already suspected, if she tried to argue, she would only arouse more suspicion. So, all Lerian could do was to avoid provoking him as much as possible.



    



    Once or twice, it was something that could be passed off, but if it happened three or more times, it was a different story. Similar incidents to what had happened with Viora had already occurred several times, and Lerian thought that she shouldn’t respond to her summons anymore.



    



    She had told the servants beforehand not to let Viora into her residence, but they did not heed her instructions. Viora always managed to be with Lerian, and in these situations, Lerian was always the perpetrator.



    



    And Leonard was always the one to discover these incidents.



    



    The situation had become so messed up that it was hard to figure out where it all went wrong. All Lerian could do in a situation she didn’t understand was insist on her innocence, but there was no way Leonard would believe it.



    



    She didn’t expect him to believe her. After all, he firmly believed that the poisoning incident that happened a few years ago was also her own doing.



    



    Lerian also protested that she did not do it, but there was no evidence to support her words. At the time, what Kilianerisa had done was so outrageous that the truth was also hard to believe. It was impossible for Leonard to believe her words.



    



    Whether all of this was intentional or not, Leonard's trust in Lerian gradually diminished, and it was only natural that Leonard's visits became less frequent.



    



    She was aware of the rumors about what Leonard was doing and where he was going when he wasn’t coming to her, but Leriann denied them. However, her denial was useless. Whether she denied it or not, what happened had already happened.



    



    Originally, she had risen to her position solely with Leonard's love, without any particular faction or influence. When she lost Leonard’s attention, it was only natural that she would gradually become more isolated in the imperial palace. Tired of that, Lerian finally decided to go to Viora and talk to her.



    



    Viora readily agreed to meet her. It was quite late at night when Viora called her. Being in the same space with a woman higher in status than her was traumatic for Lerian, but there was no other way.



    



    Lerian headed to Viora's residence at the appointed time, and the moment she was about to open the door, she heard it. The sweet moans of two people coming from the other side of the door.



    



    She felt like her head was going numb. At the same time, the rumors filled her head. She kept denying it, but in the end, she had no choice but to admit it.



    



    There was a clear difference between hearing and experiencing it firsthand. Lerian felt as if everything she had believed in was falling apart. No, had she ever believed in anything in the first place? It was humiliating, ridiculous, and absurd.



    



    At the same time, it was miserable.

  
    Feeling like she would burst into tears if she stood there any longer, Lerian hurriedly walked away. She had only recently realized how vast the palace was. No matter how much she ran, she couldn't find a place to hide. So Lerian moved her feet even faster.



    



    She could have just gone back to her room in peace, but for some reason, she didn't want to go there. If she went back to her room, what if... what if Leonard came to see her, even by chance? When her thoughts went that far, her steps gradually slowed down.



    



    ‘Even in this situation......’



    



    A sudden, bitter laugh escaped her lips. She was hurt by him, and yet she felt disgusted with herself for thinking of him. Tears ran down her cheeks as she stared blankly into the air. Lerian hurriedly wiped her tears away and looked around.



    



    She felt relieved to see that no one was around. At the same time, the tears she had been desperately holding back uncontrollably flowed down. Lerian used the back of her hand to wipe away her tears, but they didn’t stop until her hands were soaked.



    



    ‘This is so pathetic.’



    



    She hated a life without money. Money would always determine a person’s fate. That’s why she wished to have a lot of money. But what about now? She had amassed the wealth she could hardly ever imagined, but her situation hadn't changed much.



    



    Thinking about it, there wasn’t much reason to cry. Viola, after all, was also Leonard’s woman, and it was only natural for the Emperor to be intimate with his wife. It was such a matter of fact that she didn’t even have to cry so miserably. Yet, she couldn’t understand why she was so sad.



    



    At that moment, Lerian’s gaze turned towards the sound of someone's footsteps echoing in the silent corridor. Her heart pounded. Who could it be? Who is it?



    



    ‘Could it be Leoinard?’



    



    Even in this situation, was he still her hope? No, perhaps he was both Lerian’s hope and despair. With a mixture of anxiousness and excitement, Lerian’s eyes focused on that direction, only to catch sight of a stranger. ...It wasn't Leonard.



    



    ‘Yes, it couldn’t be.’



    



    "Your Highness!"



    



    The voice calling her belonged to one of the knights Leonard had assigned to her some time ago. Lerian looked at the man who ran up to her and was panting heavily. Then, belatedly, she remembered that the knight accompanied her when she went to find Viola.



    



    "Where, are you, in such a hurry...?"



    



    Had he been searching for her all along? He was looking at her with a face drenched in sweat. Even so, the fact that he was looking at her with a worried face made the sadness that had just been suppressed well up again. Even the knight she hadn't had much conversation with had this kind of expression, but why didn’t Leonard, who said he loved her.



    



    "......Is something wrong?"



    



    As Lerian remained silent, just staring at him, he looked at her nervously.



    



    "I don't really know what's going on... Uh, um. I hope you don't cry."



    



    A man whose she couldn't even remember the name was really nothing to her. But why, why was such an insignificant man showing so much care about her? Was it just because she was crying, so he was trying to comfort her as part of his duty?



    



    Yes, maybe that's the case.



    



    "I'm sorry."



    



    It was an abrupt apology. It felt ridiculous to hear him randomly throwing an apology to console her. It would have been better if he had laughed, at least that would have made the awkwardness go away a little. But she wondered why the tears wouldn't stop. Was it because this was the first time she had ever received this kind of comfort? Maybe that was right. She had never been comforted by anyone other than Leonard in her life.



    



    The clumsy comfort was so tender that the tears she had been suppressing finally burst out. Seeing Lerian start to cry uncontrollably, the man began to apologize with a face of not knowing what to do.



    



    "I’m, I’m sorry. Don't cry...."



    



    At the sound, Lerian’s tears became even more intense.



    



    "Ugh, you... you’re annoying! Huwaah. It's all because of you. It's your fault!"



    



    Tears for Lerian had been a luxury until now. Moreover, there had never been a stable enough situation that made her cry her heart out. Not once in her life.



    



    She had always known how to cry silently, but that day, she cried out loud for the first time. The man, looking surprised as she cried like a child, reached out to console her, but his hand ended up awkwardly wandering in the air without reaching her.



    



    "I'm sorry. It's all my fault. I was wrong."



    



    It was the first time she had ever received such comfort. She was so ashamed of herself for showing such a pathetic side to a man whose name she didn't even know. It was embarrassing, but the man's voice comforting her was so warm that she couldn't help but ask.



    



    "What is your, heuk, name?"



    



    The man blushed and stammered before answering, "Alex Rudvan. Your Highness..."



    



    Alex. Lerian mumbled the name in a very small voice. It sounded like a name she might have heard somewhere before. Lerian looked at Alex again. He was so embarrassed by the situation that he scratched his head and couldn't meet her gaze.



    



    Even if it was out of chivalry, she couldn't understand why he would go to such lengths for her. Then, a certain possibility came to mind. Lerian asked impulsively.



    



    "You, do you like me?"



    



    At that question, Alex's body trembled. Harboring feelings for the Emperor's woman was a grave sin. Perhaps if Alex were in his right mind, he would certainly deny her words. He opened and closed his mouth a few times before answering in a dejected voice.



    



    "Yes, ......I'm sorry."



    



    That answer left Lerian feeling a bit dazed. She did ask the question, but how could he answer so honestly? Could it be Viola's scheme?



    



    Her head was in a whirl. Lerian scrutinized Alex carefully. His gold, close to brown, hair was disheveled, perhaps due to hurriedly rushing here. The confused brown eyes looked somewhat innocent. That’s why she couldn’t help but laugh.



    



    At that moment, Alex's gaze suddenly changed a bit. His eyes looked at Lerian with a strange determination.



    



    "If it were me, I wouldn't leave you alone like this."



    



    His ears turned bright red. It sounded like a cheesy line anyone would say. Lerian couldn't understand what this man was trying to say. Ironically, however, she kept laughing.



    



    "Are you seducing me right now?"



    



    In response, Alex became flustered again and quickly waved his hands.



    



    "S-Seduce...! That's absurd. How could I ever dare?"



    



    Dare.



    



    Upon hearing that word, Lerian's mouth somehow felt bitter. Her position had come from Leonard, but now that her relationship with him had soured, could she still be called the Queen, whom others looked up to? Lerian couldn't be sure.



    



    Then what would become of her life? Now that she was not loved by Leonard and had been framed by Viora, could she remain the Queen forever? Lerian belatedly felt that everything was futile. Alex, seeing her troubled expression, asked cautiously.



    



    "If... If you have any concerns, if it's alright with you, can I dare to intrude and listen?"



    



    Trembling brown eyes. His face filled with tension and stiffness. Lerian looked at Alex and thought. Can I really trust this man? Maybe this is something Viora had prepared to trap her?



    



    Her mind spun, filled with constant doubt. Then, at one point, she felt a sudden sense of clarity.



    



    ‘I didn't come this far to live this kind of life.’



    



    She was exhausted. Leonard, who had been her only hope, had now become a source of misery. She didn’t think she could hold on any longer. She didn’t even have the energy to do so. Lerian impulsively reached out to him.



    



    "Would you like to have a drink with me?"



    



    The memories that followed were sporadically fragmented.



    



    Gathering faint memories, she took Alex to an empty room where people rarely visited, and they drank there. She also remembered crying as she told him a lot of things. At that time, she was so heartbroken and sad, but when she woke up, she felt somehow relieved.



    



    And when she opened her eyes, Lerian was lying on the bed.



    



    She didn’t even have the courage to look at the man beside her, so she ran away. Her heart was beating madly, but the spilled water could not be picked up. For a while, she couldn’t even sleep for fear that Leonard would find out about this.



    



    During the time when Leonard didn't come looking for her, it felt like a relief. As time passed, Lerian passed off the events of that day as a dream or a small escapade.



    



    The problem was that her body was not like that.



    



    "Congratulations! You're definitely pregnant!"



    



    The physician who regularly examined her exclaimed with a joyful face. At the same time, her heart sank. The words she had longed to hear for the past few years now sounded like a judge pronouncing a death sentence.



    



    And news of Lerian's pregnancy quickly spread throughout the palace. Lerian had been worried that she might be infertile. That’s why she didn’t resist when Leonard said he was going to bring in a new Empress. And now, she was pregnant?



    



    At that moment, one absurd assumption came to her mind. It was such an outrageous thought that she couldn't even muster a hollow laugh.



    



    
      ‘It can’t be....’
    

  
    It was a thought so ridiculous that it rendered all her worries and efforts in vain. Whether or not he knew about Lerian's thoughts, Leonard came to visit her after a long time. Leonard’s face was beaming with a big smile when he came to see her.



    



    Looking at the smile that was not much different from a few years ago, Lerian felt, for the first time, a sense of disgust towards that smile.



    



    As the news of her pregnancy spread beyond the palace to various parts of the empire, people's attitudes toward her changed. However, Lerian was always nervous because she vaguely knew whose child was growing inside her womb.



    



    Why did these things keep happening to her? Why couldn't she be happy like everyone else?



    



    For fear that she might end up like Kilianerisa if this matter was exposed, she gradually withered away with worry. Despite consuming carefully selected nutritious foods, she became increasingly haggard day by day.



    



    The only thing she could do was to find Alex, the cause of the incident. She desperately searched for him, but he was nowhere to be found, as if he vanished without a trace.



    



    Then, one day, Alex came to find her.



    



    The man who had been nowhere to be found when she was looking for him, now suddenly appeared before her. At first, Lerian was furious upon seeing him, but she realized that Alex's face was not much different from hers. Just as Lerian was belatedly trying to contain her anger, he unexpectedly fell to his knees and spoke.



    



    "I will take responsibility."



    



    Lerian narrowed her eyes at the empty words. To appear after all this time and say something like this. Lerian grabbed him by the collar and shouted.



    



    "Responsibility? You're going to take responsibility? What responsibility are you talking about?"



    



    She knew that it wasn't his fault alone, but Lerian felt she was going crazy if she didn't blame someone. Despite being shaken by her, Alex calmly recited the plan he had thought of.



    



    "My, my father said he had a solution. Let us escape to a neighboring county first, and then..."



    



    "And you're saying this now?!"



    



    She had gone to great lengths just to maintain this position. She couldn’t even sleep peacefully, and she was constantly tormented by unexplained anxiety, as if stealing someone else's possessions. And now, the result of all her suffering was to escape?



    



    "I, I'm sorry. I've... I've ruined Your Highness’ life."



    



    He bowed his head with a face that seemed to have nothing more to say. Seeing that, Lerian became even more furious. Although she couldn't remember much of that day, in fact, Lerian vaguely knew. She was the one who seduced him. In retrospect, he was more like a victim ensnared by her.



    



    But why are you apologizing to me?



    



    If he had said that he was wronged and that he didn’t care, she might have been able to treat him more harshly. But now, she didn’t know what to say. Lerian swallowed the feelings that were about to burst out and asked him.



    



    "So, what is this plan?"



    



    For the first time, a foolish smile appeared on his face, which had been sulky for a long time. Ironically, that smile made Lerian feel a momentary flutter in her heart. She thought that it was a little strange that she felt a different emotion than what she had always felt for Leonard, but that vague emotion quickly disappeared.



    



    The plan that Alex told her was quite absurd, but it was surprisingly convincing. Since it was only a matter of time before they got caught, she had to follow his opinion. However, in order to follow through with that plan, she had to abandon everything she had held onto until now.



    



    Her wounded hands, which had been holding on to things beyond her means due to her greed, finally loosened. There was pain in her grip, but it still brought relief.



    



    And so, time passed, and the day finally came when the plan was to be carried out. As she was sneaking out of her room, Lerian was caught by the soldiers. She suspected that Alex had tricked her to get rid of her, but seeing Alex also captured with her, she felt a bit relieved that it wasn't the case.



    



    It was a ridiculous feeling to feel relieved even though they were both caught.



    



    "Lerian, how could you...!"



    



    The sound of two pairs of footsteps approaching from behind made her gaze slowly shift in that direction. The owner of the voice was Leonard. He was looking at her with a shocked expression as if he had been betrayed. It was the attitude she had anticipated. She thought it would hurt her heart to see, but strangely, she laughed. It was a laugh containing all the indescribable emotions within her.



    



    "How can you be so shameless after committing infidelity?"



    



    The sight of Viora, who was standing close to him as if it had always been her place, left Lerian momentarily speechless. It had always been her place, but now someone else was occupying it. Only after seeing that did Lerian realize it belatedly.



    



    'I really have nowhere to go now.'



    



    All the hardships she had gone through were so insignificant that they could disappear so easily. Despite living in constant distress, all her struggles appeared insignificant to them, to the point that none of her efforts seemed to matter. It felt as if all the strength had drained from her body.



    



    She laughed hollowly.



    



    "Yes, I did it all."



    



    With nothing left to protect, what was there to fear? For the first time, she let go of all her worries. She felt so comfortable for the first time in her life, so much so that she regretted not letting go sooner. She spoke weakly but with dignity.



    



    "Are you going to kill me?"



    



    Infidelity was not heinous enough to warrant a death sentence. Although all honor would be lost, life would be spared.



    



    Leonard was taken aback by Lerian's attitude, who was not only not apologizing but was instead being defiant. He shook his head with a pained expression.



    



    “Is that all you have to say to me?”



    



    Anyway, aren't the words one can say already predetermined in this situation? In this meaningless comedy, Lerian suddenly remembered a woman who had been in a similar situation a few years ago. Was she like this too? Was she exhausted like this?



    



    For the first time, she understood the woman's feelings.



    



    Lerian responded with a strange expression. Yes.



    



    "I understand."



    



    Leonard turned away. Surprisingly, seeing his retreating figure didn't feel as regrettable as she thought it would.



    



    "......Why did you do that?"



    



    Alex, who had been watching her the whole time, spoke with a heavy voice. He seemed to be genuinely concerned about Lerian. Looking at him, Lerian smiled brightly.



    



    “What, do you think they will kill us?”



    



    As Lerian expected, they didn't die. However, they were expelled from the capital, bearing an indelible mark of dishonor. As Lerian left the palace, she took one last look at the grand palace. The grand ambition that could never be reached had collapsed. She had lost everything she had yearned and desired for all her life—



    



    Yet, she had no regrets.



    



    However, her gaze continued to be drawn to that place the woman who had died in vain lingered in her mind. She seemed to be able to understand the truth of her, which she did not know or want to understand at that time, only after she became in that situation.



    



    Amidst these thoughts, one lingering question arose.



    



    Did she really have to die?



    



    Her gaze, which had been lingering in the imperial palace, shifted slightly to the side.



    



    There, Viola, the winner of this incident, and the father of the defeated woman were engaged in conversation. The two seemed quite friendly.



    



    Belatedly thinking about it, perhaps she wasn’t the perpetual loser she had always believed her to be. It wasn't her either. ((this was talking about Kilianerisa and herself, Lerian))



    



    Then, all that was left was...



    



    Her gaze turned back to the imperial palace. More specifically, to the inside.



    



    "Let’s go.”



    



    At Alex's words, Lerian lightly diverted her gaze and boarded the waiting carriage. She didn't look back again.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    Several years passed since then.



    



    During that time, Lerian’s life had undergone quite a few changes. She had cut her hair short, which she had intentionally grown to fit someone's taste, and her face, which appeared somewhat intimidated, blossomed with confidence. And, most importantly—



    



    "Madame, what are you looking at so intently?"



    



    Lerian’s gaze, which had been fixed on the newspaper, turned to Alex. She closed the newspaper she had been reading.



    



    "It's nothing. I was just looking for something fun to share with our Leah."



    



    "So, did you find an interesting story?"



    



    Placing the newspaper on the dining table, she casually glanced at the headline on the front page and then turned away lightly.



    



    "Well, it's not that interesting."



    



    「The Emperor of A Nation Turned Out To Be Infertile!」



    



    "Just... it's just a common story you can find anywhere, so don't worry about it."



    



    It was a story that had no relevance to her now, something that belonged to someone else.

  
    "Callisis, you know what. I'm so happy right now."



    



    At the sudden words, Callisis, who had been watching the festival, stopped and gazed at Kilianerisa. She was smiling with a shy blush on her cheeks.



    



    It was truly an unexpected statement. Callisis’ gaze turned briefly to the skewer in her hand. She wouldn’t be saying that suddenly because she liked the skewer, right? Callisis thought for a moment, and then he leaned right next to her and lightly linked arms with her.



    



    Then, he whispered softly.



    



    "Me too."



    



    He meant it.



    



    There had never been a moment when being with her was bad. He was grateful for the time he spent with her, and for the fact that she liked him. He always cherished it and knew that it was happiness.



    



    "But why all of a sudden?"



    



    "It’s just, I don’t think I've ever said that before."



    



    Callisis laughed softly at the words she muttered, and she avoided his gaze with a blush. When he thought about it, she had never said such words before. Well, he didn’t think it mattered because it wasn't something he needed to hear explicitly, but now that he heard it, he felt refreshed.



    



    It felt like his heart was swelling. It was a strange feeling like someone was lightly tickling him. Even though it was quite chilly at night, he felt strangely hot. Callisis, feeling embarrassed for no reason, his eyes looked around, and then he suddenly looked at her.



    



    She was looking around like him, but she never made eye contact with him. The red blush that bloomed beneath her cat-like eyes was incredibly lovely.



    



    Really, just looking at her made it impossible to feel bored. Perhaps feeling the weight of his gaze, Kilianerisa quickly glanced at him.



    



    "Why are you looking at me like that?"



    



    Because you're beautiful.



    



    Callisis kept those words to himself and just smiled. He knew that if he said that, she would surely frown in embarrassment.



    



    But I should have said that.



    



    Callisis, who was thinking about that, was a little puzzled by the strange thought that suddenly came to him. However, the brief thought that crossed his mind quickly disappeared as he saw Kilianerisa waving at him from afar. He hurriedly approached where she was.



    



    The festival at night was sparkling with beautiful lights. It was, in fact, a common festival that could be seen anywhere. The festival was not particularly outstanding, but perhaps it looked dazzling every time he saw it due to the woman inside it.



    



    "Hurry up. We still have a long way to go before we’re done looking around."



    



    As she grumbled and linked arms with him, her eyes reflected the sparkling image of the streets. The festival, which they participated in every year, had not changed much from last year or the year before, but she always seemed to see something new each time.



    



    No, perhaps the idea that it was the same was just his own.



    



    To their eyes, who had snuck out to attend the festival since they were children, the festival had always looked the same, but if you looked closely, there were definitely things that had changed.



    



    New tents were added, and people that he always saw were no longer there. There were also people who had dyed their hair differently from last year, and you could see people who were getting older as time went by. These were definitely changes from last year.



    



    How could this be considered the same scenery?



    



    "Young lady, I'll give you a good deal, so take a look at the items, okay?"



    



    As they looked around, a merchant called out to them. She approached the store with curious eyes. Callisis followed her, glancing at the items displayed in the store. Even at a quick glance, they were ordinary items.



    



    There were no splendid items worthy of catching the eye of the Lady of Hameln. Nevertheless, Kilianerisa’s eyes sparkled as if she were looking at beautiful jewels. Finding it cute, Callisis chuckled and looked around to see if there was something that would suit her.



    



    As he did, one item caught his eye.



    



    It was a common hairpin that could be seen anywhere. The design was simple and childish. However, the reason it oddly caught his eye was the red gem embedded in the center. Even though it was undoubtedly a cheap fake gem, there was a strange feeling that it somehow resembled the color of her eyes.



    



    Callisis, as if possessed, picked up the hairpin and looked down at it, then the merchant whispered discreetly.



    



    "Aya, you have a good eye, sir. This is the latest item we have, and the gem in the middle is a real one, so it's a bit pricey. But it's the best-selling item in the store. You might regret it if you don't buy it. Is it for that lady over there? It looks like it would suit her, so I'll give you a special discount. How about it?"



    



    A wry smile emerged at the common sales pitch. A real gem? It obviously looked like a cheap fake. However, Callisis couldn’t deny that the merchant was a merchant. He didn't really have any intention of buying it, but for some reason, he was amused by the situation. Maybe he wanted to give her a small gift, or maybe it was just a whim.



    



    He interrupted the merchant's enthusiastic praise of the hairpin and handed over a gold coin that had been rolling around in his pocket. The merchant, who took it, had a dazed expression on his face, but then he spoke in an excited voice.



    



    "I, I was going to give you a discount... but if you really insist, I won't refuse."



    



    Brushing off the remark, he handed the newly purchased hairpin to Kilianerisa, who was engrossed in looking at other items.



    



    "What is this?"



    



    "A gift."



    



    It was a toy-like item that could hardly be considered a gift. It was so shabby that she might not even like it and throw it away. With a belated realization, Callisis felt a rush of shame and tried to leave.



    



    But she grabbed Callisis’ wrist and said,



    



    "You have to do this yourself."



    



    "...... Huh?"



    



    Callisis, with awkward hand movements, clumsily pinned the hairpin onto her hair. Her hair, which was already messy from walking around, was slightly tangled with the hairpin due to his clumsy hands. Even this was the best he could do, and he couldn't even touch it further.



    



    When Callisis pulled his hand away from her head, Kilianerisa touched her hair a few times before smiling, asking if it was okay. Then, she whispered softly.



    



    "Thank you."



    



    Just because of this? With a strange sense of guilt, he said as if he was making a promise to himself.



    



    "I'll make something better next time."



    



    He thought he should make the most precious accessory in the world with her favorite gem, instead of such a cheap thing. Kilianerisa, who was looking at Callisis, shook her head.



    



    "No, this is enough. I like this. It’s a gift from you."



    



    He didn’t know if she could still say that when she looked in the mirror, but seeing her happy made him feel good. She had a proud look on her face as if she genuinely liked the gift. Callisis looked at her and spoke casually.



    



    “I’ll just give you more gifts then.”



    



    The future held much more than what they had experienced so far, and there were so many things he wanted to give her. He would give her gifts, one by one, from the most insignificant to the most amazing. Then, she would smile like this every time, right?



    



    However, instead of responding to his words, Kilianerisa just smiled with a mysterious meaning.



    



    It was a smile that oddly caught his nerves, but Callisis didn't dwell on it too much, thinking it was just his imagination.



    



    If he had asked about the identity of that smile at that time, would things have been different?



    



    Such a question lingered, but he didn't know the answer to what would have happened if he had done so. It was a time that couldn't be undone and, at the same time, a time that had already passed.



    



    A week later, Kilianerisa asked him to break off the engagement.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    Callisis, who had fallen asleep, suddenly opened his eyes wide. When he woke up, his face was covered in sweat. He turned his head to look out the window, and he saw that it was still early in the morning. As Callisis returned to reality, the confusion in his eyes gradually subsided.



    



    ‘Why did I dream at this time...’



    



    It was already over decades ago.



    



    However, in the dream, it felt as vivid as if he had traveled back to the past. It was a moment he had regretted for the rest of his life. A sweet memory of the past that made his heart race. But when he thought about it now, it was neither more nor less than something that made his heart ache.



    



    No, maybe he didn’t even have that kind of excitement anymore.



    



    He turned his head in frustration and looked at the desk. More precisely, at the letter and the old hairpin placed on it.



    



    The gem embedded in the center of the hairpin had become so discolored to the point that its original color was unrecognizable.



    



    Although the design was the same, the hairpin he saw in the dream looked completely different. Seeing the gem so faded, it was clear that it wasn't a real gem. Callisis let out a hollow smile as he thought about something pointless.



    



    His gaze, which had been fixed on the hairpin, shifted to the letter. Just looking at it made his heart strangely flutter. It was truly odd. It was just a letter, after all.



    



    He rose from the bed, creaking his way to the desk where the letter was placed. Then, he picked up the letter and brought it close to his eyes.



    



    As he did, the letter, which had been as white as if it had just been written, turned yellow, and his once handsome hand began to age, wrinkles forming.



    



    He stared blankly at the changes for a moment before slowly looking around him.



    



    The items in the room that had been with him for decades caught his eye first, and then his gaze moved to an old mirror. In the mirror, instead of a young and handsome youth, he saw the reflection of an old, frail man.



    



    He stared at the mirror in a daze, shocked by the stark contrast to his dream.



    



    His once smooth skin was now heavily wrinkled, his once lively eyes were now clouded with the light of death, and his once straight back was now hunched over. Unlike someone else's, his time had kept moving forward, so perhaps it was only natural.



    



    He had braved the years alone, gradually becoming old and eventually becoming the person he was now.



    



    The dream was so vivid that he couldn't distinguish reality. Even though all of his memories were stuck in the past, it was impossible for him to remain in the past. He looked at the letter with a bitter feeling.



    



    To be so shaken by a letter. It was truly peculiar.

  
    He had only learned about the letter a few days ago. He had received it from a maid who had served Kilianerisa in her lifetime, by a very coincidental chance.



    



    If it weren’t for that coincidence, he wouldn't have even known about the existence of the letter.



    



    When he saw the item attached to the letter, Callisis immediately recognized whose letter it was. However, despite receiving the letter with curiosity, he still hadn't opened it.



    



    He stared at the letter through his blurry vision for a moment, then with a determined face, he opened the drawer and took out his glasses. Once he put on the glasses, the blurry letters finally became clear. The first thing that caught his eye was the recipient's name.



    



    「Callisis」



    



    When he saw his name written in familiar handwriting, he felt a strange rush of emotion. Even though she would never write a letter to him, the unmistakable name in the recipient's place was undoubtedly his.



    



    The next name his eyes fell upon felt somewhat unfamiliar yet familiar.



    



    「Kilianerisa」



    



    He had already checked it dozens of times. There was no doubt that it was her name.



    



    Feeling a strange stir of emotion, he gently brushed his hand over the letter. The letter had a form quite different from the ones that were popular today. It was reminiscent of the styles that were popular decades ago. It was very outdated to the point that nobody would use such a form now.



    



    Despite being very old, it seemed to smell faintly of a perfume that was popular in the old days. Even though it shouldn't be the case.



    



    The faded letter seemed to have gone back in time. It was similar to his wrinkled hand. Perhaps they have been through a similar amount of time.



    



    Silently, he mouthed her name.



    



    'Kilianerisa.'



    



    A name he both loved and resented.



    



    Just saying it made his heart ache a little. He thought there were no more memories left to revive, but it seemed that they were still there somewhere.



    



    The heart that yearned for that past.



    



    Lost momentarily in longing, he took a deep breath and carefully opened the tightly sealed letter. His heart pounded so hard that it made his ears ring. He adjusted his glasses and began to read the letter.



    



    「Perhaps you resent me.



    



    Yes, it's only natural. I broke our promise and betrayed you, so you probably despise me. Or maybe you've already forgotten about me.



    



    Maybe you’re adjusting to a reality without me, but I hope you haven't forgotten me.



    



    Selfish, isn’t it? I know. But you know that too. I've always been that kind of person.



    



    I don’t know if this letter will reach you or not, but there are things I still want to tell you.



    



    You know what? I regret not holding your hand. It’s such a silly thing to say, right?



    



    I know it sounds pathetic and ridiculous, but I regret it madly.



    



    It’s absurd for me to think about it, but I guess I’m still in love with you.



    



    I pushed your hand away to be happy, but I've never been happy since. I thought there would be many things better than you.... I believed that firmly, but....



    



    Why do I regret it so much?



    



    Since coming here, I've suddenly realized something. Want to hear it?



    



    Actually, I might have already been happy. My happiness was already complete by your side, to the extent that I didn't need to search for any other happiness.



    



    I guess I realized that fact too late.



    



    No, actually, I knew. What I was chasing after was nothing more than garbage-like happiness. But I couldn't admit it. Because admitting that would make me even more miserable. I didn't want to become any more miserable.



    



    So, I struggled desperately, but when I looked back, I realized I was just going in circles.



    



    This place is no different from the home I so desperately wanted to escape from. No, it's even worse. It’s like hell. With each passing day, it feels like even the joy I once had is gradually disappearing. What should I have done?



    



    I always wondered. What did I do wrong? What went wrong?



    



    When I thought about the past, the answer came more easily than I thought. From the moment I let go of your hand, it seemed I had already committed a grave sin. By hurting you, by lying about not loving you, and by not being happy in such situations.



    



    So, it looks like I'm receiving my punishment.



    



    If this is the price for betraying you, I willingly accept this punishment. Because I know you must have suffered just as much. Still, the reason I'm writing this is because I want to convey even this one word to you.



    



    I'm sorry for something I've never said before. If I can't tell you, I'll truly regret it, so I’m telling these words now.



    



    I'm sorry.



    



    And I love you.



    



    Since the moment I met you, I've never stopped loving you. Even if you deny everything, I hope you won't deny this.



    



    I want you to be happy. You're a good person, unlike me, you can surely be happy no matter where you are.



    



    Take care.」



    



    For a moment, it felt like he couldn’t breathe. Everything fell silent as if all sounds had disappeared. Only the ticking of the clock moving second by second was proof that time was passing.



    



    His eyes were shaking violently as if facing a storm. The hand holding the letter was trembling. He could feel something was welling up inside him, but even so, he felt numb. He couldn’t think at all.



    



    He blinked several times and then slowly read the letter again as if trying to engrave it in his mind.



    



    Once.



    



    Twice.



    



    And three times.



    



    He continued to read the letter over and over.



    



    He thought that something would change as he read, but there was no difference. The feeling, as if someone had struck him on the head, persisted. How many times did he stare at the letter? Suddenly, a bitter laugh escaped.



    



    "Ha......"



    



    Then, a series of questions followed.



    



    Why?



    



    And then resentment.



    



    So why did you leave me?



    



    And then anger followed.



    



    Why on earth! What did you hope to gain?!



    



    In the end, there was sadness.



    



    "Ahhh......"



    



    You fool!



    



    Why, why! Why didn't I say anything?



    



    He thought she had already left. He thought he would never get another chance. So, so I didn't look for her. I deliberately avoided her. If she saw him, she would hate him even more... That thought terrified him.



    



    So he always avoided her like a sinner.



    



    ‘But, that wasn't the case...’



    



    What on earth did we do? Why, for what reason, did we suffer our whole lives... What was it all for?



    



    In reality, he missed her all the time, and it hurt like he was going to die. He just wanted to see her happy... But seeing her happy would be painful and joyful at the same time, so he couldn't bring himself to do it.



    



    No, that's not it.Despite various pathetic excuses, the truth was he wanted to see her happy. Despite the resentment and everything, deep down, he wished for her happiness.



    



    But what on earth is this letter?



    



    "Ah, ah......!"



    



    His voice was barely audible, as if his throat was constricted.



    



    His hoarse voice was so unpleasant to hear that even expressing sadness with it was embarrassing. He had aged this much. He was so weak that he couldn't even read the letter properly without relying on something.



    



    He didn’t even have the strength to grieve the fact that he realized the true feelings of the loved... no, his lover, too late. It was heartbreaking. It hurt so much in his chest that he curled up without even realizing it.



    



    Stupid. Extremely stupid. She was stupid, and he was stupid.



    



    He roughly brushed his face with his palms, trying to wipe away the tears trickling down his cheeks. He felt the rough surface of his palm against his skin. He wanted to comfort her with these wrinkled hands, but there was no Callisis from her youthful days that she loved.



    



    There was only an old man waiting for the day of his death.



    



    He had never resented the years that had passed, but now, he resented it terribly. If only he had seen this letter a little earlier... No, if he had seen it while she was alive, would something have changed?



    



    Reflecting on the past was not easy when too many years had passed. Like a hairpin whose original color couldn't be recognized, his memories were not complete.



    



    He resented everything, yet oddly, a sense of relief brushed past him.



    



    She hadn't betrayed him.



    



    He was so happy with those words. It was enough to offset all his sorrows. He was afraid that he hadn't awakened from the dream yet.



    



    A letter left by her when she was alive, and he who had become old with the passage of time.



    



    Decades of divergent time strangely intertwined. The truth he learned hurt him terribly. However, it wasn't just pain. The fact that their hearts were aligned within the twisted gap made him somewhat happy, so it was okay even if it hurt. However, he couldn't hide the sense of emptiness that was coming over him.



    



    The greater the joy, the greater the emptiness.



    



    Tears flowed endlessly, and an empty smile leaked out between them. At the same time, a pain surged, as if someone was tightly gripping his heart and wouldn’t let go. Even though the accompanying pain and sorrow, the smile didn’t disappear. It seemed like he was in so much pain that he became delirious.



    



    Unfamiliar emotions swirled together like a whirlwind, and all of which were overwhelming. He clenched the letter in his hand as if to endure it. Even that was too much for him to hold in his hand completely.



    



    But it didn't matter.



    



    No, Callisis suddenly felt glad of that fact.



    



    He thought that the more he lost strength from his hand, the closer he would be to meeting her.



    



    Suddenly, her smiling face came to mind. All the memories were hazy, but it was the only thing that shone brightly and hadn't changed. Seeing the smiling Kilianerisa, Callisis smiled back at her, just as he did in his dream.



    



    Ah, Kilianerisa.



    



    I’ve made it too hard for you. I'm sorry.



    



    I'll come to see you soon.



    



    A happy smile appeared on his face.



    



    It seemed like he had kept her waiting for too long. He was very sorry to have found out too late. Callisis looked down at his now wrinkled hand. Suddenly, he was ashamed for being so shabby.



    



    Thinking that she might not welcome him if she saw him so old, Callisis pulled back the wrinkles on the back of his hand, as if trying to hide them.



    



    Even though he knew it was a foolish thing to do, he felt like he had to do something like this because he was ashamed of being so old. Yet, once roughened by time, his hands remained unchanged. The wrinkles on the back of his hand were no different. And the memories of their journey together lingered in his heart, undiminished.



    



    My heart always hurts, but why did it hurt? There was no need to feel the pain, but why did I insist on embracing the sorrow?



    



    Perhaps it was funny, he burst into laughter. Despite that, he couldn’t stop crying because he felt remorseful for hurting her.

  
    "Oh my, you look so beautiful."



    



    Kilianerisa, who was being dressed by the maids, gently opened her eyes at her mother's voice. The maids had just finished dressing her, and she turned her head to look at Arne. Then she smiled mischievously.



    



    "Of course. Whose daughter am I?"



    



    Arne burst into laughter at the sight of her daughter.



    



    "What? Ahahaha. You’re not wrong."



    



    Kilianerisa’s gaze moved back to the mirror after looking at Arne for a moment. She had always been called a beauty, but today, she shone even more brighter than usual. Despite the subtle makeup, her face exuded a delicate and elegant beauty.



    



    At the moment of satisfaction as she examined herself—



    



    "Lia! Do you really have to get married?!"



    



    Fabius’ tearful words made Kilianerisa’s satisfied expression crumple with displeasure.



    



    "How many times do I have to say it? I’m absolutely doing it."



    



    Kilianerisa’s blunt response made Fabius frown.



    



    "But......"



    



    Arne clicked her tongue as he looked at the disgruntled Fabius.



    



    "Honey, how long are you going to keep this up? Today is already the wedding day."



    



    At that, Severus grumbled with a serious expression.



    



    "Mother, I also agree with Father's opinion. We can't give Lia to such a bumpkin."



    



    Severus spoke in defense, and Fabius nodded his head dejectedly. Euclid, who had been silently watching Kilianerisa from the side, also nodded secretly in agreement. Arne, who had been watching her husband and two sons in dismay, approached Kilianerisa and placed her hand on her shoulder. Then, she spoke softly.



    



    "Oh dear, why does your opinion matter? After all, it's our Lia who's getting married."



    



    Then everyone’s anxious gaze turned to Kilianerisa, and she burst out laughing when she suddenly received their gazes. She said firmly.



    



    "Wake up."



    



    Then she stood up as if she had no regrets. Her white dress fluttered like butterfly wings following her movements. Fabius looked at Kilianerisa with pity. It was depressing to think that he had to give away his daughter, who was so precious he couldn’t even bear to put her in his eyes, to such a bumpkin.



    



    Of course, Marquis Etrom’s household was one of the prestigious families in the Empire, but he was far from being a suitable husband for his daughter. Even if they brought the Emperor of the Empire, his daughter would be a hundred times more precious. Who would give such a beautiful child to anyone?!



    



    Severus, who was beside him, also thought similarly to Fabius and secretly teared up. What’s so good about that unremarkable guy?!However, since it was his beloved sister's chosen man, it was difficult to openly show disdain.



    



    Euclid, though he didn't openly express his feelings, was ready to draw his sword at any moment he saw tears in Lia’s eyes.



    



    In contrast to the feelings of the three men, Arne and Kilianerisa were in high spirits. It was understandable for Kilianerisa, but it was surprising for Arne to be the same. The three men felt a bit resentful towards Arne for the first time.



    



    "Lia."



    



    Everyone's gaze turned to the unfamiliar voice coming from somewhere. At the same time, Kilianerisa and Arne's expressions brightened, while the three men’s faces darkened with caution.



    



    "Cal!"



    



    Kilianerisa approached Callisis with a bright smile. Callisis’ mouth curled up when he saw his fiancée, who was always beautiful, was especially more stunning today. Arne, who had been looking at them with a smile, said with a belated look of realization.



    



    "Oh my, the groom is here, and I was oblivious."



    



    Callisis said in embarrassment.



    



    "N-no, Duchess."



    



    Then, Arne grumbled with a disappointed look.



    



    "Duchess? How disappointing. When will I be able to hear Callisis call me mother?



    



    At the sound of her disappointed voice, Callisis made a troubled look and then opened his mouth with a stammer.



    



    "Uh, well... Mo, Mother...."



    



    Embarrassed, the tips of his ears turned red, and seeing this, Arne and Kilianerisa burst into light laughter.



    



    "Well then, I'll be going. Lia, see you later."



    



    "See you later."



    



    Kilianerisa waved her hand as if she was glad to see Arne leave. To be precise, perhaps she was even more glad that the three men accompanying her were leaving.



    



    Arne was her only support. It was only when the noisy room fell silent that Kilianerisa was finally able to breathe a sigh of relief. She was embarrassed and sorry to show Callisis how those men were making a fuss. Why make such a fuss about getting married? She couldn’t even raise her head in shame.



    



    Once married, she would be living with Callisis, so she wouldn't have to worry about such things. Thinking about it brought a smile to her face. Kilianerisa turned her body playfully to face the man who made her heart flatter just by looking at him.



    



    "How do I look today?"



    



    The hem of her dress rose and fell slightly with her movement. Callisis, who was watching her, couldn’t help but smile.



    



    "Beautiful. More than anyone else."



    



    Though it was a common phrase, her heart skipped a beat. She felt her face blush for no reason. Anyone in the empire would have given her the same answer, but she was happy, nonetheless. She knew that the man in front of her had said it sincerely.



    



    But she wanted to hide her excitement, so she grumbled for no reason.



    



    "Come on, that's so cliché."



    



    It wasn't a particularly impressive conversation, yet it felt strangely good. It was like someone was gently tickling her chest with feathers, or like she was walking on fluffy clouds. Feeling sufficiently euphoric, she giggled.



    



    Callisis felt the same way. They gazed at each other intently. No words were exchanged. Still, the moment and space they shared felt pleasant. With that happy feeling behind them, their faces gradually drew closer.



    



    She closed her eyes and felt a soft sensation covering her lips.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    The marriage between the Duke of Hameln and the Marquis of Etrom was a big event even in the Empire. Many guests gathered to congratulate them on their wedding.



    



    The protagonist of the day, Kilianerisa, had nothing to do until the ceremony began, so she sat in a chair and waited for the time to pass quickly. Then, she heard the chatter of ladies who seemed to have come as guests.



    



    "Have you heard that story?"



    



    "What story?"



    



    Her idle attention was drawn to that conversation.



    



    "About the Empress. I heard that she's infertile."



    



    Intrigued by this rather interesting gossip, she directed her gaze towards them.



    



    "Really? I thought it was weird how there’s still no news after all these years."



    



    "So, it seems the palace is in chaos. I heard that Marquis Illimax took advantage of this opportunity to promote his daughter as a candidate for Empress."



    



    "Too bad. I was going to ask my father to recommend me as a candidate for Empress."



    



    "Forget it. The Marquis of Illimax enjoys power no less than a duke. How can a mere count’s family compete with them?"



    



    "That’s just what they say. Anyway, what about the current Empress?"



    



    "How would I know? Well, she probably won't be able to stay as the Empress. She rose to the position of Empress from a viscountess with the love of the Emperor alone, but now that she can't even give birth to a prince, do you think other nobles will just watch that happen?"



    



    "I guess so, but it's a little pitiful."



    



    "Anyway, it seems the relationship between the Emperor and the Empress isn't the same as before because of that issue. After all, how long love can last?"



    



    "That's true. Oh, but more importantly..."



    



    It wasn't a topic to be taken lightly, but they soon turned the conversation to another subject. After the interesting discussion ended, Kilianerisa turned her attention away from their conversation and thought about the Emperor she had seen some time before.



    



    He was definitely handsome. Moreover, being the Emperor, anyone might have considered aiming for the Empress position at least once.



    



    ‘Unfortunately, he’s not my type.’



    



    She wasn't particularly interested in power, either.



    



    She nodded lightly and erased the image of the Emperor she had briefly thought of from her mind. She didn’t care about the affairs of the country, and as long as there were no wars, there was nothing more she could wish for.



    



    She closed her eyes for a moment, listening to the conversations around her. She could feel the cool breeze and smell the refreshing scent of grass. The warm sun shining down on her and her being in top condition—it was truly a great day to get married.



    



    Time passed and music began to play, signaling the start of the wedding.



    



    Many people had gathered to witness her wedding. She slowly looked around, savoring the moment. There were faces she had never seen before, and some she had seen a few times. After that, she saw Fabius, resentful and shedding tears as if he still refused to accept her marriage, and Severus, glaring towards the place where Callisis was.



    



    Of course, aware of Kilianerisa's gaze, they quickly changed their expressions, but it was too late as she had already seen them. She scowled disapprovingly at the two, as if to warn them, before turning away and walking.



    



    A long, red carpet and scattered flower petals adorned her path. After a few steps, she saw the figure of the man she loved in the distance. As the distance between them, which had seemed so far away, gradually narrowed, Kilianerisa's smile deepened.



    



    Even if she tried to hide it, she couldn’t help but smile. Ah, who cares. Is there any need to hide this joyful feeling? So, she chose to smile. If not today, then when would she smile?



    



    A similar smile to hers was now on Callisis’ face. She thought she wouldn't be nervous, but as she got closer to him, the pounding of her heart grew louder. Suppressing a strange tremor, she met his gaze once again. Soon, the distance between them became close enough that each other was reflected in their eyes.



    



    They looked at each other without saying a word. Kilianerisa was now a little fearful. Currently, just seeing him brought joy and excitement, but there was no guarantee that this feeling would last forever. Love and marriage were different. Just because she was happy in a relationship, that didn’t guarantee that she would be happy even after marriage.



    



    Callisis, who had been watching Kilianerisa, paused for a moment, approached her confidently, and extended his hand. Kilianerisa stared blankly at his hand.



    



    Will I truly be happy if I took this hand? Or will I regret it?



    



    Such doubts arose, but in reality, they might have been pointless worries.



    



    Yes, maybe she would really regret this marriage after fighting and crying over something really trivial, but maybe after that fight, they would be able to reconcile, and their relationship would become stronger. Life was like that, no one can predict it. Of course, she would rather hope for the latter, but she couldn't know if it would go her way.



    



    However, she didn't think she would regret it. Therefore, she decided to take the hand that was extended to her. She trusted the man who had made her happy until now, so she wouldn't worry about the future that hadn’t come.



    



    Kilianerisa placed her hand on top of his. The warmth and softness she felt through the glove made her heart flutter. She looked into his eyes, but he had been looking at her since a long time ago.



    



    His blue eyes, the ones she loved, would continue to hold her image in the future. Perhaps it would capture the ugly side she didn’t want him to see, and it might capture not only the lovely images she wanted to show but also the image of her getting old with time. No, it would definitely capture all of it.



    



    She wanted to be together with him even with such costs. She wanted to share sadness, joy, and happiness. That's why she chose this place. Even if everything changed, the emotions they hold for each other would remain unchanged.



    



    They had been happy until now, and they would continue to be happy in the future.
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