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    The faint sunlight glinted off the blade of the guillotine.



    



    “Eurain Sierra of Airdren is hereby sentenced to death for the murder of Millen Ayle and the attempted murder of Leia Ayle…”



    



    In the distance, four lifeless bodies swayed gently from the gallows—my mother, father, and two brothers.



    



    The sound of the trapdoors giving way still echoed faintly in my ears.



    



    The cacophony of voices around me felt like a distant murmur, hollow and far away. Yet the sharp crack of the judge’s gavel, declaring my guilt, still thundered in my chest, matching the frantic rhythm of my racing heart.



    



    The lover of the Grand Duke, Leia Ayle, had been found dead.



    



    Leia himself had collapsed from shock after nearly being poisoned, bedridden for days.



    



    The incident had taken place within Leia’s chambers at the ducal estate, and the perpetrator was identified within hours.



    



    “This poison is undoubtedly the magic of the Airdren family,” the coroner declared.



    



    The moment those words were spoken, countless accusing eyes turned toward me. All I could do was blink in stunned disbelief. The Airdren family magic—a poison said to be unmatched in lethality—flowed in my very veins.



    



    The Grand Duke was present, his face as blank and impassive as ever, his gaze fixed on me without a shred of emotion. I shook my head dumbly, my feeble denial the only protest I could muster.



    



    I didn’t know what else to do. Who would believe me? Who would listen to someone like me? With evidence so damning, I was a murderer in everyone’s eyes, no matter what I said.



    



    Their accusing stares felt like needles piercing my skin. I didn’t know how my blood had killed Leia’s sibling, nor did I have any way to prove my innocence. Worse still, I lacked the strength to even try.



    



    No one stood by me. Of course, they wouldn’t. I was nothing more than a name—a duchess in title only, ignored and scorned by all. Why would anyone come to my defense?



    



    My family, at least, had believed me. They swore I could never commit such a crime. But their loyalty came at a terrible cost—they were executed for harboring a criminal and breaking their oaths.



    



    Now they were gone. My family was dead, my house was destroyed, not even a single servant remained. And soon, my own neck would fall beneath the guillotine.



    



    The sight of the blade was terrifying. Its sheer weight seemed to embody the finality of death. All I could hope for was that it would sever my head cleanly in one stroke.



    



    I lifted my gaze higher.



    



    A short distance away stood a man as delicate as lace, trembling like a fragile flower in the wind. His face was ghostly pale with fear, and his hands clung to the railing so tightly that his knuckles had turned white.



    



    That man—Leia Ayle, a Lamia—was the one I had supposedly tried to kill, the one who had lost his sibling because of me.



    



    A bitter laugh welled up inside me. What a sight. Just look at him. Poor thing. He was trembling—afraid of what, exactly? That I, bound and helpless, might somehow escape and finish him off? Ridiculous. And where was the Grand Duke, the one who should be comforting him in his distress?



    



    Leia Ayle was widely known as the Grand Duke’s lover, while I, his wife in name only, was nothing but an unwanted shadow.



    



    The Grand Duke planned to annul our marriage and formally wed Leia. Forced into marriage by imperial decree, we had never once shared a harmonious moment in our three years together. Neither the Grand Duke nor the people of the ducal estate acknowledged me. After Leia’s arrival, he was treated as the true duchess.



    



    I, a duchess in title only, was said to have been consumed by jealousy. Enraged, I supposedly stormed into Leia’s quarters, killed his sibling first, and then tried to kill him as well.



    



    That was the story everyone believed. A perfect motive, they called it. A crime of passion, they whispered.



    



    And so, my life would end, condemned by a story that wasn’t mine.



    



    "Nonsense."



    



    I never wanted to be the Grand Duchess in the first place. Our union was nothing more than a political marriage decreed by the Emperor, and the Grand Duke despised me from the very start.



    



    What did it matter to me if he took a lover—or even a new wife? There was no chance, not even in a shattered world, that I would ever stand beside him under such sweet, lofty titles.



    



    If anything, being divorced and returning to my family would have been a blessing. Yes, a blessing—if only it could have saved me from this.



    



    How I wished I could turn back time, to a moment when nothing had happened, when everything was still reversible.



    



    If I could go back, I would have tried to mend things with the Grand Duke, no matter how humiliating it was. I would have begged him to marry Leia, to place all the blame for our divorce on me—anything to save myself and my family from this fate.



    



    Even a disgraceful divorce would have been tolerable if it meant survival. My reputation had long since been reduced to meaningless whispers.



    



    "Look at her eyes."



    "Terrifying, aren’t they?"



    "How could someone be so venomous?"



    "When’s the execution?"



    



    I was looking at Leia when I heard their murmurs. Leia, too, looked more frightened than before. Was I really that terrifying?



    



    Their choice of the guillotine despite knowing the poison in my veins—it was all for show, an act of bravado to claim they weren’t afraid of me. How laughable.



    



    If they weren’t afraid, why did they all stand so far away?



    



    Should I just kill them all?



    



    The thought leapt to the forefront of my mind, dangerous and wild. Only now did I realize that despair, when pushed far enough, could twist itself into murderous rage.



    



    The glinting eyes staring up at me on the scaffold.



    



    Leia, trembling like a fragile leaf.



    



    And… my gaze shifted. Standing to the side of the guillotine was a man.



    



    Tall, well-dressed, and seemingly poised, yet his face betrayed the cunning cruelty of a snake.



    



    That man was Erma, the steward of the ducal estate—the one who had tormented me and ultimately ensured I was sent to this execution.



    



    Despite my title as Grand Duchess, I had never once dared defy Erma. Rank, as it turned out, was powerless. A Grand Duchess ignored and unloved by her husband was nothing more than a plaything for those beneath her.



    



    But now I had reached the end of the line. Even a cornered mouse would bite a cat. Perhaps, on this final path, I would become that mouse.



    



    Should I show them all how much strength I truly possessed?



    



    A strength I had never once dared to use, rendering it as good as nonexistent. The power to annihilate everyone here—my blood, a living weapon, was the magic of Airdren. It had terrified me my entire life, as though I carried a powder keg ready to ignite at the slightest spark.



    



    With my family dead and nothing left to lose, what did I have to fear?



    



    I could destroy every single one of them, every person I could see…



    



    “...”



    



    The ragged ends of my hair, uneven and tangled, floated lightly in the wind before settling. Kill them all?



    



    What would be the point?



    



    Even if I killed them, my family wouldn’t return. I would simply become a greater monster, forced to kill until I had exhausted myself completely. Would such a life be worth living?



    



    Besides, I wasn’t sure I could kill the Grand Duke.



    



    He was terrifyingly strong, a war hero, and the greatest swordsman in the Empire.



    



    I had no confidence I could defeat him.



    



    No… it wasn’t just a lack of strength. The greater truth was that I…



    



    Anger surged through me, wild and overwhelming.



    



    Why had I allowed myself to feel this way about him?



    



    Why?



    



    Rage burned within me, not directed at anyone in particular but scattering aimlessly like oil slicks on water, sticky and futile. I wanted to scream.



    



    Still, the Grand Duke was nowhere to be seen.



    



    Where was he? What was he doing? Why had he reduced me to this state? What made Leia so different from me?



    



    The flames in my chest roared to life, threatening to spill out of my throat. Their name was pain.



    



    I let my head drop. The weight of humiliation crushed me.



    



    When my blood, laced with magic, splattered across the scene, I didn’t want to see the Grand Duke shielding Leia from the chaos. I didn’t want to witness that moment.



    



    It was as torturous as the suffering I had already endured.



    



    This is too much.



    



    I was exhausted—physically, mentally, and emotionally drained. Maybe… maybe it would be better to let it all end here.



    



    Regret, longing—none of it mattered anymore. It was all too late. Whether I carried shame, disgrace, or a clean conscience, death would erase it all.



    



    I glanced at Erma one last time. A faint, cruel smile tugged at his lips.



    



    Silently, he mouthed the words:



    "See? You should have obeyed."



    



    Even at the end, he remained a wretched man. I turned away, refusing to acknowledge him any longer.



    



    “Your Grace,” he called, mocking me with the title he never truly meant. I didn’t respond.



    



    Was it my imagination, or did I catch a flicker of unease in his demeanor? Unease? From him? Surely, that couldn’t be right. It had to be a trick of my exhausted mind.



    



    “Why hasn’t His Grace, the Grand Duke, arrived?” he pressed.



    



    I couldn’t help but scoff at the absurdity of his question. How would I know? If he was so curious, he should ask Leia.



    



    “Proceed with the execution!”



    



    The executioner’s voice thundered through the air. Erma faltered, hesitated for a brief moment, and then darted toward the executioner as if to intervene.



    



    And then—



    



    “Stop!”



    



    A desperate voice cut through the chaos.



    



    It was familiar. I recognized it instantly.



    



    Everything seemed to slow. Despite the order to halt, the blade had already fallen. The sound it made was chilling, final, and unlike anything I had ever heard before. My head tumbled into the waiting basket.



    



    A horrifying truth I hadn’t wanted to know—consciousness lingers briefly after decapitation.



    



    The one who had shouted was the Grand Duke.



    



    Why was he here?



    



    I wanted to turn my eyes to Leia, to see his reaction, but my vision no longer obeyed me.



    



    Through the fog clouding my sight, I saw the Grand Duke kneeling in front of the basket. He reached out, gently cradling my severed head in his hands.



    



    His expression was unclear, but his lips moved faintly.



    



    "No…"



    



    What could he possibly mean by that?



    



    That was the last thing I remembered.



    



    The chirping of birds stirred me awake.



    



    I opened my eyes, sunlight streaming in through sheer chiffon curtains. The brightness stung, and I rubbed my eyes instinctively—but something felt off.



    



    The Grand Duchess’s chambers never allowed sunlight in.



    



    How long had it been since I last woke up bathed in sunlight? Probably not since the first days after arriving in the Grand Duchy of Isser.



    



    Then… what was this sunlight?



    



    Was I no longer in the Grand Duchess’s room?



    



    “…What?”



    



    My hazy mind soon stumbled upon a far more pressing realization.



    



    I… died, didn’t I?



    



    The vivid sensation of my neck being severed lingered as if it had just happened. My hands instinctively flew to my throat, frantically tracing it. My neck was whole—completely intact. No scars, no seams. Nothing to suggest the brutal execution I remembered so clearly.



    



    And yet… I was here.



    



    A sudden knock at the door shattered my thoughts. Startled, I yanked the blanket over my head. No one who came to my chambers ever brought good news.



    



    The door creaked open, as if the visitor had every right to enter. My body trembled beneath the covers, heart racing.



    



    “Master?”



    



    ...Master?



    



    The trembling stopped. That voice—it was unmistakably familiar.



    



    I threw off the blanket without thinking.



    



    “How can you still be sleeping? Come on, get up, sleepyhead!”



    



    Standing before me was a boy with light brown hair and a smattering of freckles across his face. I blinked, struggling to believe my eyes.



    



    “…Lis?”



    



    “Yes, it’s me, Lis.”



    



    Lis was dead. I’d watched him die with my own eyes. When my family was dragged from the estate, every servant and attendant had been slaughtered. Lis had tried to protect me, stepping between me and my captors, only to collapse in a spray of blood. He’d died right there, at my feet.



    



    So what was this? A dream? A fleeting vision? The final sparks of a dying consciousness?



    



    “You still look half-asleep. Should I bring you some tea?”



    



    I stared at Lis, speechless.



    



    Why… why was I in Airdren?

  
    Lis gently patted my shoulder, his touch calming, before heading to the tea table. He brewed a rich, aromatic cup of tea and brought it to me. As I sipped, my scattered thoughts began to settle, the haze in my mind clearing bit by bit.



    



    “Come on now, it’s time to get up,” he said warmly.



    



    After taking away my empty cup, Lis helped my sluggish body into light, comfortable clothes fit for wandering around the house.



    



    Then, without warning, I jumped to my feet. Ignoring the silk slippers Lis had set out, I bolted out of the room barefoot.



    



    “Ah! Master! Master!” Lis cried out, startled, as he hurried after me, slippers in hand.



    



    Driven by an energy I couldn’t explain, I sprinted down the marble-floored corridor. The cool, smooth sensation of the marble against my bare feet was vivid and unmistakable. Every step, every detail of the ornate hall seemed to hammer in the same truth: this was Airdren.



    



    The closest room to mine was my eldest brother’s. Without hesitation, I flung the door open without knocking.



    



    Inside, my brother Revien sat, already dressed in formal attire, sipping tea. His expression shifted to one of confusion as he turned to me.



    



    “Eurain? What’s the matter at this hour? You should be preparing yourself.”



    



    Even as he scolded me, his voice was soft, his tone gentle. It had been three years since I’d seen this version of him—the calm, composed elder brother I remembered. The sheer normalcy of it struck me so deeply I felt tears threatening to rise.



    



    I ran to him and threw my arms around him.



    



    Revien froze briefly, caught off guard, but he quickly recovered. Placing his hand on my head, he stroked my hair in that familiar, soothing way.



    



    “What’s this now? What’s troubling our youngest sibling so much today?”



    



    The warmth of his touch—it was real. It was alive. It wasn’t the cold, lifeless touch of someone who had hung from a noose.



    



    Revien began to speak again, but I stopped him, afraid. Afraid that his words might shatter this fragile reality, that he might say something to wake me from what had to be a dream. I pressed my palm gently against his lips, silencing him, and turned to leave.



    



    Confused but concerned, Revien followed me to the door. I glanced back briefly before stepping out into the hallway once more.



    



    I still hadn’t seen the rest of my family.



    



    This time, I headed for my second brother, Liseon. His room was further down the hall. I stood before his door, hesitation gripping me. What if he wasn’t there?



    



    But before I could knock, the door swung open from the inside.



    



    “Eurain?”



    



    Liseon stood there, looking down at me, his expression puzzled but familiar. He was dressed casually, clearly not ready for the day—a reflection of his usual free-spirited nature.



    



    His relaxed demeanor felt so normal, so right, that I froze, unable to find the words to speak.



    



    Liseon smiled warmly, his carefree charm as disarming as ever. Without hesitation, he leaned down and kissed my cheek.



    



    “Bad dream?” he asked softly.



    



    A dream…



    



    A bad dream.



    



    If someone asked me which side felt like the dream—the horror I had endured, or this peaceful, ordinary moment—I would choose the former without hesitation. Whether or not it was true didn’t matter. Between a nightmare and a tranquil dream, why wouldn’t I cling to the peace?



    



    “It was all just a dream,” I told myself.



    



    It hadn’t happened. None of it.



    



    I nodded and replied, “Yes, it was a dream I never want to have again.”



    



    Liseon chuckled. “What was it? Some terrifying demon chasing you?”



    



    A demon…



    



    Perhaps that was one way to describe it. Or perhaps… it was something far worse.



    



    Liseon raised his hands and playfully mimicked a demon, growling dramatically as if to scare me. If only my dream had been about a demon—it would have been far less terrifying.



    



    I gave him a faint, crooked smile, and he tilted his head in confusion.



    



    “Honestly, why get so worked up over a dream? Eurain, you’re still such a kid…”



    



    He reached out and ruffled my hair with his large, warm hand. The heat of his touch—the unmistakable warmth of life—was undeniable. I stood still, letting him tousle my hair, before stepping back.



    



    “I’m going to see Mother and Father.”



    



    “Hmm, good idea. You must still feel unsettled. Just don’t stay out too long, alright?”



    



    I nodded and left the room, heading toward my parents’ chambers on the floor above. With my heart slightly steadier, I climbed the stairs and entered my mother’s room first, where I found both of them sitting together.



    



    They were sipping tea, impeccably dressed, as always. When they saw me, they looked surprised, as though wondering why I was there at this hour instead of preparing for the day ahead.



    



    My parents.



    



    The vivid memory of their bodies swaying from the gallows was still burned into my mind.



    



    But now, they were alive.



    



    “Father… Mother…”



    



    I approached them, wrapping my arms around each of them in turn, clinging to their warmth as if afraid it might vanish. Tears threatened to fall, but I held them back. This wasn’t a hallucination or a fleeting mirage—this was real. Their warmth, their presence, everything was real.



    



    “What’s gotten into you?”



    



    My mother’s cool, composed voice stirred something deep inside me.



    



    Father, as ever, remained silent, not reacting outwardly to my sudden embrace. Their reserved and strict demeanor was familiar, but I had always known how deeply they cared for me.



    



    Yet the relief surging through me shattered at my mother’s next words.



    



    “You seemed fine before, but now that it’s the day of your wedding, the nerves must finally be catching up to you.”



    



    “…”



    



    What did she just say?



    



    A wedding? Whose wedding?



    



    “…Wedding?”



    



    “Yes, of course,” she replied, her expression puzzled.



    



    I stood frozen, unable to process what I was hearing. My reaction prompted Mother and Father to exchange a glance. Father raised his eyebrows slightly, while Mother furrowed hers in mild irritation.



    



    “Stop dawdling and go get ready,” she said sharply. “Do you intend to keep His Grace the Grand Duke waiting?”



    



    Father’s calm, steady voice followed, a tone that brooked no argument.



    



    “What… What did you just say, Father?”



    



    “Eurain,” he said, his voice firmer this time, heavy with meaning.



    



    This time, it was my mother who called out to me.



    



    “Stop playing games and go get ready.”



    



    Her voice was sharp, as though she believed my frozen expression was some sort of childish prank. Of course, it wasn’t. Unable to form a response, I stiffly turned and walked back to my room, my mind spinning with confusion.



    



    As soon as I opened the door, Lis rushed toward me, his worry evident.



    



    “Master, you really need to start getting ready now!”



    



    “Lis…”



    



    “Yes?”



    



    “What day is it today?”



    



    Lis’s face lit up with a cheerful smile.



    



    “Why, it’s your wedding day with His Grace, the Grand Duke of Isser!”

  
    “…”



    



    This couldn’t be real.



    



    Only moments ago, I had convinced myself that everything I’d experienced was nothing but a vivid, terrible dream.



    



    “Are you sure? …Me?”



    



    “Of course! Look, your wedding attire is already prepared.”



    



    Lis gestured toward a corner of the room, where the ceremonial outfit lay waiting. My gaze followed his hand, and the sight of it made my entire body freeze.



    



    The lavish white silk ensemble, intricately embroidered with silver thread—it was the exact same attire I had worn at my wedding to the Grand Duke.



    



    “…”



    



    A wave of dread surged through me. Something was undeniably wrong.



    



    My mind scrambled for an explanation, clinging to logic like a lifeline. Perhaps… perhaps I had imagined it all. The tension and anxiety leading up to the wedding must have triggered a long, harrowing dream. And the familiarity of the outfit? Just a trick of my overwrought mind.



    



    But I needed to confirm it.



    



    “Lis, what jewelry am I supposed to wear today?”



    



    “I’ll show you! Let’s start with the necklace!”



    



    Lis hurried over to a small table where a collection of jewels and silks was arranged. He carefully picked up a velvet box and held it out with both hands.



    



    I closed my eyes, forcing myself to recall the necklace from that day—a platinum piece adorned with three large diamonds, surrounded by smaller translucent and shimmering stones. It had been a wedding gift from the Grand Duke himself.



    



    The soft click of the box opening echoed in the room, and I opened my eyes.



    



    “…”



    



    My legs buckled as my vision swam.



    



    “Master!” Lis cried out, rushing to steady me as I swayed on the spot.



    



    I tore my gaze away from the necklace, refusing to look at it any longer. Forcing myself to speak, I managed to say:



    



    “Lis, I’m sorry… but can I rest for a bit before we continue? Please?”



    



    “Master…”



    



    Lis hesitated, his concern obvious, but eventually nodded and stepped back. I must have looked pale enough to warrant his understanding—nerves before a wedding were something he could excuse.



    



    As soon as he left, I collapsed onto the bed, clutching my stomach tightly.



    



    “Ugh…”



    



    A wave of nausea surged through me as I curled into a ball beneath the covers. My stomach churned violently, and I heaved dryly, my throat clenching against the rising bile. A dizzying fog clouded my senses, amplifying the sickness gnawing at me.



    



    Something was terribly, terribly wrong.



    



    Even when I was nervous, I had never been the kind of person to lose control of my body. At most, my hands would sweat or I would feel a slight tremble.



    



    But this—this was a reaction I had developed after becoming the Grand Duchess.



    



    Before the wedding, I had been perfectly healthy. However, during my time at the Grand Duke’s estate, constant abuse had slowly withered my body, leaving me fragile and brittle, like a dried-up branch.



    



    Now, I was collapsing under the weight of a future that hadn’t even happened yet.



    



    What’s going on…?



    



    What had happened? Why did the wedding attire and jewelry from my dream appear exactly as I remembered them? Why had my healthy body deteriorated into this fragile state?



    



    Exhaustion drained every last ounce of energy from me. Even during my time as the Grand Duchess, there were days when I couldn’t get out of bed, overwhelmed by a suffocating sense of helplessness. That same powerlessness now consumed me completely.



    



    The wedding attire, the jewelry…



    



    Every detail, even the smallest embellishments on the sparkling pieces, was etched vividly in my mind.



    



    I bit my lip, trying to process the situation. The moment of my death was still crystal clear, as was the instant I opened my eyes and found myself three years in the past. I knew exactly what was supposed to happen after this moment.



    



    Then, one chilling thought surfaced in my mind.



    



    Time magic.



    



    Every noble house in the empire possesses a unique form of magic.



    



    Some, like the Grand Duke’s family, have lost their magic over the years. Others, like mine, the Airdren family, choose not to use theirs for various reasons. But many houses still wield their magic.



    



    And among them, there had to be one that possessed time magic.



    



    Could it be that one of those families had used their time magic to reverse the past three years? If so, why? What did they gain from this? And why had I been brought back to this particular moment, the day of my wedding, just before my life fell apart?



    



    It could be a coincidence. Maybe some noble reversed time for their own reasons, and I, caught up in a powerful moment of emotion, was swept along, remembering everything.



    



    If that was true, then this wasn’t a dream I had woken up from. I had simply returned to three years ago, to relive everything as it was before.



    



    I buried my face in my hands.



    



    The three years I spent as the Grand Duchess had been nothing but torment. The Grand Duke had been indifferent to me, and the people of the estate, judging me for my origins and personality, had treated me with disdain and cruelty.



    



    And then there was Erma.



    



    What I suffered at his hands had stripped me of my strength and reduced me to a pathetic, helpless fool. The thought of him filled me with both rage and paralyzing fear, emotions that were impossible to ignore.



    



    I spent those years in solitude, nursing a hopeless affection for the Grand Duke, chasing after his cold, disdainful gaze. It was a miserable existence that ended in a tragic conclusion. Now, I was being asked to face it all over again.



    



    “…”



    



    Slowly, I lifted my head.



    



    My eyes fell on the olive-leaf patterned blanket. Revien had picked it out himself, believing it would bring good fortune to a new bride. It hadn’t brought me any luck the first time, of course.



    



    In three years, I would lose my parents and brothers and face the guillotine once more. Until then, I would endure unimaginable pain.



    



    …But why?



    



    A sudden surge of clarity hit me. Why should I accept this fate?



    



    I knew what would happen after the wedding, after I went to the Grand Duke’s estate. I remembered everything.



    



    Even if Erma had tried to lock me away and reduce me to a fool, my memories were intact. I knew exactly what had happened in that estate.



    



    Knowledge is power.



    



    This wasn’t a time for despair. This was a rare opportunity—a chance to change everything, to rewrite my story and break free from the past.



    



    I wouldn’t live the same life. I wouldn’t face the same tragic ending.



    



    This time, everything would change.



    



    And I would make sure it did.

  
    "Young master, it’s really time to get ready now…”



    



    Lis’s uneasy voice broke the silence.



    



    “Alright, come in,” I replied, sitting up from under the covers. Morning had already slipped away, and with the wedding set for the afternoon, it was no wonder Lis was anxious.



    



    Lis guided me to the bathroom as I got out of bed. I washed in lukewarm, fragrant water, more aromatic than usual. Afterward, layer by layer, scented oil was applied to my body, and rosewater was gently dabbed onto my face until the fragrance seeped deep into my skin.



    



    When I stepped out, fully groomed and polished, the once-spacious room felt cramped, overflowing with items prepared for my adornment.



    



    The ceremony was set to take place in the Imperial Garden. Unlike me, who lived just a two-hour carriage ride away, the Grand Duke—who had to travel all the way from distant Isère—had likely already arrived at the imperial palace.



    



    What could he be thinking right now? And… in the time before everything reset—my previous life, if I could call it that—what had he been thinking then?



    



    The likelihood of the Grand Duke remembering our past life is…



    Extremely low—unless he was the one who turned back time. But the magic of the Grand Duke’s family had been lost for generations, its exact nature shrouded in mystery. Could that lost magic have been time manipulation? Had it not truly been lost but secretly preserved? I considered the possibility briefly, but the pieces didn’t quite fit.



    



    Speculating about what the Grand Duke might be thinking now was pointless. What thoughts could he have, beyond his unyielding sense of duty as a Grand Duke?



    



    This marriage was orchestrated by the Emperor. Neither I nor the Grand Duke had the right to refuse.



    



    The Emperor had always sought to keep the Grand Duke of Isère in check, despite the fact that the Grand Duke had never displayed ambition or threatened imperial authority. He had even delayed his marriage, insisting he would find a suitable match within his own territory. If he had truly desired, he could have proposed to a member of the royal family.



    



    Yet the Emperor abruptly arranged this marriage between the Grand Duke and my family. While the Grand Duke technically had the freedom to choose his partner, once the Emperor proposed a match, the matter was effectively decided. Refusing the Emperor’s matchmaking was tantamount to an act of defiance.



    



    Of course, the Emperor had a plausible excuse.



    



    I was a "blessed Lamia."



    



    Blessed? What nonsense…



    



    A Lamia—a peculiar lineage often labeled the descendants of witches. Although biologically male, Lamias could conceive, making marriage to another man a natural arrangement. It was a rare and strange gender.



    



    Opinions about Lamias diverged sharply. Some called them divine blessings; others, demonic abominations. Some, like Erma, treated them as entirely female.



    



    The Emperor openly referred to Lamias as sacred beings and treated them with reverence. To his credit, it was thanks to him that the treatment of Lamias had improved significantly.



    



    Yet the same Emperor, citing my Lamia heritage, arranged this marriage, leaving the Grand Duke no room to refuse.



    



    Naturally, that wasn’t the only reason the Emperor paired me with the Grand Duke. My family, the Earldom of Ayrden, had sworn an oath to the Emperor two generations ago to stay out of politics entirely. Not only would we avoid political affairs, but our heirs also vowed never to use magic.



    



    This oath also meant that no one from our family could enter the imperial palace as a consort to the Emperor or his sons.



    



    And so, under the guise of favor, the Emperor sent Ayrden’s youngest son—a Lamia—to marry the Grand Duke of Isère, the second-highest-ranking noble in the empire. How could anyone refuse such a carefully veiled command?



    



    For my part, I understood why my grandfather—whom I’d never met—had made such a pledge. The Emperor’s relentless scrutiny had long been aimed at our family because of the immense magical power passed down through our bloodline.



    



    Although the magic I inherited in this generation was relatively weak, the combination of a family with "lost magic" and one that had sworn not to use magic was, in the Emperor’s eyes, a perfect union.



    



    Moreover, by withdrawing from politics and focusing solely on governing our territory, my family had been completely marginalized in the capital’s power structure—despite our lands being so close to the capital.



    



    A powerless earl’s Lamia.



    



    To put it simply, this marriage was a terrible deal for the Grand Duke.



    



    "No wonder he didn’t come to the room on our wedding night," I muttered to myself as Lis led me forward.



    



    “Stand here, young master,” Lis instructed.



    



    I looked down at my body, clad in a thin robe. I had already inspected it while bathing, but it was worth noting again—there were no external scars left from the abuse. The once emaciated limbs that had resembled dry twigs, the bony chest where collarbones had jutted out, and the pale, rough skin that had seemed almost bluish were all gone. Now, though still on the slender side, I had a physique that was typical for a Lamia my age, with smooth, carefully cared-for skin.



    



    The external wounds had vanished, leaving only the internal ones. If only those could disappear too. It felt both miraculous and unfair.



    



    When I stood where Lis directed me, I came face-to-face with the ceremonial attire.



    



    It was crafted from layers of pure white silk, intricately embroidered with shimmering pearls. The hem sparkled like a galaxy, dusted with finely crushed gemstones. A line of small pearls traced the exposed collarbone, designed to emphasize the necklace that had been sent as part of the wedding gifts. Sheer chiffon cascaded in two layers from the shoulders, flowing gracefully over the arms and body. At the chest sat a golden decoration, matching the design of the Grand Duke’s ceremonial robes.



    



    Hmm.



    



    “Lis, can I say something?”



    



    Lis flinched. “W-What is it, young master? Don’t make me nervous.”



    



    “I don’t like this attire.”



    



    The room went silent, as though a bucket of cold water had been thrown over everyone. After a long pause, Lis was the first to respond.



    



    “Ah… I wish you hadn’t said that.”



    



    Her face darkened, probably because she could tell I was being completely serious.



    



    “But I really don’t like it,” I repeated.



    



    “You said it was fine during the fitting!” she protested.



    



    “That’s because I wasn’t thinking back then.”



    



    And I really hadn’t been—just sitting there like a fool, going along with everything.



    



    “What part don’t you like, young master?” Fea, one of the attendants, asked, stepping in.



    



    “It’s too… white and sparkly.”



    



    The room went silent again. White and sparkly were practically the standard for wedding attire. If the people gathered here hadn’t been long-time servants of mine, they might have thought I was a fussy noble nitpicking over nothing.



    



    Despite this, Fea nodded resolutely. “Understood. While you’re preparing, I’ll see if we can make some adjustments. However, since it’s matched to the Grand Duke’s attire, we can’t change much.”



    



    “Thank you!” I replied, smiling brightly.



    



    Fea returned the smile before gathering a few servants to fetch the necessary materials.



    



    The ceremonial attire was radiant, like angelic wings. Its design was perfectly coordinated with the Grand Duke’s robes—down to how my train and his cloak would ripple in the wind as we walked. Even so, if they managed to change even a minor detail, I’d be satisfied.



    



    Not long after, Fea returned with the servants, their arms full of materials: tiny gemstones, delicate silks, chiffon, lace, and more. As they began working on the attire, I moved on to the rest of the preparations.



    



    During my first wedding, I had felt suffocated by the lengthy process and passively let the attendants do whatever they wanted. This time, it was different. Dressed only in a thin undergarment beneath the ceremonial robes, I made my preferences clear at every step.



    



    “I don’t like that hairpiece,” I said when a maid presented an amethyst ornament.



    



    “What about this coral one instead?” she asked.



    



    I nodded. Coral, sea anemones—it didn’t matter, as long as it wasn’t the same piece I’d worn during my first wedding.



    



    The necklace, earrings, and crown—gifts from the Grand Duke—couldn’t be changed, but I was determined to alter whatever else I could.



    



    This was my way of consciously distancing myself from the past. It felt like locking it away in a jewelry box and shutting the lid for good.



    



    “What about a bracelet? I think this one would suit you well,” Lis said, holding up an ornate piece adorned with diamonds and pearls.



    



    I shook my head. “Not diamonds—use moonstones instead.”



    



    “Diamonds are more dazzling,” she pointed out.



    



    I shook my head firmly. “Everything else is already dazzling enough.”



    



    Suddenly, I recalled something Erma had said to me.



    



    “You were truly extravagant—like a white crow, perhaps.”



    



    She’d meant it mockingly, of course, but even though I didn’t want her words to affect me, I couldn’t deny that she had a point. Looking back, I had been overly adorned at that first wedding. Even for a Lamia, draping myself head to toe in diamonds had been over the top. It must have looked ridiculous.



    



    “Does this look alright now, young master?” Lis asked, pulling me from my thoughts.



    



    Fea presented the adjusted ceremonial attire. The lace at the hem had been replaced, and the chiffon draping from the shoulders was swapped for a thinner, glossier material, shedding the original platinum-dusted look.



    



    The delicate silk lace above the chest had also been altered, now adorned with slightly larger pearls.



    



    At first glance, the changes were subtle, almost imperceptible, but to me, they were more than enough.



    



    “It’s perfect. Thank you so much, everyone,” I said warmly.



    



    Fea and the maids smiled, visibly pleased with my reaction. Once I was fully dressed in the modified attire, my head veiled, and the crown in place, the preparations were finally complete.



    



    Holding onto Revien and Riseon’s hands, I descended the stairs toward the carriage waiting to take me to the Imperial Palace.



    



    In Lamia weddings, the role often mirrored that of a "bride." While not a traditional dress, the ceremonial robes were elaborate and flowing, designed to make a striking impression when meeting the groom.



    



    As I descended, I paused midway and turned to look back. On the wall opposite the staircase, the Ayrden family crest hung prominently, its presence commanding the space.



    



    “Yurain,” I murmured under my breath.



    



    Revien’s gentle urging pulled me from my thoughts, and I resumed walking.



    



    The shoes I wore felt stiff and heavy, each step a reminder of the weight of this day. Outside, I climbed into the carriage alone. At the door, Revien and Riseon lingered, their expressions a mix of emotions I couldn’t quite decipher.



    



    “…I’ll see you at the ceremony,” I said softly.



    



    “Yes,” Revien replied.



    



    “Take care,” added Riseon.



    



    With those brief words, the door shut. The carriage, designed specifically for this occasion, was far more ornate than anything I typically used. Its golden accents shimmered as it began to move, carrying me toward the ceremony.



    



    Through the veil, my vision was muted and hazy, but the golden walls of the carriage were clear enough. Staring at them, I thought to myself:



    



    Never again…



    



    ‘Never again will I let the same thing happen.’



    



    This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and I intended to make full use of it. Those horrors would stay buried in the past, nothing more than a lingering nightmare. Things would change—everything would change. No one would die this time, and I would not suffer another meaningless end.



    



    I didn’t know who had granted me this second chance, but with time turned back, I had no intention of wasting it.



    



    “I’ll change everything,” I whispered to myself.

  
    A wedding overflowing with flowers—a dazzling display. But how many people here are truly celebrating this union? I gazed quietly at the groom’s place through my veil.



    



    Before long, the orchestra began to play.



    



    The other main figure of the day made his entrance to the melody. Like me, his face was veiled—Grand Duke of Isser, Isis Perion.



    



    We approached each other slowly, in time with the music. It wasn’t a beautiful or emotional scene.



    



    Amidst a shower of flower petals, applause, cheers, and exclamations, a priest with a pleased expression delivered his blessing. The Grand Duke and I stood close enough that our hands could touch.



    



    When the blessing concluded, the Grand Duke slipped a ring onto my finger. I repeated the gesture. His hand was firm, large, and warm. The moment I slid the wedding ring onto his finger for the second time felt drier than the first, yet my heart raced even more.



    



    I glanced at him. Though unlikely, a flicker of hope stirred within me. In a voice barely audible—even to the priest before us—I asked:



    



    “Your Highness, is this your second time?”



    



    Though my voice was faint, a warrior’s ears are sharp, and he caught it. He chuckled softly.



    



    “A second time? What nonsense.”



    



    “…It was a joke. I thought you might be nervous.”



    



    “I am nervous, but that’s not a very amusing joke.”



    



    “My apologies.”



    



    As expected, he didn’t remember. Relief—or something else—washed over me.



    



    The priest then declared the marriage official.



    



    “I now pronounce these two beautiful individuals as a family, bound to share their lives together.”



    



    I was married to the Grand Duke once again. Though the declaration would not hold true for long.



    



    I glanced at my family to see if any of them were shedding tears. At every wedding I’d attended, families always cried. But my family, as always, wore cold expressions. My parents looked indifferent, and even Rebien and Rision maintained their composure.



    



    For some reason, the sight amused me, and I laughed quietly. But then, I felt someone’s gaze.



    



    “…?”



    



    When I turned my head, the Grand Duke was looking at me.



    



    “Your Highness?”



    



    I asked, puzzled, but he quickly turned away. What was that? As I tilted my head in confusion, the ceremony came to an end. The Grand Duke turned and exited the hall.



    



    After the wedding, the bride and groom separated, each going with their respective families to greet the guests—those who had helped arrange the marriage or had been of service.



    



    In the empire, it was customary for the bride and groom not to meet again until entering the bridal chamber after the ceremony.



    



    “Yuraine.”



    



    “Brother!”



    



    Rebien and Liss were waiting for me. Since the whole family couldn’t move together, only one attendant and one family representative accompanied me. As always, Rebien was our family’s representative for matters concerning me.



    



    “Are you tired? Here.”



    



    He pulled out a small pouch from his pocket. When I tugged the string to open it, colorful candies appeared inside. It was the same gift I had received in my previous life. Smiling as I had back then, I looked at Rebien.



    



    “Brother, do you think I’m a child?”



    



    “You are a child… Let’s not resent our parents too much. I’m sure they have their reasons.”



    



    In truth, it wasn’t me who failed to understand our parents—it was Rebien. But, as always, I agreed with him.



    



    “Sure, they must want the best for me.”



    



    I popped one candy into my mouth. The sweet candy had a thin outer shell that, when bitten, released a rich sugarcane syrup. It was so delicious that I ate three in a row, earning simultaneous scoldings from Rebien and Liss.



    



    Liss held up the long, voluminous hem of my gown from behind, while Rebien supported me as if escorting me. It made walking much easier. Our first destination, naturally, was the Emperor.



    



    The Emperor’s audience chamber was indescribably splendid. They say that among all the emperors throughout history, the current imperial palace is the most beautiful and luxurious.



    



    Stepping onto a crimson carpet embroidered with gold thread that reached down to the floor, I approached the Emperor.



    



    “Your Majesty, the great Emperor, I, Yuraine Sierra of Airden and Isser, humbly greet you.”



    



    “I, Rebien Sierra of Airden, greet Your Majesty.”



    



    The new title still felt a little strange to me. I was no longer solely of Airden; I now belonged to the Grand Duke’s domain, Isser, as well.



    



    Liss wasn’t allowed inside the inner chamber of the audience hall. The Emperor, seated on his throne, extended his hand toward me with a smile. His dark golden hair shimmered under the light. At thirty-five, he was a young and energetic ruler, far more handsome than his predecessor. The youthful Emperor called me closer with a booming voice.



    



    “Come forward, newlywed bride. Your presence brightens this entire chamber.”



    



    Dragging the long train of my gown, I approached the Emperor, knelt before him, and kissed the hem of his robe. Rebien followed slightly behind me, kneeling on one knee.



    



    The Emperor, clearly in high spirits, spoke cheerfully.



    



    “To think you are so beautiful even with your veil on. I’ve truly done the Grand Duke a great favor, haven’t I?”



    



    “It is an honor beyond measure, Your Majesty.”



    



    “I hope you don’t think my words are empty. A bride as stunning as you—how many rivals would the Grand Duke have had to face to win you? Myself included!”



    



    I placed a hand on my chest and bowed my head.



    



    “Your words are far too generous, Your Majesty. I am humbled.”



    



    “Too generous? You know well how highly I regard the Lamia. You are the jewels and purest flowers of this land.”



    



    “I am deeply grateful.”



    



    The Emperor’s words proclaimed reverence for the Lamia, yet his obsession often bordered on fetishism. After all, how many of his concubines were Lamia? Even his current tone made it clear: his so-called adoration was simply a thinly veiled infatuation.



    



    “And now the Count of Airden can rest easy. His most beautiful youngest child has married so splendidly.”



    



    I offered only a silent smile. From this close, my face and expressions were clearly visible to the Emperor; I couldn’t risk offending him with any show of discontent.



    



    My father was surely relieved. After all, wasn’t it his enthusiasm that had propelled this marriage forward?



    



    The Emperor continued with a few more compliments—though, to me, they felt more like meaningless chatter. Smiling politely for so long made my face ache. Listening to the same nonsense twice was sheer torment.



    



    “Bride, raise your head.”



    



    “How could I dare…?”



    



    “It is an imperial order. Raise your head.”



    



    I had no choice but to lift my gaze. The Emperor studied me intently through the veil. His gaze was long, direct, and almost oppressive. Being stared at so unflinchingly by someone like him was unnerving. Without realizing it, I lowered my head again. The Emperor chuckled softly.



    



    How pleased he must be. This marriage had taken away the Grand Duke’s chance to strengthen his ties to the central power.



    



    As I thought about it, something struck me as odd. Even with the Emperor’s involvement, the Grand Duke could have refused. Our families were of vastly different ranks: his was a royal household, and mine merely a count’s family. Add to that my Lamia bloodline.



    



    Even in an arranged marriage, it wasn’t a life-or-death matter if he declined. Yet the Grand Duke had willingly accepted. Why?



    



    A possibility came to mind.



    



    “…Could he already be seeing Reia?”



    



    In a marriage as one-sided as this, it would make sense. Reia, too, was a Lamia, but as the second son of a baron’s family, he was currently known only as an illegitimate child.



    



    Two years from now, the dramatic revelation of his true parentage would grant him the status needed to marry the Grand Duke.



    



    For now, though, as an illegitimate child—a commoner—the Grand Duke couldn’t openly meet him. And that’s where my family came in, perfectly suited to the role. Even if the Grand Duke committed infidelity, regardless of his lover’s status, the Count of Airden wouldn’t dare raise a complaint.



    



    He had chosen me as the ideal partner to appease the Emperor while avoiding scandal with his true love.



    



    “I’ve kept you too long. You may go.”



    



    I bowed deeply and left the audience hall, feeling a surge of bitterness. That’s all I was—a disposable figure, unable to utter a word even if my spouse was unfaithful, and instead destined for the chopping block.



    



    Well, it wasn’t the Grand Duke who sent me to the gallows in my past life; it was Erma.



    



    But this time, everything would change. As I moved mechanically through the endless greetings, my mind churned with thoughts of how to reshape my future in the most realistic and flawless way.



    



    Divorce.



    



    I would divorce the Grand Duke. Just before—or shortly after—the revelation of Reia’s true parentage, I would propose ending our marriage. I’d claim I wished to return to the countryside and live quietly.



    



    Of course, I would have to prepare meticulously. I needed to establish myself as a perfect duchess—earning public favor and the Grand Duke’s trust.



    



    I could do it. I had been raised to manage a prestigious household. Without Erma’s interference, I wouldn’t have fallen so far in my past life.



    



    A fleeting worry arose—what if Erma sabotaged me again? But no. Having faced death and returned, I felt an unshakable confidence.



    



    By the time I completed all the greetings, the sun had set completely.



    



    Liss and Phea, who had been tending to my attire all evening, had prepared a light snack for me: dried fruit, biscuits, and tea brimming with milk.



    



    The sugar eased my fatigue, and the tea soothed my sore throat.



    



    After lifting my veil briefly, I lowered it once more and stood up. Now, it was time for the final act of the wedding.



    



    The bridal chamber with the Grand Duke awaited me.



    



    However... my task ended as soon as I arrived at the chamber. The Grand Duke would not step inside. I planned to feign waiting for a while, undo a few buttons on my dress, and then collapse onto the bed.



    



    By dawn, the attendants and maids would come to change my clothes and prepare a bath. Until then, I could rest soundly.



    



    For three days following the wedding, neither the bride nor groom was expected to make a public appearance. If events proceeded as they had in my previous life, we would spend those three days at the Grand Duke’s castle. Afterward, there would be a grueling carriage journey to Isser that would take several days.



    



    The trip might be tiresome, but once we arrived, I planned to spend the next three days indulging in rest and sleep. After that, my new life in the Grand Duke’s castle would officially begin.



    



    Following the prescribed protocol, I entered the bridal chamber first, accompanied by Liss and Phea.



    



    A faint, heady scent lingered in the air. Candles flickered on the walls, silk adorned the floor, and heavy drapes hung over the bed. Everything was exactly as I remembered.



    



    I sat at a table where a golden pitcher and two cups had been set.



    



    There was no clock in the chamber. My eyes were drawn to the bed sprinkled with flower petals and the thick silk curtains drawn tightly over the windows.



    



    The room was designed to be timeless—a perfect retreat for newlyweds to consummate their love.



    



    But for the Grand Duke and me, it couldn’t have been more ill-fitting.



    



    Seated on the plush chair, I glanced down at my adorned body, each fingertip carefully embellished.



    



    Even in the Grand Duke’s castle, I would always be dressed in splendor—though perhaps not to this extreme. Such was the life of a Lamia. The very elegance of my attire only served to bind me further.



    



    A Lamia... Yes, a Lamia. The Grand Duke was such a peculiar man.



    



    For someone who dismissed and scorned me so thoroughly, I had assumed he despised Lamia. Yet, one day, he had unexpectedly brought a Lamia mistress into the picture.



    



    I was lost in thought when suddenly—



    



    Step, step.



    



    “...?”



    



    Startled, I instinctively lifted my head. My veil and ornaments swayed with the movement.



    



    Someone was approaching.

  
    Only two people had the right to enter the bridal chamber: myself and the Grand Duke. Startled, I rose to my feet.



    



    “The Grand Duke wouldn’t come to the bridal chamber. He didn’t show up last time!”



    



    I couldn’t believe the situation, and I turned my head so quickly that my veil fluttered out of place. But sure enough, there he was—Grand Duke of Isser, dressed in ceremonial attire that marked him as my husband, his face also veiled.



    



    “Did you see a ghost?”



    



    “...”



    



    I was thinking the same thing—wasn’t he the ghost here?



    



    But asking, “What brings you here?” would be ridiculous. He had every right to be here, after all. He was neither late nor improperly dressed.



    



    Standing there now, he was the perfect image of my husband.



    



    “Sit down, Grand Duchess.”



    



    “...Ah.”



    



    I hesitated briefly at the title but slowly sat down, pulling the chair closer.



    



    The Grand Duke poured wine into two thick glasses, diluting each with a touch of water.



    



    “Do you prefer your wine strong?”



    



    He asked as he handed me a glass. I didn’t have a particular preference, but I missed the chance to reply and quietly accepted the drink. The Grand Duke raised his glass slightly in a silent toast before downing it in one go.



    



    I followed suit, emptying my glass quickly. A crimson droplet clung to the rim before pooling at the bottom.



    



    And just like that, the first shared drink of our marriage passed without incident.



    



    An awkward silence settled between us. Hidden behind our veils, we could barely see each other. The Grand Duke rested his chin on his hand, staring at me.



    



    The silence grew unbearable. I had to say something. Anything. My mouth moved before my thoughts could catch up.



    



    “Please grant me a divorce, Your Grace.”



    



    “...”



    



    The Grand Duke seemed to falter slightly, his posture shifting as if caught off guard. Realizing what I had blurted out, I bit my tongue in regret. I had planned to lay the groundwork over the next two years, persuading him slowly, step by step. Instead, I had impulsively asked for a divorce on our wedding night. Even if he accused me of treason, I’d have no defense.



    



    “Not exactly the most romantic thing to hear on the first night of marriage.”



    



    Romantic? That word sounded utterly foreign coming from his mouth. Of all the people I knew, the Grand Duke was the least suited to words like romantic or sentimental.



    



    Well... maybe it was different with Reia.



    



    “May I ask why?”



    



    “I believe… there is someone more suited to Your Grace than I am.”



    



    “It was His Majesty who chose you to be my bride.”



    



    “That may be true, but...”



    



    Hadn’t he already brought along someone who was a better match?



    



    The Grand Duke poured himself another glass, this time without adding water. The sharp scent of wine filled the air.



    



    “A divorce, huh?”



    



    With a firm motion, he set the glass down on the table, the sound resonating in the room.



    



    “It’s not impossible.”



    



    “...Truly?”



    



    I couldn’t hide the suspicion in my eyes as I looked at him.



    



    “Yes. But on one condition.”



    



    “Yes, of course.”



    



    A condition seemed far more plausible—and convincing—than him agreeing outright. I was willing to meet any condition within my abilities. Nodding eagerly, I fixed my gaze on him, waiting.



    



    For a moment, I thought I saw the faintest smile curve his lips beneath the veil.



    



    Was it just my imagination? I tilted my head in confusion, but then his next words struck like a bolt from the blue.



    



    “For the next three months, you will share my bed.”



    



    What?



    



    Frozen in shock, I blurted out, a beat too late:



    



    “Excuse me?!”



    



    “Why is that surprising? It’s perfectly natural for a married couple to share a bed.”



    



    “I—well, it’s just—”



    



    Had the Grand Duke lost his mind?



    



    Was this some strange side effect of time rewinding? Otherwise, why on earth would he say something like that to me?



    



    “With me?”



    



    “Who else? The Emperor?”



    



    “Disgusting.”



    



    “I agree.”



    



    His dry humor sent a shiver down my spine, and I rubbed my arms instinctively. The Grand Duke himself looked uncomfortable with his own joke. Regardless of his looks or other attributes, the Emperor had always unsettled me. It seemed the Grand Duke felt similarly, though for obvious reasons.



    



    But still...



    



    Sharing a bed? The word could only mean one thing.



    



    The Grand Duke and me? Together?



    



    Was that even allowed? Even if we were married...



    



    What if a child were to result? No, I—no, that was absolutely unthinkable.



    



    “Strange,” he said suddenly.



    



    “Excuse me?!”



    



    “Even through the veil, your thoughts are written all over your face.”



    



    “…”



    



    An awkward silence stretched between us, but eventually, I was the first to speak.



    



    “Your Grace…”



    



    I only called out to him because I couldn’t think of anything else to say. The Grand Duke finally responded.



    



    “I mean it literally. All I’m asking is that we share a bed and sleep.”



    



    “...Why?”



    



    Why on earth was this necessary?



    



    “As I said before, isn’t it perfectly natural for a married couple to share a bed?”



    



    “It’s not strange, but…”



    



    You didn’t do this before. Not on our first night or any night after. And we aren’t exactly a normal couple.



    



    As confusion swirled within me, the Grand Duke poured himself another glass of wine. This time, he filled the glass to the brim and drained it in one gulp. Without pause, he poured and drank another.



    



    “I’ll take that as agreement. Now, Grand Duchess,” he said, his tone calm yet commanding, “would you remove your husband’s veil?”



    



    “…”



    



    I was at a loss for words. I hadn’t agreed to anything! What had he just said?



    



    Has the Grand Duke truly gone mad?



    



    No, perhaps it was me who had lost my mind. Was my brain interpreting the situation wrong? Surely, this couldn’t actually be happening.



    



    “Hurry now. The night won’t wait forever.”



    



    “Your Grace,” I called out, my voice tinged with frustration. He merely tilted his head slightly, as if to ask what the problem was.



    



    Resigned, I rose from my seat. The sensation of the silk floor beneath my feet felt entirely different than when I had entered alone earlier. My hands, trembling ever so slightly, reached for his veil.



    



    “There’s no need to be nervous, Grand Duchess.”



    



    Easy for you to say. If you were in my shoes, you’d be trembling too. Not only had I gone through this wedding a second time, but the man who had been the bane of my past life was now standing before me, casually calling himself my husband and asking me to lift his veil.



    



    Fine. Let’s get this over with.



    



    Taking hold of the veil with both hands, I swept it back in one swift motion. The Grand Duke blinked for a moment, then slowly opened his eyes.



    



    “…”



    



    Seeing his face for the first time up close, I was momentarily stunned.



    



    So this is what he looks like.



    



    I had never truly seen his face before—not like this. His smooth forehead, sharp nose, firm lips, piercing eyes, and sculpted cheekbones were undeniable proof of his beauty. The rumors describing him as a man of unparalleled looks were no exaggeration.



    



    My hands fell away as I fully removed the veil. The motion caused his short, neatly trimmed hair—befitting a soldier—to sway slightly.



    



    His expression, however, was unreadable, his face utterly devoid of emotion.



    



    The tone of his earlier words, almost playful, seemed at odds with the stoic man standing before me. I stared at him in silence, unsure of what to make of the moment.



    



    Then, he stood.



    



    As the towering Grand Duke rose to his full height, I instinctively shrank back. Lamia grew slowly, continuing to develop even after their twenties. At twenty, I was still small and delicate, practically childlike in stature.



    



    The Grand Duke, however, was imposing—a giant even among knights. Next to him, I felt like a cicada clinging to the trunk of a massive tree.



    



    His hand moved toward me slowly.



    



    Oddly, his movements seemed careful, almost as if he were being considerate. Perhaps at this stage in our relationship, such formalities were still to be expected.



    



    Gradually, my view cleared as he lifted my veil. The Grand Duke’s handsome features became even sharper, his eyes locking onto mine.



    



    “…”



    



    He laid the veil aside, but not before gazing at me the way I had just gazed at him—studying me in silence. His stare lingered uncomfortably long.



    



    “Your Grace?”



    



    Unable to endure the tension, I broke the silence. He snapped out of his daze, clutching my veil tightly. Though it seemed he was about to set it down on the table, he kept it in his grasp.



    



    The Grand Duke refilled his glass and drank deeply once more.



    



    Is he that thirsty?



    



    When he tilted the pitcher for a second pour, the wine ran out halfway, leaving his glass only half-full.



    



    The Grand Duke took a sip from his half-filled glass, seemingly unfazed. Surely, he wasn’t some secret alcoholic, was he?



    



    In my past life, not only had he skipped our wedding night, but we had rarely shared a meal together. I wouldn’t know.



    



    “Shall I call for more wine?”



    



    “No need.”



    



    He declined curtly, his golden eyes glancing briefly in my direction.



    



    In the dim candlelight, his eyes caught the light, their golden hue taking on a strange, almost otherworldly brilliance.



    



    For a moment, I found myself lost in those eyes, unable to look away. The Grand Duke didn’t avert his gaze either.



    



    What felt like an eternity passed before he finally spoke.



    



    “I’ll come to your room later.”



    



    It took me a moment to realize he was referring to the earlier conversation about sharing a bed. My face instantly flushed red.



    



    Raising a brow at my reaction, the Grand Duke turned sharply and strode toward the door.



    



    I thought he was leaving, and relief washed over me. But instead, he opened the door and called out into the hallway.



    



    “Bring more wine.”



    



    Didn’t he just refuse when I asked earlier?



    



    A short while later, he returned, carrying another pitcher himself rather than letting a servant enter the room.



    



    “Would you like some?”



    



    “…Yes.”



    



    When the Grand Duke moved to dilute my wine with water, I shook my head. I wasn’t particularly weak to alcohol, and while the wine was strong, I couldn’t bear to face this situation entirely sober.



    



    The two of us shared several more drinks, quickly draining the wine. Despite the tension and confusion, I remained maddeningly sober.



    



    “Should I ask for another bottle?”



    



    “Only if you want it. I’ve had enough…”



    



    “Y-Your Grace!”



    



    “What is it?”



    



    What is it?! The Grand Duke had suddenly started undressing!



    



    Unperturbed, he removed the intricate ceremonial attire, swapping it for the simple bedclothes hanging near the bed.



    



    From the moment he began loosening his collar, I had turned my head away. My heart pounded wildly, as though I’d just witnessed something I absolutely shouldn’t have seen.



    



    A few moments later, now dressed in lighter robes, he approached me with heavy, deliberate steps. My hands trembled with tension.



    



    “Your Grace…”



    



    As I instinctively stepped back, expressing faint resistance, he spoke calmly.



    



    “You can’t remove that dress on your own. Let me help.”

  
    “Well… that may be true...”



    



    As I hesitated, fumbling for an excuse, the Grand Duke moved with the efficiency of someone polishing a sword. Without hesitation, he began unfastening my dress, undoing the buttons and ties that had been constricting me all day. With the bindings gone, I could finally breathe freely.



    



    “Change into something more comfortable. I’ll face the other way,” he said, gesturing toward the opposite side of the bed with a flick of his fingers.



    



    Hurrying over, I shot him nervous glances as I changed. In my rush, I nearly got tangled in my pants and almost put my top on backward. It was an embarrassing struggle.



    



    “Finished?”



    



    When I glanced up, the Grand Duke had indeed kept his back turned.



    



    “Yes...”



    



    At my response, he turned and crossed the room in slow, deliberate strides.



    



    “I drank quite a bit, so I feel drowsy. If I don’t visit your room, I’ll send someone for you. In that case, you’ll come to my chamber instead. The bed is spacious, so it shouldn’t be uncomfortable.”



    



    He rattled off the instructions quickly, his words far outpacing his uncharacteristically slow movements. Then, crossing the flickering candlelight, he slipped under the thick feathered duvet.



    



    “Your Grace?”



    



    The moment his head touched the pillow, he was asleep.



    



    I couldn’t believe it. I stepped closer and waved a hand in front of his face. His long lashes and eyelids didn’t so much as twitch. I even clapped softly, but there was no reaction.



    



    “…Unbelievable.”



    



    Finally, I grabbed the water pitcher, making a playful motion as if to pour it on him. A single drop accidentally fell onto his cheek, and I felt my heart drop into my stomach.



    



    The Grand Duke frowned slightly, muttering in a low, drowsy voice.



    



    “Stop wasting time and get some sleep.”



    



    “I-I’m sorry, Your Grace.”



    



    I quickly apologized, but he seemed to drift back to sleep immediately.



    



    I returned the pitcher to the table and cautiously slipped under the covers. The space between us was wide enough for three people to lie comfortably.



    



    As soon as I lay down, the exhaustion of the day caught up with me. My eyelids grew heavy, and instead of fighting it, I let them close. Consciousness faded swiftly.



    



    “Sweet dreams, Yuraine.”



    



    Just before I fell completely asleep, I thought I heard his voice, like a faint echo.



    



    Bright sunlight streaming through the windows woke me the next morning. I glanced to my side, but only the puffed-up pillow and neatly arranged duvet remained.



    



    “Your Grace?”



    



    I heard a soft voice outside—it was Liss.



    



    Since the wedding and bridal chamber had been held at the palace, only the maids who had served me since childhood were allowed to enter the chamber in the early morning.



    



    “I’m awake.”



    



    After a good night’s sleep, my body felt refreshed. At my words, Liss and Phea entered, bustling about with their morning tasks.



    



    Phea prepared the bathwater and tidied the bed while Liss helped me bathe. The hot water, infused with bath salts and fragrant oils, chased away the last traces of sleep. Liss washed my hair and scrubbed my body with a sponge, her movements practiced and gentle.



    



    When the long bath was over, I stepped back into the bridal chamber. It had been completely transformed—curtains, candles, and all signs of last night’s festivities had been removed.



    



    Even the wine we had drunk had vanished, leaving the room pristine.



    



    “Your Grace, the Grand Duke inquired if you would prefer to rest at the Grand Duke’s castle,” Liss informed me.



    



    I had expected this. Although we had spent the wedding night in the palace, it was common for noble and royal couples to delay consummation or retreat to their estates. In my past life, the Grand Duke had suggested the same thing, though he hadn’t even entered the bridal chamber then.



    



    Back then, I’d naively believed that moving to the Grand Duke’s domain might change things for the better.



    



    After changing into travel clothes, I stepped outside to greet my family. The carriage bound for the Grand Duke’s castle was already prepared.



    



    My parents and two brothers stood near the carriage.



    



    “Mother, Father… brothers...”



    



    The journey from the capital to Isser, the Grand Duke’s domain, would take four days by carriage. Even from Airden, which was closer to the capital, the distance was significant. This was the first time I would be so far from my family.



    



    As I bid them farewell, I thought I would be able to visit Isser or return to Airden with the Grand Duke’s permission from time to time.



    



    But the next time I saw my family was when I was accused of being a murderer.



    



    As the thought crossed my mind, a crushing sensation weighed on my chest. I reached out and hugged my mother tightly.



    



    “…”



    



    Surprisingly, instead of her usual response of pushing me away and chastising me for being childish, she quietly returned the embrace. It was such a rare occurrence that it made me unexpectedly happy.



    



    I didn’t want to part from my family. I wanted to stay home, to forget about this marriage entirely.



    



    But I had a promise—divorce in three months.



    



    If the Grand Duke kept his word, as I trusted he would. Surely, a man of his stature wouldn’t lie, would he?



    



    It felt ironic to think that, considering he was someone who had taken a mistress while married. Yet, in other respects, he wasn’t the type to deceive.



    



    …Or was I being naive? Perhaps I was clinging to the belief because I desperately wanted it to be true.



    



    I wanted to believe that the dreadful future I feared wouldn’t come to pass, and that three months from now, I would return to Airden.



    



    After a long, tearful farewell, I was about to step into the carriage when I froze. At the front of the procession, the Grand Duke was already mounted on his horse.



    



    “Liss, when did His Grace arrive?”



    



    “About ten minutes ago.”



    



    “You should have told me!”



    



    Liss shook her head.



    



    “He said not to disturb you and to give you all the time you needed.”



    



    “…”



    



    Had it been like this before? No, last time, rumors of the Grand Duke’s absence from the bridal chamber had already spread throughout the capital. I hadn’t had the chance for such a bittersweet parting with my family.



    



    “I’ll be going now.”



    



    My family, though outwardly composed, wore expressions of evident emotional turmoil. Rision looked especially distraught, his brow furrowed so deeply that he seemed on the verge of tears. The sight of him made my chest ache, and I quickly boarded the carriage, lest I start crying myself.



    



    The trumpets blared, and the sound of hundreds of horses moving in unison filled the air. The carriage wheels began to turn, as though fate itself had resumed the spinning of its relentless wheel.



    



    After several days of travel, the carriage finally entered the Grand Duke’s territory. We passed through the inner city walls, following a broad, meticulously maintained avenue toward the castle. Beyond that lay the sprawling gardens of the Grand Duke’s estate.



    



    The castle staff stood assembled in neat rows, awaiting our arrival.



    



    I disembarked, positioning myself behind the Grand Duke.



    



    At the forefront of the assembled crowd stood someone I could never forget.



    



    The castellan of the Grand Duke’s castle—Erma.



    



    He greeted us with a deep bow, his expression a mask of loyalty as he welcomed the Grand Duke and me.



    



    According to Isser’s laws, my attendants could not accompany me to the duchy. A Grand Duchess’s personal maids were only permitted to join her one year after the wedding. It was said to be a measure to guard against external influence, part of the imperial family’s endless vigilance.



    



    Even to work in the castle, one’s family had to have lived in Isser for at least two generations. This was one reason Erma, the son of the Grand Duke’s former nursemaid, held such a privileged position. Their bond was so close that Erma had even accompanied the Grand Duke to the palace during his youth.



    



    Yet, even after a year had passed, Liss and Phea were not allowed to join me in Isser. The Grand Duke likely found the idea of having maids handpicked by the Emperor’s court distasteful.



    



    If anything, he probably hadn’t wanted me in the castle at all.



    



    Just looking at Erma’s face made me feel ill, so I averted my gaze.



    



    Everything about Isser was so different from Airden. I didn’t know how to handle servants or staff in this unfamiliar environment.



    



    In Airden, I didn’t need to assert authority—everyone cared for me without being told. But Isser was different. When I treated the servants the same way I had in Airden, they began to disregard me.



    



    If I thanked them for bringing tea or told them to take turns resting during their night shifts to avoid exhaustion, they took advantage of my kindness. They stole tea leaves, left my door unguarded, and began to demand more and more. They acted as though my consideration was their due.



    



    I didn’t know how to deal with the growing disrespect I faced every day. I was young and foolish—so utterly naive.



    



    And behind it all was Erma.



    



    Erma…



    



    Cold sweat formed on the back of my neck.



    



    I remembered the pain of the whip he wielded under the guise of "education," the mocking laughter of the servants who watched, and the poison I was forced to consume daily.



    



    The Grand Duke was often away from the castle and paid no attention to me.



    



    Erma took that opportunity to court me. When I rejected him, he used my refusal as an excuse to torment me.



    



    He somehow discovered a poison that directly conflicted with my Lamia blood. I still don’t know how he figured it out, but it left me frail and unable to function. My days were spent bedridden, paralyzed by pain.



    



    Though my current body wasn’t in the same ruined state, I occasionally experienced inexplicable seizures. It had happened during the wedding and once more during the journey to Isser. Were the scars of my memories so heavy that they physically affected me?



    



    Three years of powerlessness had built up, one day at a time.



    



    I hated Erma with every fiber of my being, but I couldn’t help the fear that surged when I faced him again.



    



    “Welcome back safely, Your Grace. Welcome to Isser, Grand Duchess,” Erma said, bowing deeply. The line of staff behind him followed suit, speaking in unison as they greeted us.



    



    In my past life, I had forced myself to smile at Erma during our first meeting. This time, I didn’t.



    



    Erma’s gaze darkened slightly, as though displeased by my failure to play the meek and cheerful Lamia he expected. That was the kind of person he was.



    



    “Is Vihen in the castle?” the Grand Duke asked.



    



    “Yes, Your Grace. She is stationed at the southern tower.”



    



    “Tell her to… hmm.”



    



    The mention of Vihen’s name made me tense. In my past life, Erma’s abuse had been facilitated by Vihen, who had been assigned as my tutor.



    



    She had justified her actions by citing my "lack of diligence" and enlisted Erma's help. Claiming the authority of the Grand Duke in his absence, Erma had taken it upon himself to "educate" me.



    



    Did the Grand Duke know? Had he given explicit permission to beat his wife?



    



    Probably not. But even if he hadn’t, he bore the blame for his neglect, just as I bore the blame for my ignorance.



    



    If they dared to reassign Vihen as my tutor, I planned to oppose it outright.



    



    But the Grand Duke seemed to be pondering something as he stroked his chin. Finally, he spoke.



    



    “Tell her to report to my office when her shift ends.”



    



    “Understood, Your Grace.”



    



    He was likely planning to discuss education matters with her. In my previous life, this conversation had occurred right here, on the spot. Yet, not everything was unfolding exactly as it had before—there were subtle differences.



    



    After Erma opened the heavy doors to the castle, the Grand Duke immediately crossed the hall and ascended to the third floor, where his chambers were located. Only a handful of attendants followed him quietly.



    



    Before disappearing from sight, he turned to me and said, “You must be tired, Grand Duchess. The introductions will be brief. I’ll come to see you once I’ve finished my work.”



    



    “…Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    I bowed lightly, listening to the sound of his footsteps fade away.



    



    Erma stepped forward and spoke.



    



    “Grand Duchess, please step inside.”



    



    Though he held the door open for me, I hesitated, my attention fixed on the group of people standing behind him.



    



    They were the same ones who, in my past life, had reported my every move to Erma.



    



    “Are those your servants?” I asked.



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    “I don’t like the look of them.”



    



    “…Pardon?”



    



    Erma seemed momentarily flustered, but I wasted no time pressing on.



    



    “I’ve heard there are workers named Resili and Bohen in the castle.”



    



    His expression hardened at the mention of those names.



    



    “How do you know of them, Your Grace?”



    



    “My attendants know them. They say their work is exemplary. I will have them serve me instead.”



    



    “That would be difficult. You cannot simply change the staff assignments on a whim,” Erma said, his tone becoming sharper as he straightened his posture.



    



    His manner was reminiscent of how my parents used to reprimand me—stern and condescending. In the past, his domineering attitude had caught me off guard, leaving me unable to respond. Once he had established dominance, I had only grown weaker under his control.



    



    But this time was different.



    



    “Erma.”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    “Are you questioning the authority of the Grand Duchess?”

  
    “Ah, no, not at all. How could I possibly...”



    



    Erma's eyes darted nervously, clearly startled by the way events were unfolding. He must have been as shocked as if a plant had spoken to him. Those gleaming, darting eyes were as unpleasant as those of a monster.



    



    “Send Boen and Resilly to my room immediately. Tomorrow, gather all the staff in the hall. I’ll choose them myself.”



    



    “Understood...”



    



    As Erma bowed deeply, I felt a faint sense of triumph.



    



    Boen and Resilly were among the few people who had helped me during the three miserable years I spent in this castle in my previous life. They were the only ones I could truly trust.



    



    Some other staff members had tried to help me as well, moved by either pity or reverence, but they all met their end at Erma’s hands.



    This time, however, I intended to protect them.



    



    “Where are they now?”



    



    “Are you referring to Boen and Resilly?”



    



    I frowned, making it clear I had no patience for repetition.



    



    “They both work in the storage rooms, so they should be there.”



    



    “Summon them at once.”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    Watching Erma scurry off with his lackeys—those who monitored, belittled, and tormented me—I felt a satisfying sense of catharsis.



    



    I turned my gaze to the grand bedroom of the duchess. Sunlight streamed in through the large windows, warmly welcoming me.



    



    The duchess’s chambers were bright and fragrant, with an inviting warmth. In my past life, I had used the same room. Yet no one, save for my personal attendants, ever knew that beyond those ornate doors, my space had been dark, damp, and suffocating.



    



    One day, Erma replaced all the curtains under the pretense that the room was too cold. The new curtains were so thick that neither light nor air could penetrate them. My room became so dim I had to keep lamps on during the day, though there were never enough to make the space adequately bright.



    



    The heating was another issue. The coals and braziers beneath my bed frequently went out, and the fireplace rarely burned for long. It always felt as if someone was deliberately dousing the flames.



    



    The blankets, though appearing plush, were insufficiently filled with feathers, offering little warmth.



    



    The incense in the room gradually changed too, becoming cloyingly sweet and strange. Though others didn’t seem to notice, I was certain something had been added to it—likely poison that clashed with my blood.



    



    Even my meals were tainted with subtle doses of this poison. While the attendants and staff dined on elaborate dishes prepared by the cook, I was given bland, insubstantial meals barely fit for survival.



    



    The changes came slowly, almost imperceptibly. By the time the servants began stealing my food, I had grown too timid to even demand proper meals.



    



    I had no one to confide in, thanks to Erma. Beyond my personal attendants, who were his lackeys, the rest of the castle staff treated me as if I were invisible. They greeted me politely but fled as if I were cursed the moment I tried to speak.



    



    Complaining to my attendants was futile. Their hollow responses of "We’ll take care of it" changed nothing.



    



    As my health deteriorated, I sank deeper into helplessness until I was too cowed to voice any complaints.



    



    “Open the curtains.”



    “The sunlight is too strong right now. I’ll open them later.”



    “Open them now.”



    “Strong sunlight isn’t good for you, Your Grace.”



    “I said open them!”



    “Sunlight is harmful, Your Grace.”



    



    That’s how it always went.



    If I tried to open the curtains myself, I was admonished, told that it was unbecoming of a duchess to engage in such tasks.



    Erma would then swoop in, lecturing me about decorum and dignity.



    



    Even leaving my room for a walk was difficult. The fear of running into the absent Duke—who always seemed to return unexpectedly—kept me confined. He terrified me to the point I couldn’t bear to face him. I only wanted to avoid him.



    



    Perhaps I could have appealed to him about my situation, but my pride wouldn’t allow it.



    How could I, a duchess, beg for help from a man who treated me as if I didn’t exist?



    



    Perhaps, deep down, I feared I might lose that pride altogether if I met him.



    



    So, I remained trapped in my room, drowning in despair.



    



    Alone in the bedroom, I sank into the couch, leaning against the cushions.



    Though my body was as healthy as it had been at twenty, emotional strain made me feel weak and battered.



    My entire body ached, my heart raced, and dizziness overtook me.



    Burying my head into the cushions, I felt the beginnings of a headache creep in.



    



    How long had I been like that?



    A knock on the door jolted me.



    



    Boen and Resilly?



    If Erma were with them, I didn’t want him to see me in this state. Slowly, I adjusted my hair and propped myself against the cushion before replying.



    



    “Come in.”



    



    The door opened, and in walked Erma—alone.



    



    “Why are you alone? Were they not at their posts?”



    



    “Well… Your Grace, I ask for your understanding. Those two are of far too low a status to serve you personally.”



    



    Ah.



    



    A small smirk played on my lips.



    This was Erma’s typical approach. He would agree initially, then later return with excuses, wearing an expression of false remorse.



    



    Of course, I no longer fell for that face.



    



    “To my knowledge, Boen is a minor baron, and Resilly is the youngest daughter of a baron. They’re not even commoners, so what’s the issue? Even if they were, Airden had no problem employing them as attendants.”



    



    “The laws of the Iser Duchy are different.”



    



    “……”



    



    I tilted my head, staring intently at Erma. At that moment, anger outweighed fear.



    



    “Are you trying to lecture me?”



    



    My lowered voice made Erma panic. He immediately knelt.



    



    “N-No, never…”



    



    “I wasn’t sold into this place, nor am I obligated to follow Iser’s rules without question. Some things will change under my authority. So, you…”



    



    Erma lifted his snake-like gaze cautiously.



    



    “Bring them here.”



    



    “...As you command, Your Grace.”



    



    Defeated, Erma bowed and exited the room.



    



    The tension drained from my body, and I slid down into the chair. Talking to Erma in that tone… it felt reckless, but surprisingly, it wasn’t as hard as I thought.



    



    Three years ago, what had made Erma so terrifying? Why had everyone in this duchy seemed so intimidating back then?



    



    Some time later, Erma returned, escorting Boen and Resilly into my room. A woman with light blonde hair and a man with chestnut-colored locks—they both wore expressions of confusion, clearly wondering why they’d been summoned.



    



    “You may leave now, steward.”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    Feigning deference but visibly annoyed, Erma left the room. Once the door closed, I let my expression soften.



    



    “Stand up, both of you.”



    



    Boen and Resilly stood hesitantly. They looked just as I remembered them—their appearances unchanged since the first year they had arrived at the duchy. After that, I hadn’t been able to see them again.



    



    Both had died not long before I was falsely accused.



    



    “I’ll be counting on you both.”



    



    I spoke as I had in Airden, using words that didn’t make me seem condescending but instead forged a connection. These two had never dismissed my words or treated me lightly; they had genuinely cared for me.



    



    Even now, they looked at me with surprise and heartfelt gratitude.



    



    “We are honored, Your Grace. We will serve you with utmost sincerity.”



    



    Both bowed deeply.



    



    “Good. For now… just some small tasks. Since there are no other attendants yet, I’ll need your help. Please fetch me some headache medicine—unopened. Also, could you prepare a bath?”



    



    “Of course.”



    



    Boen left to get the medicine, while Resilly went to the adjoining bathroom to prepare the bath. Loosening the top buttons of my uncomfortable dress, I waited as the sound of running water filled the room—a soothing melody.



    



    A short while later, there was another knock at the door. Assuming it was Boen, I answered without looking up.



    



    “Come in.”



    



    The door creaked open.



    



    “You and Resilly don’t need to knock every time. Only when it’s necessary. It’s tedious to keep saying ‘come in’ every single time—”



    



    “Wouldn’t that be a bit risky, Your Grace?”



    



    “...!”



    



    I shot to my feet, the sudden motion making me dizzy. My vision darkened momentarily, and I swayed, only to be caught by a pair of large, warm hands.



    



    It was the Duke of Iser.



    



    “Y-Your Grace.”



    



    “Why do you always look so startled, as if you’ve seen a ghost? It makes me worry that you’re too frail.”



    



    “I am not frail, Your Grace. It’s just that you…”



    



    I stopped myself mid-sentence, realizing I was about to blame his habit of appearing unannounced. That would be unwise.



    



    “You were saying?”



    



    “...Nothing, Your Grace.”



    



    “I’ve heard that cutting off one’s words mid-sentence is the most frustrating habit.”



    



    “……”



    



    It took me a moment to realize he was joking. His expression remained neutral, but there was a hint of amusement.



    



    “…It’s because you keep appearing at unexpected times,” I replied, trying to salvage my pride.



    



    The Duke shrugged casually. Strange—was he always this prone to humor? Then again, I’d never been close enough to know his personality.



    



    “What brings you here, Your Grace?”



    



    It wasn’t the time for him to be visiting; he had seemed so busy earlier, heading straight to his study upon his return.



    



    “I came to tell you something.”



    



    “To me?”



    



    My body tensed. Was he here to inform me that Behenn had been appointed as my educator? Handling Erma alone was already exhausting. If Behenn joined in, I wasn’t sure how I’d manage.



    



    Sweat formed on my palms, and my heart raced as I braced myself. But what the Duke said next was entirely unexpected.



    



    “Yes. Your gown for the welcome party has already been tailored. Will it suit you?”



    



    “…Pardon?”



    



    “We’ll be entering together, so our attire needs to match. I’m concerned the design might not reflect your preferences since your input wasn’t sought.”



    



    Wait. What?



    



    “Excuse me, Your Grace, but… what did you just say?”



    



    “The design—”



    



    “No, not about the gown. The part about the party.”



    



    The Duke let out an understanding “Ah,” then replied calmly.



    



    “You and I will be entering together.”

  
    I vividly remembered the events of my welcome party in my past life. The Duke had entered the hall ahead of me, standing idly as if my arrival was an afterthought.



    



    Waiting, he had called it, though it felt more like indifference, as if whether I showed up or not was of no consequence. Combined with his failure to consummate our marriage, it made for excellent fodder for the servants' gossip.



    



    But now, he suddenly wanted to make a joint entrance? His attitude was a stark contrast to what I remembered.



    



    “You prepared my gown as well? Coordinated with yours?”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    I almost asked, Why? but bit my tongue. It was only natural for him to escort me at my own welcome party. The oddity had been his previous behavior, not this.



    



    I nodded silently.



    



    “…Where are the attendants?”



    



    “They haven’t been selected yet.”



    



    “And the ones Erma prepared?”



    



    “I sent them away. I didn’t like them.”



    



    As I said this, I felt a twinge of apprehension. Would he see me as an insolent child from a family too insignificant to make such demands?



    



    To my surprise, the Duke smiled faintly.



    



    “If that’s what you think, then so be it.”



    



    “…”



    



    He smiled. At my words.



    



    For a brief moment, I wanted to peel back his exterior to uncover the truth.



    



    Was this truly the Duke, or had one of my relatives taken his place in disguise? Perhaps the Duke had already been murdered…



    



    No, that was too grim a thought. I discarded it.



    



    The Duke checked the time.



    



    “I should go. I’ll have the gown sent up tomorrow. Get some rest.”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    He nodded slightly and left my room.



    



    I stared at the closed door, still reeling from the interaction. Before I could fully process it, another knock sounded.



    



    For a fleeting moment, I thought the Duke had returned. I hurriedly opened the door, only to find Boen standing there, startled. Of course, it wasn’t him.



    



    “Why did you open the door yourself, Your Grace?”



    



    “If it’s not early morning or late at night, there’s no need to wait for my response. Just come in. Tell Resilly the same.”



    



    Repeating what I had told the Duke earlier, Boen bowed and replied, “Understood.”



    



    I noticed the large bundle he was carrying. My gaze lingered.



    



    “What’s that?”



    



    “Some essential medicines and herbs for the bath.”



    



    “…”



    



    Medicines and herbs… These were things I had to be wary of. That was why I had asked for a fresh, unopened bottle of headache medicine.



    



    In my previous life, poisons were insidious. They were mixed so subtly that they were harmless to others but deadly to me. They couldn’t be detected beforehand, no matter how cautious I was.



    



    Could I trust these? In my last life, Erma hadn’t started tampering with my things right away, but the doubt gnawed at me nonetheless.



    



    Boen, as if reading my hesitation, spoke up.



    



    “The herbs are from the same storeroom as those used for the Duke himself. The medicines are all newly stocked and unopened. Please don’t worry, Your Grace.”



    



    “Oh, I wasn’t… worried about anything.”



    



    Boen shook his head gently.



    



    “I understand wanting to be cautious in an unfamiliar place. Rest assured, Your Grace, we will do everything in our power to serve you faithfully. Please, feel at ease.”



    



    “…”



    



    Boen’s sincerity and thoughtfulness were unmistakable. He was both diligent and kindhearted, and the fact that I had chosen him seemed to have deeply moved him.



    



    I nodded.



    



    “Thank you.”



    



    “You honor me, Your Grace! It’s nothing at all.”



    



    “Your Grace, the bath is ready.”



    



    Resilly emerged, holding a large muslin cloth. She led me to the bathroom, where she helped me undress and wrapped me in the pristine cloth before retrieving the herbs from Boen.



    



    She filled a large muslin bag with the herbs and fastened it around the edges of the massive tub. The bath was deep and spacious—large enough to comfortably fit six or seven people.



    



    The faint scent of herbs wafted through the room as steam rose from the water. For the first time in what felt like ages, I let myself relax.



    



    Several bottles of differently colored oils and two jars of bath salts sat neatly on the edge of the bathtub. Judging by the silky texture of the water, it seemed some salt had already been dissolved.



    



    Opposite where I sat, an intricately carved floral grate allowed water to flow out continuously. Above my head, water poured endlessly from a bucket held by a cherubic statue. The luxurious design ensured a constant flow of fresh water, an indulgent and opulent setup.



    



    I placed a piece of muslin cloth on the dry edge of the tub and slowly lowered myself into the water, starting with my toes. The water was perfectly warm, and the combined scents of herbs, oils, and salt made it feel as though my body was melting, soft and pliant like butter.



    



    The wedding had been utterly exhausting. Since then, I hadn’t had a single moment to rest, spending days on end cramped in a carriage. My fatigue had reached its peak.



    



    Now, immersed in this blissful bathwater, I wouldn’t have been surprised if I had drifted off to sleep right then and there.



    



    Occasionally, Resily would step in to add more salt and oils to the tub before silently leaving again. The combination of fragrances in the water was so soothing that I couldn’t help but close my eyes.



    



    I shifted through the water, positioning myself directly beneath the falling stream. The warm water soaking my hair was an exquisite comfort.



    



    With my eyes closed, I let my thoughts drift to the events of the past few days.



    



    Time had turned back. I still didn’t know which family had cast the magic, whether it had been done for their own gain or if it was somehow connected to me. Regardless, it was an extraordinary opportunity. If I failed to seize this chance, I would surely be doomed to repeat the same mistakes.



    



    How could I avoid death? The best option would have been to avoid marrying the Grand Duke altogether, but that had been impossible. Perhaps the first button had already been fastened wrong.



    



    Even if I could go back to the time before the wedding… would I have been able to refuse? Could I have defied the emperor's command? I recalled the emperor’s eyes, meeting mine through the veil on my wedding day—cruel, tyrannical, and crimson. His gaze made it clear that defiance would not be tolerated.



    



    …Let’s just say the first button had been fastened against my will.



    



    The second matter: the Grand Duke had entered the bridal chamber. At the time, I had been startled, but in hindsight, it was fortunate. I’d heard enough whispered rumors about grooms who didn’t visit their brides on the wedding night.



    



    It would have also signaled his disinterest in me, providing endless fodder for gossipmongers—especially Erma.



    



    The third matter: what the Grand Duke had said in the bridal chamber. He’d promised to grant me a divorce after three months of cohabitation. Initially, I’d been taken aback, but upon reflection, it was logical.



    



    Anyone who married a Lamia would adjust their constitution to suit them. Within three months of daily intimacy, it would become clear if no child was conceived—indicating infertility on one side.



    



    For a Grand Duke in need of an heir, such a discovery would be devastating. Whether he claimed infertility was his issue or mine didn’t matter. Either way, it was sufficient grounds for divorce.



    



    The fourth matter: his suggestion to attend the welcoming banquet together.



    



    At this point, my head hurt. Was this just something he wanted to do? From the moment he entered the bridal chamber, the Grand Duke had been acting strangely. Yet when I had asked him if this was his second marriage, he hadn’t denied it.



    



    “Your Grace, if you stay too long, you may feel faint.”



    



    Resily’s voice called out from beyond the bathroom door. Her words snapped me back to reality. I glanced at the hourglass and saw all the sand had already fallen through.



    



    “I understand,” I replied.



    



    At my words, Resily and Bohem entered, their sleeves rolled up. They scrubbed my body with foamy sponges, washed my hair, rinsed it with herb-infused water, and finished with clear water.



    



    The fragrances lingered throughout. The items in the Grand Duke’s castle were nothing like what I had used back in Ayrden. Though my family—a count’s household—was wealthy despite being politically sidelined, it was clear that royal provisions were in a class of their own.



    



    Resily wrapped my body in muslin, its soft texture absorbing the lingering fragrance and humidity. After changing into a light robe, she dried and combed my hair for a long time, leaving me drowsy.



    



    “Shall I prepare your meal, Your Grace?” she asked.



    



    “No… Something light, like fruit, will do.”



    



    Resily bowed and left the room. Bohem drew the canopy on my bed halfway down, letting the soft glow of the evening sun filter through.



    



    This was my first time experiencing such luxury in this bedroom. When Iserre’s territory had received me, Erma, knowing the Grand Duke’s lack of interest in me from the first night, had not provided me with the best treatment—perhaps to assert dominance.



    



    It hadn’t been neglectful, but it wasn’t luxurious or attentive either.



    



    “What about the headache remedy?” Bohem asked.



    



    “Oh.”



    



    I remembered asking Bohem to fetch it earlier. Whether it was the lingering tension from the Grand Duke’s visit or the soothing effects of the bath, my headache had faded, leaving me clear-headed.



    



    “I’ll take it before bed,” I said.



    



    Bohem nodded and left. Shortly after, Resily returned with a gold tray.



    



    On it were small loaves of bread, olive oil sprinkled with salt, fruit jelly, fresh fruit, and a goblet of diluted wine.



    



    Even without much of an appetite, the lightness of the food was appealing. After finishing a small goblet of jelly, a piece of bread, and a few slices of fruit, I felt satisfied.



    



    Instead of wine, I drank cold water and had the tray removed.



    



    With my stomach comfortably full, drowsiness returned. I staggered to the open side of the bed and sat down. Bohem, ever attentive, brought over the headache remedy and water.



    



    The bath’s effects seemed to be wearing off, as a faint headache began creeping back. If I fell asleep like this, I’d undoubtedly wake up with a severe headache. After taking the medicine, I sat for a moment before lying down.



    



    As Bohem moved to fully draw the canopy, I raised a hand to stop him.



    



    “Leave the lights on.”



    



    I couldn’t sleep in complete darkness. The first night in the imperial palace and the days spent traveling here by carriage had been the same. When my surroundings were engulfed in darkness, it felt as if I were being pulled back to my “previous life,” and the fear was overwhelming.



    



    Bohem lit the small lamps on either side of the bed. “As you wish.”



    



    With the canopy fully drawn, only the faint outlines of the pillows and blankets remained visible.



    



    Finally, I felt at ease and sank my head into the pillow. The soft bed and goose-down-filled blankets embraced me, and sleep overtook me almost instantly.



    



    On my first night in the Grand Duke’s castle, I fell asleep before nightfall.



    



    In the early hours of dawn, it felt as though someone had passed by my side.

  
    The bed canopy was slowly drawn aside, and sunlight spilled into the room. As the warm rays touched my face, I woke naturally, stretching lazily and lingering a little longer beneath the covers.



    



    The warmth beneath the blankets—thanks to the brazier below the bed and my own body heat—made leaving them feel unthinkable. I snuggled into the teal duvet, rubbing my cheek against its soft fabric.



    



    Wait. Teal? My duvet was supposed to be white.



    



    The realization jolted me fully awake, and I shot upright. The sudden movement made my head spin, and I had to lower it quickly to steady myself.



    



    “Your Grace, are you all right?”



    



    Bohem, who had been standing beside the bed, asked in a concerned tone.



    



    “Ah… I’m fine. Get me some water.”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    Bohem poured a glass of cool water and brought it to me. By the time I finished drinking, the dizziness had subsided, and my mind had cleared.



    



    “What time is it?”



    



    “It’s ten in the morning.”



    



    Of course. It was about time someone woke me. Sleeping in until the sun was high wasn’t exactly ideal, especially on my first day as the Grand Duchess.



    



    Even with three days of leave, sleeping late left a bad impression. A nap would have been far more excusable.



    



    “Go to the steward and tell him to gather the servants in one place. Even if he hesitates, just deliver the message and return.”



    



    I had intended to spend my three days of leave doing nothing but sleeping, but the task of selecting my attendants couldn’t be postponed.



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    Bohem hesitated briefly, perhaps nervous about Erma, but quickly left.



    



    “Your Grace.”



    



    Resily entered, carrying a basin of water, soap, and a towel.



    



    After washing my face and drying it with the towel, I froze at Resily’s next words.



    



    “Just a moment ago, His Grace the Grand Duke sent over the ceremonial attire for the welcome banquet.”



    



    “…”



    



    That attire. I didn’t have fond memories of it.



    



    “Would you like to see it?”



    



    “…Yes.”



    



    When I stood, Resily removed the cloth covering the outfit. As the ceremonial dress came into view, my eyes widened.



    



    It wasn’t the same as I remembered. The design was nearly identical, but in my previous life, the skirt had clung tightly to the legs.



    



    This version, however, had a slightly wider cut. Had the Grand Duke personally arranged for this? Perhaps he had adjusted the design to suit his preferences.



    



    “Come closer and take a look, Your Grace. It’s truly a beautiful gown.”



    



    I nodded, unable to tear my eyes away from the dress.



    



    That afternoon, most of the castle staff—excluding essential personnel like chefs, stable hands, and gardeners—gathered in the small hall of the Grand Duke’s castle.



    



    I walked among them, carefully selecting individuals. Each time I pointed to someone, Erma’s expression darkened unpleasantly.



    



    In total, I chose seven people. It was a practical number, enough to attend to me as the Grand Duchess without seeming excessive or ostentatious.



    



    These were also individuals who, in my previous life, had helped me in some way.



    



    “This should suffice, Steward,” I said.



    



    Erma bowed slightly.



    



    “Understood, Your Grace. However, I have one additional recommendation, if I may…”



    



    I turned my gaze to Erma. She looked uneasy, clearly unsettled that none of the people I’d chosen were closely aligned with her. It seemed she was trying to insert someone loyal to her.



    



    Who could it be?



    



    At my small nod, Erma brought forward a red-haired girl with freckles. The girl trembled nervously as she stepped forward.



    



    “M-my name is Rina, Your Grace,” she stammered.



    



    “…Rina.”



    



    Ah, yes. I remembered her.



    



    This girl had a gambling habit and owed Erma a significant amount. She was the one responsible for the unpleasant memories associated with my ceremonial attire.



    



    Because of her, I had endured an unspeakably humiliating moment at the center of the welcome banquet in my past life. Even now, the thought made my cheeks flush with anger. Forcing the memory away, I addressed Erma.



    



    “Very well, Steward. I’ll take this girl as well.”



    



    “Thank you, Your Grace.”



    



    “T-thank you, Your Grace,” Rina stammered nervously.



    



    It had been three years, and I had deliberately altered some events, so I couldn’t be certain everything would unfold exactly as before. Even the Grand Duke’s behavior was markedly different this time.



    



    Still, I wanted to test her. Would Rina act the same way as she had before? That was the reason I agreed to take her.



    



    After assigning the servants to their respective positions, I spent the remainder of the day reading before night fell. As I was drying my damp hair, Bohem approached hurriedly with startling news.



    



    “Your Grace, the Grand Duke is here.”



    



    “…What?”



    



    I was so surprised that I blurted out the question. The Grand Duke visiting the Grand Duchess’s chambers wasn’t unusual, but the thought of the three-month arrangement we had agreed upon made me want to bury my face in my hands.



    



    Now that I thought about it… hadn’t someone visited last night as well?



    



    “Did he come last night, too?”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace. He left early this morning.”



    



    “…”



    



    So it hadn’t been a dream. Frowning deeply, I managed to reply with difficulty.



    



    "I'm not fully ready yet."



    



    My hair was still damp.



    



    "I informed him, but he said he would wait."



    



    Bohem looked troubled. Glancing between Resily and Bohem, I decided to leave my room with my hair only half-dried and my clothes hastily donned. The thought of keeping the Grand Duke waiting made me uneasy.



    



    The Grand Duke was already in the sitting room, sipping wine.



    



    As Bohem and Resily stood behind me, hurriedly drying and combing my hair, the Grand Duke sipped his drink leisurely, his gaze fixed on me as if I were some sort of spectacle.



    



    "Is having such long hair a nuisance?"



    



    So, he really was watching me for entertainment.



    



    "It might be for those attending to me, but I don’t mind. I’m used to it."



    



    "How long have you been growing it?"



    



    "Well... my mother liked me to keep my hair long, so I’ve grown it to a modest length since childhood."



    



    The Grand Duke poured himself another drink, the deep red wine swirling in the golden goblet.



    



    "You grew it because you're a Lamia, didn’t you?"



    



    "I don’t think so. My mother simply liked it. Being a Lamia had nothing to do with it."



    



    At home, I had never been treated differently for being a Lamia. I received the necessary education, though I wasn’t allowed to do some of the things boys typically did. Even so, my brothers treated me as just another sibling, not a Lamia.



    



    "A Lamia is just a man who can bear children."



    



    "I'm glad you think that way."



    



    Though, in truth, it wasn’t that simple. I offered a hollow answer while discreetly watching his reaction. His tone seemed genuine. Perhaps the Grand Duke preferred men and saw Lamias as a pragmatic choice for securing an heir. Such preferences weren’t uncommon.



    



    Of course, this was a possibility I only entertained after the Grand Duke brought Leiya into the picture.



    



    Once my hair was fully dried, Bohem and Resily stepped back as servants brought in our meal.



    



    The table was laden with dishes: soft bread, seared veal, spicy tomato stew with peppers, creamy mashed potatoes, shrimp drizzled with cream, and seven varieties of pickled vegetables. The spread was overwhelming.



    



    The cuisine in Iserre wasn’t much different from the Empire’s traditional dishes, so it suited my taste. Even when I first arrived in the Grand Duchy, I’d never struggled with the food.



    



    That is, until the servants began stealing from my meals. After that, I was lucky to have mashed potatoes or a few pickled olives.



    



    While I ate, the Grand Duke drank rum, neat and strong.



    



    The veal melted in my mouth, the mashed potatoes were sweet and fluffy, and the shrimp released a rich creaminess that filled my palate.



    



    Whenever the flavors grew too heavy, the stew offered a perfect counterbalance. Even the pickled vegetables were delightful, each with its own distinct flavor. As I nibbled on finely chopped pickled cabbage, I stole a glance at the Grand Duke.



    



    He barely touched his food, focusing instead on his rum. By the time I finished a glass of watered-down wine, his decanter was nearly empty.



    



    Surely he wasn’t an alcoholic?



    



    A twinge of concern crept in.



    



    After the meal, I washed my face and rinsed my mouth, then returned to the table, where only drinks remained. Despite working on state affairs all day, the Grand Duke showed no signs of fatigue.



    



    Not long after, he abruptly stood and returned with his sword and maintenance tools. I watched curiously.



    



    "Do you maintain your sword yourself, Your Grace?"



    



    "It’s my blade. It’s my responsibility to care for it."



    



    "…"



    



    Was that a joke? His neutral expression made it impossible to tell.



    



    "Your Grace," I ventured cautiously.



    



    He glanced at me briefly, waiting for my question.



    



    "Are you truly willing to grant a divorce after three months of sharing a bed?"



    



    "I keep my promises."



    



    "Why would you agree to such terms?"



    



    "Because you seem to want it."



    



    His response was oddly deflating—but fair. After all, why would the Grand Duke care?



    



    If, after three months, no conception occurred, it would be a damning sign. For someone like me—a Lamia—it would be grounds for divorce. He would remain blameless, and it would pave the way for him to bring Leiya, his new Lamia bride, into the picture.



    



    "I'll take the blame for being infertile," he added. "I wouldn’t want to hinder your chances of remarrying."



    



    "…What?"



    



    "Isn’t that reasonable?"



    



    "And you, Your Grace?"



    



    "I’ll deal with my future when it comes."



    



    "But the truth will come out eventually," I said quietly.



    



    He turned to me with a puzzled expression, as though he didn’t understand what I meant.



    



    In three years, the Grand Duke would meet Leiya. He loved her, and they wouldn’t just share a bed—they would conceive a child. It would then become evident that the infertility had been mine, not his—unless I remarried and bore children first. That seemed unlikely.



    



    In that case, I’d be left hiding behind the Grand Duke’s generosity, branded as both a coward and potentially infertile.



    



    "It’s nothing," I said, dismissing the thought.



    



    "Are you unable to have children?"



    



    His blunt question made my eyes widen.



    



    "Well… I don’t know," I stammered.



    



    It was an awkward question. How could I know if I could bear children without ever trying? As I’d just considered, it wasn’t impossible that I might truly be infertile.



    



    "Is that so…"



    



    The Grand Duke raised an eyebrow slightly before returning to his sword maintenance. He seemed more distracted now, his movements less precise.



    



    Eventually, he called for a servant and requested distilled spirits.



    



    "Your Grace, perhaps you’re drinking too much…"



    



    "I have my reasons. I don’t usually drink this much, so don’t worry."



    



    The servant returned with a crystal bottle and a rounded glass. The bottle was filled with a clear liquid, which the Grand Duke poured until the glass brimmed.



    



    The sharp scent of alcohol was strong enough to reach me. He downed the entire glass in one go, coughing briefly as the harsh liquor hit his throat.



    



    After setting the glass aside, he resumed maintaining his sword with practiced precision, as though the alcohol had no effect.



    



    "I’m going to bed. Join me when you’re ready," he said, placing his sword back in its sheath and walking to the bed.



    



    "Yes, Your Grace. Good night."



    



    I watched him, puzzled by his strange demeanor. Ah, I should’ve asked if he had a hand in designing the ceremonial attire. But it was too late; the Grand Duke had already fallen into a deep sleep.

  
    "…Rain, would you mind getting up for a moment?"



    



    In the faint light of dawn, I woke to a soft voice. It was the Grand Duke. Startled, I tried to sit up, but he gently pressed a hand against my chest, stopping me. I flopped back onto the plush mattress.



    



    Looking up at him from where I lay, I froze. If I’d risen fully, I might have bumped into his chin—and possibly made myself dizzy in the process.



    



    "Take your time and sit in the chair. This will only take a moment."



    



    Still half-asleep, I did as he instructed.



    



    My eyes snapped fully open a moment later. The Grand Duke pulled back the covers and began lifting the slightly crumpled linen sheets from the bed.



    



    "Y-Your Grace! What are you…?"



    



    Seeing him personally tending to the bed linens left me flustered. I tried to move forward, but before I could, he had already gathered the soft fabric into his arms.



    



    "I'll take care of this myself," he said simply.



    



    "…"



    



    It was then I realized the significance of his actions, and my face burned. There were no signs of the night left on the sheets—he was ensuring there wouldn’t be any rumors. And he was doing it himself.



    



    How could he, the Grand Duke, personally handle such a task? Shocked and overwhelmed, I sat there, dumbfounded. Then it struck me. This wasn’t just about tidying the sheets—he wanted to make a statement to everyone in the castle, to show how attentive he was to me. The exact opposite of how things had been in my previous life.



    



    "Your Grace, why…?"



    



    "I have to go now, so get some more rest," he said. With that, he walked briskly out of the room, the sword at his waist brushing against the bundled sheets, causing them to sway slightly. The door shut with a firm click.



    



    "Ha…"



    



    I slid down in the chair, letting out a long sigh.



    



    If only he had treated me this well in the past…



    



    No, what am I thinking? I shook my head to clear those thoughts. The Grand Duke had to have an ulterior motive. Whatever it was, I couldn’t yet fathom.



    



    It was far too early to sleep again, so I turned on the lights and passed the time reading.



    



    By lunchtime, word had spread throughout the Grand Duke’s estate: The Grand Duke personally tidied the sheets for his bashful spouse.



    



    Since this was likely the result he intended, I remained silent about it, though my face burned when Resily relayed the gossip with a gleeful expression.



    



    Still, I couldn’t allow the Grand Duke to keep tending to the linens himself.



    



    "Resily," I called.



    



    "Yes, Your Grace?"



    



    "From now on, I’m entrusting you with the care of the sheets. Treat them the same way each time, whether or not they’re soiled. Understood?"



    



    Resily widened her eyes briefly but quickly responded, "Understood, Your Grace."



    



    I wasn’t sure if she picked up on the hidden implication—that the sheets would likely remain pristine. If not, she would soon enough. Resily was reliable; I had no concerns.



    



    And so, three days passed quickly after my arrival at the Grand Duke’s estate. While I enjoyed the rest allotted to us as newlyweds, the Grand Duke seemed to spend every single day in his office.



    



    Finally, the day of my welcome banquet arrived.



    



    From the early morning, the staff and servants bustled about. I dressed in the ceremonial attire the Grand Duke had prepared for me and styled my hair in an updo. Though the skirt was slightly looser than in my previous life, it still clung to my legs, toeing the line between masculine and feminine fashion. Even the accessories were unisex.



    



    Lamia.



    



    In Ayrden, I could sometimes forget my ambiguity, but here in the Grand Duke’s estate, the reality of my nature felt inescapable. I was a Lamia—there was no denying it. That didn’t mean I was entirely comfortable with the fact.



    



    As I finished preparing to leave, Rina approached me. I glanced at her.



    



    "Your Grace, your belt is a little crooked," she said.



    



    Avoiding my gaze, Rina fiddled with the belt, her red hair catching the light as she focused on her task.



    



    Something shifted as she adjusted it. I felt a distinct, tight sensation around my waist.



    



    Narrowing my eyes, I noted the faint unease but chose to remain silent. Rina’s actions mirrored those from my previous life.



    



    For now, I held my tongue. What she had done could implicate Erma, who had recommended her to me.



    



    Once I was fully ready, I left the room. Walking down the long corridor to the grand hall where the banquet was being held, I saw the Grand Duke waiting for me.



    



    This was markedly different from the banquet in my previous life. This time, his attire matched mine perfectly.



    



    "This way, my Lady," he said softly.



    



    I walked slowly toward him. He gently took my hand and led me to the grand doors. The guards opened them, announcing our entrance.



    



    The music in the hall paused as every gaze turned toward us. The low hum of whispers grew louder than the melody for a moment.



    



    In the past, I had walked through those doors alone. The Grand Duke had been off in the distance, engaged in conversation with someone else, while the murmurs around me carried tones of mockery. Back then, his attire had been nothing more than an ordinary dark blue suit.



    



    Not having to face that humiliation again made me feel a surprising sense of gratitude toward him.



    



    "The first dance is ours," he said, leading me toward the center.



    



    It was time for the first dance.



    



    In my previous life, this was when the incident happened.



    



    What Rina had slipped into my belt was a sharp shard of pottery. The moment I moved to dance with the Grand Duke, the shard tore through the belt and slipped out, falling to the floor. In doing so, it ripped my skirt, leaving one of my legs exposed in front of the entire audience.



    



    As the fabric slid down, revealing my bare leg, I froze. Then, clutching at the ruined skirt, I bolted from the ballroom before the Grand Duke could even react.



    



    Behind me, I heard shocked whispers and stifled laughter. What a spectacle. What a disaster. The mortifying comments and giggles followed me like an unwanted shadow.



    



    I had stepped on the shard in my panic, breaking it into pieces. At the time, I didn’t know who was responsible. It was only later that I realized it had been Rina.



    



    The memory surged back, making my face flush. My heart pounded in my chest. No, it wasn’t the same now. That had never happened—it was undone.



    



    "…Yes," I said, responding to the Grand Duke as I took his hand and let him guide me to the center of the dance floor. In my previous life, this was the moment when the belt would snap.



    



    The Grand Duke’s hand rested just above my belt. If I let the shard fall naturally, it would end without incident.



    



    But if I handled it this way, Rina—and by extension, Erma—would likely escape serious repercussions. I decided to act differently. With a subtle motion, I pressed my fingers against the belt, guiding the shard to fall along the inside of my leg.



    



    Thunk.



    



    The shard fell to the floor safely.



    



    But the plan wasn’t without flaws. I had aimed to cause only a minor scrape, yet the sharp edge nicked my skin deeper than I’d intended. Blood began streaming down my leg.



    



    I tried to conceal it, but the thin fabric of my dress betrayed me. A red stain quickly spread, catching the Grand Duke’s attention.



    



    To my utter shock, he knelt before me.



    



    "…!"



    



    His cloak flared as he dropped to one knee, the sound of fabric brushing the floor echoing in the suddenly silent hall. All around us, the audience seemed to hold their breath.



    



    "Y-Your Grace!"



    



    An Archduke, kneeling on the floor? Panic rose in my voice as I tried to stop him, but instead of standing, he gently lifted the hem of my dress.



    



    Blood was pooling around my foot, staining the fabric and my shoe.



    



    The Grand Duke’s brows furrowed deeply as his fingers brushed the crimson-streaked skin of my foot. His hand felt warmer than my chilled skin, almost startlingly so.



    



    "I…"



    



    Before I could finish my sentence, he stood abruptly, shrugging off his cloak and wrapping it around me. Then, without hesitation, he swept me into his arms.



    



    The sudden sensation of being lifted off the ground made my mind reel. Dazed, I could only mutter, "Your Grace… Your Grace…"



    



    He frowned, his golden eyes piercing as he looked down at me.



    



    "What is the meaning of this? Were you already injured?"



    



    "No, I wasn’t."



    



    His gaze sharpened. "Then how did this happen?"



    



    "…There was a shard of pottery inside my dress."



    



    "And why did you let it injure you?"



    



    "…What?"



    



    Caught off guard by his stern tone, I faltered. Of course, the shard had injured me because it had been inside my dress. What else could I say? Before I could respond, he shifted his focus.



    



    "Where is the shard?"



    



    "It should still be on the floor…"



    



    Carrying me effortlessly, the Grand Duke stepped carefully aside.



    



    Sure enough, the bloodied shard of pottery lay abandoned on the floor. Unlike in my past life, where my exposed leg had drawn jeers and whispers, the ballroom was now deathly silent. The tension in the air was palpable, largely due to the Grand Duke’s grim expression.



    



    "Take that shard and investigate it," he ordered curtly.



    



    "Yes, Your Grace," came the immediate reply.



    



    With that, the Grand Duke carried me out of the ballroom.



    



    As we disappeared from view, the stunned onlookers began murmuring amongst themselves.



    



    "They say he treasures her so much, he even tidied their sheets himself…"



    



    "I’ve heard he visits her chambers every night."



    



    "Well, she is captivatingly beautiful…"



    



    "I just hope this works out in a good way for His Grace."



    



    "But who could have planted that shard? It seems deliberate."



    



    The whispers continued, centering around the faint traces of blood left on the crimson carpet.



    



    The Grand Duke said nothing as he ascended the stairs and walked down the long hallway to my chambers. When we arrived, the physician was already waiting.



    



    "Fortunately, the wound is not severe. Please avoid bathing for a few days, and take these herbs to prevent infection and manage the pain," the physician explained.



    



    I nodded, listening attentively. Though the wound had bled profusely, it wasn’t serious. Once the crushed herbs were applied and the leg was wrapped in bandages, it looked worse than it actually was.



    



    After the physician left, the Grand Duke spoke.



    



    "Do you know who’s responsible?"



    



    "Me?"



    



    "You’re far too calm for someone who’s been attacked."



    



    "…"



    



    It was clear I couldn’t deceive him, even if I tried. Letting out a small sigh, I admitted, "It was Rina. She’s the maid who adjusted my belt earlier. She slipped the shard inside."



    



    The Grand Duke’s frown deepened.



    



    "Why didn’t you react immediately?"



    



    "I thought she was simply securing the belt."



    



    "With a shard of pottery? Why not use a dagger for the buttons while she’s at it?"



    



    His sarcasm made me shrug lightly. The atmosphere was starting to grow tense when the Grand Duke called loudly for one of his knights.



    



    "Did you find the culprit?" he asked as the knight entered.



    



    "I was just about to report, Your Grace. We discovered the remaining shards of pottery in a servant’s quarters. Under questioning, she confessed."



    



    "Her name?"



    



    "Rina, Your Grace."



    



    The Grand Duke’s sharp gaze shifted back to me.



    



    "She was recommended to me by Erma," I said slowly.



    



    "…Are there any other servants Erma recommended?"



    



    "No. The others were chosen by me."



    



    The Grand Duke’s frown deepened further. Though this incident alone wouldn’t destroy Erma’s credibility, it would plant the seeds of doubt.



    



    And I intended to ensure those seeds grew into something much larger.

  
    "Since we're talking about Erma, Your Highness, I have one request."



    



    "What is it?"



    



    The Duke relaxed his previously furrowed brow.



    



    "May I have access to the east wing library?"



    



    "......"



    



    The key to the east wing library was held by Erma. The Duke stared at me intently. Had I said something wrong? Was it too soon? I felt nervous, but then he spoke.



    



    "The Duke's estate is now your home."



    



    "Yes..."



    



    "In my home, there is no place you cannot enter. Ask the steward for the key."



    



    "T-thank you, Your Highness."



    



    I hadn’t expected it to be granted so easily, so my response came out a little awkward. The Duke answered with a somewhat odd tone.



    



    "You're not thanking me; it’s only natural."



    



    After saying that, the Duke stood up from his seat.



    



    "I should attend to the banquet hall. You should rest first."



    



    "Yes..."



    



    I had planned to wait for the Duke, but the medicine for my wound was stronger than I thought. After taking it, I fell into a deep sleep. When I woke up, it was already morning, and one side of the bed was cold.



    



    When I asked Bohen, who brought me breakfast, he told me that the Duke had come late last night, slept, and then left. Truly, he is diligent.



    



    Meanwhile, the talk of the Duke’s behavior still buzzed around the castle. The fact that he had held me close and left the banquet hall with me yesterday seemed to have fueled the gossip even more.



    



    I called for Erma. Fortunately, Erma was quiet, not speaking of the Duke’s favoritism. He still didn’t have the courage to bring up such things in front of me.



    



    Erma, who had bowed deeply, looked up and met my eyes. His gaze was sharp.



    



    "I heard you were looking for something."



    



    "Yes, Steward. Will you bring me the key to the east wing library?"



    



    "......"



    



    For a moment, Erma’s face hardened.



    



    "Why would Your Highness need the key to the east wing library? If it’s literature, the west wing has a much larger collection."



    



    The east wing library had been used to store all the financial ledgers of the Duke's estate. So, it was natural for Erma to react sharply. After all, the amount of gold he had embezzled from the Duke's estate must be in the hundreds of pounds by now.



    



    The Duke had trusted Erma, who had grown up with him. Moreover, Erma was in charge of matters the Duke didn’t meddle in, so even if he committed wrongdoing, it was hard to get caught.



    



    Ah, but perhaps it hasn't reached hundreds of pounds yet? Erma only began embezzling after I became the Duchess. So, I ended up taking the blame for his embezzlement.



    



    Before that, he had only taken small amounts at a time, cautiously, so it wasn’t hundreds of pounds—perhaps just a few dozen pounds. I had only become bolder with the shield of being a princess, but he had always been rotten to the core.



    



    "I was thinking of studying ahead. I need to fulfill the duties of the Duchess."



    



    "There's no need yet. Your Highness is still young, and until you become accustomed to Iser, I will continue to handle things for you as I’ve done before..."



    



    "This Duke's estate is my home, and in my home, there is no place I cannot enter. You yourself said that, Your Highness."



    



    "......"



    



    "Now, will you give me the key?"



    



    I smiled, and Erma’s face showed discomfort. His expression was carefully composed, but it was clear he was trying to hide his unease. I couldn’t help but feel guilty, remembering how I had once been deceived by that very expression and given him full authority.



    



    Whenever I handled a task, Erma would sigh deeply. What followed were usually scoldings, or guidance from Bihen, sometimes even corporal punishment. My servants would look at me with pity during those times.



    



    Gradually, I had come to accept the abuse as something normal. I had come to believe I wasn’t capable of handling tasks on my own.



    



    I hadn’t realized it at the time, but after losing my life once, it was almost as if everything became clear to me.



    



    I had been played by his hand.



    



    "Steward?"



    



    Calling him again, Erma lowered his head, retrieved a bundle of keys from his waist pouch, and respectfully handed one to me.



    



    "My thinking was short. Of course, Your Highness can go anywhere. Please forgive my rudeness."



    



    "I’ll let it pass this time. Now, leave."



    



    "Yes."



    



    Erma quickly left my room. After closing the door, I could easily imagine the expression he must have had. He had likely assumed that the young Duchess would be easy to control, but now that ‘the young one’ was behaving this way, would Erma be able to tolerate it?



    



    In my previous life, the courtship Erma showed me wasn’t truly courtship at all. It had been a desire to conquer, a means to control me even more. When I rejected him, his pride was wounded, and he began to abuse me seriously.



    



    "I wonder how it will be this time."



    



    I stared at the brass key, now polished clean, before getting up from my seat.



    



    The comfortable clothes were good for horseback riding, and the robe I had planned to wear for warmth also served to cover my face.



    



    This was all because of the ledger I had found in the library. The first thing I looked for when I entered the east wing library was the record of donations after Erma was appointed as the steward.



    



    Normally, donations were the Duchess’s responsibility, but with that position vacant, the steward had taken charge. It was when the Duke went to war that I first noticed something strange in the donation records. The quality of the goods sent to the orphanages was unexpectedly high.



    



    The donation budget was limited. If the quality of one item improved, the quantity or quality of others had to decrease.



    



    The high-quality item was soap, and as a result, the amount of clothing and food donations had significantly decreased.



    



    The soap was from a luxury brand, popular among the nobility. Yet, I occasionally saw the name of this soap in the donation lists.



    



    It wasn’t strange for children to use good things. But there was no need for this, given the fixed budget.



    



    Internal expenses of the Duke's estate, such as military and large-scale charity or foreign diplomacy, were not directly managed by the Duke. He only received the final report.



    



    Recently, before the wedding, the Duke had gone on a monster-hunting expedition, and donations were made again during that time. Once again, this expensive soap had been included. I carefully read the names of the orphanages that received the soap, then closed the ledger.



    



    ‘You said there’s no place in my home that I cannot go.’



    



    Thinking that, I headed for the stables. The inner walls of the estate were like the front yard of the Duke's castle.



    



    The stableman greeted me with a surprised expression. I accepted a horse from him and quietly left the estate.



    



    Tightening the cords of my robe so it wouldn't open, I headed for the first orphanage. The children, seeing me dressed in fine clothes and riding a good horse, rushed to call the director.



    



    However, I didn’t need to speak with the director. The children, after receiving that expensive soap, were still far too dirty.



    



    "Hello, my lady. How may I assist you today?"



    



    The director, with an oily face and a protruding belly, waddled over, rubbing his hands.



    



    I didn’t remove my robe’s hood and spoke directly.



    



    "The children are very dirty."



    



    "Ah... yes, well, that’s typical in an orphanage, isn’t it? We always lack funds. If we have to choose between soap or bread, the orphanage chooses bread."



    



    "No soap at all?" I stared intently at the director. He flinched at the mention of soap, clearly uneasy. It seemed that he had been indulging in the expensive soap himself. Well, most of it was probably Erma’s doing.



    



    Without hesitation, I left that place and went to the next orphanage.



    



    The situation was the same at the second, third, and even the fifth orphanages. The children were starving, dressed in rags, and filthy. Though their only source of income wasn’t just the donations, would the directors, who were pocketing government donations, spend any of that money on the children?



    



    As I emerged onto the main street, I noticed a lively atmosphere. Stalls had been set up, and it seemed like there was some kind of event going on. It was the complete opposite of the dreary back alleys where rats scurried around.



    



    I steered the horse toward the shopping district. Among the high-end boutiques, I found the store selling the soap.



    



    I stopped the horse in front of the shop and entered. The store clerk, dressed in a uniform, greeted me with a friendly smile.



    



    Inside, the air was filled with a pleasant fragrance. It was a stark contrast to the stench I had smelled earlier from the children. Lilac, jasmine, rose, and all sorts of scents mixed together, almost dizzying.



    



    "What scent are you looking for, my lady?"



    



    "Hmm... Do you happen to have the soap sold in bulk?"



    



    "In bulk? Well, if that’s what the customer wants, we can do that."



    



    "I’ve seen this soap in the donation lists for orphanages."



    



    The clerk jumped in surprise.



    



    "Surely, not the orphanages! That can’t be possible!"



    



    "Really?"



    



    "Yes, it’s not that the children couldn’t use it, but... well, it’s a product that noble ladies use, so it might be considered too luxurious for them. Maybe you saw another brand that imitates our label."



    



    The clerk continued.



    



    "I'm sure the soap we offer is much better! If you have a wife or lover, why not buy one as a gift?"



    



    "Wife..."



    



    I couldn’t help but smile bitterly. Technically, I was the "wife," so I couldn’t help but chuckle at the irony. I left the shop without buying anything.



    



    By now, it was evening, and the sun was setting.



    



    I had been allowed to roam, but I didn’t expect to be allowed to return so late. Weaving through the crowds, I slowly guided the horse toward the bridge.



    



    There were more people leaving the Duke's estate than I had anticipated, and naturally, my pace slowed down.



    



    After a long day of walking, I was quite tired. Even sitting on the horse, I felt drowsy. I moved slowly forward, but the crowd became so dense that I suddenly felt lightheaded. At that moment...



    



    "......!"



    



    I was momentarily stunned and instinctively lost control of the reins. The horse reared up violently. A stone, likely thrown by the horse, hit the ground. I saw a child quickly weaving through the crowd, running away.



    



    The child's face was familiar. Without thinking, I reached out toward the child, but before I could, a hand swiftly pulled my hood over my head.



    



    I didn’t even realize the hood had nearly come off as I focused only on the direction the child had vanished. It was the same child I had seen earlier at the first orphanage.



    



    That child had thrown the stone at the horse and run away. Was the director sending them after me to cause trouble? But even so...



    



    I was confused, but then I realized something was off.



    



    Why am I not hurt?



    



    I had definitely fallen off the horse, but I wasn’t in any pain. In fact, it didn’t even feel like I had fallen at all.



    



    I was being cradled in someone’s arms.



    



    That "someone" lifted my hood slightly and met my gaze.



    



    "I told you that you could roam freely inside the house, but I don’t recall saying you could wander the streets this late at night."

  
    "Your Highness?"



    



    "Lower your voice."



    



    Sigh... The Duke had told me to lower my voice, but after that, I couldn’t speak at all. I could have simply said I went out to take a look at the street below the castle.



    



    "Let’s head back to the castle first."



    



    The Duke adjusted my robe’s hood, making sure it was properly secured, and helped me onto the horse. The well-trained horse, having been hit by a stone, had already calmed down and stood quietly.



    



    Riding side by side with the Duke, we made our way against the flow of people toward the Duke’s castle. The castle gates opened in front of its owner. As we slowly rode across the wide meadow in front of the castle, the Duke spoke.



    



    "You’re not trapped here, but when you go outside, let me know in advance."



    



    "I’m sorry."



    



    "......"



    



    The Duke seemed uncomfortable with my apology.



    



    "Did you want to see the outside?"



    



    "Yes..."



    



    I couldn’t bring myself to mention I had come out to investigate the embezzlement. It wasn’t the right time to report Erma’s corruption. I had considered asking why the child had thrown the stone, but thankfully, the Duke asked something else instead.



    



    "Curious about the festival?"



    



    "......Festival?"



    



    I asked absentmindedly, then suddenly understood. When I was walking around earlier, there had been a lot of commotion and preparations, and thinking back, there might have been a festival around this time. In my past life, I had been too cautious and never even thought of leaving the castle.



    



    "A festival is being held."



    



    At that moment, the Duke made a strange expression. It was as if he had been struck from behind. His face suggested that he found it odd I didn’t know a festival was happening today.



    



    Considering I had just been roaming the streets, saying "a festival is being held" now probably did sound silly.



    



    "We’ll go out again, if you're fine with it."



    



    The Duke turned the horse’s head around. I was surprised and asked,



    



    "Again? You mean outside the castle?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    "Why…?"



    



    "It’s not a large-scale event, but it’s the first festival since you arrived in the Duke’s domain. It wouldn’t be bad to go and see it."



    



    It was an unexpected suggestion.



    



    Moreover, it sounded like he was inviting me to go with him. That was even more surprising. But it wasn’t a bad idea. I could feel my cheeks growing slightly warm.



    



    "Thank you, Your Highness."



    



    "There’s no need to thank me."



    



    "And... I apologize again for leaving without permission. It was thoughtless of me."



    



    "You don’t need to apologize for that anymore."



    



    As we turned back toward the castle, neither of us spoke. After crossing the large bridge and reaching the market square, I saw a place where many horses were tied up, much like a bustling market.



    



    The Duke’s knights, who had followed us, took the reins of their horses and respectfully bowed their heads.



    



    The Duke and I entered the market on foot. Standing at the beginning of the festival, I couldn’t help but exclaim in awe.



    



    Rows of lanterns stretched into the distance, fragrant woods and charcoal burned in various places, and stalls were set up in front of shops that had already closed for the day.



    



    The area was bright, as though it were midday, and everyone walking by seemed to be in good spirits.



    



    It wasn’t a large-scale festival, but the music, the laughter of those dancing to the beat, and the smells of food and drink were enough to make me feel elated.



    



    "I..."



    



    I started to say something, then hesitated. There were so many people, I figured if I called him 'Your Highness' or 'Your Majesty,' they would probably think I was joking, but I wasn’t sure.



    



    The Duke glanced at me and casually tilted his head.



    



    "Ishis."



    



    "......"



    



    I looked at him, wondering if I had misheard. His expression showed no change.



    



    "Say it."



    



    "My... name? I’m not sure about it."



    



    "Then what should I call you? Duke Your Highness?"



    



    "That’s not it."



    



    It felt awkward because I had never called him by his name before. During the three years of our marriage, there had never been a reason for me to use his name. As I mentioned, we never even looked at each other closely.



    



    ‘Ishis.’



    



    The voice calling his name wasn’t mine, but Leia’s.



    



    I could vividly picture the Duke turning his head in response to that voice.



    



    I... mustered the courage and moved my lips. My throat felt itchy, and I couldn’t muster any strength in my chest. It was a struggle to utter the three syllables.



    



    "I-Ishis."



    



    "Yurein."



    



    "......"



    



    Before I could even hide my face, it turned bright red, as if it were on fire. I hadn’t expected him to say my name in return.



    



    "Shall we go?"



    



    I hid my flushed face under the robe and stepped forward.



    



    Right in front of us, some men were wrapping freshly fried fish in paper bags and turning to leave. The air was filled with the savory scent of sauce and fried fish.



    



    Next to them, various meats were sizzling on skewers, glistening with oil. The vendor was placing skewers of cooked meat with onions for sale.



    



    There were beers, wines, apricot and apple juices, cold tea, and milk mixed with cream and sugar, simmering away, as well as candies shaped into playful forms.



    



    Despite not being a grand festival, there was plenty to see. It reminded me of the festivals in Airdan, though it had a different vibe. Especially, there were many kinds of desserts that I hadn’t seen in Airdan before.



    



    I wasn’t particularly fond of sweets, but I could feel my appetite being stirred. As I stared at a dessert sprinkled with powdered sugar on top of jelly, the Duke approached.



    



    "One, please."



    



    "Yes, thank you!"



    



    "Ah. It’s fine, really..."



    



    I almost said "Your Highness," but quickly shut my mouth. The Duke silently handed me the jelly. It was much sweeter than I had expected. When he saw my displeased expression, he calmly explained.



    



    "It’s made with honey and sugar."



    



    The faint floral scent at the end helped balance out the sweetness. I nodded in response.



    



    I tightly held the jelly box in one hand as I continued to look around the stalls. The prices in Iser weren’t very expensive. Considering it was a festival market, the prices weren’t too bad.



    



    "I... Ishis."



    



    As I called out his name to discuss the prices, the Duke suddenly stopped. It was as if he was surprised by his own invitation to be called.



    



    "Should I just call you ‘Your Highness’ instead?"



    



    "No, never mind."



    



    "Yes..."



    



    It was a strange response. As I hesitated, I noticed the faintest hint of a smile at the corner of the Duke’s eyes.



    



    "This is the first time you’ve called my name."



    



    I blinked. Of course, it was the first time I was calling his name—after all, it hadn’t even been a few days since we got married, and we hadn’t shared a night together yet. I couldn’t just casually call the Duke by his name.



    



    But was it just me? When I called his name, the Duke seemed... pleased.



    



    ‘It’s just my imagination...’



    



    The Duke turned his head again. Yes, it was probably just my imagination.



    



    The jelly box in my hand made a soft clinking sound.



    



    "Why did you call me?"



    



    "No... I just thought the prices in Iser were stable."



    



    "They are. I’ve been keeping an eye on it."



    



    We walked back toward the festival street from the shopping district. They said the castle gates would remain open all night for the festival.



    



    The people who had rented the long night enjoyed themselves, laughing and chatting.



    



    As I was watching, I suddenly felt a sense of emptiness behind me. When I turned around, the Duke was gone. His sudden absence made it feel as if he had vanished into the ground.



    



    "I..."



    



    I couldn’t finish my sentence. I couldn’t call him "Your Highness," and saying "Ishis" again felt strange. I stood there dumbly, only turning around, when the Duke appeared, holding a paper bowl in one hand.



    



    It was so out of place for a tall, handsome man like him to be holding a paper bowl, especially one filled with fried shrimp. The shrimp, coated in coconut and fried, glistened with seasoning corn kernels.



    



    "What... is this?"



    



    "This is a common street food in Iser."



    



    "Ah, I see."



    



    I took the bowl in confusion. The Duke gently grabbed the corner of my robe and led me somewhere. There was a place set up for sitting and eating.



    



    The Duke disappeared for a moment, then returned with two glasses of wine.



    



    "There’s a different taste when you eat here than in the castle."



    



    I looked at the cheap wine in the rough glass and took a sip. It was tangy and sweet. Though it was inexpensive wine, the place made it feel special, just as the Duke had said.



    



    I was about to scoop up some corn kernels with a spoon when I glanced at the Duke.



    



    "…Aren’t you going to eat?"



    



    "I’m fine."



    



    It felt strange not using a title, but there was no other way.



    



    The shrimp was savory, and the corn was tangy. I occasionally glanced at the Duke while finishing both the food and drink. While I had one glass, the Duke made two trips to the stalls and drank three.



    



    "When you’re done, we should head back."



    



    "Yes."



    



    I followed the others in disposing of my trash. While washing my hands and mouth at the fountain by the trash can, the Duke waited for me.



    



    As we left the festival street, I noticed knights at the entrance with four horses.



    



    We mounted our horses and headed toward the castle. Since there weren’t many people heading to the Duke's castle at this hour, we stood out. Occasionally, I could feel eyes on us.



    



    "They’ll think we’re just regular knights. Don’t mind it."



    



    The Duke spoke as if reading my mind.



    



    After handing the reins to the stableman, we entered the castle. To my surprise, the Duke followed me to my room, not his own.



    



    Why? I fidgeted, realizing it was time to sleep. The Duke would bathe and sleep in my room. For the next three months, we would share the bed.



    



    I whispered quietly,



    



    "Your Highness, you don’t need to change the sheets yourself anymore."



    



    "Why?"



    



    "Lesilli and Bohen are trustworthy servants."



    



    Though I hadn’t told them the full details of our relationship, I had carefully circumscribed it. There was no concern about rumors leaking out.



    



    "How long have you known them to trust them so?"



    



    "Uh... Well, it hasn’t been that long, but it feels like we've known each other forever."



    



    They were people who had died for me in my past life, even though I hadn't truly known them. They wouldn’t talk about such matters.



    



    The Duke muttered something under his breath.



    



    "What?"



    



    "Nothing."



    



    "......?"



    



    He seemed puzzled, but remained silent after that.



    



    There were two bathrooms in my bedroom, just like in the Duke's. After bathing, the Duke started polishing his sword while I dried my hair.



    



    "Bring me some wine."



    



    He spoke to Lesilli after closing the sword’s scabbard.



    



    "Your Highness."



    



    "Why?"



    



    "You’ve already had some wine earlier..."



    



    Worried that the Duke might be drinking too much, I tried to stop him, but he shrugged.



    



    "I can’t sleep."



    



    "Then I’ll bring some tea that’s good for sleep."



    



    Following my signal, Lesilli brought some herbal tea. The Duke, with his usual blank expression, drank the tea and said,



    



    "It seems like the alcohol is wearing off."



    



    "......"



    



    We lay in bed together afterward. There was enough space between us for about three adults to sleep comfortably.



    



    The room was dark except for a small light, and after a long time, I realized that I couldn’t sleep either. I tossed and turned like the skewers on the grill. The Duke then got up.



    



    Even though I moved, the movement wouldn’t reach him. I froze, but then the Duke got up from the bed and went outside.



    



    After a while, the Duke returned to the bed. I wondered if he had gone back to drinking. The smell of alcohol was overpowering. I was about to ask if he was okay when the Duke suddenly said something.



    



    "You haven’t called me that since the first time."



    



    "Excuse me?"



    



    He spoke with a hoarse voice and glanced at me.



    



    "My name."

  
    "I-My name? ...Your Highness?"



    



    He was silent. It seemed as though he had fallen asleep. I sat on the bed, lost in thought, trying to understand the meaning of a name.



    



    "......Ah."



    



    ‘Ishis, call me that.’



    



    I had tried calling him once at the beginning, and after that, I intentionally avoided using his name. I hadn’t called him by it. But could that have been the reason? The Duke wouldn’t have any reason to feel that way, would he?



    



    His voice had sounded almost as if he were disappointed.



    



    Could it be...?



    



    I shook my head. But then...



    



    ‘Yurein.’



    



    The voice calling my name lingered in my ears until I nearly drifted off to sleep.



    



    When I woke up in the morning, the Duke was already gone. He had left before the sun fully rose, as usual. Lesilli was brushing my hair as she spoke.



    



    "The tailor will be here soon."



    



    "The tailor? Why?"



    



    "You need clothes made for the hunting festival."



    



    "Ah... right."



    



    I had forgotten about the hunting festival.



    



    "And His Highness said you should join him for dinner tonight."



    



    "I understand."



    



    I barely paid attention to the mention of dinner.



    



    The hunting festival... I had experienced quite a lot there. In fact, during my time at the Duke's castle, not a day had passed without me feeling some form of embarrassment or humiliation.



    



    The only skill I had was archery. Erma had shown me various kinds of bows, saying they were prepared for me. In front of everyone.



    



    But they were all too heavy for me to shoot with my own strength. When I managed to lift a lighter, smaller bow to string an arrow, I could hear laughter from the crowd.



    



    ‘It looks like a child’s bow suits the Princess perfectly.’



    



    Someone commented, and the laughter grew louder. The only bow I could lift, among all that Erma had prepared, was a child’s bow.



    



    And of course, when I tried to string arrows meant for hunting, it only seemed ridiculous.



    



    Lost in thought, I didn’t notice when the tailor arrived. Unlike the tailoring of other formal clothes, the hunting outfit was light, so it didn’t take long.



    



    Afterward, I spent the morning and afternoon in the library.



    



    My destination today was the west wing library. It would take a long time to read the ledgers from the last several decades. I wanted to go through everything, but I decided not to rush.



    



    The west wing library had many books on the history of Iser and biographies of famous people.



    



    The Duke had promised to grant me a divorce in three months. But, given the unpredictable nature of situations, there was no guarantee, was there?



    



    To avoid such complications, there was something I had to do. I had to look into the duties of the Duchess that Erma had been handling. To do that, I needed to gain knowledge.



    



    How long had I been sitting on the stone floor between the shelves? When I turned the last page of the book, my eyes were blurry. My shoulders were stiff, and as I stretched, I noticed the sky outside the window had darkened.



    



    The Duke had said to join him for dinner, and remembering that, I hurriedly stood up. My legs, having been in the same position for so long, were numb.



    



    "Your Highness! Please come and sit here."



    



    Lesilli, who must have been eagerly waiting for me to return, urged me. Bohen and the other servants were also bustling around.



    



    Although it was just dinner, it was a formal one. As the Duchess, there was a lot to prepare.



    



    The servants washed my face and hands with rosewater and dried them with a warm towel. Then, they changed me into my clothes, sprayed a faint fragrance, and braided my hair, pinning it up.



    



    After putting on the long lace cape that draped behind my chair, the preparations were complete. I led the servants to the dining hall.



    



    The Duke arrived slightly later than I did.



    



    "Sorry to keep you waiting, my lady."



    



    "It’s fine."



    



    I took my seat again, following the Duke, and the meal began.



    



    "I heard there’s a hunting tournament."



    



    The Duke looked at me as he drank his wine. He seemed surprised that I spoke first. Had I never spoken to him first before?



    



    "Yes."



    



    "What kind of animals do you hunt?"



    



    "Well, we release many animals. From pigeons to wolves."



    



    Iser’s territory had many mountains and forests, and hunting was a popular activity. The Duke’s northern forest was home to a vast hunting ground, and the tournament would be held there.



    



    I had been warned not to go into the northern forest at first. Even when there wasn’t a tournament, wild animals roamed there.



    



    Thanks to Erma, I had learned that the hard way, wandering the forest all night.



    



    Really, my only good memories from the Duke’s castle... were almost non-existent.



    



    As we continued talking about the hunting tournament, the conversation shifted to the southern watchtower. It was said that the southern tower had a perfect view of the northern forest.



    



    While discussing that, I suddenly remembered something important that I had forgotten for days.



    



    "Your Highness!"



    



    "......"



    



    I had called out so suddenly that the Duke almost spat out his wine.



    



    "Ah, I’m sorry."



    



    "Did my wine have poison in it?"



    



    "No... it’s not that... What happened to Viscount Bihen?"



    



    The Duke calmly took another sip of wine and tore off a piece of bread.



    



    "She went to the border."



    



    "Excuse me?"



    



    "She went to defend the border."



    



    "Suddenly?"



    



    What happened? Bihen was supposed to be my teacher.



    



    Bihen was a scholar and a knight with vast knowledge. She had been chosen to teach me both etiquette and martial arts.



    



    She was stricter than words could describe. If I couldn’t keep up, she’d make excuses and have Erma punish me. It was obvious that they were working together.



    



    Why did Bihen suddenly leave for the border?



    



    



    



    "I see."



    



    Luckily, the Duke accepted it without much thought and resumed eating.



    



    "Would you like me to bring something else, Your Highness?"



    



    The servant asked quietly. I shook my head and brought the fish to my mouth. The sour taste and fragrance filled my mouth, but I couldn’t really savor it.



    



    The meal dragged on.



    



    During the course of several dishes being served, I hardly ate. Whether it was because of the Duke’s attitude or the memories from my past life, my nerves were on edge.



    



    My stomach began to ache. I lightly pressed my hand to my stomach under the table. I asked for some water and then had tea, but it only made things worse.



    



    When the meal finally ended, the Duke escorted me back to my room. It was a kind gesture, but one I would have preferred to decline.



    



    "I’ll send a doctor."



    



    "Pardon?"



    



    "You don’t seem well. There’s no need to push yourself."



    



    "......"



    



    I felt embarrassed, realizing I must have looked unwell. As I hesitated, the Duke opened my door himself.



    



    "I still have work to do. I may be late, so after seeing the doctor, go ahead and sleep."



    



    "I will wait."



    



    Not long after the Duke left, the doctor arrived.



    



    "It seems you have indigestion, Your Highness. I will prepare some medicine."



    



    "......It’s a bother, but make it in front of me."



    



    "Of course."



    



    Though it seemed like a strange request, the doctor nodded obediently, gathering herbs, crushing them, and adding sugar and water from my room before boiling it into a medicinal drink.



    



    The herbs were common ones known to help with digestion. I took the medicine without a word while the doctor filled a bottle and handed it to Lesilli.



    



    "Take one dose every four hours, and double the amount before bed. If possible, a hot bath would be beneficial as well."



    



    The doctor bowed respectfully. After I nodded, he gathered his tools and quietly left. While Bohen prepared the bath, I sat back with several pillows stacked behind me, waiting. Gradually, the discomfort in my stomach started to ease.



    



    "How are you feeling, Your Highness?"



    



    "I think I’m feeling better."



    



    "That’s a relief. Oh, and... there’s a letter from Airdren."



    



    "What? A letter?"



    



    I sprang up from the bed.

  "Letter? Really?"





"Yes."





Lesilli tilted her head, looking at me as though something was unusual. It was strange. I had never received a letter in my past life. I could understand why my parents didn’t send me any, but even my brothers never wrote to me. That memory made me feel lonely.





‘......Ah.’





In my past life, it must have been Erma who intercepted the letters.





"Show me!"





Lesilli politely handed me a tray with the letter and a paper cutter. She seemed oddly pleased, as though my excitement over receiving a letter made her happy.





I hurriedly broke the seal and started reading. The letter was written by Rubien, my older brother. His familiar handwriting nearly made me tear up.





It was a simple letter asking how I was doing and if everything was fine. As I fought back tears, my eyes stopped at a particular line.





 
	




 
	




 
	




 
	




 
	




 
	




 
	




 
	His Majesty the Emperor wishes to meet you.






























































‘......The Emperor? Why?’





This had never happened before. For the past three years, I had stayed locked away in my room, focused on Erma, Bihen, and the servants. I hadn’t properly acknowledged the Emperor or even my family.





If there had been an imperial summons during that time, even Erma wouldn’t have been able to hide it. A summons from the Emperor had to be obeyed, unless I was on my deathbed.





So, why would the Emperor suddenly want to meet me now?





I hesitated, deep in thought, and stood up from the bed. I went to my desk and began writing a response.





I wrote about the first day I arrived at the Duke’s castle, the vast estate where I had to ride for several minutes to reach the entrance, the festival I had witnessed, and how I spent my time reading books in the library.





It felt strange to write about these things in a letter. These were experiences I never could have imagined in my past life.





I wrote that I missed them, and as I did, tears began to well up in my eyes.





I quickly rubbed my eyes with the sleeve of my nightgown, hoping the tears wouldn’t fall onto the letter.





And the Emperor...





I felt that it would be best to discuss this matter with the Duke before writing further. I carefully set the unfinished letter aside on the desk and entered the bathroom. The smell of herbs filled the room, both bitter and fragrant.





After a long herbal bath, I sat on the couch in my comfortable nightgown and began reading a book.





Halfway through, Lesilli announced the Duke’s visit.





It was already 11 p.m.





The Duke entered, dressed in the same formal attire from dinner, holding a tray. The black uniform, adorned with medals and insignias, looked out of place with the gold tray in his hands, which carried several types of food, wine, and tea.





He approached me, but when he saw me, his face suddenly twisted, and he handed the tray to Lesilli. She quickly took it and placed it on the table. Before she did, I had already risen from my seat.





"Welcome back, Your Highness."





"Princess."





"Yes...?"





"Have you been crying?"





"Pardon?"





I had cried nearly two hours ago, just briefly. Once when I was writing the letter, and again in the bath, thinking about my family. It wasn’t for long, but it seemed the traces were still there, as I had kept rubbing my eyes.





"It’s just from reading for too long."





"Is that so?"





The Duke’s gaze shifted to the book in my hand, then returned to me. His stare lingered for a moment, and I felt an awkward tension, as if I were being interrogated. Luckily, he turned his head.





"Well, I’m glad it’s nothing serious."





He seemed to mutter something in a very low voice, too quietly for me to catch. Was it a mistake? It seemed strange for the Duke to say such a thing, so it was probably just a misunderstanding.





"What will you do at the hunting tournament?"





The Duke began unbuttoning the top of his jacket as he took a seat. Hm, what would I do? I didn’t have good memories of the tournament. At the start, I was humiliated by Erma, and later, I stupidly wandered through the dark forest, lured out by him, while wolves roamed nearby.





Because I had caused such a disturbance, the participants and knights had to spend the entire night searching for me in the forest. After the chaos, I hid in a tent set up as a resting space and didn’t come out. I didn’t even know what was happening outside or how the days passed.





As I thought about it, the Duke continued.





"I’ve heard you’re capable with a bow. How about training lightly in preparation for the hunting tournament?"





A bow...





"Alright."





"Don’t you dislike it?"





"No, I don’t."





At least I intended to use a bow in the tournament this time. Training could help. I was relieved that the Duke had brought it up first, even if it meant taking time away from the library.





"Then I’ll take it that you’ll participate in the tournament as well. I wish you good fortune in advance."





"I also wish you good fortune, Your Highness."





"Thank you. Well then..."





The Duke gestured toward the table. Now that I looked at it, a delicious smell was wafting from it.





There were several small bowls on the table, in addition to wine and tea.





Roasted chestnuts, hot tomato soup, peaches preserved in sugar, and apples sprinkled with cinnamon. The tea was herbal.





"If you can, have a little. You didn’t get much during dinner."





"Ah..."





"You don't have to push yourself."





But my stomach had already settled, and the fragrant olive oil and dried basil scent from the tomato soup filled the air. I lifted the soup bowl and slowly began eating.





The Duke watched as I finished a much smaller bowl than the typical soup dish while sipping his wine.





Once I finished the soup, my appetite returned. The chestnuts, boiled and simmered with milk, were nutty, sweet, and soft. After eating all of that, I felt a little full.





I took a bite of an apple as a palate cleanser. The sweet and sour taste lingered, with a faint hint of cinnamon and clove at the aftertaste. Without realizing it, I found my spoon moving back toward the bowl.





Before I knew it, I had finished all the peaches on the table.





"You ate well."





"......"





The Duke was now watching me with his chin resting on his hand. I felt my face flush, wondering if I had eaten too greedily. In my past life, even moving my spoon too quickly had drawn strange looks from Erma and the servants.





However, the Duke didn’t seem to mock me or anything.





"In hunting tournaments, those who don’t participate often ask their spouse or lover to bring back a specific animal. If you don’t want to train, feel free to tell me what animal you’d like."





"......You, Your Highness?"





"Is there a problem?"





"No......"





There shouldn’t be a problem, should there?





"There’s no need to feel burdened."





It was more of a burden, though. The "no need to feel burdened" statement itself felt the most burdensome.





"I will participate in the hunting tournament."





"If you want to, then do so."





"Yes."





"Training will be in the afternoon. I’ll send a knight who’s good with a bow. There’s group training in the morning."





"Send a knight?" I was startled and shook my head.





"The knights are busy. There’s no need to go that far."





"Well, they’re busy. Busy serving me and you."





"......"





"They’d be honored to teach you."





I had nothing more to say. I felt a little guilty about taking up the knight's time, and also a little afraid of how I would be looked at. But once the Duke had made up his mind, I realized there was no point in arguing further.





As I quietly sighed to myself and glanced at the Duke, I blinked in surprise. I couldn’t believe it. While I was eating, the Duke had emptied two wine decanters.





I stared at the empty decanters in shock, and the Duke tilted his head slightly.





"I have a habit of drinking before bed."





"That’s... a very bad habit, Your Highness."





"Haha!"





That was behavior typical of an addict. I spoke seriously, but the Duke suddenly burst out laughing. It felt strange. Was he laughing because he was drunk? Or was he crazy?





"Hahaha... I’m sorry. The way you said ‘very bad habit’ made it sound like something a child would say."





"I’m twenty... years old."





I almost said twenty-three. I wasn’t exactly a child, after all. At twenty, I was old enough to get married, inherit a territory, and rule over it.





To the Duke, who was much older than me, I probably seemed young, but I was, in fact, three years older than I appeared. Even though those three years felt like thirty.





"You don’t need to worry about my drinking. I have to drink to fall asleep quickly."





That sentence almost made me say, "That’s alcohol addiction, Your Highness."





"Ah, by the way, Your Highness."





"Hmm?"





I nervously looked at the new wine decanter Lesilli had brought in and began to speak.





"Actually, I received a letter from Airdren earlier today."





"I see."





Since it was from Airdren, the Duke probably already knew. The Duke’s glass was refilled, and the pleasant scent of wine filled the air.





"The letter was mostly about asking how I’ve been... but it seems that His Majesty the Emperor wants to meet with me."





"Ah, yes."





"Did you know?"





"He mentioned it indirectly through me once."





My head tilted instinctively. Why on earth would the Emperor want to meet with me?





"You’ll have to go, won’t you?"





"There’s no refusing, I suppose. Do you mind?"





"No, I don’t mind."





But I didn’t say what was on my mind: that there was no choice. The thought of meeting the Emperor without even a veil to shield me was uncomfortable. Though I answered that I didn’t mind, the truth was I wasn’t looking forward to it.





The first time I saw the Emperor up close was at the wedding. Before that, I had always felt some discomfort around him, though I had attributed it to the awe that comes with encountering someone with absolute power. But after looking him in the eye, it had felt different.





If I could avoid him, I would. But living in the Empire, especially as the Duchess of Iser, it wasn’t possible to avoid the Emperor.





"For now, we can delay it, using the excuse that it’s your first hunting tournament as Duchess. But after that, it’ll be unavoidable. I’ll go with you, so don’t worry too much."





"Yes."





The Duke’s offer of going with me did ease my mind.





Not long after, the Duke went to bed. After I had taken a bath, I sat down in my seat, leaning slightly. I could see the Duke’s peaceful face, as if he had never drunk any wine. His face was calm and clean, without even a flush from drinking.





He said he needed to drink to sleep, which made me wonder if he couldn’t sleep without alcohol.





I thought I should look into some herbs that could help with sleep.

    The day of the hunting tournament had arrived. A flock of birds, released from their sacks, flew up with a flurry over the deep forest’s tree shadows. I paused for a moment to watch the flapping wings and the feathers gently drifting down.



    



    People were checking their horses and weapons. It seemed the Duke had not yet appeared. I stood at the front, slightly apart from the crowd, dressed in my hunting attire.



    



    I could feel the occasional glances. A priestess from a powerless noble family, the Lamiya family. From the very beginning, I was the subject of curiosity. However, the temperature of the gazes was somewhat milder than before.



    



    It had only been a few days since I arrived at the Duke's castle. In my past life, within such a short period, people had already started looking down on me due to the Duke's coldness. This time, it felt better. The Duke seemed... kinder to me, or at least it appeared that way.



    



    If in my past life, the gazes had been blatantly dismissive, now they were a mixture of curiosity and intrigue.



    



    "Princess."



    



    I heard Erma’s voice but didn’t move.



    



    It was the time I had been waiting for.



    



    "Princess," Erma called again as he approached, two knights following him.



    



    I turned only then and saw Erma standing with the knights, holding something.



    



    "What is it?"



    



    "I’ve brought the bow and arrows for you, Princess."



    



    The Steward was in charge of overseeing all the tasks related to the hunting tournament, so it was natural that he would handle my weapons. If he had done it properly, that is.



    



    I glanced at the plate the knights were holding behind Erma.



    



    On the plate, covered in satin, lay several luxurious bows. As I looked at them, I had to hold back a smile. It was just like last time.



    



    The heavy bows that I couldn’t possibly pull, and nestled among them, a child’s bow.



    



    It seemed that Erma was determined to embarrass me once again.



    



    Unless I were a fool, I wouldn’t allow myself to go through the same thing twice.



    



    Thankfully, Erma had acted just as he had in the past life. It felt like I had received both the test and the answer. The humiliation of my past life would now fall to Erma.



    



    "Hmm, Erma."



    



    I called to him, arms crossed.



    



    Erma lowered his head deeply. Anyone who saw him would assume he was the loyal Steward of the Duke's castle.



    



    "I’d appreciate it if you could check the bow I was going to use. Why don’t you take the lightest one there and catch a bird for me?"



    



    "Pardon?"



    



    Erma seemed startled by my sudden words, looking up at me.



    



    The gazes that had been glancing at me from the moment Erma arrived became more blatant.



    



    "What could this be about?"



    



    "It seems the Princess has asked the Steward to catch a bird."



    



    "Oh my."



    



    I heard whispers that seemed to find it amusing.



    



    "It’ll be a short amusement before the tournament begins."



    



    I tilted my head and spoke. These were the same words I had said in my past life.



    



    ‘If the Princess catches a bird, it will be a brief amusement before the tournament.’



    



    That’s how it happened last time, and I was forced to grab the bow, only to find that it was a child’s bow. Back then, I was too nervous to notice and trembled as I tried to string an arrow.



    



    Erma had prepared this humiliation for me once again.



    



    Erma was now stuck, unable to do anything, rolling his eyes as he looked at me.



    



    "Hurry. Do it, please."



    



    As the words “please” came out of my mouth, the surrounding crowd became louder.



    



    "Indeed, Steward. Let’s see your skills with the bow."



    



    "The Princess has spoken so seriously."



    



    Eventually, Erma had no choice but to pick up a bow. Following my instructions, he gritted his teeth and picked up the most nimble, ivory-colored bow from the plate.



    



    The situation was different from my past life. In my past life, even if I hadn’t shot the bow, if I had realized it was a child’s bow, Erma would have been the one to suffer the embarrassment for preparing such a thing.



    



    But now, if I pointed out that the bow was wrong, Erma would be the one to suffer from the absurd mistake. He would be embarrassed for not noticing. If I pretended not to realize and picked up the bow like before, I would become the subject of ridicule. It was a no-win situation for him.



    



    I decided to help him out.



    



    "Steward?"



    



    "Yes, yes, Princess."



    



    Erma, sweating with embarrassment, looked at me.



    



    "Isn’t that a bow for children? Were you that small back then?"



    



    "Uhh..."



    



    I gave him twofold humiliation.



    



    Erma’s gaze fell to the bow, and as laughter passed through the crowd, his face turned bright red. I smiled and said,



    



    "Well, it actually suits you quite well. How about I make one like it for you as a gift? Of course, for adults, though."



    



    "......"



    



    "Don’t refuse."



    



    "Th-thank you, Princess."



    



    Erma’s lips trembled so much that only I could see it. Maybe, some people here had already figured out that Erma was intentionally acting like this, and I was doing it on purpose too.



    



    "It seems there was a mistake in the preparations. Please bring a new bow."



    



    I gestured to the knight with my words, and the knight holding a panel with arrows hurriedly disappeared, then returned. Several properly made adult-sized bows were placed before me.



    



    After choosing the one that fit best in my hand, the sound of a horn echoed.



    



    It was the sound announcing the start of the hunting tournament.



    



    "Ha..."



    



    As I inspected the bow, I turned my head and saw the Duke had appeared in the center.



    



    ‘Huh…?’



    



    Did he look this way?



    



    It seemed like the Duke’s gaze briefly shifted towards me. Was it a mistake?



    



    I mounted my horse a little later than the others and headed toward the forest, bow on my back and the reins loosely held.



    



    The forest, with sparse trees, was filled with sunlight.



    



    The sound of leaves brushing against the wind was like a song. As I squinted my eyes, quietly feeling the sunlight and the sound, I heard slow hoofbeats approaching.



    



    I thought it might be some persistent noble following me, but when I turned around, it was surprisingly the Duke. There was a faint scent of blood from him.



    



    "Did you catch something already?"



    



    "A wolf."



    



    He slowly approached me.



    



    "If we prepare it now, we could make fur in time for winter."



    



    "Yeah..."



    



    He seemed like someone who would wear wolf fur well. No, perhaps he was already meeting Leia? It seemed like it would suit her too, just as it suited him.



    



    "It’s a wolf with a bluish tint to its fur."



    



    I see… It would indeed be more beautiful. It would suit Leia too.



    



    "Blue wolf fur is a specialty of the Duchy. The Duchess should have at least one."



    



    "…"



    



    While I had been vaguely thinking of Leia, I closed my mouth for a moment. The Duke tilted his head, puzzled. I stared blankly at him and asked.



    



    "Me?"



    



    "Yes, you, Duchess."



    



    Why would he say that to me?



    



    Luckily, I quickly snapped back to reality and gave an appropriate response.



    



    "Ah… Thank you. I think it will be really beautiful."



    



    Though my voice was a bit absent-minded. Fortunately, the Duke silently gestured deeper into the forest with his chin.



    



    "There’s a corpse over there, but would you like to see it? I wouldn’t recommend it."



    



    "Thank you for the warning."



    



    Then, it seemed like the Duke smiled faintly.



    



    "Has your archery improved?"



    



    I had been receiving training from a knight who specialized in archery for the past few days. Though I hadn’t improved drastically in just a few days, it seemed like I had made some progress.



    



    Instead of answering, I drew out my bow and attached an arrow with my mark on it. A flock of cranes happened to be flying across the sky.



    



    I aimed my arrow at the sky and drew the string with a snap. Unfortunately, the arrow didn’t hit the bird and fell to the ground. The Duke, who had been watching, spoke.



    



    "Birds move quickly, so you need to adjust your aim differently. Also, your arms are too spread out. If you do that, your strength will be scattered, and the arrow won’t fly far."



    



    The Duke urged his horse closer to me, coming within a distance where our bodies could almost touch. At that distance, he corrected my posture as I held the bow.



    



    By adjusting the angle of my arms and the shape of my fingers, my posture became much more stable. He didn’t stop there; he held my hand and drew the string together with me.



    



    Thwack.



    



    With the cheerful sound of the bowstring, the arrow flew high into the sky and pierced through one of the cranes. The bird fell to the ground.



    



    "Well done."



    



    "That was mostly thanks to Your Grace."



    



    "Then try it yourself this time."



    



    Could I do it…? I recalled the posture the Duke had corrected and shot again. A crane flying across the sky was pierced by my arrow and fell in an arc.



    



    I caught a bird by myself! A surge of excitement rose within me.



    



    "Good. Two cranes is not a bad result."



    



    "Right, especially for a Duchess."



    



    My mouth, slightly agape, let the words slip out. I immediately realized my mistake. The Duke’s expression was strange.



    



    "Ah… That was an unfortunate comment."



    



    Erma always said that. Whether I did well or not, it was always ‘for a Duchess, that was good,’ or ‘for you, that was good.’ It was a phrase that perfectly defined my limits.



    



    The Duke seemed to take my words in a somewhat bitter way.



    



    "After all, being a Duchess in a man’s body wouldn’t make you happy."



    



    "No, no. That’s not it. I’m Lamia. I knew I would marry a man and become a wife. I’ve been trained accordingly."



    



    It was something my parents always emphasized. "You’re Lamia. You’ll marry a husband, have children, and live the life of a lady of the house. Remember that."



    



    After a while, the Duke nodded.



    



    "Right, if that’s how you feel."



    



    He swiftly dismounted from his horse and looked at me.



    



    "Shall we walk for a moment?"



    



    At his words, I also dismounted and began walking. The sunlit forest path, walking calmly with the Duke, felt almost unbelievable.



    



    Suddenly, the last moment came to mind.



    



    What had he been trying to say? He didn’t know anything now, but… As I absentmindedly looked at the Duke’s face, he reached out and gently touched my hair.



    



    I flinched in surprise, and he softly whispered to calm me.



    



    "You look good."



    



    His fingertips had touched the hairpin. It was a simple compliment, but my face turned red. To avoid blushing more, I tried to cool my cheek with a cold hand, but then regretted it, thinking it might look even stranger.



    



    The Duke withdrew his hand from my hair and took the reins.



    



    The horse snorted and exhaled.



    



    "We should go back now. I need to win so that your reputation as a Duchess is preserved."



    



    "Ah, yes… Be careful, Your Grace."



    



    "You too."



    



    With a brief farewell, he urged his horse and disappeared deeper into the forest. I stood in the sunlit forest, watching his figure disappear for a long time.

  
    As casually declared, the winner of the day was the Duke.



    



    While he caught a blue wolf, two wild boars, and an eagle, I also caught a badger.



    



    That evening, a lavish feast was held with the game caught by the participants. Each table was piled high with roasted, steamed, and boiled meats.



    



    The crane I caught was also roasted with pig fat and served, one for me and one for the Duke. I couldn’t finish the entire crane, so I only nibbled at it, and then, unable to fight my exhaustion, I excused myself from the table early.



    



    I was already tired, but amidst the loud and lively chatter of others, I had to respond politely and maintain a cheerful expression, which made me even more fatigued.



    



    "Have you arrived, Duchess?"



    



    The servants and attendants bowed their heads.



    



    "Shall I prepare your bath?"



    



    Lesilia, loosening the complicated knots of my banquet gown, asked. I nodded. The tight dress that had constricted my torso loosened, and I felt some relief. I removed it completely and sank into the hot bath.



    



    "Ah..."



    



    The pleasant scent of the hot water enveloped me. A long sigh escaped me involuntarily as I soaked in the comfort and relaxation.



    



    Today had been an exceptionally long day. The hunting tournament had started early in the morning, with Erma, the Duke... I thought that tomorrow, just like in my past life, I should lock myself away in a tent and not go outside.



    



    But I did feel good about repaying Erma for one thing.



    



    After lingering in the bath for a while, I got out when I started feeling dizzy. The bathroom had a brazier burning, so even after stepping out of the tub, it wasn’t cold.



    



    However, as I stepped out of the bathroom wearing a robe and letting my wet hair hang down, I froze.



    



    "D-Duchess."



    



    The Duke was sitting at the table. I looked at Lesilia, wondering what was going on, but the Duke answered nonchalantly.



    



    "I told them not to wake you since you seemed to be resting well."



    



    "How... could you have made me wait, Your Grace? My apologies."



    



    "Waiting for a beautiful lady in the bath is not easy."



    



    "..."



    



    Had the Duke ever made such a joke? Was it really a joke? Was he mocking me for taking so long to come out?



    



    I had so many thoughts racing through my mind when Lesilia hurriedly approached, putting another layer of robe on me and brushing my wet hair back. Only then did I realize my attire might be inappropriate, even between husband and wife, and I adjusted my collar.



    



    The Duke didn’t pay attention to me, focusing instead on pouring a drink into a glass.



    



    The pale amber color of the liquor made it seem sweet, causing one to forget how strong and bitter it really was. The Duke downed it in one go.



    



    "Did something happen with the Steward?"



    



    "Pardon?"



    



    "I heard you embarrassed him earlier."



    



    It seemed the Duke had learned about it during the feast. I walked over to sit across from him and replied.



    



    "If I hadn’t, I would have been the one embarrassed."



    



    "Right. If the Duchess were holding a child’s bow, everyone would have laughed. I understand."



    



    "Thank you for understanding."



    



    "It’s odd to praise you for something like this, but well done."



    



    "…"



    



    I stared at the Duke, unsure how to respond. I hadn’t expected to be praised. In some ways, I had probably acted inappropriately by engaging in a power struggle with the Steward.



    



    I had expected him to say something like, “Next time, find another way,” but this was unexpected.



    



    "Speaking of which, Your Grace, I have a request."



    



    The atmosphere seemed suitable, so I decided to speak up. However, the Duke’s reaction was somewhat peculiar. Though he maintained a neutral expression, his eyebrows lifted slightly as if he’d heard something pleasant. He stroked his chin and spoke.



    



    "What request?"



    



    "I would like to take over the duties the Steward was handling."



    



    "Hmm...?"



    



    The Duke slightly narrowed his brows.



    



    "Isn’t it still too much for you?"



    



    "I can handle it."



    



    Of course, in his eyes, it might be too much for a twenty-year-old Duchess. Especially since Count Chiara had abandoned the Duchy, and I hadn’t received any formal training. Honestly, I too had doubts about whether I could do it.



    



    But I had to. I absolutely refused to face the same future.



    



    In my past life, I had been too afraid to even start when Erma told me I wouldn't be able to do it. But this time, I was determined. My brothers always said I was smart. Even my parents, who rarely gave compliments, said I was sharp. And as the future lady of a castle, I had been studying what duties I would have since I was young.



    



    Having died once already, there was nothing I couldn’t do. No task would be more frightening than having my neck on the executioner’s block, and nothing would hurt more than witnessing the death of my family.



    



    "I am Lamia, so I’ve been learning the duties of a lady since I was a child. Managing the estate, overseeing servants, and entertaining guests."



    



    The Duke’s expression was serious as he listened to me.



    



    "Therefore, I can do it. Please, entrust it to me, Your Grace."



    



    I had not yet mentioned that Erma was involved in any wrongdoings.



    



    If the ledger fraud and embezzlement were discovered, the Steward would likely be dismissed with his wrist cut off, considering his current rank and the years he had served the Duchy. But I was not satisfied with such a small consequence.



    



    "Alright, Duchess."



    



    The Duke gave his permission!



    



    I brightened my eyes.



    



    "Tomorrow, I'll prepare the official documents. Erma... yes, he has been overburdened, handling even the duties of the Duchess."



    



    "That's right. He always seemed so busy."



    



    In my previous life, he was so busy that he constantly hovered around me, relentlessly bothering me.



    



    The Duke nodded once.



    



    "That's actually good timing. After the hunting tournament ends, we can delay the visit to the palace for another month, using the excuse that you’ve started your duties as the Duchess."



    



    It was about going to the imperial palace. I was glad to hear it. Though I had to meet the Emperor eventually, I wanted to avoid it and delay it as much as possible.



    



    Lesilia finished drying my hair and left. It seemed like she had been waiting for this moment, as she quickly got up, headed toward the bed, and fell asleep as soon as she lay down.



    



    ‘The wine...’



    



    It was really a big problem.



    



    Anyway, I also lay down beside him. Though it was hardly "beside him," as the distance was too far. In the darkness lit by only two dim lights, I stared up at the ceiling decor.



    



    Finally, it felt like something was slowly starting to change.



    



    That night, I was able to fall asleep contentedly.



    



    After three days of the hunting tournament, the next day, Erma was kneeling before me.



    



    Next to him stood two administrators and two castle knights as witnesses.



    



    What he offered me with both hands was a box. The volume of its contents wasn’t large. Inside were several sets of keys, made of gold, silver, and copper—at least a dozen—each for opening various places in the Duke’s castle.



    



    Another set consisted of three solid gold keys. The weapons vault key, the relief storage key, and the treasure vault key, all of which were only held by the Duke and Duchess.



    



    And the official seal of the Duchess.



    



    My personal seal had been given to me immediately upon arrival, but the official seal for approving documents was still in Erma’s possession.



    



    In other words, what Erma offered was the symbol of the Duke’s duties as the Duchess—three key items.



    



    "No problems with the transfer, Steward."



    



    I said this as I took the box in both hands. Erma glanced up briefly, but when our eyes met, he quickly lowered his gaze. His eyes read:



    



    ‘You bastard.’



    



    I was the only one who saw that look, but it was something he said often, so I was certain of its meaning.



    



    At that moment, Erma was so angry that he even discarded the pretense of courtesy toward me, and I feared the words that would follow. Usually, after such moments, violent actions would follow.



    



    ‘Exactly, Duchess. Why can’t you understand what people are saying? Not understanding what humans say is what livestock do.’



    



    I felt like such words were about to come out of Erma’s mouth immediately. But he couldn’t even part his thin lips, kneeling at my feet.



    



    Without my permission, Erma couldn’t rise.



    



    I was the rightful Duchess, and he was just the Steward.



    



    I sat in my seat, looking down at the kneeling Erma. I stayed like that for a while, then signed the document confirming the receipt of the keys and seals.



    



    "The documents are here."



    



    As I handed over the papers, the two administrators checked them one by one to confirm there were no issues, and after a brief check, they passed them to Erma through the knights. The process was complete.



    



    "Now, get up and leave, Erma. You’ve worked hard."



    



    "Too kind, Your Grace."



    



    Erma bowed again, slowly rising from his position and backing away. Once Erma had left, the administrators and knights who had completed their duties also departed. Then, I sent out the servants and sat alone at my desk.



    



    The only sound in the office was the crackling of the fire in the fireplace.



    



    The box sat before me.



    



    I slowly caressed it before opening the lid.



    



    Inside were the gleaming bundles of keys and the seal.



    



    These were the items that would make me the true Duchess, the things I had never possessed in my previous life.



    



    I picked up the seal and quietly gazed at it. The ivory seal sparkled in the sunlight coming through the window. It was blinding, so I squinted my eyes. The battle with Erma had just begun.



    



    Erma, finding a place without anyone around, reached his room and, as soon as he closed the door, picked up the bronze bowl in front of him and threw it across the room. It clanged loudly as it rolled across the floor. He grumbled as he threw a few more things, then stood still.



    



    That Lamia.



    



    That crafty and vulgar Lamia... What grudge does she have against me to act like that? What did I do? I thought her face was decent enough, but was she planning to use that pretty face to seduce the Duke? That’s it, isn’t it? Lamia is that kind of person. The Duke, being a dull man, could probably be easily fooled by a face like hers.



    



    “Damn it...”



    



    When I looked at her face, I thought it wasn’t bad. I figured I could make her obedient and keep her around. The Duke was a wooden man, and since it was a political marriage, I thought he wouldn’t care much about his wife. But now, that’s no longer the case.



    



    Erma gritted his teeth and rummaged through the inside of the bed.



    



    What he pulled out was an excessively luxurious and expensive communication crystal ball, something far too extravagant for a mere Steward. He went over to the door again to make sure it was properly locked, then placed his palm on the crystal ball and waited for a while. After some time, the transparent orb started to cloud, and a man’s figure slowly appeared inside.

  
    The next few days passed calmly. The Duke still came to my room every night, drinking heavily and then falling asleep. I was worried and asked Lesilia and Bohem about it, but they told me the Duke didn’t have any particular fondness for alcohol, let alone to a worrying degree.



    



    Even on nights when state affairs kept him busy and he didn’t come until after I had fallen asleep, I would wake up in the early morning to find him sleeping beside me.



    



    After he left early in the morning, Lesilia and Bohem would change the sheets, replacing them with fresh ones, which they would wash themselves.



    



    As a result, strange rumors began circulating in the Duke's castle. People whispered that the Duke and I were incredibly close, that we were enjoying our honeymoon to the fullest.



    



    ‘Far from being close...’



    



    After drinking, he would only sleep and leave. Considering that there were three adults sleeping in separate beds, it was almost like using two beds, which made me wonder what they would say if they knew.



    



    Sitting at the desk where the evening sunlight fell, I was reading some documents when I suddenly felt an inexplicable sense of unease.



    



    ‘What is it?’



    



    I stared at the date.



    



    Why did this particular date bother me...?



    



    I thought for a while, then suddenly jumped out of my seat. The ink-covered quill tipped over and rolled across the floor. This date, this day. It was right around the time I had first arrived at the Duke’s castle when a big incident had occurred.



    



    Without bothering to pick up the quill, I grabbed the hem of my cumbersome dress and ran out of the room.



    



    Servants I passed looked at me in surprise, but I didn’t care at all. I had to hurry; I couldn’t waste time!



    



    The Duke’s room wasn’t very close to mine. Even if the rooms were near each other, the size of the castle meant it would take about five minutes to walk there.



    



    Just running that distance left me gasping for air. I caught my breath and told the guard standing in front of the Duke’s room.



    



    “Tell His Grace that the Duchess has arrived.”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    The guards seemed a bit startled but quickly informed the Duke. Immediately, I heard the order to enter. As I staggered into the room, the Duke looked up in surprise.



    



    “Gah, gah... Your, Your Grace.”



    



    I was still struggling to breathe. I wiped the sweat from my chin, and the Duke gestured for me to sit.



    



    “You look pale. Please sit for a moment.”



    



    “Y-Yes... Thank you.”



    



    It seemed like I arrived just in time. I sighed with relief and sat as the Duke had suggested. He ordered some lukewarm tea and snacks to be brought in.



    



    Before long, a quaint tea table was set before me, but I was still too startled to eat after running here. I sipped a few mouthfuls of tea, and only then did my nerves begin to calm.



    



    “What on earth happened that made you rush like this? You’re usually never in a hurry.”



    



    “Ah, well…”



    



    I glanced at the Duke’s attendants, who were quietly tidying up behind him, handling large towels and oils.



    



    The Duke was still in his cloak. I had arrived just in the nick of time.



    



    “Were you planning to take a bath?”



    



    “Hm, I think I’m a bit tired today.”



    



    If I had been just a little later… Cold sweat trickled down my back.



    



    “By the way, what’s going on?”



    



    There was concern on the Duke’s face. He probably suspected that I had suddenly gone mad. I would have been startled too if the Duke had suddenly rushed into my room. Though I doubt he would have thought I was crazy.



    



    “Ah, well…”



    



    The Duke, leaning on the armrest, looked at me with a puzzled expression. I decided I might as well say it.



    



    “Your Grace, would you like to take your bath in my room instead?”



    



    “What?”



    



    “Ah, hahahaha, it might sound strange.”



    



    Strange? It was probably enough for him to think I had lost my mind. I quickly added more explanation.



    



    “It’s just that… I had a bad dream. Well, I dreamed that you were sinking into the bathtub…”



    



    Oh no. I shouldn't have added that. The Duke’s expression became even more puzzled.



    



    The truth was, it wasn’t just a bad dream; it was something that had actually happened. The Duke had fainted while taking a bath in his room.



    



    He hadn’t actually sunk into the bathtub, but the attendants discovered him quickly. However, traces of a minor poison had been detected in his body. It was an attempted assassination.



    



    At the time, I had been startled, but I had followed Erma’s instructions and stayed locked in my room until the commotion subsided.



    



    During that time, I was accused as the perpetrator.



    



    Erma and my attendants testified that they had seen me sneak toward the Duke’s room.



    



    The poison was also a rare one, one that no one in the Duke’s castle had encountered before. The suspicion grew that it might have been a poison mixed with my blood.



    



    Since there was no concrete evidence, the Duke ordered the matter to be quietly swept under the rug. The amount of poison was not lethal; it only made him briefly unconscious.



    



    However, rumors quickly spread throughout the castle. It was said that the Duchess had tried to poison the Duke, and that the magic of the Airdren family was fearsome.



    



    I never did such a thing.



    



    At first, I was locked in my room, unable to defend myself, and after that, no one believed my words. I repeated the same explanation hundreds of times, but I grew more and more exhausted. The Duke, from the beginning, showed no interest in my words. The feeling of helplessness, knowing no one believed me, completely consumed me at that time. This sense of powerlessness later led to the failed poisoning attempt on Leia and ultimately to my execution.



    



    Though the Duke had covered up the incident, he never addressed the rumors.



    



    By then, the rumors that the Duke disliked me had already spread, and the way people looked at me grew colder. In particular, the servants and knights who favored the Duke began to treat me with contempt, as if I were a pest.



    



    ...The current Duke was staring at me intently. His golden eyes seemed to be deep in thought, then flicked briefly toward his desk before narrowing, only to return to me. His lips parted slightly, and I thought I heard him make a sound similar to "Ah." What did that mean?



    



    “You wouldn’t come to me just because of such a dream.”



    



    “I-I’m sorry, Your Grace. I shouldn’t have bothered you.”



    



    “I mean, Duchess… Roxen.”



    



    As he called, the loyal chamberlain stepped forward and bowed his head.



    



    “Go check the bathwater.”



    



    “What? Your Grace, there’s no need to go that far.”



    



    I immediately reacted and watched as the chamberlain turned to leave. I couldn't help but jump inside. Wasn't this an unnecessary inconvenience just because of my ridiculous dream story? The chamberlain didn't show it, but he seemed somewhat uncomfortable too.



    



    “I’m concerned about your dream as well.”



    



    “...”



    



    This was unexpected. I never thought the Duke would actually order an investigation into the bathwater. I only planned to prevent him from entering the bath.



    



    Bothering the servants was one thing, but if they actually examined the bathwater, they would find poison... How could they know? What if they questioned how I knew?



    



    Would simply claiming it was a dream be enough to explain this?



    



    As I fidgeted, a commotion arose from the direction of the bathroom, and the chamberlain and servants emerged, pale-faced, in a rush.



    



    Suddenly, my complexion drained of color.



    



    “I-I’m sorry, Your Grace, but….”



    



    “Don’t hesitate. Tell me.”



    



    “Poison has been detected in the bathtub.”



    



    The Duke’s castle erupted into chaos, just like in my past life. This was not what I had hoped for.



    



    Soon, all the soldiers and servants gathered in the courtyard of the castle. Erma made an announcement in front of them.



    



    “No matter how long it takes, we will find the culprit!”



    



    It was shameless of him to speak like that, considering he was the one responsible. As I glared at him with cold eyes, I heard him speak.



    



    “Duchess.”



    



    “...Yes?”



    



    “Thank you for saving me.”



    



    His quiet voice uttered words I had not expected. I froze, unsure of what to say, but Erma stepped closer.



    



    What was he planning this time? I looked at him with suspicion, my face full of wariness.



    



    “Duchess.”



    



    “What is it?”



    



    “I beg your pardon, but I must ask you something.”



    



    What was this about? I had stopped the Duke from going into the bathroom. There was no way I could be accused of being the culprit. Still, I watched Erma cautiously, my anxiety rising.



    



    “I humbly ask... how did you know about this?”



    



    Ah, don’t panic. I thought, but my face turned pale in an instant. I knew Erma wouldn’t believe my flimsy excuse about a dream.



    



    It was strange that the Duke had believed it in the first place. Was he trying to trap me? As I stared blankly at the Duke, he maintained his cold expression, just like usual.



    



    Emboldened by our reactions, Erma continued.



    



    “Perhaps, Duchess... this was all a scheme to win His Grace’s favor...”



    



    A self-made plot to earn favor, he implied. My mind went blank. Why hadn’t I thought of that? How could I explain how I knew about the poison in the Duke’s bath? It wouldn’t be strange if they thought I had already laid the poison myself.



    



    I didn’t know how to respond, my face growing pale, when the Duke interrupted Erma.



    



    “Erma.”



    



    Then, the Duke did something that left me dumbfounded, and shocked everyone around us. With an authoritative face, he stepped forward, drawing his sword. The sharp sound of the blade leaving its sheath broke the eerie silence.



    



    Without hesitation, the Duke held the sword steadily and brought it to Erma’s throat. Erma stiffened, his face drained of color as though he had encountered a massive predator. Trembling, Erma stood frozen as the Duke spoke coldly.



    



    “How dare you insult my wife.”



    



    “Y-Your Grace!”



    



    None of us—Erma, myself, or anyone around us—could hide our shock. Erma immediately dropped to his knees, and the sword hovered just inches from his neck. The Duke’s posture made it seem like he would strike Erma down at any moment.



    



    “I-I’m sorry. I have committed an unforgivable crime. I didn’t mean it...”



    



    “Didn’t mean it? How dare you speak to her like that in front of me? How have you served my wife all this time?”



    



    “I...”



    



    Erma’s forehead nearly touched the floor.



    



    ‘...Haha...’



    



    I barely stifled a laugh. Even though some still thought I was strange, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of satisfaction. Erma was like a foster brother to the Duke, and their bond was deep. In my past life, I never saw the Duke treat Erma this way.



    



    “If anyone doubts the Duchess, listen up. The composition of the poison has already been identified. It contained seeds from a particular fruit. Normally, it causes a fever and causes someone to lose consciousness for a while, but for the Duchess, it would have been fatal.”



    



    At those words, everyone, including myself, was left wide-eyed.



    



    “If the Duchess had used the poison herself, she would have avoided it. The fruit turns into a deadly toxin when it comes into contact with her blood.”



    



    The noise around us grew uncontrollably. I was also surprised and asked the Duke. My blood was highly toxic, but its effect could be mitigated by herbs. Certain herbs or fruits interacted with it, which made them highly poisonous for me. In my previous life, Erma had exploited this to his advantage.



    



    “Your Grace, how did you...?”



    



    When I asked in surprise, the Duke briefly glanced at me.



    



    “I heard it from your parents. How else would I have known?”



    



    My parents? They were not the kind of people who provided such information so thoroughly. If anyone, it would have been my brothers.



    



    “Your servants know this fact as well.”



    



    As the Duke’s gaze shifted, Bohem and Lesilia quickly answered.



    



    “Yes.”



    



    “We knew.”



    



    “Then how come the chefs or the chambermaids don’t know? If it’s a lethal poison for the Duchess...”



    



    “Erma.”



    



    “Yes...”



    



    “Are you asking me to announce to the entire Duke’s castle what is a deadly poison for the Duchess?”



    



    “No, no, that’s not what I meant.”



    



    The Duke stared at Erma for a long time. Even though I was standing beside them, I felt a cold chill. It was as though a massive carnivorous beast was glaring at him. Erma trembled in fear, unable to do anything. After a long moment of silence, the Duke sheathed his sword and gave his order.



    



    “Leave. Stay in your quarters, Erma.”



    



    Erma bowed his head again, almost touching the ground.

  
    The Duke really did come out of my room after taking a bath. It wasn’t immediately after the incident, but that night. His half-dried hair, unlike usual, hung naturally over his forehead. He looked a few years younger.



    



    “Today, I owe my life to you.”



    



    The Duke said. His face was still expressionless, so I couldn’t tell if it was a joke or serious.



    



    “No... you said it wasn’t a particularly dangerous poison,” I replied.



    



    The poison found was said to be made from grinding the seeds of the Rashi fruit. I could eat the fruit itself, but I tried to avoid consuming the seeds. As the Duke had said, it wasn’t the fruit but the seeds—specifically the inside of the seeds—that was poisonous to me.



    



    However, it was only deadly to me. For most people, it only caused a brief loss of consciousness. The problem had been that the incident occurred in the bathroom.



    



    In my past life, Erma had plotted to frame me for this very thing. Back then, after the Duke entered the bath, Erma urgently sought him out, and he was found before he could sink into the tub.



    



    I had desperately rushed to stop him from getting in the bath, so I wouldn’t be suspected.



    



    Still... I hesitated for a moment before saying, “...Thank you for believing in me.”



    



    “Duchess.”



    



    The Duke’s voice suddenly dropped. Surprised, I looked up, but he turned his gaze away. I didn’t get a chance to see the expression in his eyes.



    



    “It’s nothing.”



    



    That was odd. Trying to change the awkward atmosphere, I said something else.



    



    “By the way, did my parents really tell you which herbs are bad for my body? Actually, my family doesn’t know much about that... and my parents aren’t the type to...”



    



    They wouldn’t have taken the time to inform me about such things.



    



    The Duke let out a small laugh.



    



    “They didn’t tell me.”



    



    “...What?”



    



    So, does that mean he lied in front of so many people? Why? No, then how did he know what ingredients were harmful to me?



    



    “I never received such information. But I know a little more about you than you might think. Perhaps even things your family doesn’t know.”



    



    “How...?”



    



    “Your family’s magic.”



    



    He was talking about the poison. I felt my head go blank for a moment.



    



    Every noble family in the Empire has one kind of magic passed down through generations. For both my family and the Duke’s, it was largely irrelevant... but unlike the Duke’s family, mine hadn’t lost its magic. It had simply been suppressed because of its dangerous power, with the Emperor keeping a close eye on us.



    



    Due to the pressure from the Emperor, the threats to the heirs, and the overall suppression, my grandfather had struck a deal with the Emperor. The title of Count Airdren would be preserved indefinitely, and the Emperor would not interfere with our family, as long as we never used our magic to harm anyone.



    



    Because of this, I was taught to view the power within me as something dangerous—like poison—and was trained to be cautious, ensuring that it was never used on anyone.



    



    My blood is poison. If consumed in a certain amount, it would cause immediate death. That alone was horrifying, but my magic was even more dangerous. I could scatter my magical blood like mist in the air.



    



    This was far more lethal than merely ingesting the blood. Anyone exposed to the mist would die, and the area covered in blood would turn into a land of death.



    



    Before my execution in my past life, I had considered killing everyone who came to watch me, but ultimately gave up for various reasons. The most significant reason being...



    



    “Duchess?”



    



    I snapped back to my senses at the sound of my name.



    



    “Are you listening?”



    



    “Ah, yes. I’m listening.”



    



    Damn, what did he just say?



    



    “The Iser Duke’s magic was lost, but we do have a lot of records from other families.”



    



    I nodded quietly. At least I was able to follow the conversation.



    



    “Perhaps even more than the family that originally held it.”



    



    The Duke said this with an air of seriousness, and I could feel my palms start to sweat.



    



    I finally spoke.



    



    “...That sounds somewhat dangerous.”



    



    Hearing me, the Duke chuckled.



    



    The Iser Duke’s family was knowledgeable about other families’ magic. That meant they might even know the weaknesses and ways to counteract their magic.



    



    If that was true, the Emperor would have to be even more cautious with the Iser Duke’s family now. Even though the Duke couldn’t use magic himself, he was still an incredibly powerful figure. In my past life, I had wondered whether I could kill the Duke with my magic, but even without it, his power was formidable.



    



    But if he had a way to counter other families’ magic... it wouldn’t be surprising if the Emperor feared this and took action against it.



    



    The royal bloodline, which had been passed down through legitimate heirs, might be disrupted.



    



    “It might be dangerous, but I’ve just gathered some information. I know about a few harmful fruits and herbs as well.”



    



    Could it be... that Erma had used the information the Duke’s family had to combine a lethal poison against me? If so, perhaps the Duke was the one who had given him that information. Even Erma, as clever as he was, wouldn’t have had access to that level of detail.



    



    “...Were you planning to use it yourself?”



    



    I asked the question as if joking. But the Duke looked directly at me and answered seriously.



    



    “Of course not.”



    



    “...”



    



    “Let’s talk about something else. Is there anything you’re curious about?”



    



    I saw the calmness in his golden eyes. It was just a fleeting glance, but the moment I saw it, my heart felt like it had dropped to the floor. For some reason, I lowered my head to hide my reddening cheeks and desperately searched my mind for a new topic.



    



    “Um, Your Grace, do you know what kind of magic the Iser Duke's family had before it was lost?”



    



    “Hmm?”



    



    The Duke, who had been resting his temple on his hand, looked at me. The warmth from earlier was gone, and his eyes were as cold as usual. Suddenly, I wondered: Did he ever look at Leia with that same kind of gaze?



    



    My heart grew cold.



    



    “It’s nothing. It was an overly bold question. Please don’t mind it.”



    



    “No.”



    



    The Duke poured himself another drink. Today, it was a thick fruit wine made from magpie fruit. The sweet scent wafted through the air.



    



    “It wasn’t too bold. After all, you’re now a member of the Iser Duke’s family.”



    



    “...”



    



    I was caught off guard by his words and lifted my head.



    



    “Would you like a drink? If it’s too strong, I can mix it with water or juice for you.”



    



    “No, it’s fine. I can drink it as it is.”



    



    For some reason, the Duke seemed to think I wasn’t good with alcohol, but that wasn’t true. Compared to others, I didn’t know if I was particularly good at it, but whenever I drank with my brothers, I was always the last one standing.



    



    “Then.”



    



    The Duke poured the wine and handed me the glass. The deep red liquid smelled sweet and rich. It wasn’t like regular wine. I took a sip, then another. The sweet and delicious drink slid down my throat.



    



    The aroma rose to my nose, and I closed my eyes to savor it. The Duke poured me another drink.



    



    “As I said, you are now part of the Iser Duke’s family. However… it’s still a bit complicated. When the time is right, I’ll tell you more.”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    I slowly emptied my glass again, which had been filled to the brim.



    



    “You should go rest. I still have things to do.”



    



    “Of course, Your Grace. ...Please don’t overwork yourself.”



    



    After a polite exchange, I went to the bed first. Through the half-drawn curtains, I saw him sitting at the desk, spreading out some papers with the wine bottle beside him.



    



    More alcohol... I really wonder if he’s okay with that.



    



    Tonight, the effects of the drink hit me quickly. I didn’t resist the drowsiness and fell into a deep sleep.



    



    In the early morning.



    



    After finishing his piled-up work, the Duke straightened up, slowly rising from his desk, and walked to the bed. Yureine was sleeping deeply, her body slightly turned to the left.



    



    Her chest rose and fell gently with each breath.



    



    Since it was dark where the Duke was standing, his expression was not visible.



    



    He slowly reached out a hand toward Yureine.



    



    In the quiet office, only the sound of a quill scratching the paper filled the air, occasionally accompanied by the sound of pages turning. I had been so absorbed in my work that the tea Lesilia brought me had long gone cold.



    



    The Duke's question, “Wouldn’t it be overwhelming?” was correct. The Duchess's duties were more than I had expected, and I had been immersed in work from the moment I woke up until dusk.



    



    A deputy was necessary for these duties, but I hadn’t found a suitable person yet, so it couldn’t be helped.



    



    At least, there was no family to manage in the Duke’s castle. There were no concubines, sons, daughters, or close relatives who might add to the work. If there had been, things would have been even more complicated. As it stood, the only purchases I needed to make were for gold, gemstones, and silk, so that part was easy.



    



    Salaries for the employees, managing the production facilities in the castle, and budgeting for various household affairs.



    



    After taking over all these tasks, I had to admit one thing about Erma: he had done a remarkable job handling both the Steward’s duties and the Duchess’s duties without a single issue.



    



    That’s why the Duke trusted Erma.



    



    After checking a request to replace the bakery’s oven, I stood up. I didn’t know when the oven had last been replaced. I planned to go to the library to look up the records and some of the other materials I had put off.



    



    The eastern wing of the library was quiet. Always maintaining a comfortable brightness and humidity, the library was a place that made me feel at ease as soon as I entered.



    



    The smell of old books, the dry air, and the dim but not gloomy atmosphere. Outside the windows, there was no sound at all. The high ceilings gave the library a feeling of stillness.



    



    As I entered, my footsteps echoed far and wide. I knew no one was around, but I still tried to step lightly, starting to look for the books I had written down on my list.



    



    Books on the replacement of production facilities with the most up-to-date records, lists of silks owned by previous Duchesses, and lists of merchants currently trading with the Duke’s castle... There were more than a few.



    



    Since they were all records, the books were thick. I was worried about how to carry them all as I flipped through the merchant books. Fortunately, they were divided by merchant and time period, so they were thinner.



    



    The books I was looking for were all on the top shelves, higher than my height. I had to fetch a ladder, then sat on it to skim through the content.



    



    The only sound was the rustling of pages turning under my fingers. I had become so absorbed in the books that I didn’t notice anyone entering the library.



    



    ‘It’s not here...’



    



    Just as I was about to reach for the next book, I heard a voice calling my name.



    



    “Duchess.”



    



    “...!”



    



    I was startled so badly that I almost fainted. At the same time, my hand missed its mark, and the books I had been holding slipped, tumbling to the floor.



    



    Thud. The ladder wasn’t that high, but it wasn’t low enough to fall without feeling it. Yet, I didn’t feel the expected pain. Something seemed to catch my body, and I saw the books tumbling around me.



    



    “...?”



    



    Only then did I realize that someone was holding me, pulling me into their embrace.



    



    And I knew exactly who it was.

  
    “Your Highness...?”



    



    “I thought something was off about you sitting like that.”



    



    “Um, Your Highness, are you alright?”



    



    After confirming that all the books had fallen, the Duke straightened me up and examined me, as if checking for any injuries.



    



    “I’m fine, but if you had been hit, your bones would’ve been broken.”



    



    ...Was that a joke? Should I laugh? It certainly wasn’t a situation where I could laugh. I glanced down at the books scattered on the floor. If they had hit me from above, I probably would’ve had at least a bruise, if not worse.



    



    But the Duke stood straight and unharmed, as if nothing had happened, like he had just been tapped by a flower bud.



    



    “Are you really alright? Are you sure you’re not hurt?”



    



    “I’m truly fine. This is nothing. Luckily, it wasn’t leather-bound, so there shouldn’t even be a bruise.”



    



    It almost sounded like he was saying that even if it had been leather-bound, it would’ve only resulted in a bruise. My gaze absentmindedly drifted to the leather-bound books on the opposite shelf. They were so large I could barely lift them with one hand. To say that getting hit by one of those would only leave a bruise... Did the Duke have some kind of steel body?



    



    While I was thinking that, the Duke started picking up the books.



    



    “Ah, cleaning up...”



    



    I quickly sat down and began gathering the scattered books. Even if I called the servants to clean up, I couldn’t leave them like this until they arrived. I was moving quickly, but while I was still struggling to stack three books, the Duke had swiftly organized the mess as if he were tidying up a collection of pocket-sized books.



    



    “Thank you.”



    



    I wasn’t sure what else to say. After awkwardly thanking him, I tried to gather the neatly arranged books in my arms and head back up the ladder, but the Duke grabbed me.



    



    “Are you going to fall again?”



    



    “No, Your Highness, I won’t. I won’t fall twice.”



    



    “There’s no such thing as ‘maybe.’ If something happens once, it’ll happen again.”



    



    Saying that, the Duke took the books from my arms with one hand and quickly placed them on the high shelves. In no time, the once chaotic shelf was completely organized.



    



    “Are you planning to take all of these books with you?”



    



    “Yes…”



    



    “Is there anything else you need?”



    



    “Just one ledger here. The record of the transaction with the Rubes merchant in the fall of 879. There are a few more in other areas, but I should be able to find them quickly.”



    



    The Duke reached out and took one of the ledgers.



    



    “This one.”



    



    After I took it and flipped through it to confirm, it was indeed the record of the transaction with the Rubes merchant. I glanced at the Duke, took the ledger, and made my way back to the shelf where the books were stacked. The weight of the books made my arms tremble as I tried to lift them.



    



    “Thank you so much, Your Highness. They’re not particularly valuable, but I’ll bring some herbs for bruises as a token of gratitude. I’ll be on my way now...”



    



    As I tried to leave quickly, the Duke’s voice stopped me.



    



    “Are you very busy?”



    



    “Yes, very busy.”



    



    “Still, you should be fine for a moment, right?”



    



    “...”



    



    Why did he ask?



    



    The Duke took the books from my arms once again, placing them on a small cart by the shelf. I hadn’t noticed it before, but it was there. If I had known about it earlier, it would’ve been very useful.



    



    “Have you ever been inside the inner part of the library?”



    



    “Inner part?”



    



    Was there such a place? I tilted my head instinctively, and the Duke extended his hand.



    



    “This way.”



    



    I followed him wordlessly. In the quiet, high-ceilinged library, only the sound of the Duke’s boots and my shoes echoed.



    



    We passed through several shelves, and when we reached what I had thought was a wall, I saw a small passage carved into the middle of a shiny wooden wall.



    



    The passage was so small that the Duke had to bow his head to enter, and a clear light streamed from inside. It was sunlight, not the diffused, misty glass or the curtain-covered windows I was used to seeing in the library. I followed the Duke inside, and the moment I stepped in, I had to close my eyes.



    



    I had been in a dim place and suddenly encountered bright light. My eyes, unaccustomed to the sudden brightness, stung. After a while, as my eyes adjusted, I looked around.



    



    The ceiling, as high as the library, was surrounded by marble columns. Detailed carvings of grapes and angels decorated the columns, with thin layers of gold around them that sparkled in the sunlight.



    



    On the round ceiling, vivid frescoes painted with precious pigments adorned the surface. The smooth ivory-colored stone walls had beautiful landscape paintings hanging on them, all without a single flaw.



    



    Long, narrow windows lined one of the walls, casting the shadows of the round flower-patterned window bars across the floor. The sunlight, as bright as molten metal, streamed through those windows.



    



    In the center of the room was a large ash tree table, and beside it, plush armchairs that looked incredibly comfortable. It seemed like a hidden, secret space, but it was as clean as if it had just been tidied up yesterday.



    



    “This is the space where the Duke and Duchess read.”



    



    “There was such a place?”



    



    “There’s another one in the western library. You can use it if you need it.”



    



    “Yes… Thank you, Your Highness.”



    



    As I answered, I couldn’t help but look around like a country bumpkin in front of an extravagant sight. It was lavish, yet there wasn’t a single unnecessary decoration, and the chairs looked so comfortable. It was truly a wonderful space for reading, but also quite luxurious.



    



    “Shall we leave now?”



    



    The Duke bent down again and started to exit the passage.



    



    “What about the other books you need?”



    



    “Oh.”



    



    I pulled out the list I had made and tried to read the titles of the books I hadn’t found yet. But before I could, the Duke took the list from my hands. His eyes quickly scanned through it.



    



    “Wait a moment.”



    



    “No? Your Highness, I can go find them myself.”



    



    "Is this enough?"



    



    "Ugh, Your Highness... How did you manage to do this so quickly?"



    



    "I roughly know which books are in which section."



    



    "Do you have all of them memorized?"



    



    "I grew up here."



    



    Indeed... that was true. I also knew the locations of all the books in my family's library.



    



    "Thank you so much. When Your Highness visits Airdren in the future, then..."



    



    I was about to continue, but I quickly closed my mouth. Why would the Duke ever go to Airdren? I, myself, had never been back since before I was falsely accused.



    



    And even if he could go, there's no guarantee he would.



    



    "Now, I suppose we're done here."



    



    "Yes."



    



    Fortunately, the Duke pretended not to hear what I said.



    



    "I'll send someone, so wait until he arrives. Don’t try to carry it all by yourself."



    



    "Understood."



    



    The books were so heavy that I had planned on making two or three trips, so his offer was a welcome one.



    



    "Then."



    



    Just like when he appeared, the Duke vanished as quickly as lightning. No, perhaps I didn't notice when he appeared because I was too focused on the books. As I walked back into the corridor and looked around my beautiful private room, I heard the sound of a bookshelf door opening.



    



    "Viscount? Are you here?"



    



    "I'm here."



    



    I leaned out from behind the bookshelf, and one of the Duke's knights was standing there. I was surprised. I had expected a servant to be sent, not a knight... The knight quickly picked up the books that had fallen to the floor and looked at me.



    



    "Shall we go, Viscount?"



    



    "You're making me work unnecessarily when you're busy."



    



    "What are you talking about? It’s an honor to be able to assist you, Viscount."



    



    As I stepped out into the corridor, I saw the knight, a young man with dark blonde hair and brown eyes. He looked to be around twenty-six years old, older than me but younger than the Duke.



    



    "Viscount, I’m Leon Rustis. The Duke said he would send me whenever there’s an errand related to you, so I’ll be seeing you often."



    



    The lively young man said this. Now that I think about it, I think I've seen him a few times in the Duke's knight order. I didn’t know his name before.



    



    "Please take care of me from now on, Sir Rustis."



    



    "Please call me Leon."



    



    "...Alright, Sir Leon."



    



    After Leon helped move the books to my office, he gave me a cheerful farewell and left. I stared at the door he had gone through before sitting down.



    



    Although the Duke’s unexpected visit had eaten up some of my time, his help in finding the materials saved me an equal amount of time. As a result, I returned to my office exactly on schedule.



    



    I sat at my desk, laid out the materials, and began working diligently again. Since I had to go out in the evening, my hands were full. A few times, Resilly came by to change my tea, but I think I only managed to drink half a cup.



    



    I was busy and flustered, but strangely, I was enjoying the work more than I expected.



    



    By the time the sun started to set, I had finished all the tasks I had planned for the day. The bright yellow sunlight still spread far across the western horizon.



    



    I called Resilly and Boen and asked them to bring me the simplest and plainest clothes from my wardrobe. I also needed a robe with a hood that could fully cover my body.



    



    Soon, a large merchant guild, the Rubes Guild, was scheduled to arrive in Iser. It was run by the third prince of the Hasain Kingdom and was famous across the continent.



    



    Before the guild arrived, they would sometimes distribute goods inside the walls of the village. This was because people who wanted to lead the trends would go out to meet the guild before it formally arrived and purchase items.



    



    Of course, such transactions were officially prohibited, but since they were small-scale and didn’t affect the market much, enforcement was usually lax. I wanted to see the goods being traded firsthand. Although I had seen them in my past life, I hadn't been able to inspect them closely. Also, since some things had changed since my past life, I needed to verify whether they were the same items.



    



    I washed my hands and face again and picked up the clothes. They were hunting clothes, but after removing all the embellishments and changing the belt and leather straps, they looked like ordinary attire.



    



    I put on the robe and quietly left the room. The guards in front of my door had temporarily left with Resilly, and Boen confirmed there was no one in the corridor. I planned to leave as discreetly as possible.



    



    As I pulled my hood up and rushed down the hallway, someone grabbed my arm.

  
    How could this happen? It was the Duke again.



    



    "Your Highness..."



    



    I was so surprised that I stuttered without meaning to. I had planned to leave quietly without informing anyone, but of all people, the Duke noticed me. I really was out of luck.



    



    "Where are you going?"



    



    "Well..."



    



    When I explained about the Rubes Guild, the Duke furrowed his brow.



    



    "It seems you're delayed in selecting a guard knight... We need to hurry."



    



    Even a fool could understand what he meant. Embarrassed, I quickly apologized.



    



    "I-I'm sorry."



    



    "Today, I will accompany you."



    



    "...?"



    



    The Duke calmly ordered his servant to bring him a robe.



    



    "Uh, Your Highness. What did you just say...?"



    



    "I said, since you don't have a guard knight, I will go as your escort."



    



    "Eh?"



    



    "Do you dislike it so much that you're making that face?"



    



    Gasp! What kind of face had I made? I quickly adjusted my expression and straightened my posture.



    



    "No, it's just... I didn’t expect you to say that."



    



    "Did you think I would say something else?"



    



    "...I thought you might get angry."



    



    When I answered honestly, the Duke's brow furrowed even more. Was he getting angry after all? As I fidgeted with my feet, the Duke briefly glanced at them before looking away.



    



    "I don't get angry over something like this."



    



    "..."



    



    To be honest, I didn’t know how he would react. In my past life, he had been indifferent to me.



    



    "Let’s go."



    



    We stepped out to the castle courtyard, where the stableman, the Duke's servant, and two horses were waiting. The Duke put on the robe his servant offered and mounted his horse.



    



    I also mounted a brown horse, slightly smaller than the one the Duke rode. So, with me arrogantly escorting the Duke as if he were my knight, we left the castle. Emotionally, it felt more like I was accompanying the Duke.



    



    We tied the horses at the market entrance and slowly walked along the street lined with shops and stalls. Exotic and uniquely shaped jewelry was visible in many places, and some people were already wearing them.



    



    Earrings, necklaces, bracelets, cloak pins, sword ornaments, etc. They were distinctive items that were obviously made by the same source. I carefully observed the people wearing them. With everyone's attention focused on us, it wasn't strange to stare.



    



    Several shops and stalls were particularly crowded. It seemed like they were selling the very items—the jewelry from the Rubes Guild. The Duke, with his arms crossed, watched them closely.



    



    After pushing through the crowd to examine a few items, he spoke.



    



    "They’re good. They'll be popular for a while."



    



    "They're trendy designs, but they still feel fresh."



    



    As we continued walking, a small child came running from the other side and collided with me. For a moment, I checked if it was the child from the orphanage I had met before, but fortunately, it wasn’t.



    



    "I-I'm sorry! I'm so sorry, Lady!"



    



    "It's okay. Be careful and walk slowly."



    



    "Thank you!"



    



    The child quickly ran off. I was about to continue walking when I suddenly felt someone's gaze on me. I turned my head curiously and found the Duke staring at me.



    



    "Why are you looking at me like that?"



    



    "Check your pocket."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    Without thinking, I checked my coat pocket and realized my wallet was missing. I quickly looked in the direction the child had run off to, but of course, they were long gone, and there was no trace of them.



    



    "Wait here."



    



    "Yes..."



    



    Following the Duke’s command, I waited a moment. Soon, one of the knights wearing a robe appeared from the direction the child had gone. He approached me and respectfully handed over my wallet.



    



    "I had the child followed."



    



    The Duke nodded and looked at me.



    



    "There’s a pickpocketing ring causing trouble these days. I came out to deal with it."



    



    "I see..."



    



    Thinking about it, the method was a classic pickpocketing technique, but here I was, telling someone to be careful. Did I look foolish? However, the Duke gestured for me to follow as if it were no big deal.



    



    I nodded and continued walking along the market street. The market was lively and noisy, and it was easy to spot people wearing items from the Rubes Guild.



    



    As I continued browsing the market, I began to feel hungry.



    



    "Your Highness, since you found my wallet..."



    



    I stopped myself before finishing the sentence. I was about to suggest buying something for the Duke, but the idea of feeding him street food was ridiculous.



    



    "Oh, never mind."



    



    "Why? What were you going to say?"



    



    "No... I was just thinking of buying you something as a thank you, but I realize now it was foolish of me to offer street food to someone like you."



    



    The Duke tilted his head slightly and then smiled.



    



    "Why? Go ahead and buy it."



    



    "But..."



    



    "You seem to have forgotten that I spent a long time at the battlefield."



    



    "Yes?"



    



    "Food sold at markets like this is considered a luxury. Do you know what we ate at the front lines?"



    



    I shook my head, and the Duke seemed to shudder, clearly not wanting to remember.



    



    "When supplies were cut off, we sometimes boiled tree bark and dry grass. And when it got really bad, we’d roast mud and chew on it, only to spit it out."



    



    "Roast... mud?"



    



    "Well-cooked, it kind of tastes like bread. When we couldn't even make a fire, we had to starve. The food we were given was hard, dry bread and powdered milk—what little we had was considered a feast."



    



    He shrugged and continued.



    



    "Sometimes, the enemy would deliberately cook something delicious just to tempt us. When that happened, a few soldiers would defect. What else could they do? Hunger defeats fear."



    



    "...."



    



    I lowered my head, feeling unexpectedly solemn.



    



    "War... is truly a tough place."



    



    "Have you ever eaten something like that?"



    



    The Duke seemed to change the subject, pointing his finger at something. I followed his finger with my gaze. A vendor was stirring a large pot with a reddened face, and next to them, what seemed to be their wife was tossing round, flat pieces of meat into a frying pan. With a sizzling sound, oil splattered everywhere.



    



    "It's a soup made from poultry scraps and fried lamb tongue. The soup is spicy, so it tastes pretty good when you eat them together. Want to try?"



    



    "Poultry scraps?"



    



    "Like the tips of wings or the neck, parts that are cut off during cooking."



    



    "You eat those parts too?"



    



    "Wouldn't it be a waste to throw them away?"



    



    Even though I had asked for it, the Duke went ahead and bought food for both of us. There was always a seat next to food vendors. The Duke noticed an empty corner and gestured lightly.



    



    I was about to sit down but stood up again, grabbing my wallet and saying, "I'll go get some drinks."



    



    "Sounds good."



    



    There were food stalls selling wine, fruit wines, beer, rum, and spirits scattered around. While looking around, I spotted a bubbly raspberry wine and bought two glasses before returning to the table.



    



    The Duke was gazing at the lively, simple market scene. The soup and fried tongue on the table were steaming warmly.



    



    "I got raspberry wine. I thought it might pair well with the food."



    



    "Good choice."



    



    It had been a long time since I had eaten in the middle of such a noisy market. When I was young, my older brothers would often take me out, but after my parents found out, I couldn’t do that anymore.



    



    The soup, made from parts I thought would be thrown away, was spicy and delicious, and the lamb tongue, while having a stronger odor than beef tongue, wasn’t bad since it was fried. With the tangy wine to go with it, it made for a surprisingly pleasant meal.



    



    After finishing, the Duke personally tidied up our eating area. It wasn't much, but once we left, people quickly filled the spot.



    



    It was now midnight, and the area was still bustling. After finishing his drink in one gulp, the Duke looked at me.



    



    "Do you feel like walking a bit?"



    



    "Yes, I'm fine."



    



    My stomach was full, and I actually felt like walking.



    



    But...



    



    "Huff... huff..."



    



    Climbing a hill was not as easy as it sounded.



    



    "Is it hard? It's just a small hill."



    



    It wasn’t just a small hill. This was more like a mountain you had to seriously climb. The steep incline had thick trees, and the path was lined with rocks, making it feel like I had to stretch my legs just to get up.



    



    The thin shoes I wore for flat ground slipped several times on the loose stones. The Duke did catch me each time, but it was far from easy. And didn’t I just have a meal and a drink?



    



    Panting, I looked up at the Duke, who was watching me with a calm expression, as though apologizing. It seemed like this was an easy hill for him. The problem was, he was a battle-hardened warrior, and I was someone who only read books in my room—like a land-dwelling jellyfish.



    



    "I'm sorry. This is the best view you can get from here."



    



    "What view?"



    



    The Duke pointed upward. I was still panting and gasping, but I lifted my head.



    



    There, I saw a sea of stars.



    



    "Wow..."



    



    The stars were completely different from the ones I had seen in Airdren. None of the familiar constellations were visible. Yet, they sparkled brilliantly in the same dark blue sky. It was worth climbing the hill, as the dim lights of the town below didn’t obscure them; instead, the lights blended in, shining together.



    



    Countless stars always captured people’s hearts. There were stars visible from the castle window, but seeing them from here felt completely different.



    



    "Would you like to sit for a while?"



    



    The Duke asked and, without waiting for an answer, unwrapped his robe and laid it on the ground before sitting on it.



    



    "If you're not leaving, you can sit as well."



    



    "...Aren’t you cold, Your Highness?"



    



    Under his robe, he wore a short-sleeved shirt. It seemed like he had removed his original shirt when he put on the robe earlier. It wasn’t the most appropriate outfit for early autumn weather.



    



    "I'm not cold. Actually, it's refreshing without the robe."



    



    Reluctantly, I sat next to him. Below the hill, the city’s crimson and yellow lights were visible, and above, the Milky Way and countless stars glittered in the distant sky. The lights were so bright that they almost seemed to blink.



    



    "It's beautiful."



    



    I murmured absentmindedly, and the Duke replied.



    



    "There are many beautiful places in the Duchy. I’ll show you each one slowly."



    



    "To me?"



    



    "Who else would I show?"



    



    Ah, it would be Leiah.



    



    The name that I had forgotten for a while suddenly came to mind. Of course, I didn’t say it aloud.



    



    For now, I just wanted to forget that name and enjoy the beautiful starlight.

  
    “Phew…”



    



    The hot water infused with fragrant oils enveloped my body. By the time I returned to the castle, it was already past midnight. I hadn’t exchanged many words with the Grand Duke on the hill. We simply sat side by side, gazing at the stars. Coming down took longer than expected because we chose a gentler slope—a path that would have been much easier to take on the way up as well.



    



    The sky was breathtakingly beautiful. The Grand Duke was kind…



    



    I sank deeper into the water. The Grand Duke—he was kind. He had been kind ever since the wedding day, a stark contrast to my previous life. Why was he treating me so differently now? When I first asked, he seemed to have no memory of our past lives. But perhaps I should confirm it again.



    



    There was no reason to dislike his kindness. After all, I… I had liked him, even in our previous life, from the very moment we first met.



    



    Our first meeting was at the wedding. When I saw him, towering under his veil, I felt an emotion I had never experienced before: attraction. A war hero, a member of the imperial family, and the Grand Duke of Iser—Isis Perion.



    



    Standing beside him as he silently performed his role in the ceremony, I fidgeted with my hands. I could hardly believe I was marrying such a man.



    



    I wanted to know more about him. I wanted to talk to him. But he didn’t come to the bridal chamber on the first night. It wasn’t something that could be excused with claims of being busy or occupied.



    



    I fervently hoped my parents and brothers wouldn’t find out, but rumors of a bride abandoned on her wedding night spread like wildfire. I was terrified of being scolded by my parents and too ashamed to face my brothers.



    



    In most families, such an incident would have warranted a confrontation. But my family couldn’t afford to do that. There were too many reasons. I was Lamia. My veins carried poison instead of blood. This marriage had been an imperial command, forced upon us.



    



    Demanding justice would have been seen as admitting fault in the bride and her family. And while it was true, I couldn’t burden my parents with humiliation and trouble because of me.



    



    Then came the nightmare after arriving at the Grand Duke’s castle. I swung between hating him, liking him, and aimlessly loitering near the door because I missed him yet was too scared to run into him. In my foolishness, I eventually met Leia.



    



    The hatred couldn’t entirely smother my affection for him. Love and hate? It wasn’t even as grand as that. I was simply desperate for him to notice me.



    



    Perhaps, though I can’t remember, it really was me who went to Leia’s quarters. The poison that killed Leia’s sibling was identical to the venom in my veins. My blood, once drawn, loses its toxicity over time. Who else but me could have delivered fresh poison?



    



    …No. That’s not it. It can’t be.



    



    I didn’t like the Grand Duke that much.



    



    No, it wasn’t that kind of affection. A love that requires someone’s death is not my way. Nothing in this world is worth taking another’s life to obtain.



    



    ‘Then, what about now…?’



    



    Now, with the Grand Duke being so kind… I dunked my head into the hot water, the bubbling sound jolting me back to reality. What was I even thinking?



    



    For a fleeting moment, I thought, ‘If only things could stay like this until Leia returns.’



    



    I must be out of my mind. Crazy. I wiped the water from my face with my palms.



    



    ‘Idiot.’



    



    How could I think such a thing?



    



    ‘He’s not yours.’



    



    He’s someone who will leave the moment Leia reappears. He’s someone who once abandoned me and my family to die at Erma’s hands.



    



    He’s not mine.



    



    Perhaps it was the heat, or perhaps it was something else, but my head felt dizzy.



    



    A few days later, the Rubes Trading Company finally entered the inner castle walls. I sat in the audience chamber to greet its members.



    



    The Rubes Trading Company primarily dealt in luxury goods, and it was the Grand Duchess’s role to purchase such items. Although, given the current circumstances, there wasn’t much demand for luxury items except between the Grand Duke and me. I doubted the company’s leader had high expectations.



    



    Even if the company dealt in essentials like food or daily necessities, they would have still needed to meet me since Erma was temporarily imprisoned under the guise of house arrest.



    



    “We greet Her Grace, the Grand Duchess of Iser.”



    



    Several men and women knelt on the red carpet, their heads bowed. The blond man at the forefront must be the company’s leader, and the third prince of Hasein, Liohl Manas Hasein.



    



    Being both a prince and a merchant was an unusual combination. However, this peculiar prince supposedly enjoyed commerce so much that he gave up his royal title to live as an ordinary merchant most of the time.



    



    He only returned to his role as a prince for special royal events. When I first heard that the Rubes Trading Company was visiting, I was curious about him. They said he earned far more wealth managing the company than he ever had as a prince. That kind of success would certainly make discarding a title easier.



    



    “Raise your heads.”



    



    At my words, the kneeling figures slowly lifted their faces.



    



    I carefully examined the faces of the trading company members. When my gaze finally landed on the prince—no, the leader of the company—my head tilted slightly. His striking blond hair with red undertones and green eyes were undeniably princely, but his handsomeness seemed almost excessive for a mere merchant.



    



    “Leader of the Rubes Trading Company, Liohl Manas Hasein, greets Her Grace, the Grand Duchess.”



    



    “Vice-leader Ino Silay greets Her Grace.”



    



    The brief introductions proceeded smoothly.



    



    “Bohen, bring forth the item in the center.”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    Bohen bowed and descended the steps, returning with a tray lined with silk.



    



    “Hm.”



    



    The item resembled something I had seen during my outing with the Grand Duke in the village. However, this version was crafted from far more luxurious materials.



    



    “It’s a beautiful piece.”



    



    “Thank you, Your Grace.”



    



    The leader of the company bowed his head with a satisfied expression, but his shoulders flinched at my next words.



    



    “I hear it’s already trending below the castle.”



    



    “Y-Your Grace…”



    



    “As the Grand Duchess, I cannot lag behind the trends.”



    



    Traditionally, selling goods to outsiders before presenting them at court was prohibited. However, such rules had never been strictly enforced. It probably hadn’t occurred to them that I would raise an issue about something they’d done so casually until now.



    



    Originally, the leader of the trading company would leak small amounts of their flagship products into the market to generate buzz, and then the ladies and gentlemen of the Grand Duke’s household—starting with the Grand Duchess—would showcase the items, setting off widespread trends. But I had cut off that process midway.



    



    “However, I do like this item. What should we do about it, Leader?”



    



    Resting my chin on the armrest, I asked. The leader, Liohl, looked briefly troubled but quickly regained his composure.



    



    “Of course, Your Grace. While it is unfortunate that the item was leaked, I cannot let Your Grace have anything less than the trendiest item. Instead, may I suggest that we embellish this hairpiece with even more intricate craftsmanship?”



    



    “More embellishment?”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace, something that would perfectly suit your beauty. Naturally, we would not charge extra for the work. Additionally, we could release a more affordable version to the market. What do you think?”



    



    “Hmm…”



    



    He was taking responsibility for their mistake by proposing to incur the loss himself. Making excuses about “customary practices” wouldn’t help him here. However, simply forcing the trading company to absorb the loss wouldn’t benefit me or the Grand Duchy.



    



    “Very well. But isn’t this too much of a loss for you to bear?”



    



    “You are too kind, Your Grace. The fault lies with us, after all.”



    



    “Even so, it would weigh heavily on my conscience. Hmm… I know. It happens that the staff uniforms for the Grand Duke’s household are due for renewal.”



    



    “...!”



    



    Bright expressions spread across the faces of the trading company members. While some reactions were calculated, not all of them were. Even excluding those who wore their own clothes to work, the Grand Duke’s household employed hundreds. And even those who wore personal clothing needed aprons, gloves, or other accessories, not to mention that no one was provided with only one set of garments.



    



    Supplying that many uniforms, aprons, shoes, socks, and more was no small deal for the Rubes Trading Company. Additionally, being able to claim they provided goods to the Grand Duchy of Iser was a significant marketing advantage.



    



    “There aren’t many people in the castle who require luxury goods at the moment. However, since it has been a long time since the company’s last visit, I’m sure there are plenty of items we need to procure. Let’s take our time looking through them.”



    



    “Thank you, Your Grace.”



    



    I purchased a suitable amount of various silks, leathers, and accessories to create clothes for myself and the Grand Duke—not too much, but not too little either.



    



    After dismissing the trading company members, I returned to the study and collapsed onto the sofa. Wearing tight formal clothing since morning and dealing with unfamiliar yet formidable people had left me utterly exhausted.



    



    “Bohen, please tell the deputy chamberlain to send the Rubes Trading Company a case of wine—the kind we serve at high-level banquets.”



    



    “Understood.”



    



    After Bohen left, Resilly helped me change out of my clothes and massaged my arms and legs with a hot towel. The cold tea, supposedly good for restoring energy, helped clear my head a little.



    



    Still, my physical frailty was a serious problem. I couldn’t count how many times I’d suppressed the urge to gag from nervous tension during the audience earlier.



    



    “Your Grace, would you like to rest for a while?”



    



    “Hmm… Just for an hour.”



    



    Without a chamberlain to share the load, the work had been piling up. The deputy chamberlain was doing his part, but I was still new to my role as Grand Duchess, and the workload was overwhelming.



    



    Once I changed into my nightwear, my body felt as though it would melt. I sank into the soft bed, clutching a pillow, and drifted into a deep sleep almost instantly.



    



    “Turns out we made more profit than expected, didn’t we?”



    



    At the vice-leader’s words, the leader, Liohl, smirked, lifting one corner of his mouth. His thoughts were on the Grand Duchess of Iser, whom he had met earlier.



    



    He had underestimated her, thinking she was just a naive, twenty-year-old Lamia. He had planned to lowball her at every turn… and yet, she had allowed the trading company to make its profit while also securing her own gains.



    



    If rumors spread that the Grand Duchess negotiated with the company to obtain trendy accessories at lower prices, her popularity would subtly rise.



    



    “She’s impressive.”



    



    “What’s that supposed to mean? Don’t tell me you’ve developed some inappropriate feelings for the Grand Duchess?”



    



    “I have a weakness for beautiful things.”



    



    “Shut up. If you mess around and cause trouble for the company again, I’ll personally kick you out!”



    



    “My, how bold. You dare speak to a prince of Hasein like that?”



    



    “Then act like a prince, you scoundrel!”



    



    The vice-leader shouted, shoving Liohl. Then, as if recalling something, she added, “Oh, by the way, it’s about time for you to reapply the medicine to your eyes.”



    



    “Already? How annoying.”



    



    “Deal with it. You know you have to.”



    



    “It stings.”



    



    “Not my problem. I’ve warned you, so don’t forget.”



    



    Liohl waved her off dismissively, and the vice-leader stormed out.



    



    Alone again, Liohl chuckled to himself, his thoughts returning to her. The beautiful Lamia, seated on her throne with her youthful, delicate face.

  
     



    



    After an hour of restful sleep, I found myself frowning at the deputy chamberlain's report delivered through Bohen.



    



    “They sent this as a thank-you for the wine?”



    



    I scowled, holding a piece of emerald-green silk.



    



    Upon waking, I was greeted by a gift box tied with a velvet ribbon. It had been sent by the leader of the Rubes Trading Company, and upon unwrapping it, I found an exquisite piece of silk. Not just any silk, but the finest produced by artisans in the Lasnus region, known for making only a few rolls per year.



    



    Inside the box were ribbons and lace designed to complement the silk. While not as valuable as the silk, the ribbons were of high quality, and the lace—rumored to be made from "fairy hair"—was a rare luxury.



    



    Even the box itself was extravagant. Wrapped in premium velvet, layered with another wrapping of silk, and tied with ribbons and flowers, the packaging alone could have covered a household’s weekly expenses.



    



    “Yes, there’s a letter enclosed. Shall I read it aloud?”



    



    “...Go ahead.”



    



    “To Her Grace, the noble Grand Duchess: Please accept this humble gift as a token of my gratitude. It is a small gesture from this unworthy merchant to honor a most esteemed client. I sincerely hope Your Grace will accept it with ease. Yours faithfully, Liohl Manas, Leader of the Rubes Trading Company.”



    



    The letter made it clear that the gift was a gesture on behalf of the trading company, a symbolic offering for future relations. If it had been sent in a personal capacity, it might have been less of an issue, but this made things complicated.



    



    It was far too extravagant to be taken lightly. The combined value of the box, silk, ribbons, and lace was staggering.



    



    That said, I had already sent them high-quality wine—enough for the entire company—and facilitated a significant transaction. While this gift wasn’t entirely inappropriate as a reciprocal gesture, sending it back would seem rude, especially with a handwritten letter from the leader.



    



    Still, this was undeniably excessive.



    



    Caught between conflicting thoughts, I looked up at the two attendants standing nearby.



    



    “Should I send it back?”



    



    “Why, Your Grace? It’s not jewelry or anything overly burdensome,” Bohen said.



    



    “I agree,” added Resilly. “How about using it to make your attire for the Harvest Festival?”



    



    “The Harvest Festival…”



    



    Come to think of it, the festival was approaching soon. Both the village below and the Grand Duke’s castle would host large-scale celebrations and banquets. With no hunting competition this year, the festivities would focus more on lavish feasts, and I didn’t yet have an outfit for the occasion. A gown made from Lasnus silk would be perfect for the event.



    



    “Very well, let’s do that.”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    Resilly seemed thrilled, already contemplating the gown’s design. At least she was excited, which was a small comfort.



    



    However, the mention of the Harvest Festival reminded me of an unpleasant task.



    



    I needed to speak to the Grand Duke about "that." It was far from an enjoyable conversation, but I had no choice. Reluctantly, I dressed and left my chambers, heading toward the Grand Duke’s office.



    



    After a long walk, I arrived at the office doors, where two guards bowed their heads in greeting.



    



    “Is His Grace inside?”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace. Shall we announce you?”



    



    I nodded, and shortly after, the doors opened. Inside, the Grand Duke sat at his desk, engrossed in reading documents. Beside him, a cup of tea sat untouched and cold.



    



    ‘He’s busy, too,’ I thought, feeling a strange sense of camaraderie. As I greeted him, he looked up.



    



    “What brings you here?”



    



    “I came to discuss Erma’s probation.”



    



    “Ah.”



    



    The Grand Duke set aside the document he’d just finished and picked up the next one.



    



    “Now that you mention it, Erma’s absence must be adding to your workload.”



    



    “To be honest, yes, it is.”



    



    I hated the idea of asking for Erma’s probation to end, but overworking myself to death wasn’t an option either. While the deputy chamberlain and I could handle preparations for the Harvest Festival, the aftermath and ongoing castle management required the chamberlain’s involvement.



    



    “In that case, we should release her soon. How about right after the Harvest Festival?”



    



    “That should be fine. The deputy chamberlain is managing the banquet preparations, so I only need to assist.”



    



    “Very well... Oh, and Bi.”



    



    “Yes?”



    



    “If the chamberlain tries anything suspicious again, report it to me immediately.”



    



    “…”



    



    A massive question mark popped into my head. Not just popped—it consumed my thoughts entirely, pushing out everything else. What did the Grand Duke just say?



    



    It was almost as if he knew what Erma had done to me in my previous life...



    



    Should I try to confirm it? But how? If I wasn’t careful, he might think I was crazy. And he wasn’t someone who missed subtle hints. If I tried to phrase it indirectly, he would figure out my intent immediately.



    



    I needed to think this through carefully, step by step. Shaking my head to clear my thoughts, I bowed to the Grand Duke, instructed the steward to serve him fresh tea, and left the office.



    



    As I walked back down the corridor, my mind raced with conflicting thoughts.



    



    In the Grand Duke’s castle, banquets were held once or twice a month. Most were associated with hunting competitions, while others marked anniversaries, national holidays, family birthdays, or other special occasions.



    



    Managing banquets was entirely the chamberlain’s responsibility.



    



    This time, since the chamberlain was under probation, the deputy chamberlain, Elan, took charge, and I assisted. Elan was a capable deputy, but his responsibilities differed from those of the chamberlain, so we both struggled to manage the workload.



    



    From selecting wines and dishes to adorn the banquet tables to choosing paper for the invitations, the tasks seemed endless. Amid a chaotic week, the Harvest Festival banquet arrived before we knew it.



    



    The Harvest Festival, as its name suggests, was a celebration to pray for abundance. The inner castle walls remained open all night, and the entire area was alive with festive energy.



    



    I wore a dress made from the silk sent by the leader of the Rubes Trading Company. The ceremonial attire, with its teal base embroidered in a matching shade, was as beautiful as its reputation and value suggested. I couldn’t help but wish it had gone to someone more deserving. It was undeniably stunning, but its origin and design felt burdensome.



    



    The gown exposed both shoulders, the collarbone, and the neckline. While the sleeves extended to the floor, they were open from the elbows down, designed to highlight the glittering lace gloves at wrist length.



    



    Adornments of deep green velvet ribbons and blue-dyed lace complemented the intricate patterns of the silk.



    



    I wore a necklace with three small emeralds strung together, matching earrings, and my hair was styled high, decorated with white flowers.



    



    In the mirror, I looked every bit the part of a Grand Duchess.



    



    “Phew…”



    



    “Is something bothering you, Your Grace?” Resilly asked with concern.



    



    It wasn’t the attire itself. The problem was the person who sent the silk.



    



    The leader of the Rubes Trading Company was attending tonight’s banquet as the third prince of the Kingdom of Hasein.



    



    Perhaps it was my impression of him as a shrewd merchant, but the thought of meeting him at the banquet unsettled me. It might also have had something to do with the fact that I was wearing the silk he sent. I had accepted it reluctantly, but to wear it at a banquet he was attending felt strange.



    



    “And His Grace?”



    



    “He said he will arrive shortly.”



    



    I nodded at her reply. The Grand Duke and I were to make our entrance together today. He would personally escort me from my chambers. It was natural as a married couple, yet it still felt confusing.



    



    As I turned away from the mirror to get some water—



    



    “...”



    



    I found myself face-to-face with the Grand Duke.



    



    He had just entered the room. For a long moment, we simply stared at each other, neither of us saying anything.



    



    “...?”



    



    His behavior seemed off. He was silent, his gaze fixed on me as if studying me intently. Worried something was amiss, I glanced down at myself, but before I could speak, he finally broke the silence.



    



    “...It suits you well.”



    



    “Pardon? Oh… Thank you, Your Grace.”



    



    “That gown… it’s made from the silk sent by the Rubes Trading Company, isn’t it?”



    



    “Yes, it is.”



    



    Without saying anything more, he extended his hand to me. For a moment, I thought his fingertips trembled slightly, but I dismissed it as my imagination. If his hands were truly trembling, it would signal a serious issue for the entirety of Iser.



    



    The cause was likely alcohol. When I thought about it, the Grand Duke drank far too much. If I tallied up the bottles he consumed in my chambers alone, it would exceed thirty a month.



    



    Lost in thought, I placed my hand on top of his, and together, we walked to the banquet hall. During the long walk through the corridor, the Grand Duke didn’t say a word. Though he was usually reserved, today he seemed even more tightly shut.



    



    Was he upset?



    



    “...Your Grace,” I called softly.



    



    His golden eyes turned to me. It wasn’t anger in his expression—it seemed more like he was unsettled. I stayed silent, and he stopped walking altogether.



    



    “What is it?” he asked.



    



    “It’s… nothing,” I replied.



    



    “Very well.”



    



    And so, with the awkward atmosphere unbroken, we arrived at the banquet hall.



    



    “Presenting His Grace, the Grand Duke of Iser, and Her Grace, the Grand Duchess of Iser!”



    



    The musicians began to play.



    



    Every gaze in the banquet hall turned toward us.



    



    I glanced at the head table, where the leader of the Rubes Trading Company—the third prince—was watching me with a satisfied expression. His gaze was far from welcome.



    



    Once we completed our entrance, the music changed, and one by one, couples began stepping onto the dance floor. The sight of their elegant movements, like swaying blossoms, was enchanting.



    



    I was admiring the scene when I suddenly felt warmth envelop my hand. Startled, I turned to find myself meeting the Grand Duke’s golden gaze.



    



    “...Your Grace?”



    



    For a moment, the sharpness in his eyes softened. Then, he slowly knelt on one knee before me. The world seemed to slow down as his deliberate movements became vividly clear. He held my hand gently and pressed a kiss to the back of it.



    



    “May I have the honor of your first dance?”



    



     



    



     

  
     



    



    It took me a while to fully understand what the Grand Duke had just said. The first dance… he was asking me to dance with him?



    



    The Grand Duke, asking me to dance? At the previous welcome banquet, he had intended to, but a leg injury had left the matter unresolved, and in the end, we hadn’t danced at all.



    



    I was caught off guard by the unfamiliar and awkward situation. Despite my confusion, I instinctively nodded. The Grand Duke gave a faint smile. That smile startled me even more, but before I could react, he was already leading me to the center of the hall.



    



    All eyes turned toward us. The music paused briefly before transitioning into a new tune. My feet moved instinctively, following familiar steps.



    



    “You seem adept at every dance. Did you learn the women’s steps?” he asked.



    



    “Yes,” I replied.



    



    “...Was that a rude question?” he asked, placing a hand gently on my waist.



    



    It wasn’t a matter of rudeness. My parents had been the ones to teach me the women’s steps. Besides, Lamias generally learned the women’s choreography.



    



    As he held me close, the Grand Duke spun us in a wide arc. With the other dancers stopping to watch, it felt like the expansive hall belonged to just the two of us.



    



    “How could complimenting my dancing be considered rude?” I replied.



    



    “I meant the part about who taught you.”



    



    “Well, it wasn’t Your Grace but my parents who taught me.”



    



    “...Still, it sounds as though you weren’t entirely happy about it.”



    



    I found myself chuckling softly at his words.



    



    “Is there anything in this world we can refuse to do just because we don’t like it?”



    



    At that, the Grand Duke gave a wry smile.



    



    “You’re wise.”



    



    “I wouldn’t say that.”



    



    As we exchanged words, the music drew to an end. The Grand Duke and I stepped apart and bowed to each other. Just as he straightened and seemed about to speak, a familiar voice interrupted.



    



    “Your Grace, the Grand Duchess.”



    



    I turned toward the voice, and to my surprise, it was the leader of the Rubes Trading Company.



    



    No, not the leader—tonight, he was the third prince of Hasein.



    



    “Your Highness,” I greeted.



    



    “My apologies for the late greeting, Grand Duke,” the third prince said politely, addressing the Grand Duke. After a brief exchange of pleasantries, the Grand Duke asked, “What brings you here?”



    



    “Well…”



    



    I was contemplating when to excuse myself when the prince’s next words made me stiffen.



    



    “I’d like to ask the beautiful Grand Duchess for a dance.”



    



    Is he out of his mind?



    



    I barely suppressed my shock as the prince took my hand and kissed it. I was relieved that my outward reaction seemed limited to a slight arching of my brow.



    



    Technically, it was the right moment to request a dance—our song had ended, and the Grand Duke and I had exchanged bows. As a prince, his rank made such a request appropriate. Collecting myself, I nodded faintly.



    



    The Grand Duke seemed about to say something to me, but he was soon surrounded by women eager for his attention.



    



    “Your Grace, the Grand Duke!”



    



    “Please, Your Grace!”



    



    The women were vying for a dance, and he eventually gave in, choosing the daughter of a count he was on good terms with.



    



    As the hall cleared and the orchestra began a new piece, I forced a faint smile while the prince appeared to be thoroughly enjoying himself.



    



    “The teal truly suits you, Your Grace. I reserved that silk for a special purpose… it seems it was meant for you,” the prince said.



    



    “You flatter me.”



    



    “Not at all! I’ve never seen anyone as beautiful as you in my life. Even when I met you as a merchant, I was utterly amazed.”



    



    “...”



    



    He was a talkative, frivolous man. What was his angle? He probably thought sweet words could easily charm a twenty-year-old girl like me.



    



    Unlike the brief dance with the Grand Duke, this song felt interminable. When it finally ended, and the last note reverberated through the hall, I let out an almost imperceptible sigh of relief.



    



    Bowing, the prince said, “I look forward to seeing the bright future of such a beautiful and wise Grand Duchess.”



    



    If I even had a future, that is… I gave a slight nod and returned to my seat. The Grand Duke was already there. Feeling a sudden wave of fatigue, I touched my forehead and sank into my chair. The Grand Duke turned toward me.



    



    “What were you two talking about for so long?”



    



    Did we even have a conversation?



    



    “Nothing much,” I replied in a dull tone. There really wasn’t much to say. The prince had spent the entire time complimenting my appearance and negotiation skills, and I had responded with half-hearted thanks.



    



    Maybe it was the fact that I had danced with him while wearing the dress made from his gifted silk that left me feeling uneasy. Fidgeting with the hem of my sleeve, I became aware of a gaze. The Grand Duke was looking at my sleeve, too.



    



    “Lasnus silk, is it?”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    For some reason, he seemed interested in my attire. He lightly touched the long slit of the sleeve.



    



    “The embroidery is exquisite, and the quality of the silk speaks for itself. A truly beautiful garment.”



    



    “...Thank you.”



    



    Why was I thanking him? The words felt awkward as they left my mouth.



    



    “Bi, I’m not very skilled in these matters… When Erma returns, I’ll have her procure a few more rolls of this silk.”



    



    “Pardon?”



    



    I blurted out the word before I could stop myself, startled by the unexpected statement. The Grand Duke’s eyes widened slightly before narrowing.



    



    “Do you dislike receiving gifts from me?”



    



    “That’s not it,” I quickly denied. It wouldn’t do me any good to incur the Grand Duke’s displeasure over something like this. Besides, I didn’t actually dislike the idea of receiving gifts from him. It was just…



    



    “I’m just worried that Erma might think of me as a frivolous and extravagant Grand Duchess.”



    



    Not just worried—more like certain. I could already imagine Erma’s snide remarks. I was also concerned that accepting such a costly gift might give him an excuse to criticize me further.



    



    “It’s of no concern since I’m the one instructing her to procure it, not you.”



    



    Would it really be of no concern? My head began to ache slightly. It was obvious what Erma would think of me once she fetched such expensive silk. Still, I forced a smile as I looked at the Grand Duke.



    



    “Then I’ll accept it gratefully. Truthfully, I like this dress so much that I’ve been wanting more Lasnus silk.”



    



    “Is that so?”



    



    “If it’s something Your Grace gives me, it would make me even happier.”



    



    “I’m glad to hear that.”



    



    Of course, I’d much rather receive gifts from you than that suspicious merchant. Besides, it was clear that the Grand Duke wasn’t particularly pleased with the fact that I’d already accepted silk from the leader of the Rubes Trading Company.



    



    “Thank you for your thoughtfulness, Your Grace.”



    



    The Grand Duke gave a nod and headed toward the hall to dance with another partner.



    



    Sunday, the day of divine absolution and the release of prisoners, marked the end of Erma’s probation. The first thing Erma did after regaining her freedom was…



    



    “Shall I announce him, Your Grace?”



    



    …come to find me.



    



    I was in the library when he tracked me down. The fact that he had sought me out so deliberately didn’t sit well with me.



    



    “Chamberlain Erma, at your service, Your Grace.”



    



    “Is your probation over?”



    



    “All thanks to Your Grace’s mercy, of course.”



    



    For all his words, there wasn’t a shred of gratitude in Erma’s gaze. Outwardly, he wore an expression of utmost loyalty, but there was a faintly unsettling malice radiating from him.



    



    Or was it malice? It was something more insidious—sticky, unpleasant, and impossible to ignore. Only someone like me, who was used to that feeling from Erma, would recognize it. Others seemed oblivious, especially the Grand Duke, who trusted him as both a chamberlain and a friend. That much was clear from the fact that he’d tasked Erma with procuring the silk for me.



    



    “Are you managing your duties well, Your Grace?” Erma asked.



    



    “Well enough that it’s not something you need to worry about.”



    



    “Good to hear. For someone as young as you, even mediocre performance is more than sufficient.”



    



    “Mind your manners, Chamberlain.”



    



    “Oh my, my apologies if I came across as rude,” he said with a bow.



    



    How detestable. If I came across as rude, he said, when his true meaning was plain: You’re just a twenty-year-old Lamia—be grateful for any small accomplishments. His veiled condescension was infuriating.



    



    My gaze suddenly landed on his hands, clasped behind his back.



    



    “...”



    



    He was holding a leather whip, dyed a dull yellow.



    



    The sight made my breath catch. The ground beneath my feet seemed to sway as memories from the past rushed in. The sharp sting of the whip against bare skin.



    



    The familiar object, with blood stains darkening its surface.



    



    “...Chamberlain, that whip…”



    



    Erma had never used it on me in this life. Even in my previous life, he had only struck me a few times under the guise of “education.” But those few times had been terrifying enough.



    



    “Oh, this?” Erma said, bringing the whip forward.



    



    “It’s what I use to discipline the servants. A single strike is enough to make the unruly ones cry and beg for forgiveness.”



    



    “...”



    



    My entire body trembled, starting from my toes. I was afraid. Afraid that Erma might suddenly force me to kneel and strike me. Even though I knew he wouldn’t dare… the fear was overwhelming.



    



    “Not a pleasant thing to look at, is it?” he remarked.



    



    “It must be unsettling for someone as delicate as Your Grace. But sometimes, discipline is necessary to correct behavior.”



    



    Necessary to correct behavior…



    



    Had I been one of those needing correction in Erma’s eyes?



    



    I stumbled back a step, expecting to collapse or bump into a shelf, but instead, I found myself enveloped in something solid yet soft.



    



    “Erma.”



    



    A low voice came from above me.



    



    “How dare you act so insolently in front of Her Grace?”



    



    “Your Grace,” Erma said, quickly hiding the whip behind his back and bowing.



    



    “Leave.”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace,” Erma replied, retreating hastily.



    



    I still couldn’t steady myself, the dizziness refusing to subside. I took a shaky step forward, my vision blurring. Just as I thought I would fall, the Grand Duke caught me, his arm wrapping around my waist.



    



    Without thinking, I slapped his hand away.



    



    “...”



    



    “A… Apologies, Your Grace.”



    



    “There’s no need to apologize. I’ll escort you to your chambers. If you’d rather, I can have Sir Raon take you instead.”



    



    “N-no, that won’t be necessary.”



    



    I couldn’t bring myself to say outright that I didn’t want him to accompany me. Besides, I was too dizzy, nauseous, and aching all over to argue.



    



    The Grand Duke supported me as we made our way back to my chambers.



    



    “Oh my, Your Grace, Your Grace!” Resilly’s startled voice sounded distant. Bohen also emerged from somewhere nearby.



    



    “Prepare a place for her to rest. Is she all right?” the Grand Duke asked.



    



    “...Yes,” I muttered.



    



    “I went looking for you earlier…”



    



    I couldn’t make out the rest of his words. I couldn’t even tell if I was standing on solid ground or floating in midair. I simply collapsed onto the bed, not bothering to remove my clothes.



    



    “Change her clothes, clean her up, and let her rest,” the Grand Duke instructed.



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    “And when she wakes…”



    



    “Medicine…”



    



    I interrupted their muffled conversation with a murmur.



    



    “My head hurts… My stomach, too… And I’m cold… My chest feels tight… My eyes burn. …Will someone please listen to me?”



    



    I buried my head in the pillow after rambling. No one would listen to me anyway. Even with Erma gone, I couldn’t stop trembling. It felt as if I had regressed to my past self, speaking in a childish tone as I whimpered.



    



    “She shouldn’t work any more today. Make sure she rests,” the Grand Duke said.



    



    “Yes, Your Grace,” someone replied.



    



    Heavy footsteps faded away, and I slipped into unconsciousness as if someone had extinguished a flame.



    



     

  
     



    



    “Your Grace, are you feeling better?”



    



    Resilly’s concerned voice brought me back to my senses. At that moment, the events of yesterday came rushing back—how I had stumbled my way back with help, collapsed onto the bed as if drunk, and childishly whimpered for medicine.



    



    All in front of the Grand Duke.



    



    “...”



    



    “You seemed very unwell yesterday, and I was worried. How are you feeling now?” she asked.



    



    “...Water, please...” I croaked.



    



    Resilly quickly fetched some water. The cool liquid soothed my throat and cleared my head a little. I looked down at myself and realized I was already in a fresh set of clothes—someone must have changed me while I was asleep.



    



    “Shall I bring some medicine, Your Grace?”



    



    “No, it’s fine.”



    



    “Then, should I prepare a bath? His Grace sent over some fine herbs and fragrant oils.”



    



    “...His Grace?”



    



    “Yes!”



    



    “...”



    



    Why was he being so kind to me? What was his motive?



    



    ‘The Grand Duke is kind…’



    



    Removing the cognitive dissonance between that title and the word kind made it seem like a good thing. After all, hadn’t my goal always been to earn his trust and favor?



    



    Even if any affection he felt for me now would eventually shift to Leia when she appeared, at least he wouldn’t treat me with the same indifference as before. He wouldn’t ignore my execution altogether like last time—well, he hadn’t entirely ignored it then either. He’d shown up briefly at the end. I just couldn’t recall what he’d said.



    



    What had he said back then?



    



    I’m sorry?



    I never meant for this to happen?



    



    He had raised my head so carefully… Was that a figment of my imagination? Was I romanticizing the past? No, it was the Grand Duke’s current behavior that made me think this way.



    



    What had changed?



    



    Was I dreaming without realizing it?



    Or was the Grand Duke hiding something?



    



    “...”



    



    No, I needed to focus on what I had to do. His kindness worked to my advantage. There was nothing to lose. Reassuring myself, I nodded quietly, just as Resilly approached to inform me that the Grand Duke had arrived.



    



    I quickly threw on a robe over my nightclothes and went to greet him.



    



    “You don’t need to get up. Are you feeling better?” he asked.



    



    “Yes, Your Grace, thanks to your concern.”



    



    “You seemed quite unwell yesterday, and I was worried… You look much better today.”



    



    “Thank you.”



    



    The Grand Duke tilted his head slightly, a faint smile on his lips.



    



    “Is that something to thank me for?”



    



    “Of course. You took care of me yesterday…”



    



    Saying it aloud made my face heat up as I recalled my drunken, childlike behavior. The Grand Duke blinked once, his long, sharp eyes softening slightly.



    



    “No, it wasn’t much. In any case, if you’re feeling better, shall we go for a ride?”



    



    “A ride?”



    



    His words took a moment to register. A ride? Out of the blue? Where?



    



    “If you’re not too tired, that is. I know a great riding trail. I thought it might lift your spirits.”



    



    He added, “After all, you’ll be sitting for a portrait later today. A good mood makes for a good painting, don’t you think?”



    



    “Oh… That’s true.”



    



    I’d nearly forgotten that today was the day for the portrait. It was an image that would last forever, so it was better to have it done in good spirits. Besides, I was feeling much better than yesterday.



    



    I nodded.



    



    “All right.”



    



    “Then, Your Grace, please allow her some time to prepare,” Resilly said, bowing.



    



    The Grand Duke nodded and turned to leave. “I’ll have Sir Raon wait by the door. Let me know when you’re ready.”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    Afterward, Resilly and Bohen hurriedly worked with the maids to help me prepare. They dressed me in form-fitting riding attire and tied my hair tightly to keep it neat even during a fast ride.



    



    Once everything was ready, Bohen informed Sir Raon, who soon arrived to escort me.



    



    “His Grace is waiting in the castle courtyard. Shall we go, Your Grace?”



    



    “...Has he been waiting all this time?”



    



    “Who knows?” Sir Raon replied with a mischievous grin. His tone was somewhere between playful and teasing, making it hard to tell if the Grand Duke had been waiting or not.



    



    Either way, when I arrived at the castle courtyard, the Grand Duke was there with two horses: a black one for himself and a white one for me. The horses were sleek and well-groomed, their coats gleaming with countless brushstrokes. Their eyes sparkled with intelligence.



    



    Despite my unfamiliar presence, both horses raised their heads calmly. When I cautiously reached out to stroke the white horse’s head, it snorted softly and leaned into my touch. It felt like it had been trained specifically for me.



    



    “The horse is very gentle,” I said.



    



    “It’s the gentlest in the Grand Duchy. It doesn’t have a name yet.”



    



    “Why not?”



    



    “It was raised as the Grand Duchess’s horse. You’re supposed to name it.”



    



    This was… unexpected. In my previous life, I hadn’t even known there was a horse specifically for the Grand Duchess. Being asked to name it on the spot left me momentarily speechless. I should’ve thought of something beforehand.



    



    “Shasha.”



    



    After much deliberation, I decided on the name Shasha. It was the name of the horse ridden by the goddess in a celestial constellation.



    



    “A good name,” the Grand Duke remarked. “They say horses with that name live long lives.”



    



    It was a popular choice for many horse owners. Embarrassed by my lack of creativity, I rubbed my face briefly before stroking the horse’s mane.



    



    “Shasha, do you like it?”



    



    The horse responded with a gentle snort, seemingly content. I was relieved.



    



    “Let’s go, then.”



    



    The Grand Duke mounted his horse in one swift motion. Sir Raon approached to assist me, but I waved him off. I could manage getting on a horse by myself.



    



    Together, the Grand Duke and I rode past the sprawling gardens and bustling streets. Once we entered the quieter outskirts, the Grand Duke led us through narrow alleys, across a district, and toward a gentle hill.



    



    Beyond the hill, we found open space where we could ride freely. Shasha seemed to enjoy the rare opportunity to gallop, and I found myself exhilarated by the speed. After being cooped up in the Grand Duke’s castle, this burst of freedom was refreshing. The Grand Duke had been right—this was exactly what I needed.



    



    We galloped through the rolling terrain dotted with low shrubs and bushes laden with berries. The horses, nimble and sure-footed, carried us effortlessly. Eventually, we reached the top of a hill.



    



    The Grand Duke pulled his reins to a stop.



    



    “You ride well, Bi. Did you train for long?” he asked.



    



    “My eldest brother taught me,” I replied.



    



    My parents hadn’t been particularly enthusiastic about me learning to ride, but Rivien had insisted it was a necessary skill. He had taught me for years, and as a result, I was confident in my horsemanship.



    



    “That’s good to hear… Look over there, Bi,” the Grand Duke said, gesturing.



    



    Following his gaze, I saw a cluster of chimneys with smoke rising, farmhouses, a small forest, and then—



    



    “Wow… Are those winter apricots?” I exclaimed.



    



    “They are.”



    



    I couldn’t hide my excitement. Winter apricots were my favorite fruit. Unlike regular apricots, they only bore fruit in early winter. Their crisp texture and concentrated sweetness were unmatched.



    



    Because they were so difficult to cultivate and their saplings hard to procure, I rarely got to enjoy them unless Rivien or Liseon brought them home. Yet here, the land was filled with winter apricot trees.



    



    Though some trees still had lingering blossoms, others were already bearing small fruits. The thought of their tangy, sweet taste made my mouth water.



    



    “They look like old trees. Do winter apricots naturally grow in the Grand Duchy?” I asked.



    



    “No, they were planted recently. Do you like winter apricots?”



    



    “I love them!” I said, perhaps too enthusiastically, and then quickly composed myself. “They’re hard to find and sell for high prices.”



    



    Despite their value, winter apricots weren’t the most economically viable crop. The trees were vulnerable to pests and frost, and they required expert care to grow successfully. Managing such a large orchard must have been a significant effort.



    



    Still, it wasn’t my place to comment on the Grand Duchy’s agricultural decisions. Some of the harvest would likely be sent to the castle, which meant I might get to enjoy them.



    



    “Would you mind riding back in the dark?” the Grand Duke asked.



    



    “If it’s the same path we took earlier, I think I’ll be fine.”



    



    “Then let’s watch the sunset here before we head back. The portrait artist is coming this evening, right?”



    



    “Yes, that’s correct.”



    



    We silently watched the winter apricot orchard as the sun began its slow descent toward the horizon. Fiery hues spread across the sky, turning distant clouds into vivid reds and oranges. The deeper parts of the sky shifted to indigo, creating a stunning contrast.



    



    The sunlight reflected off the orchard, bathing the trees in golden hues. The swaying branches cast rippling shadows across the ground, mimicking waves of liquid gold. It was breathtaking.



    



    I couldn’t tear my eyes away. It had been so long since I’d seen such a brilliant sunset—perhaps it was the most beautiful one I’d ever witnessed. The memory of it would stay with me for a long time.



    



    As the sky darkened into deep navy, stars began to emerge.



    



    “We should head back before the artist arrives. You’ll need to change as well,” the Grand Duke said.



    



    “Yes…”



    



    Still entranced by the sunset, I replied absentmindedly. The golden glow over the winter apricot orchard was truly unforgettable.



    



    The ride back to the castle felt shorter than the journey out. After handing Shasha and the Grand Duke’s horse to the stable hands, I returned to my chambers to prepare for the portrait session.



    



    Resilly and Bohen were already waiting for me. After a quick wash, I changed into the elaborate outfit prepared for the occasion.



    



    The portrait attire was lavish, adorned with necklaces, bracelets, rings, earrings, and an ornate hairpiece. Once dressed, I looked like someone who could hardly be identified as either male or female—just as my childhood portraits had always depicted me.



    



    It was a familiar sight. Growing up, my parents had always dressed me like this for portraits, compiling them into albums to send to prospective marriage candidates.



    



    My parents had been relentless in seeking a suitable match for me. Since Rivien and Liseon had inherited the family estate, they had worried endlessly about my uncertain future.



    



    And yet, in my previous life, those same parents had died because of me. Thinking about it filled me with a determination to change the future.



    



    ‘I must do my best.’



    



    With that thought, the preparations were complete. The large ruby earrings I wore sparkled in harmony with my necklace. The tightly cinched waist of the dress—well, it was essentially a dress—was uncomfortable.



    



    Following Resilly and Bohen, I entered the parlor, where the portrait artist was already waiting.



    



    “Humble painter Luce greets Her Grace, the Grand Duchess of Iser.”



    



    The middle-aged artist bowed deeply. I took my seat and replied, “I trust you’ll do your best.”



    



    “How could I not, Your Grace?”



    



    For the next few hours, I sat adorned in heavy jewelry, reclining slightly on the sofa. As the long session dragged on, my thoughts wandered. At one point, the artist leaned out from behind the canvas and smiled.



    



    “Your Grace, your expression is truly beautiful.”



    



    “Pardon?”



    



    Beautiful? I’d always been told I looked somber or gloomy. I glanced at the mirror beside me, puzzled.



    



    “...”



    



    I was smiling faintly.



    



    “You must be thinking of something wonderful,” the artist continued.



    



    His words froze me in place. Of course, I had been thinking about the sunset I’d witnessed earlier with the Grand Duke.



    



     

  
    The first time I saw the Grand Duke’s face after our wedding was two days later, during a formal dinner at the Grand Duke’s castle. It was the evening before the welcoming banquet, and the Grand Duke had invited me to dine with him.



    



    Countless dishes were served, but I couldn’t bring myself to eat anything. My stomach churned with nerves, and I merely cut small pieces from a duck dish with a sharp knife. Suddenly, the Grand Duke spoke.



    



    “Grand Duchess.”



    



    “…Yes, Your Grace?”



    



    I hid my surprise and looked at him with a mix of fear and anticipation. His expression was as impassive as ever.



    



    “From this point forward, I will not treat you as my wife… or my partner.”



    



    “….”



    



    “I’ve fulfilled my duty by marrying you, but I have no intention of producing an heir with you.”



    



    “Yes…”



    



    What could I possibly say in response? That was all I could muster. The Grand Duke continued.



    



    “To me…”



    



    “….”



    



    “You are nothing more than an official assassin sent to kill me.”



    



    I almost dropped my fork. An assassin? Me?



    



    “I would never—” I stammered, attempting to deny his words, but my voice was too soft, drowned out by the clinking of silverware. From that point on, the Grand Duke’s attitude remained consistent—he treated me as if I didn’t exist. My position within the castle grew increasingly marginalized.



    



    During that time, the Grand Duke’s frequent absences due to military campaigns meant he was away more often than not. This gave Erma, the chamberlain, even more authority than he has now.



    



    Come to think of it, why hasn’t the Grand Duke been leaving on campaigns lately? The dates and events should align just as they did before…



    



    Back then, with the Grand Duke often away, Erma was the one who frequently sought me out.



    



    “Your Grace, I’ve heard that you haven’t been eating properly,” he would say.



    



    “Oh, Ch-chamberlain…”



    



    Erma always intimidated me. There was something about him that reminded me of my parents, except he didn’t love me the way they did. Instead, every time he saw me, he would find something to criticize. I couldn’t help but check my posture and actions whenever he was around, only for him to reprimand me for lacking composure.



    



    At that time, I wasn’t even carrying out any of my duties as the Grand Duchess. Erma never missed an opportunity to remind me of how shameful that was. I’d tried practicing administrative work, but I constantly made mistakes, leaving me paralyzed with fear at the thought of handling real responsibilities.



    



    “Have you lost your appetite?” he asked.



    



    “Well… yes. I just don’t feel like eating…”



    



    At the time, I even used formal language with Erma, following my parents’ teachings to always show respect, especially as a Lamia.



    



    “Please try this. I had it prepared specifically for you.”



    



    He placed a tray on the table and uncovered a dish. It was a delicate dessert drizzled with clear sugar syrup.



    



    “For me?”



    



    “Of course. The chef even returned to the kitchen late just to make it. All for Your Grace.”



    



    “….”



    



    Though I felt uneasy, I found the dessert surprisingly enjoyable. After that, Erma would often bring me food or check on me if I looked unwell. He was both attentive and unyieldingly strict. Over time, he became the person I feared most—and relied on most.



    



    But now… here in the Grand Duke’s castle, I felt most at ease when I was with the Grand Duke.



    



    Enough to think back on our time together with a smile.



    



    “….”



    



    Looking at the mirror again, the smile the painter had complimented earlier was long gone.



    



    “That’s enough for today,” I said.



    



    “Understood, Your Grace. I’ll see you at the same time tomorrow.”



    



    The painter tidied up without complaint and left. Laden with heavy garments and jewelry, I returned to my chambers. The reason the Grand Duke had rejected me and isolated me within the castle was simple: he didn’t want us to appear as a harmonious couple.



    



    At first, I thought he hated me because I was a Lamia. Many people did. Then I assumed it was because I was inadequate and he grew more distant out of disappointment. But his declaration during that dinner made it clear: he saw me as an official assassin sent to kill him.



    



    Our family had sworn to the Emperor never to use our poison magic. But if the Emperor gave his permission? It wouldn’t even require an external poison—my blood alone would suffice. Close proximity between us would make it all too easy.



    



    Thus, the Grand Duke had eliminated any opportunities for me to be near him, treating me coldly and avoiding any suspicion that we might be close. If I succeeded in assassinating him, no one would question my involvement. A loving relationship between us would have made me less of a suspect.



    



    If the poison in his body were traced back to me, the Emperor could either suppress the incident or frame me as the sole perpetrator to cover it up.



    



    It was unfair, but who would believe me? I wasn’t an ally of the Emperor. In fact, the first time I’d met him was at my wedding. Even if he ordered me to kill the Grand Duke, I wouldn’t have obeyed.



    



    But my parents were different. It wouldn’t have been surprising if they had arranged my marriage to assassinate the Grand Duke, not because of his status.



    



    In that sense, the Grand Duke’s treatment of me in my previous life was understandable.



    



    So why was he different now?



    



    My mind was a tangled mess. I needed to find more ways to uncover the truth.



    



    When I returned to my chambers, Bohen had already prepared my bath. The water was fragrant with herbs and oils sent by the Grand Duke to help calm my nerves. Shedding my heavy jewelry and clothing, I slipped into the warm water.



    



    After hours of riding and sitting for the portrait, my body was sore. Thinking about my past life hadn’t helped either. As the warm water enveloped me, it felt as though it was seeping into my weary body.



    



    It was soothing. I stayed in the bath for a long time, until I started to feel lightheaded. Wrapping myself in a robe, I stepped out—and was startled to find the Grand Duke sitting by the table with a bottle of liquor.



    



    It felt strangely familiar.



    



    “Your Grace, you could have said something if you were here.”



    



    “I wanted you to rest properly.”



    



    “Ah…”



    



    The Grand Duke had brought a bottle of distilled liquor infused with honey and peeled grapes. The sweet aroma filled the air, the bottle already uncorked.



    



    “Would you like some?” he asked.



    



    “…Yes.”



    



    Fresh out of the bath, my warm body found it hard to resist the allure of sweet, cold liquor. I slipped an extra layer over my robe and sat down across from the Grand Duke. Bohen and Resilly approached to dry my hair, a scene that gave me a sense of déjà vu.



    



    The Grand Duke wore a relaxed tunic, and the robe he had likely been wearing earlier was draped over the chair.



    



    He poured me a glass of the liquor. The fragrant aroma of honey and fresh, unfermented grapes tickled my senses. As I brought the glass to my lips and sipped, the liquor—undoubtedly strong—slid down my throat effortlessly.



    



    The sweet aroma lingered in my mouth, and the warmth spread to my stomach. On a chilly Iser night, a combination of a hot bath and strong liquor felt just right.



    



    “This is delicious,” I said.



    



    “Iser has many fine liquors. If you wish, I can bring you a different one every day.”



    



    “…Thank you.”



    



    I glanced at the platter of treats—dates stuffed with nuts, dried figs, and tangy wild berries—and responded politely. The Grand Duke’s unexpected kindness still puzzled me. It wasn’t as though I could simply ask, Why are you being so kind to me all of a sudden?



    



    After finishing another glass of liquor, I waited for the Grand Duke to refill it and carefully chose my words.



    



    “I never realized… that Your Grace could be so kind.”



    



    “Hm?”



    



    The Grand Duke, mid-sip, raised an eyebrow at me.



    



    “You think I’m kind?”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    He chuckled softly.



    



    “That’s the first time anyone has ever said that to me.”



    



    Then, with a slight tilt of his head, he added, “Or perhaps… I’m only kind to you.”



    



    Before I could even process the weight of his words, my face turned bright red. The Grand Duke, still holding his glass, froze momentarily, his expression shifting—not cold, but startled, as if caught off guard.



    



    He downed three more glasses of the honeyed liquor in quick succession before rising from his seat.



    



    “It’s late. I’ll retire for the night. Take your time finishing and rest well, Bi.”



    



    Another unopened bottle of the same liquor sat on the table. Through the clear liquid, intact translucent grape berries rolled at the bottom. His words carried a tone that made it sound as if I were welcome to join him later, though I doubted that was his intent.



    



    Left alone, I slowly emptied the second bottle while nibbling on wild berries. By the time I finally moved to the bed, I found the Grand Duke already fast asleep. Having drunk more than a bottle of strong liquor myself, I felt lightheaded. Settling at the edge of the bed and wrapping myself in the blanket, I quickly fell asleep—just as he often did.



    



    “Bi.”



    



    The Grand Duke’s voice startled me, and I turned to face him.



    



    To my surprise, he had suggested we have tea together. I couldn’t even remember the last time we had done so. The colorful desserts on the table looked as delicate as wax sculptures, and reaching for the teacup felt awkward. The crimson tea in my cup had already cooled.



    



    The Grand Duke leaned against the armrest, his chin resting on his hand as he watched me. His expression was as cold as ever.



    



    “…How have you been?”



    



    Did I answer him? I don’t think I did. It was the first time I had ever heard him ask such a question, and I was caught so off guard that my emotions welled up.



    



    Marks from a whip still scarred my thighs—a painful reminder of the punishment Erma had inflicted when I failed to memorize a single page of text.



    



    “Your Grace,” Erma had said, “these are tasks even children can accomplish. Forgive me, but your lack of progress necessitates harsher discipline.”



    



    At the time, I had considered myself intelligent. It wasn’t until I arrived at the Grand Duke’s castle that I realized my family had merely indulged me. In truth, I was useless, foolish, and unfit to be a Grand Duchess.



    



    That was how I thought of myself back then, largely because Erma and Bihern never missed an opportunity to remind me.



    



    Yet, no matter how ignorant I may have been, the Grand Duke’s question—How have you been?—felt jarring. How could he ask me that, knowing I was being whipped, locked away in a sunless room, and deprived of proper food?



    



    “I… I’ve been well. It’s all thanks to Your Grace’s generosity,” I managed to say.



    



    “That’s good to hear.”



    



    I glanced at the array of bite-sized tarts on the table. My stomach growled faintly. They looked like they would melt in my mouth, but I knew they would only make me feel nauseous. Besides, eating casually in front of the Grand Duke would undoubtedly earn me a scolding from Erma.



    



    Even drinking tea felt impossible. My hands, resting on my lap, trembled visibly. If I picked up the teacup, I was sure I’d spill it.



    



    The Grand Duke, oblivious to my internal turmoil, spoke again.



    



    “Bi, there’s someone I’d like to introduce you to.”

  
     



    



    "...Gasp."



    



    When I woke up, my entire body was drenched in cold sweat. It hadn’t even been the kind of dream that would warrant such a reaction.



    



    ‘The name is Leia Ayle. The second son of the Baron Seles family.’



    



    The voice that said those words still rang vividly in my ears. That was the beginning of my tragedy. No, perhaps the tragedy had begun the moment I married the Grand Duke.



    



    As I sluggishly sat up and looked to my side, I realized I was the only one in bed. The Grand Duke’s side was neatly arranged. The blanket slipped off my shoulders, and the cold air wrapped around me. It seemed like it was time to light the fireplace in the room and under the bed.



    



    “Your Grace, did you cough?”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    The voice I used to answer Bohen cracked. It seemed the alcohol I drank last night was stronger than I had thought. No wonder my dreams were so restless.



    



    Bohen soon arrived with a glass of water and fully pulled back the bed curtains. The cold air rushed in, and my skin, covered only by a thin nightgown, prickled with goosebumps.



    



    I sipped the lukewarm tea Bohen handed me and returned the cup.



    



    “I’ll prepare water for washing.”



    



    I nodded, and soon, the servant responsible for the washbasin arrived, pushing a cart loaded with a large bowl of warm water, a waste bucket, two large pitchers, soap, salt, a wet towel, and two dry towels.



    



    Still feeling fatigued, I glanced at the servant and spoke absentmindedly.



    



    “You’re always the one who brings the washing water. Thank you.”



    



    Perhaps it was because of the dream from my past. Unconsciously, I reverted to my old demeanor. The servant, who was mixing a bit of cold water into the bowl, looked at me in surprise.



    



    “N-not at all, Your Grace.”



    



    The servant quickly bowed deeply, almost to the point of touching her belly, and stepped aside. I rinsed my face, mouth, hands, and feet about three times before sending the wash water away. Soon, another servant entered, draped a robe over me, slipped slippers onto my feet, and guided me to the dressing table.



    



    After applying countless layers of things like rosewater and chamomile-infused water, I was finally free from the morning routine. Fortunately, makeup wasn’t necessary unless there was a banquet or special occasion.



    



    I had breakfast in my room, changed clothes, and spent most of the day moving between the library and the office, immersed in work. By evening, the unsettling dream had quietly faded amidst the usual routine.



    



    For dinner, I opted for something light and headed to the bathroom, but the servant who had brought the washing water earlier quickly approached me.



    



    Assuming she was replacing Bohen or Resilly to attend me, I simply observed. However, she nervously glanced around before hurriedly speaking.



    



    “Y-Your Grace, I-I-I have something to tell you.”



    



    I hadn’t noticed before, but she was trembling immensely.



    



    “...Hmm?”



    



    “Well, I... the truth is... the truth is...”



    



    “Is it something no one else should hear?”



    



    “Yes...”



    



    I nodded and replied.



    



    “Then wait for me to finish my bath, and I’ll grant you a private audience.”



    



    “Yes...!”



    



    Her eyes were so desperate that I couldn’t refuse. After finishing my bath, I dismissed not only the other servants but even Resilly and Bohen, then met her in my robe.



    



    “So, what is it you wanted to tell me? As far as I know, you were selected to serve me when I came to the Grand Duchy and have worked for me ever since.”



    



    She had, in fact, helped me once or twice in my past life.



    



    “Well... actually...”



    



    Suddenly, the servant dropped to her knees and bowed her head deeply. What’s this? What kind of mistake had she made to act this way? Furrowing my brow, I waited for her to speak.



    



    “The truth is, I... I was planning to steal.”



    



    “Planning to steal?”



    



    So, not that she already had? My brow furrowed even further, and tears began to stream down her face.



    



    “Yes... I planned to take an item from Your Grace’s list of jewelry and sell it. I intended to make it seem as though Your Grace had done it.”



    



    “...”



    



    I couldn’t hide my astonishment at her words. As my mouth slightly fell open, she pressed her forehead to the ground even harder, as if she could sense my expression even without seeing it.



    



    “You... well. First, what’s your name? I realize I haven’t even asked for it yet.”



    



    “My name is Miria, Your Grace.”



    



    “All right, Miria.”



    



    I didn’t feel betrayed. Unlike my attendants, I didn’t place much trust in maids. However, it was certain she had done the same thing in my past life. It would have been easier for her back then. Miria, as I recalled, had secretly brought me food or freed me from the storage room when Erma locked me in.



    



    Thinking that her actions stemmed from guilt rather than kindness left a slightly bitter taste in my mouth.



    



    However... to steal something valuable enough to be listed among the Grand Duchess’s jewels and sell it while framing me for it? Could a single servant plan such a thing? Especially one as guilt-ridden and timid as this?



    



    “Did you plan this on your own?”



    



    Miria flinched as she lay flat on the ground.



    



    “...N-no.”



    



    “If not, who ordered you to do it?”



    



    “...The steward.”



    



    Her voice trembled so much that it was barely audible. The answer was exactly as I had expected. It was Erma behind this.



    



    I had suspected she would scheme in some way, given that I wouldn’t bend to her will. And I was right.



    



    Looking down at Miria, who seemed ready to meld with the floor, I finally spoke.



    



    “Stand up. I don’t like seeing anyone kneeling before me.”



    



    “Your Grace...”



    



    As she shakily rose to her feet, her forehead was red, and her eyes brimmed with tears. I crossed my arms and fell into thought. If Erma found out Miria had confessed to me, she wouldn’t leave her alone.



    



    “Did you have a reason?”



    



    “Pardon?”



    



    “Did you have a reason for following Erma’s orders?”



    



    Miria didn’t seem like someone who would commit a crime. Of course, you can’t judge someone entirely by their appearance, but she appeared timid and struggled with overcoming guilt. She didn’t seem capable of conceiving such a significant scheme on her own. As expected, Miria dropped her gaze at my question.



    



    “Well… I don’t know if you’ll believe me, but my younger brother is very ill. The steward said he would cover the cost of my brother’s medicine for life.”



    



    “Your brother, huh… What’s his name? Where is he now?”



    



    “His name is Hazel. He’s at Penbril Hospital.”



    



    Penbril was a charitable hospital funded by the Grand Duchy.



    



    I looked at Miria again. What she had just said didn’t feel like a lie. She didn’t seem cunning enough to fabricate such a story and orchestrate this situation so thoroughly.



    



    After some thought, I made a decision.



    



    “Very well. For now… pack your things and leave the Grand Duchy. I’ll take responsibility for your brother.”



    



    “Pardon?”



    



    “Run away immediately. I can’t fully protect you from Erma’s schemes.”



    



    Miria’s head shot up. Her eyes, which had been darting around wildly, gradually shifted as she seemed to understand my words.



    



    “Y-Your Grace, are you serious? Are you forgiving me?”



    



    “You haven’t done anything yet.”



    



    “Th-thank you. Thank you, Your Grace!”



    



    “Don’t worry about your brother. Just focus on getting far away.”



    



    “Yes!”



    



    That evening, just before the gates of the Grand Duchy closed completely, a young girl slipped out of the fortress, clutching a small bundle of belongings, unnoticed by anyone.



    



    I wasn’t sure if this was the right decision. Still, I helped Miria escape and decided to assist her brother. Officially, the record would state that I dismissed a maid for unsatisfactory behavior. I doubted Erma would let this slide, especially since she had likely been receiving regular reports from Miria.



    



    As expected, Erma didn’t remain idle. The next morning, after I had started my work, he came to see me.



    



    “Your Grace, it’s an honor to see you.”



    



    “What brings the steward here?”



    



    I feigned ignorance and asked.



    



    “I heard you dismissed a maid for personal reasons.”



    



    “So?”



    



    “Your Grace,” Erma said, bowing his head with the air of a dutiful steward. “Such actions might not set the best example for the lower staff.”



    



    “Not set the best example, you say?”



    



    “Erma.”



    



    He lowered his head even further, placing his hand over his chest. I slowly tapped the ink bottle with my quill, creating a soft, rhythmic sound.



    



    “Do I need to consider the opinions of the lower staff?”



    



    “...Pardon?”



    



    “Am I in a position where I should care about the opinions of the lower staff, especially yours?”



    



    I stopped the quill and gazed at Erma. He seemed momentarily flustered, not expecting me to confront him so directly.



    



    I resumed working on the documents as if nothing had happened.



    



    “Anyway, it’s good that you’re here. You’ve been managing Penbril Hospital, haven’t you?”



    



    “Yes… I have.”



    



    “I’ll be taking over the hospital’s administration.”



    



    “Pardon?”



    



    “Why are you surprised? It’s a charitable hospital, isn’t it? It seems like the kind of work I should be handling.”



    



    Erma’s face turned even more flustered. Now that I had brought up the name of Penbril Hospital, he likely realized why Miria had been dismissed. Internally, I couldn’t help but feel satisfied.



    



    “Bring all related documents to me by this afternoon.”



    



    “Your Grace, you’re already managing things wonderfully. Taking on additional tasks could overburden you and tarnish your reputation.”



    



    At that, I finally set the quill down with a sharp clack.



    



    “Erma.”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    “You sometimes imply that I’m incompetent.”



    



    “...!”



    



    Erma visibly flinched, genuinely startled. He likely hadn’t expected me to call him out so bluntly.



    



    “Th-that’s absolutely not the case. I would never dare—”



    



    “Even now, you’re suggesting that taking over one charitable hospital would overburden me and lead to rumors that I can’t handle my duties. Isn’t that what you’re implying?”



    



    “N-not at all, Your Grace! I would never say such a thing.”



    



    Satisfied, I picked up my quill again.



    



    “If you understand, then you may leave.”



    



    “...Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    Without another word, Erma withdrew. Once the door closed, I wanted to cheer. Who would have thought a day would come when I could talk to Erma like this? It became easier to speak my mind when he showed signs of backing down. That must have been why he had found it so easy to manipulate me in my past life.



    



    Just a few days ago, I had seen the whip in Erma’s hands and dared to pull that reckless stunt. Ah, oh. The exhilaration I felt was indescribable. Erma...



    



    I barely managed to suppress the faint smile creeping onto my lips and tried to refocus on my work. Just then, someone knocked on the door.



    



    “What is it?”



    



    “It’s Resilly, Your Grace.”



    



    “Come in.”



    



    Soon, Resilly entered the room and bowed her head.



    



    “His Grace the Grand Duke has suggested that, if you’re not too busy, you join him for a cup of tea in the rose garden.”



    



    “...”



    



    Tea time?



    



    “His Grace suggested this?”



    



    “Yes. He also mentioned that it’s fine to decline if you’re occupied… but, Your Grace, you’ve been overworking yourself lately. A short break might do you good.”



    



    I checked the time. It was almost 10 a.m. It was indeed a suitable time to pause for a moment and enjoy some tea.



    



    “Very well.”



    



    “You should be fine going as you are now.”



    



    I nodded. If there were guests, I’d need to change, but since it was my husband—a family member by official status—my current formal attire would suffice. Following Resilly, I made my way to the rose garden the Grand Duke had chosen.



    



    When we arrived, the Grand Duke was already there, waiting.



    



    “My apologies for keeping you waiting, Your Grace.”



    



    “No need. I just arrived myself.”



    



    Seeing the Grand Duke’s face stirred a peculiar feeling within me. The events of yesterday, everything from his kindness to the dream I had last night—all of it mingled together, casting both shadows and light over his expression.



    



    “I… I called you here because…”



    



    —There’s someone I’d like to introduce you to.



    



    The words from last night’s dream. I froze stiff on the spot.



    



     

  
     



    



    My heart pounded loudly. Someone was behind the shade of the trees. Could it be that the Grand Duke was about to... just like in the dream? But instead, a different sentence came from his lips.



    



    "I wanted you to hear this."



    



    At his slight gesture, two people emerged from the shade of the trees. My eyes widened as I saw them. Each was holding a mibel, a famous traditional string instrument from Airdren.



    



    “I was about to call you over to share some fine tea when Roxen informed me that a musical troupe from Airdren was nearby. I thought of you and asked them to send over musicians with instruments you’d likely find familiar.”



    



    "You thought of me..."



    



    I murmured softly, feeling my ears grow warm. At the Grand Duke's signal, the musicians began playing. Their instruments, native to Airdren, naturally played Airdren's traditional melodies.



    



    Memories of Airdren came flooding back—my brothers, my parents, Rhys, Fea, and the household staff. I narrowed my eyes slightly, absorbed in the music, momentarily forgetting the tea in front of me.



    



    The musicians performed three pieces in total. When they finally bowed and withdrew, I returned to myself, noticing steam rising from my teacup. At some point, the steward must have replaced the now-cooled tea with a fresh serving.



    



    “Your Grace, thank you very much. It was a delightful time.”



    



    “Good. You didn’t seem to be in a good mood yesterday, so I’m glad.”



    



    “W-was I really?”



    



    “A little.”



    



    Perhaps it was because I had just helped Miria escape. Yesterday, the Grand Duke had come to my room, emptied a bottle of wine, and fallen asleep, yet he’d noticed my expression.



    



    “Are you planning to go riding again today? If you finish your work early enough.”



    



    “Yes... that sounds good.”



    



    “Alright.”



    



    After a brief tea time, I returned to my office and worked with the urgency of someone being chased. I was so engrossed that I even had Resilly bring me a sandwich for lunch to eat while I worked.



    



    In the afternoon, Erma brought the documents related to Penbril Hospital. Sorting through them took some time, but I managed to finish all my work before 4 p.m., which was earlier than usual by about two hours.



    



    I returned to my room, changed into my riding clothes, and waited briefly until Sir Leon arrived to escort me. As soon as he saw me, he asked, “Are both of you putting some great expectations on today’s ride? Even His Grace finished his work early for it.”



    



    “Well, not particularly... but it seems that way.”



    



    Sir Leon chuckled knowingly. Together with the Grand Duke, who was waiting in the courtyard, we mounted our horses. I climbed onto Shasa, and we took a different path from yesterday, heading up a steeper hill.



    



    The rhythmic clopping of hooves against the dirt was lively, and the crisp breeze of the late afternoon cleared away the stiffness I’d accumulated from working indoors all day.



    



    “This is it,” the Grand Duke said, pulling on his reins. His black horse neighed softly and stopped in place. Shasa, obedient as ever, halted when I signaled her to do so.



    



    “…”



    



    A vast field of silvergrass stretched before us.



    



    It was a beautiful sight. The Grand Duke looked at me, as if asking what I thought of it.



    



    I wished I could smile... but I couldn’t.



    



    This was where the Grand Duke had first met Leia.



    



    It was hard to read his intentions. Why had he brought me here? Ah, he had mentioned before that there were many beautiful places in Eseré that he wanted to show me. Perhaps this was just one of his favorite spots, and he had coincidentally met Leia here.



    



    The thought that he might have brought me here to mock me flared briefly but quickly dissipated. The Grand Duke... wasn’t that kind of person. Even the suspicion that he might currently be meeting Leia was just my own baseless assumption.



    



    He must have met Leia shortly before introducing her to me. That was nearly three years into my tenure as Grand Duchess. He had brought her into the Grand Duchy shortly after meeting her, so Leia hadn’t stayed in the palace long in my past life.



    



    Still, Leia’s arrival had completely toppled my already crumbling reputation. I became the laughingstock of the Grand Duchy. People, seemingly to spite me, treated Leia with utmost reverence. After her true identity was revealed, they regarded her as the Grand Duchess instead of me.



    



    “…”



    



    Chasing away those bitter memories, I gazed at the silvergrass. Unlike the soft, feathery ones that grew elsewhere, these were sturdy, with sharp, bristling plumes that swayed gracefully in the wind but with a certain strength. During harvest season, they were cut and sold for a high price. Like other crops, they were managed by the Grand Duke.



    



    Of course, putting aside its monetary value, the sight of the silvergrass swaying in the wind was simply beautiful—a fitting scene for autumn.



    



    Just then, the Grand Duke approached me, holding several tall stalks of silvergrass he had plucked.



    



    I wondered why he’d picked them, but then, to my surprise, he handed them to me. I couldn’t hide my astonishment, and the Grand Duke gave a wry smile, perhaps interpreting my reaction in his own way.



    



    “Apologies—it’s not flowers.”



    



    “A-are you giving them to me?”



    



    I stammered, flustered. The Grand Duke chuckled softly.



    



    “Should I give them to Shasa instead?”



    



    “...Thank you.”



    



    What good would silvergrass do for a horse? At most, it would make for expensive fodder. Without another word, I accepted the silvergrass he offered me. I thought it might look nice in a vase in my bedroom, lending a touch of charm.



    



    Though I couldn’t enjoy its fragrance like flowers, I held it close to my chest. Despite it being just a few stalks of grass, my arms felt full. The Grand Duke’s gaze narrowed slightly.



    



    “Vi.”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    His voice was serious, and a sense of unease crept over me. Surely, he wasn’t about to confess something about Leia here, was he?



    



    As I braced myself, the words that came out of his mouth were completely unexpected.



    



    “I’m thinking of inviting your brothers to Eseré. What do you think?”



    



    “...What?”



    



    What did he just say? I was so taken aback that I thought I must have misheard him. But the Grand Duke continued.



    



    “You haven’t been away from home for long, but it’s still enough time to feel homesick. The Count and Countess must be busy, so I was thinking of inviting your two older brothers. That way, you can catch up—if you’d like, of course.”



    



    I hadn’t misheard. I nearly dropped the reins in shock, my eyes widening.



    



    “I... I’d love that! I miss my brothers!”



    



    Truthfully, I missed my brothers more than my parents. The Grand Duke nodded, as if he had expected my answer, and turned his gaze back to the silvergrass field.



    



    The excitement that had surged within me slowly calmed with the rustling sound of the swaying reeds. Their hazelnut-colored plumes danced in the breeze, making a soft, whispering sound.



    



    As my initial thrill over seeing my brothers settled, the beauty of the silvergrass field finally registered fully in my mind. I even forgot about Leia for a moment. The silvergrass field was truly mesmerizing.



    



    The Grand Duke spent a long time admiring the swaying grass, and I, seated on my horse beside him, didn’t find it dull at all. I had no intention of turning back until he suggested we leave.



    



    The descent down the hill was slower than our climb up.



    



    His earlier comment about showing me the beautiful places in Eseré came to mind. It really seemed like he had brought me here simply to share this breathtaking view. So then... Leia? Was Leia...?



    



    The thought threatened to resurface, but I pushed it away.



    



    When we returned to the castle, I realized why the Grand Duke had suddenly brought up my brothers.



    



    A letter had arrived from Rvian.



    



    “When did this letter arrive?”



    



    “It arrived this morning, but it wasn’t delivered to you until after the mail sorting was completed and Your Grace had already left.”



    



    Every piece of mail sent to the castle is documented, even minor items. Naturally, a letter from Airdren would have been reported to the Grand Duke. Upon seeing it, he must have thought it pitiful that, from his perspective, I had left home at such a young age. That’s probably why he considered letting me meet my family.



    



    So... what about my past life? My brothers must have been worried sick about my lack of correspondence and tried contacting me multiple times.



    



    That wasn’t hard to guess. Erma must have intercepted and altered the letters, ensuring the Grand Duke never saw them. Likely with some suspicious content designed to make him distrust me.



    



    Without even changing out of my riding clothes, I sat down and tore open the letter.



    



    -To my dearest sister, Yuraine.



    



    Rvian’s elegant penmanship immediately caught my eye.



    



    The letter’s contents were similar to his usual ones. He asked if I was doing well and mentioned that the family was fine.



    



    Recently, some cats had found their way into the manor through gaps in the fence. Mother had been horrified and ordered the staff to chase them out, but Risaeon was secretly feeding them, apparently.



    



    Cats. Just the thought of them was adorable. I wondered what they looked like. Black? White? Tabby?



    



    It was a pity they had been chased away, but Mother had always disliked animals. I remembered being caught trying to secretly raise a puppy when I was little and getting scolded severely.



    



    “You’re a Lamia, so you naturally have a strong protective instinct,” she had said later, patting my head. “There’s no need to feel sorry for that.”



    



    As I read through the letter, my eyes paused at a particular line.



    



    -But Yuraine, you did admire the Grand Duke, didn’t you?



    



    “...”



    



    He continued, suggesting that maybe I disliked the arranged marriage even more because of that. I lowered my head slightly. I could picture my brothers while this letter was being written.



    



    Rvian, calm and composed, writing steadily. Meanwhile, Risaeon must have been vehemently denying the idea, insisting I couldn’t possibly like an older man whose inner thoughts were a mystery.



    



    Unfortunately, it was true. I had admired the Grand Duke of Eseré since childhood. But I hadn’t wanted an arranged marriage.



    



    Or perhaps “hadn’t wanted” wasn’t the right way to put it.



    



    What could a man gain from marrying someone like me, a Lamia?



    



    Still, I didn’t dislike the marriage as much as my brothers thought. There was a part of me that had been hopeful, even if I also dreaded it. When I first saw him at our wedding, my admiration turned into something closer to infatuation.



    



    “Phew...”



    



    I folded the letter and sighed. What was the point of worrying now? The Grand Duke himself had told me we’d divorce in three months. I just had to wait until then. Freedom awaited. Sweet freedom.



    



    I chuckled to myself and asked Resilly for a pen and paper. I began drafting a reply to Rvian, writing the usual well-wishes. My pen sped up as I got to the part I really wanted to write.



    



    -His Grace suggested inviting my brothers to the Grand Duchy. If you’re both willing, I’ll send an official invitation.



    



    That was it. My spirits soared as I set the pen down and gently blew on the ink to dry it. I couldn’t wait—I’d get to see my brothers!



    



     



    



     



    



     

  
     



    



    When my marriage was decided, my parents were overjoyed, as if they might fly away from sheer happiness. However, my two brothers didn’t share their enthusiasm. They called me into the eldest brother’s room, where a heavy atmosphere hung in the air, and began to speak.



    



    “The Grand Duke of Eseré is a man whose intentions are impossible to read. He’s not on good terms with the Emperor.”



    



    “And he’s much too old for you. I don’t understand why you have to go through with this marriage. Mother and Father just weighed all the options and sent you to the person who benefits them the most!”



    



    Rvian and Risaeon spoke in turns, but it was Risaeon whose voice rose in anger. Though he tried to choose his words carefully, it was clear he wanted to say that this marriage was akin to selling me off to the Grand Duke. And he wouldn’t have been wrong.



    



    “Well, it’s because I’m a Lamia, isn’t it?”



    



    “Even if you are a Lamia!”



    



    But Mother and Father always said this was simply the way of the world for Lamias. I was more surprised by my brothers’ reaction. They had always tried to shield me from our parents as much as they could, but when it came to matters of great importance for the family, they would reluctantly follow our parents’ wishes while apologizing to me.



    



    They couldn’t argue with our parents directly, so they were venting to me instead. But what difference did it make to tell me, even if I truly hated the idea of marrying the Grand Duke? What could I do? For my part, my feelings were complicated. Of course, I disliked the idea of an arranged marriage. But a part of me was also accepting it. In truth, I even harbored a small hope about marrying someone like the Grand Duke of Eseré.



    



    Still, seeing my brothers object so strongly, I knew I had to emphasize my reluctance in front of them to satisfy their protective instincts.



    



    Everyone said this was just the life of a Lamia.



    



    “Don’t blame Mother and Father too much. They raised me the same as you two.”



    



    “...That’s true, but I still think this marriage is wrong,” Rvian said gravely.



    



    My brothers had always harbored complaints about how our parents treated me, even though they raised me as one of their children, no different from my brothers—despite me being a Lamia, cursed with a venomous body.



    



    I had heard that some Lamias grow up dressed as girls their whole lives. Some are betrothed as young as ten or eleven to men in their forties and confined to lessons on being a bride until they turn twenty.



    



    Compared to those lives, I was fortunate.



    



    My parents always said, “We are doing our best for you.” And it was true. They had done their best and loved me in their way. It wasn’t their fault I was born a Lamia, and the way they raised me was only natural.



    



    “You’re a Lamia. You can only do what Lamias are meant to do.”



    



    “It would’ve been better if you weren’t born a Lamia…”



    



    “Lamia must live quietly, no matter what.”



    



    “Most people who are kind to Lamias have ulterior motives.”



    



    With those words, they had ensured I never pursued any activity that might make me stronger or more active. Horseback riding was something I only learned because of Rvian.



    



    Still, everyone at home called me “Young Master.” Someday I would have to marry, live as a lady or mistress of a household, and thus had been trained thoroughly in that role. And now, having grown up that way, I was being sent to the best match my parents had found.



    



    I explained these points calmly to my brothers, but their faces only darkened further.



    



    “Mother and Father... sigh.”



    



    “If you’ve come this far, at least stand up to them! Tell them firmly you don’t want this marriage!”



    



    “Brothers, really… I appreciate it, but what can I do?”



    



    I shrugged.



    



    “Besides, it’s a good match, isn’t it? Aren’t you happy? I’ll be the Grand Duchess—a member of royalty.”



    



    Seeing their faces grow darker, I forced a smile. But my brothers didn’t smile back. And so I married the Grand Duke. Now, here I was.



    



    The decorations and draperies in the banquet hall were slightly different from the usual ambiance. It was a harmonious blend of Airdren and Eseré styles, familiar to me. The meticulously arranged banquet hall was both beautiful and cohesive.



    



    The hall was more crowded than usual, and the air buzzed with excitement, given the news of the Lamia Grand Duchess’s two brothers visiting.



    



    After entering with the Grand Duke and taking our seats, the guard raised his voice to announce the guests.



    



    “Rvian Sierra, Viscount of Airdren, and Sir Risaeon Sierra are here!”



    



    My gaze instantly shifted to the door. The doorkeepers opened the doors wide, and finally, Rvian and Risaeon entered the banquet hall. Due to a carriage wheel mishap that delayed their arrival by a day, they had come straight to the banquet after changing clothes.



    



    This was my first time seeing them since their arrival. It had only been a month since we last saw each other, yet my heart raced as if we were reuniting after decades. The doors opened fully, and the two appeared. Both were dressed impeccably, ceremonial swords hanging at their sides.



    



    My brothers walked directly toward the Grand Duke and me.



    



    “Rvian Sierra, Viscount of Airdren, greets His Grace the Grand Duke and Her Grace the Grand Duchess.”



    



    “Sir Risaeon Sierra of Airdren greets His Grace the Grand Duke and Her Grace the Grand Duchess.”



    



    The unfamiliar formality of their titles felt slightly awkward, but I didn’t mind. I helped both my brothers to their feet and embraced them each in turn. They kissed the back of my hand.



    



    “Are you happy to see your family, Vi?”



    



    The Grand Duke asked softly. I nodded enthusiastically, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.



    



    “Yes, I’m truly happy.”



    



    “Well, you’re smiling now.”



    



    “Pardon...?”



    



    “Nothing, forget it.”



    



    The Grand Duke cleared his throat, his ears slightly reddened, as though he had misspoken. I decided to let it slide, figuring I must have misheard, given how softly he had spoken.



    



    “Then, I’ll take a seat for now.”



    



    With that, the Grand Duke casually turned and sat down. While the first dance at a banquet was traditionally with one’s spouse, it was customary to dance with the senior family member when close relatives were visiting as honored guests.



    



    The Grand Duke, clearly not in the mood to dance with anyone tonight, remained seated. Rvian, however, kissed the back of my hand and stepped forward. Having practiced dancing with my brothers since childhood, this gesture didn’t feel strange.



    



    “Shall we have a dance, Your Grace?”



    



    “Next is my turn,” Risaeon interjected with a grin, stepping back to wait. As we moved onto the dance floor, I noticed him crossing his arms and standing firm, politely declining the ladies lingering nearby, eager to dance with him.



    



    Honestly, how does he plan to ever get married? Tsk, tsk.



    



    A lively tune began, and Rvian led me into the dance.



    



    “Yuraine, I’m relieved to see you looking so well.”



    



    “Yes, I’m doing fine, really.”



    



    I always wrote cheerful letters, though I’m sure he knew they didn’t capture everything happening in the Grand Duchy. Rvian, too, would omit anything unpleasant when speaking of the manor.



    



    “If only I had inherited the family title, I could’ve spoken up more forcefully to our parents. You wouldn’t have had to go through this.”



    



    “What are you talking about? I’m glad I became a mage instead. It’s like I have magical powers.”



    



    “You little rascal.”



    



    Though he pretended to scold me, I knew he was teasing. We smiled at each other and finished the dance, parting ways as the next tune began. Naturally, my next partner was Risaeon.



    



    Throughout our dance, he nagged me incessantly—whether I kept the fireplace lit in my room, avoided drinking anything too cold, wore comfortable shoes, or stayed up too late reading. His concerns were those of an overprotective older brother fussing over a child.



    



    “Take care of yourself, too!”



    



    “Look at this girl, talking back to her brother.”



    



    Risaeon tried to look stern, and I mimicked his expression. Neither of us lasted long before we burst into laughter.



    



    Though food was served during the banquet, a private dinner was arranged afterward for just the four of us—my brothers, the Grand Duke, and me. The meal included hazelnut soup, glossy roast goose stuffed with apples, crispy-fried freshwater herring, a salad of tender baby greens, and crackling turkey wings roasted to perfection. The drinks were spirits mixed with water and mint syrup, pairing perfectly with the rich dishes.



    



    Dessert was a heavenly coconut cake and chocolate infused with rum. Both Rvian and Risaeon seemed thoroughly satisfied.



    



    “How was the food? Did it suit your taste?”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace. It seems you have an excellent chef.”



    



    “I’m glad to hear that.”



    



    The atmosphere was warm and harmonious. Given how staunchly my brothers had opposed the marriage—and how Risaeon, in particular, could be utterly immovable when displeased—I had worried about potential tension. Fortunately, the dinner ended without incident.



    



    Even in the Grand Duchy’s reception room, the pleasant atmosphere persisted. My brothers shared stories about my childhood with the Grand Duke, who listened intently.



    



    Knowing he likely had no real interest in such anecdotes, I gave my brothers pointed looks a few times, but they were unwavering. They were doing it on purpose—of that, I was sure.



    



    “Oh, we brought some fine liquor from Airdren. If Your Grace is willing, shall we share a drink?”



    



    “I have no reason to refuse. Vi, how about you?”



    



    An awkward silence filled the room. As my brothers began to rise, preparing to move to another space for drinking, I instinctively started to stand but froze. I wasn’t accustomed to being included in such situations, and the sudden invitation caught me off guard.



    



    My brothers also looked at the Grand Duke in surprise.



    



    “Your Grace, why would you have... Her Grace join us?”



    



    “Why would it be strange for Vi to come along?”



    



    The Grand Duke looked at Rvian as if the question itself were odd. Rvian, in turn, appeared even more conflicted.



    



    “Her Grace is a Lamia, is she not?”



    



    “What does that have to do with anything?”



    



    “Well...”



    



    “Why should the fact that my Vi is a Lamia prevent her from joining us for a drink?”



    



    Caught in the middle, I blinked, unsure of how to respond. Drinking sessions often involved important discussions, and in Airdren, I had never been part of such gatherings. I had assumed that was just how things were supposed to be.



    



    Sensing the growing tension, Risaeon quickly intervened.



    



    “N-no, of course not! There’s no reason she shouldn’t join us. We were only concerned about Her Grace being tired.”



    



    “This is a rare occasion to spend time with family. If she’s not too tired, she should join us.”



    



    The Grand Duke’s gaze fixed firmly on me. I wasn’t so exhausted that I couldn’t attend. In a quiet voice, I said, “Yes,” and nodded. Thus, in a slightly awkward atmosphere, we moved to the Grand Duke’s private reception room.



    



    After a toast with the liquor my brothers had brought from Airdren, the conversation drifted into light, inconsequential topics. Eventually, Rvian straightened in his seat, breaking the casual mood.



    



    “The truth is, this gathering was also meant for delivering something to Your Grace.”



    



    “What is it?”



    



    Rvian pulled an envelope from his coat.



    



    “It is an invitation from His Imperial Majesty, the Emperor.”



    



     

  
    It felt like the inevitable had arrived.



    



    The Emperor had sought me out once before. At that time, I had delayed the meeting under the pretext of just beginning my duties as the Grand Duchess. Yet, not long after, he sent a formal invitation directly.



    



    The fact that he had sent it via my brothers was likely a move to show the Grand Duke the strength of the alliance between the Imperial family and Airdren.



    



    I glanced briefly at the Grand Duke. He took the invitation and read it, but he didn’t say much.



    



    “Understood. Vi and I will visit the capital soon.”



    



    That was all he said. The atmosphere in the room, coupled with a subtle pressure to leave, prompted me to set my glass down not long after.



    



    “Your Grace, brothers, as there’s a hunting competition tomorrow, I’ll retire for the night.”



    



    “Do so.”



    



    “Rest well, Your Grace.”



    



    Rvian’s polite tone and formal address felt slightly awkward, but I left the room nonetheless. Back in my quarters, I lay in bed for a while before the Grand Duke eventually entered the bedroom. After finishing his preparations for bed, he lay down in his usual place. As the bed was spacious, it was hard to even notice someone else settling in.



    



    “...Your Grace.”



    



    I turned slightly and called out to him. He glanced at me without moving much.



    



    “About His Majesty’s invitation... What do you plan to do?”



    



    “We’ll leave shortly after your brothers return home.”



    



    “...”



    



    “Do you dislike the idea?”



    



    “To be honest... I feel uncomfortable meeting His Majesty.”



    



    It was true. Ever since seeing him up close at the wedding, I couldn’t think of the Emperor without a lingering sense of unease. The Grand Duke closed his eyes briefly, lost in thought, before responding.



    



    “Don’t worry. It’ll be quick, and nothing will happen. Now, get some rest.”



    



    “...Yes.”



    



    When he said it like that, it felt like everything would indeed be fine.



    



    The hunting competition, organized with distinguished guests in mind, was larger than usual. It was clear that special care had been taken, from the number of animals prepared to the scale of the banquet that would follow.



    



    Rvian and Risaeon stood beside me and the Grand Duke. Earlier that morning, before leaving the castle, the Grand Duke had spoken to me.



    



    “This time, try to catch a black grouse. Your brothers would appreciate one each as a gift.”



    



    “I’ll do my best.”



    



    Whether I could succeed or not was another matter, but still...



    



    When I wrote in my letters about hitting a black grouse with an arrow, Rvian had been thrilled. Actually presenting them with game I caught would undoubtedly please both of them, just as the Grand Duke had predicted.



    



    Soon, the sound of a hunting horn announced the start of the competition.



    



    “Well then, I’ll head out to hunt. I’ll make sure roast black grouse graces tonight’s banquet table.”



    



    “I’m looking forward to it, Your Grace.”



    



    “A grouse caught by the youngest, no less. I’m curious to see how it tastes.”



    



    I smiled and nodded.



    



    “Then, Your Grace, brothers, good luck.”



    



    With that, I was the first to break away from the group, spurring my horse forward. Half of my confidence was pure bravado. Last time, I’d been lucky enough to catch a few. This time... who knew?



    



    As I entered the forest, checking my bow and arrows on horseback, I heard the soft sound of hooves behind me. I thought it might be Risaeon or Rvian, but to my surprise, it was the Grand Duke.



    



    “Your Grace.”



    



    “I was curious to see what you’d catch, so I followed.”



    



    “Well... I hope I manage to catch something.”



    



    The Grand Duke chuckled.



    



    “Quite different from the confidence you showed your brothers earlier.”



    



    “Well...”



    



    If I didn’t act confident, my brothers would worry. But I didn’t feel like explaining that, so I looked up at the sky instead.



    



    “The weather today... doesn’t seem great.”



    



    I had meant to say it was nice, but the sky, which had been clear in the morning, was now gathering dark clouds. It looked like rain might fall any moment.



    



    “Rainy day hunting has its charm, as long as you don’t venture too far into dangerous areas. This spot... Yes, this spot should be fine.”



    



    It seemed like he was telling me not to go too far. I nodded in agreement. A sharp cry echoed from the sky, and a flock of black grouse scattered as if in alarm.



    



    I quickly nocked an arrow. My first and second shots missed, the arrows tracing weak arcs in the air. But my third arrow hit its mark, bringing down a black grouse. My fourth shot followed, striking another bird.



    



    Feeling a rush of excitement, I clenched my fist, only to remember the Grand Duke was nearby. I glanced at him. He was watching me with an expression that seemed amused, almost as if he were indulging a child who had just succeeded at something impressive.



    



    “...Your Grace, I’ll present you with something other than black grouse. Perhaps a badger, a weasel, or a rabbit... A fox would be even better, given that winter is approaching.”



    



    “A gift of the Blue Wolf?” he teased.



    



    “That seems a little too humble for such a gesture.”



    



    “Not at all. If you’re okay with it, let’s dismount and take a short walk.”



    



    “Yes, that sounds nice.”



    



    I slid down from Shasa’s back, giving her a gentle pat before following the Grand Duke along a forest path, my bow and quiver still in hand. I planned to hunt anything suitable that crossed our path.



    



    The air was thick and damp, the kind that comes right before rain, filling the forest with the scents of wet bark, grass, and earth. The trees swayed heavily, weighed down by moisture.



    



    We walked in silence for a while, and the atmosphere between us grew unexpectedly soft. Encouraged by the mood, I finally asked a question that had been on my mind for a long time.



    



    “Your Grace.”



    



    “Hm?”



    



    “Why did you agree to this marriage?”



    



    Surely, he could have refused if he’d wanted to. At my question, the Grand Duke furrowed his brows slightly, pausing before replying.



    



    “There were… several reasons.”



    



    “Do you regret it?”



    



    “Regret, huh.”



    



    He smiled faintly—a smile I couldn’t quite decipher. Just as he seemed about to elaborate, there was a rustling sound. Both of us instinctively stopped in our tracks.



    



    The bushes trembled for a moment before a black figure darted out. It was a rabbit, its fur sleek and jet-black. As soon as I saw it, my eyes flicked to the Grand Duke. I could already imagine how impressive his winter cloak would look trimmed with that fur.



    



    Holding my breath, I raised my bow. To anyone watching, it might have seemed like I was hunting a ferocious predator rather than an oversized rabbit.



    



    I nocked an arrow and pulled the string taut. As I released it with a soft ping, the rabbit bolted in the opposite direction from where it had emerged.



    



    The arrow narrowly missed, and I couldn’t hide my disappointment. Without thinking, I gripped my bow and dashed after the rabbit.



    



    “Wait, that way is—!”



    



    I vaguely heard the Grand Duke shout, but all my attention was focused on the rabbit. I had to catch it. Pushing through the humid air, I sprinted after it, barely keeping up.



    



    “Yuraine, stop!”



    



    At that moment, my foot sank into unusually soft ground.



    



    Before I could react, the loose earth crumbled beneath me, and I slid down the slope as if carried by a landslide.



    



    “...!”



    



    In the chaos of falling, an incredible sight caught my eye—the Grand Duke was jumping after me.



    



    He landed ahead of me, and just before we hit the ground, he grabbed me and rolled us together across the muddy terrain. The falling soil cushioned some of the impact, but the tumble was still jarring even as I was held tightly in his arms.



    



    When the debris finally settled and a cloud of dust rose around us, I looked up at the Grand Duke, panting. He seemed entirely unaffected, his gaze calmly fixed on the collapsed slope before he stood up. His usually pristine clothing was a mess of dirt and dust.



    



    Straightening his hair, he extended a hand to me. As I took it and stood, he quickly assessed me.



    



    “Are you hurt?”



    



    “No… I’m fine. But, Your Grace, are you okay?”



    



    “I’m a warrior, Vi. If something like this were enough to injure me, I wouldn’t be fit to stand on the battlefield.”



    



    “Well, I’m relieved, but still…”



    



    “For now…”



    



    The Grand Duke glanced upward. The sky was darker than before, thick with storm clouds. It looked like a downpour was imminent.



    



    “It’ll take time for a search party to reach us. I’ll explain more later. For now, gather dry branches—ones that look like they’ll burn well. It’s going to rain soon.”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    We both bent down and began collecting branches. My arms were soon full, though the Grand Duke’s pile far outmatched mine. After gathering enough, he led me deeper into the forest.



    



    Not far from the collapsed slope, we came upon the entrance to a cave. Inside, the space was dark, and the air was damp, likely due to the weather.



    



    The Grand Duke stacked the wood in a pile and lit a fire. The flames crackled to life, driving out some of the cave’s moisture and bringing a welcome warmth. Gradually, the tension in my body eased as the heat seeped into me.



    



    Looking back toward the slope we had fallen from, I realized just how high it had been. It was a miracle neither of us had been seriously hurt. The loose soil must have softened the impact, and the Grand Duke’s quick action to shield me had likely saved me from severe injury. I marveled at how he had come away with barely a scratch.



    



    One question lingered in my mind. Why had he jumped after me? He could have simply called for help. Instead, he had risked himself, and now we were here, waiting in a cave with no immediate plan to climb back up.



    



    “Your Grace, about what you said earlier… that you’d explain later…”



    



    The Grand Duke’s gaze shifted toward the cave entrance.



    



    “Look outside.”



    



    “Outside?”



    



    I turned to look and saw raindrops beginning to fall. Within moments, the light drizzle turned into a torrential downpour. The rain lashed at the ground, but the cave entrance, elevated above the forest floor, kept the water from flooding in. Still, the rain was so heavy it blurred the world beyond the cave.



    



    “If I hadn’t caught you, you’d have been injured. And if you were injured, you’d be out there now, exposed to this storm.”



    



    He tossed another dry branch onto the fire.



    



    “The path down here is treacherous. It’ll take time for anyone to get here. And no matter how skilled the knights are, searches are suspended when rain like this falls. You’d have frozen before anyone found you. I’ve seen it happen before.”



    



    “Seen it…?”



    



    I repeated his words, confused. The Grand Duke didn’t answer, prodding the fire with a thick branch instead. Had I misheard?



    



    Suddenly, the cave was lit by a blinding flash of lightning, followed by a deafening clap of thunder that shook the ground. Startled, I turned back to the storm. The rain continued to pour relentlessly.



    



    “It feels like the sky’s been torn open.”



    



    “Eseré’s downpours are harsh. Even on familiar paths, accidents happen. That’s why we suspend searches in weather like this.”



    



    “I see… Everyone must be worried. My brothers, too…”



    



    The Grand Duke gave a faint smile.



    



    “Your brothers…”



    



    “Yes?”



    



    “Never mind.”



    



    He trailed off, poking at the fire again. It was rare for him to stop mid-sentence like that.



    



    Outside, the storm raged on, its intensity unrelenting.

  
    "Still, since it’s Your Grace who’s gone missing, wouldn’t they send out a search party?"



    



    In Eseré, the Grand Duke’s safety was of the utmost importance. Not quite understanding, I asked, and the Grand Duke poked at the fire again. The flames flared up brightly.



    



    “They wouldn’t risk pointless deaths. That’s why I made the rule.”



    



    “Pointless deaths…? Are we going to die?”



    



    I was surprised by the harsh term. I thought I’d grown accustomed to coarse language thanks to Risaeon, but this was new. Still, more shocking than his tone was the meaning behind it—it sounded as though he had ordered people not to risk their lives searching for someone already presumed beyond saving.



    



    The Grand Duke laughed.



    



    “Of course not. Quite the opposite. Everyone knows about this cave. If someone falls, they’re instructed to take shelter here. Because it’s safe, there’s no need to mobilize unnecessarily. But I do worry your brothers might be confronting my knights.”



    



    “My brothers? Why?”



    



    “To demand to join the search for you, no doubt.”



    



    I shook my head. My brothers weren’t that reckless.



    



    “They’re rule-abiding men. While they’d certainly be worried about me, they’d respect the laws of the Grand Duchy.”



    



    “...I see.”



    



    The Grand Duke nodded thoughtfully.



    



    “The rain will stop before morning. It’ll be a tough night for you, but bear with it a little longer.”



    



    “No…”



    



    “No?”



    



    “Ah, no. I didn’t mean anything.”



    



    “Then is it no, or is it yes?”



    



    I didn’t answer. Near my family’s estate in Airdren, there had also been a cave like this. Whenever I misbehaved, my parents would lock me in there.



    



    That cave wasn’t near any hunting grounds, and it was connected to the mountains, where wild predators roamed. At night, the cries of beasts would terrify the younger me.



    



    Even during heavy rains or snowstorms, there were no exceptions. Rainwater would seep into the cave, and there was never a fire. The ceiling dripped with condensation, and it was so cold that I shivered even in midsummer.



    



    Compared to that cave, this one was paradise. There was a warm, crackling fire, and the Grand Duke was here. Even if a wild animal appeared, I trusted he would protect me.



    



    But I saw no need to share that story. Instead, the Grand Duke handed me his cloak.



    



    “Th-that’s okay, Your Grace. Aren’t you cold?”



    



    “I’m not cold at all.”



    



    “...”



    



    I recalled him sitting in short sleeves to stargaze the other night. Reluctantly, I accepted the cloak. Despite the fire, the truth was, I was still cold. The lightweight hunting cloak was warm when draped over my shoulders, especially with his lingering body heat.



    



    For a long while, we listened to the sound of the torrential rain outside. It felt oddly distant, as though it were happening far away. Despite the threatening thunder, lightning, and heavy downpour, I felt snug and secure by the fire.



    



    The assurance of safety was a powerful comfort, softening my entire body. I almost felt like I was sitting in my room, watching the rain from a window.



    



    “Vi.”



    



    “...Ah, yes.”



    



    Lost in thought, I replied a beat too late. The Grand Duke was looking at me.



    



    “Tell me about yourself. I don’t think I’ve heard much.”



    



    “About me…? There’s not much to tell…”



    



    “Anything. Your childhood, perhaps.”



    



    “Um…”



    



    Being asked so broadly left me unsure where to start. I settled on sharing whatever came to mind about my younger years. My childhood, with limited social interactions due to my shyness, consisted mostly of memories with my brothers.



    



    I told him about learning to dance with them, sneaking off to explore the woods and getting scolded, Rvian teaching me to ride horses, and the trouble we got into when our parents found out. I recounted their knighting ceremonies and how they helped me with studies that my parents initially hadn’t intended to teach me.



    



    I also mentioned Rhys and Fea. While Resilly and Bohen were loyal and capable attendants, they couldn’t compare to those who had cared for me since childhood. As I rambled on, I eventually stopped.



    



    “That’s about it.”



    



    “No stories about your parents?”



    



    “Oh, my parents were busy, so we didn’t spend much time together. But they love me.”



    



    “...”



    



    The Grand Duke gave me a curious look.



    



    “Why are you looking at me like that?”



    



    “Nothing. I’m glad to hear it. Come closer to the fire.”



    



    He adjusted the cloak around me, pulling it further forward until it wrapped me like a blanket.



    



    “If you’re bored, just watch the fire.”



    



    “...?”



    



    The idea of staring at a fire like a child seemed silly. But as I gazed at the dancing flames, I found myself entranced. My thoughts grew faint, replaced by a calm emptiness. It was strangely soothing.



    



    After a long while, I glanced up and found the Grand Duke looking at me. When I paused, he seemed to realize he’d been caught and quickly turned his head, as if searching for an excuse.



    



    Had he really been watching me this whole time? Like I’d been watching the fire?



    



    That couldn’t be.



    



    Feeling the warmth of the cloak wrapped around me, I asked softly, “What kind of childhood did you have, Your Grace?”



    



    “Well… My parents passed away early. I relied heavily on the late Emperor for support. The current Emperor also helped me a great deal.”



    



    Though the late Emperor’s assistance was likely true, the mention of the current Emperor sounded far from sincere. His slight smirk as he spoke gave it away. There was no record of the Emperor ever helping the Grand Duke.



    



    The Grand Duke had been the cousin of the late Emperor. After the disappearance of the late Emperor’s heir, he had shown great favor to his much-younger cousin, the Grand Duke. The Emperor couldn’t have taken kindly to that. Their current antagonism likely stemmed from those days.



    



    Even now, the Grand Duke remained a powerful figure and a potential threat to imperial authority.



    



    “...Did you dislike marrying me?” I asked hesitantly.



    



    Hearing about the Emperor brought a thought to mind, one I hadn’t planned to voice. Was it the warmth of the fire, or the rhythmic sound of the rain that loosened my tongue? The Grand Duke fixed his gaze on me, his eyes thoughtful. Only the crackling of the fire filled the brief silence between us.



    



    “You…”



    



    “…”



    



    “It’s as if you want me to say I didn’t want to marry you.”



    



    “That’s not it.”



    



    I quickly shook my head. Who would want to hear that? I was merely recalling how he had treated me in my previous life. His current kindness felt so out of place compared to then.



    



    “Well... I can see why you might think that. I wasn’t the best at first.”



    



    “Oh, no, that’s not what I meant! From the beginning, Your Grace has been wonderful.”



    



    I decided to put aside thoughts of my previous life. In this life, the Grand Duke had fulfilled his duties as a husband from the very first day, treating me with kindness. It had been so different from our first formal dinner in my previous life, where he had bluntly declared, ‘I won’t treat you as my wife.’



    



    Of course, in that life, he had kept to that attitude, eventually leading to my demise. But in this life, he treated me with respect and care, acknowledging me as the Grand Duchess. To say he had been lacking would be unfair.



    



    The Grand Duke narrowed his eyes slightly, as if contemplating something.



    



    “It’s a bit confusing, to be honest. Many things are new to me as well.”



    



    “Right... Marriage is a first for me, too…”



    



    At that, the Grand Duke let out a quiet laugh. Slowly, he reached a hand toward me. Startled, I tensed up, but he only tucked a stray lock of my hair behind my ear. His hand lingered for a moment before withdrawing.



    



    “I’ve seen you smile now.”



    



    I felt a twinge of guilt. Had I been so reserved with my smiles around him? I resolved to smile more, even if I had to force it. Yet, I had a feeling he wouldn’t react much to forced expressions.



    



    The Grand Duke’s gaze shifted to the cave entrance.



    



    “It seems we won’t have to spend the night here after all. Thankfully.”



    



    Following his line of sight, I noticed the rain had lessened to a light drizzle. It was no longer the torrential downpour it had been, and the terrain would now be manageable for the knights familiar with the northern forest.



    



    We sat in silence for some time until distant commotion broke through. The sounds of footsteps squelching through wet earth and crushed leaves filled the air. Voices calling out, “Your Grace! Your Grace!” echoed through the damp forest.



    



    As the Grand Duke had predicted, the search party headed straight for the cave. Looking back, I realized why he had reacted earlier when I’d chased after the rabbit—it must have been a known danger zone, prone to landslides. The soft, unstable ground had almost seemed inevitable in hindsight.



    



    “Your Grace! Your Grace!”



    “Yuraine!”



    



    Before the rest of the party could arrive, my brothers burst into the cave, their expressions panicked. They rushed to check me over, their hands fluttering everywhere. Only after ensuring I was unharmed did they acknowledge the Grand Duke with a bow.



    



    “Are you unhurt, Your Grace?”



    



    Rvian’s voice was respectful, but concerned. The Grand Duke merely waved a hand dismissively. Moments later, the knights poured into the cave.



    



    “We’re relieved to find you both safe. The collapse was larger than expected, and we were worried for Your Grace as well,” Sir Leon said, exhaling in relief.



    



    At that, Risaeon turned sharply toward him.



    



    “Wait a moment. You said there would be no need to worry!”



    



    “Well, His Grace was with her.”



    



    “What does that even—”



    



    “He likely held her and fell together with her. That would explain it.”



    



    Risaeon’s skeptical gaze turned to the Grand Duke, who simply stood and began dusting himself off. When Risaeon caught sight of the cloak wrapped around me, he fell silent.



    



    “Do you think His Grace would leave the delicate Grand Duchess to fend for herself?” Sir Leon quipped, clearly feeling lighthearted now that the worst was over.



    



    The Grand Duke shot Sir Leon a brief glare.



    



    “Don’t waste your breath on nonsense.”



    



    “Yes, yes,” Leon muttered, clearly chastened.



    



    Delicate. Hearing that word, I felt like I understood why the Grand Duke had shielded me during the fall, wrapped his cloak around me, and cared for me in every small way. It wasn’t necessarily because I was his Grand Duchess—it was because I was fragile.



    



    “Take off your cloak, Yuraine.”



    



    “Hm?”



    



    Risaeon had reverted to using my name without any title, a lapse that drew the Grand Duke’s attention. Rvian noticed and quickly stepped in.



    



    “Your Grace, please forgive the informality. Risaeon is well-versed in medicine and wishes to check her condition first.”



    



    “As you wish.”



    



    While Risaeon examined me for any injuries, the Grand Duke rose and began giving orders to the knights. The knights, for their part, were hovering around him, equally concerned that he might have sustained an injury himself.



    



    As my brothers guided me away, I couldn’t help but glance back at the Grand Duke. He remained focused on directing the knights, not sparing me another look.

  
    I realized I was dreaming.



    



    But merely realizing it didn’t change anything. I was in a dark cave, rain pouring outside. It was late at night, and the occasional sound of bats flapping their wings echoed from the depths of the cave. Rainwater had seeped into where I sat, and my soaked clothes clung uncomfortably to my skin, making me shiver.



    



    It wasn’t cold enough to freeze, so it must have been autumn. I remembered why I was in the cave. Risaeon had offered me the chance to deliver the Harvest Festival speech, and for some reason, I’d accepted. Though I usually avoided speaking in front of others, my reasons for agreeing were now blurry.



    



    “To immediately accept such a question out of politeness is foolish and vulgar.” That was what my parents had said as they ordered me to the cave as punishment. A servant escorted me to the cave and left without so much as a glance back.



    



    It was cold. I sat there in a daze until the sound of footsteps squelching through wet mud broke the silence.



    



    I turned to see a man in a black rain cloak standing there. Who could it be? No one should have come here at night. A primal fear surged within me. A flash of lightning illuminated his face.



    



    It was Erma.



    



    Shocked and panicked, I stumbled back, trying to flee. The disturbance must have angered the bats, for a swarm of them flew at me, forcing me to stop. I couldn’t retreat any further, and with no other options, I began to cry, tears streaming down my face.



    



    I was powerless.



    



    “Her Grace can only manage so much, after all,” Erma sneered, stepping into the cave with slow, deliberate steps. His boots, coated in mud, left dirty marks as he advanced. In his hand was a pale yellow whip, dripping with a dark liquid.



    



    “...!”



    



    I gasped awake, my breath catching in my throat. Warmth surrounded me. There were no bats, no rain, no mud. Only the comforting embrace of my blankets.



    



    It took me a moment to realize I was in my room at the Grand Duchy. Just a dream. A particularly unpleasant one. Exhaling deeply, I pulled the blanket higher, letting its warmth melt away the lingering chill from the dream.



    



    “Your Grace.”



    



    “I’m awake.”



    



    Bohen’s voice came from beyond the curtains. After replying, I lingered a moment before slipping into my robe and stepping outside. Sitting in my usual chair, I noticed something odd about Bohen’s demeanor.



    



    “...What’s wrong?”



    



    “Your Grace, I believe you need to prepare and come outside immediately.”



    



    “Why?”



    



    Bohen hesitated, his expression conflicted, before finally speaking.



    



    “Sir Risaeon is being accused of stealing your jewels.”



    



    “What… what nonsense is this?!”



    



    My voice rose involuntarily, and Bohen bowed his head, though the matter was no fault of his. Realizing my reaction, I composed myself and gestured for him to proceed.



    



    “Prepare my clothes.”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    Last night, Rvian and Risaeon had stayed late for drinks with the Grand Duke. Now this? Quickly dressing and tidying my hair, I hurried to the main hall, where the tension was palpable.



    



    The Grand Duke stood with his arms crossed, facing Erma. Nearby, Risaeon was restrained by guards, with Rvian standing beside him, his expression grim.



    



    A wave of dizziness washed over me. Risaeon, who valued his honor and skill above all else, wouldn’t tolerate such an accusation. Yet he stood there, grinding his teeth, his eyes fixed on Erma.



    



    “Release my brother,” I ordered.



    



    “Your Grace—”



    



    “At once!”



    



    The guards glanced nervously at the Grand Duke.



    



    “Do as she says,” he commanded coolly. “Nothing has been proven yet.”



    



    Reluctantly, the guards released Risaeon, who shrugged off their grip with a click of his tongue.



    



    “Erma.”



    



    The Grand Duke’s icy voice cut through the tension. Erma, holding a velvet-lined box, stepped forward. The lid was open, revealing a pair of large sapphire earrings—mine.



    



    “You claim this was found in Sir Risaeon’s chambers?”



    



    For a moment, I almost lunged forward. It was clear this was another one of Erma’s schemes.



    



    “Yes, Your Grace. I inspected the room myself during a routine cleaning check and discovered them.”



    



    “And why would this be of concern to her?” the Grand Duke asked, his tone sharp. My expression hardened as well. If this were true, I would be required to remain impartial, but Erma’s attempt to drag me into the matter was outrageous. Fortunately, the Grand Duke cut him off before he could continue.



    



    “Erma, I’ll ask you one last time. Can you stand by your claim?”



    



    “Without a doubt, Your Grace.”



    



    Unbelievable. What gave him such confidence? Risaeon, stealing my jewels? It was more plausible to imagine Shasa escaping the stables and carrying the jewels in her mouth. Even if he had stolen them, why would he leave them in his own room?



    



    But if the jewels truly were found there, how could we prove Risaeon’s innocence? Erma would not have been careless in planting evidence.



    



    “What do I do…”



    



    Lost in thought, I barely registered the Grand Duke speaking again.



    



    “Erma.”



    



    “Yes, Your Grace.”



    



    His voice was icy enough to freeze the air.



    



    “Sir Risaeon spent last night drinking with Viscount Rvian and me until the early hours. He only returned to his chambers late.”



    



    “Your Grace, forgive me, but after the gathering, Sir Risaeon entered the Duchess’s chambers—”



    



    “That’s absurd!”



    



    My outburst silenced the room.



    



    Risaeon couldn’t hold back any longer and shouted, his voice booming. The Grand Duke raised a hand slightly, as if to calm him, and spoke.



    



    “After the drinking ended, I went straight to the Grand Duchess’s chambers.”



    



    “T-that’s…”



    



    “And in that time, when exactly would Sir Risaeon have had the opportunity to enter her rooms?”



    



    “Well… there was a moment when Your Grace stepped away from the gathering—”



    



    “There wasn’t.”



    



    The hall fell silent.



    



    It was Erma who spoke first, his tone exaggerated as he gasped dramatically. “Unbelievable. Then someone must have deliberately planted the jewels in Sir Risaeon’s room to frame him!”



    



    His feigned outrage was sickening.



    



    “This matter will be thoroughly investigated,” the Grand Duke declared.



    



    “Yes, Your Grace. Leave it to—”



    



    “You have no authority.”



    



    The Grand Duke cut Erma off sharply. Erma paled instantly, his expression almost comically pathetic. I had to suppress a laugh.



    



    “Y-Your Grace…”



    



    “Erma,” the Grand Duke continued coldly. “I trusted you. But instead of quietly reporting this to me, you orchestrated a public spectacle, gathering all these people to make your accusation. Did you think I couldn’t handle this matter fairly?”



    



    “N-not at all, Your Grace! I would never—”



    



    “For your gross misconduct in disrespecting our guests and acting rashly, you will be sentenced to thirty lashes. Reflect deeply so this does not happen again.”



    



    “Y-Your Grace! Your Grace, please!”



    



    Erma’s protests were useless as the guards dragged him away, as powerless as Risaeon had been earlier. A weight seemed to lift off my chest, though I had to fight the urge to throw something at Erma as he was escorted out.



    



    I hurried to Risaeon’s side.



    



    “Are you all right, brother?”



    



    “I’m fine. You must have been worried,” Risaeon said, forcing a smile.



    



    “I’m so sorry…”



    



    “What are you apologizing for?”



    



    I had intended to exchange only brief words of comfort before going to the Grand Duke, but Risaeon grabbed my hand.



    



    “Yuraine, how are you doing in the Grand Duchy?”



    



    “Yes, seeing what’s happening… I can’t help but wonder…”



    



    Their concerned faces made my chest tighten. The stares of the people still gathered in the hall, including the Grand Duke, bore down on me.



    



    Gently, I pried Risaeon’s hand away. “I’ll come to your room later.”



    



    I turned to face the Grand Duke.



    



    “Your Grace, thank you for rectifying this situation.”



    



    “It was my duty. Are you all right? You look pale.”



    



    “I was just startled. Regarding the jewels, I’ll ensure stricter oversight and better training for the staff.”



    



    “Wasn’t there a report recently about one of your servants disappearing?”



    



    “That was my negligence.”



    



    “Vi.”



    



    “Yes?”



    



    “We’ll replace some of your staff. Aside from your two personal attendants, we’ll assign new servants to you.”



    



    I nodded quietly.



    



    “Yes.”



    



    Typically, intervening in another’s household staff would be considered overstepping. However, in this situation, I couldn’t argue. I had chosen my attendants based on small acts of kindness, but kindness didn’t equate to loyalty. It might be wiser to accept people selected by the Grand Duke.



    



    The matter resolved, Rvian and Risaeon decided to leave a day earlier than planned. I regretted the lost time with them, but Erma’s actions left no room for a more leisurely farewell. Thirty lashes—it was satisfying to see him face consequences.



    



    The Grand Duke prepared gifts for my brothers, and their carriage was soon loaded in the courtyard. I stood by to see them off. After spending days together, parting felt bittersweet.



    



    Both brothers hugged me briefly before bowing to the Grand Duke and boarding the carriage.



    



    “You’re sure you’re unharmed?”



    



    “Yes, and His Grace is fine too,” Rvian replied before the door closed.



    



    The carriage sped through the grand garden and out of sight, leaving me standing there. Only after receiving confirmation that it had exited the gates did I turn away.



    



    For some reason, the Grand Duke had stayed beside me the entire time. As I turned to leave, weighed down by melancholy, he called out to me.



    



    “Vi, can we talk for a moment?”



    



    “Yes?”



    



    “It won’t take long.”



    



    He led me to the inner room of the eastern library. Was something important on his mind?



    



    “Actually, during last night’s gathering, Sir Risaeon did leave briefly.”



    



    “…”



    



    I froze in place.



    



    “What…?”



    



    “He stepped out to get some air in the garden. At least, that’s what he said. But I didn’t verify it. Given his skills, it wouldn’t have been difficult for him to move unnoticed.”



    



    “...You’re saying he could have entered my rooms and taken the jewels?”



    



    The words stuck in my throat. My quarters consisted of five separate rooms, one of which was dedicated to storing my jewelry. It wouldn’t be impossible for someone with Risaeon’s abilities—or the Grand Duke’s—to enter and leave undetected if the Grand Duke wasn’t present in my chambers.



    



    “But… Risaeon wouldn’t… He has no reason…”



    



    “Exactly. He has no reason or need. That’s why I defended him.”



    



    “…”



    



    My hands trembled uncontrollably. Risaeon would never do such a thing. But how could I dispel the doubt cast by the situation? My mouth felt glued shut, unable to form the words.



    



    Would he believe me? What should I do?



    



    A wave of helplessness washed over me, tightening around my throat.



    



    The Grand Duke reached out, his hand gently cupping my cheek.



    



    “Vi.”



    



    “…”



    



    “There’s nothing to worry about.”



    



    Nothing to worry about.



    



    Those words pulled me from my memories of the past and grounded me firmly in the present.

  
    A few days after my brothers left, I also boarded the carriage heading to the capital. Contrary to the original plan to travel with the Duke, I was alone. News had come that a monster had suddenly appeared in the area where Baron Bihen was stationed.



    



    Sir Leon, the captain of the guard, and Bohen, along with three servants, followed me. Leslie stayed behind at the Duke's residence to handle letters and various messages on my behalf.



    



    In my past life, I never received any correspondence, but now it was strange to have a servant stay behind for such matters.



    



    Bohen, who had been riding his horse, joined me in the carriage to discuss matters concerning the imperial palace.



    



    "You must be tired, Your Highness, but the Emperor prefers guests to dress in elaborate attire, so your clothes and accessories will likely become quite heavy."



    



    It wasn't something for him to apologize for. After nodding, we talked about various things, but then he suddenly said,



    



    "By the way, when Your Highness visited the imperial palace as a child, Master Erma often accompanied you, didn’t he?"



    



    "...Wasn’t the Duke and the Chief Steward the same age?"



    



    The Duke began frequenting the imperial palace around the time of the disappearance of the first prince, who was the older brother of the current emperor, when he was barely ten years old. Even if Erma was a servant's son, I wondered if it would be difficult for someone of the same age to accompany him at the imperial palace.



    



    Bohen laughed.



    



    "That's true. But it seems that His Majesty the Emperor was quite fond of Master Erma."



    



    "His Majesty?"



    



    That was an unexpected combination. The Emperor was four years older than the Duke, which meant it was entirely possible that the Emperor might have drawn Erma into his service for spying purposes. Could that have been the case? Could Erma still...



    



    No. I shook my head. The Duke was not a fool. It would be strange if he didn’t notice even minor misdeeds, let alone espionage. I dismissed that suspicion. After all, Erma had been a loyal Chief Steward until I appeared.



    



    The conversation shifted to other topics. Five days passed as we traveled by carriage.



    



    Finally, we entered the capital. It would have been nice to rest for a day at home to recover from the journey, but since I had received an invitation from the Emperor, I had to go directly to the palace.



    



    From the moment I left in the morning, the heavy clothes I wore made me exhausted even before we passed the main gate of the imperial palace. The Emperor had such poor taste. He expected visitors to arrive dressed like expensive ornaments, like dolls dressed up for display.



    



    It gave me the feeling that people were treated more like spectacles than humans.



    



    No one except royalty could ride a carriage inside the imperial palace. So, I had been dreading the thought of walking through the gate in this attire, but the carriage smoothly entered. Oh, of course. Since the Duke was of royal blood, as his wife, I received the same treatment.



    



    The carriage glided into the central garden, and Bohen, who had been walking behind, opened the door and extended his hand to me. As I took his hand and stepped out of the carriage, I saw a garden full of flowers, even in winter.



    



    The imperial knights and attendants bowed deeply as I passed.



    



    "His Majesty is in the rose conservatory."



    



    Following one of the attendants, I moved forward. Only Sir Leon and Bohen followed behind me. After lifting my heavy skirt, I walked for a while, and soon the pointed glass roof of the conservatory appeared. It was the greenhouse where the Emperor grew the foreign roses he liked.



    



    "Your Majesty, Duchess Yuraine Sierra of Isser has arrived."



    



    At first, there was no response.



    



    After a brief pause, the attendant repeated the same message, and at last, the Emperor appeared inside the greenhouse, holding a watering can made of glass and gold.



    



    "Ah, I kept you waiting."



    



    "Duchess Yuraine Sierra of Isser and Airden have come to see Your Majesty."



    



    I lifted my skirt and bowed to the Emperor. It felt a bit awkward, bowing to a man holding a watering can.



    



    "Rise."



    



    As I straightened up, my gaze naturally fell to the watering can. It seemed like he wanted me to acknowledge it, as he had deliberately appeared holding it, ignoring the fact that it was not something that needed to be noticed.



    



    "Are you watering them yourself?"



    



    Indeed, the Emperor chuckled.



    



    "It is a bit embarrassing, as that is something the attendants should do. But sometimes there are pretty things that I like to care for myself."



    



    "Your Majesty’s kindness is the joy of the empire."



    



    "Your words are lovely, Duchess Yuraine. You are indeed my joy. Sit down."



    



    "I am honored."



    



    An attendant came to pull out a chair for me. On the tea table were roses that looked freshly cut from the greenhouse. They were in vases, glass cups, and bouquets tied with ribbons. Not only on the table but also on the floor, rose buds had been arranged. When I briefly looked at the roses on the floor, the Emperor smiled contentedly.



    



    "Are they beautiful?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    It wasn’t because it was beautiful but because the flowers with only buds reminded me of severed necks. Wouldn’t they wither before the day was over when cut like this?



    



    "Yes, tending to such lovely things is for the purpose of cutting them and using them as decorations."



    



    "Doesn’t it feel like a waste to see them wither?"



    



    "How could it be a waste? This greenhouse is full of roses."



    



    I offered a silent smile.



    



    "You seem even more beautiful than when you left for Isser. Look up at me."



    



    "…."



    



    Caught off guard for a moment, I obediently lifted my gaze. The Emperor's crimson eyes met mine directly. The young Emperor, with his striking golden hair and red eyes, exuded a unique air of cruelty and tyranny. As I locked eyes with him, a shiver ran through my body, making me instinctively draw back.



    



    "I'll pour the tea."



    



    "Oh, Your Majesty, how could you personally—"



    



    Flustered, I tried to stop him, but the Emperor merely glanced up at me briefly. Inevitably, my gaze followed his. While he poured the steaming tea into my cup, he kept his eyes fixed on me without looking away even once. It was an unbearably long and intense stare.



    



    "Duchess."



    



    "Yes, Your Majesty."



    



    "The Duke has achieved great military exploits. Are you ever afraid of him?"



    



    Even after setting the teapot down, his gaze lingered.



    



    "Oh, no, he is my husband. How could I be afraid of him?"



    



    I stammered slightly in my flustered state. The Emperor rested one arm on the table, leaning toward me.



    



    "He’s a war hero who beheads barbarians and slays monsters ten times your size with a single stroke. While he is magnificent on the battlefield, could that ferocity not surface at home? You must be used to the smell of blood by now. Are you alright with it?"



    



    His voice was deceptively gentle.



    



    "Well… actually, since I went to Isser, he hasn’t gone on a single campaign."



    



    That was the only answer I could manage. Was I ever afraid of the Duke because he smelled of blood in my previous life? Erma and the servants had often described the Duke's military accomplishments in excessive detail. Perhaps it was true—or perhaps it wasn’t. Without realizing it, I tilted my head.



    



    "Haha, such a charming wife, still unaware of her husband’s true nature. When he returns from his current campaign, you might get a glimpse of it. I do hope you won’t be too frightened by my unruly relative."



    



    His tone implied that he truly wanted me to react in a specific way. He asked if I was afraid, but his mention of "true nature" sounded more like he expected me to be terrified.



    



    I was still caught in his gaze. Nervously, I pressed my feet together. Since the Emperor hadn’t lifted his teacup, I couldn’t use the pretense of drinking tea to escape his stare. Why was he staring so intently? It was unbearable.



    



    "Oh, the tea will get cold. Do drink, Duchess. The steward selected this fine tea especially for you."



    



    "Thank you."



    



    Finally released from the Emperor’s gaze, I picked up the teacup. Warm steam rose from the golden-hued tea. Judging by its color, it was undoubtedly high-quality, but I couldn’t discern its scent or taste at all.



    



    "I sent the invitation hoping to see the loving harmony of you and your husband, but it’s a pity things turned out this way."



    



    "My apologies."



    



    "No need. It’s not as if monsters announce their arrival. I am a magnanimous person; something like this doesn’t trouble me."



    



    The Emperor’s expression seemed genuinely cheerful as he drank his tea. On the journey here, I had briefly wondered if the Emperor had deliberately sent the monster so he could meet with me alone. But why would he go to such lengths for a private audience with me? If anything, he might have wanted to meet the Duke alone, not me.



    



    The monster's appearance was clearly an unexpected and unfortunate event. I had been half-skeptical before arriving, but now, seeing the Emperor’s demeanor, I was certain.



    



    The uncomfortable tea time ended sooner than I had expected.



    



    "Shall we leave it at this for today? Your parents are waiting for an audience."



    



    "My parents are here?"



    



    Having been unable to visit home, I hadn’t heard any news of my family. I never imagined they’d be at the palace.



    



    "Let them pick a rose for you. You can take it with you when you leave."



    



    This was the Emperor’s way of signaling the end of the meeting. I managed to respond, "As you wish," and stood to see him off. After the Emperor exited the greenhouse, a servant plucked a rose for me.



    



    When I left the greenhouse holding the thorn-free rose, there was someone besides Sir Leon and Bohen waiting for me—my mother’s attendant, Mersel.



    



    "Duchess."



    



    Mersel bowed deeply.



    



    "What brings you here?"



    



    "The madam instructed me to wait in the lounge until the audience concludes. She said to accompany you home afterward."



    



    "Oh… I see!"



    



    The mention of going home together felt so warm and familial. Feeling unexpectedly delighted, I sat in the waiting room near the audience chamber, holding the rose, and awaited my parents. The ornate clock ticked steadily. Thanks to the greenhouse’s meticulous care, the rose did not wither quickly despite being cut.



    



    Thirty minutes passed… an hour… I began glancing at the door to the audience chamber. The audience seemed unusually long. The tea time with the Emperor had taken less than 30 minutes, and I had heard that most audiences with the Emperor lasted only about ten minutes.



    



    Though Bohen showed no reaction, Sir Leon occasionally cast a glance toward the door. He must have found it odd as well. Finally, after a long wait, the door opened.



    



    "Mother, Father!"



    



    I leapt from my seat and quickly approached them. Reaching out to embrace my mother, I stopped short. Both of them seemed… strange. Their eyes looked oddly clouded.



    



    "Yuraine."



    



    "You look healthy."



    



    They spoke in turn. My mother was the first to extend her hand to hold mine. Blinking, I looked at them again, and they appeared as normal as ever—just as they had always been.



    



    "Did I imagine it?"



    



    I might have, given how utterly exhausted I was.



    



    "Let’s go home, dear," my mother said, smiling for the first time in ages. That simple joy made all my lingering doubts fade away.

  
    Dinner was in a warm and relaxed atmosphere. Mother smiled for the first time in a long while, and Father’s expression was softer than usual. Levien and Riseon also chatted more than usual to match the mood.



    



    "Looks like the table is filled with all the dishes you like today," Riseon remarked.



    



    "…Oh? Oh, yes," I quickly responded. But in truth, the table was set more with the food my parents and brothers enjoyed rather than my own preferences. I wasn’t picky about food, so whenever someone asked what I liked, I simply nodded, leaving everyone unsure of my true preferences.



    



    The one dish I actually liked—mushrooms—was placed in front of Levien, as it was made because he had wanted it. The arrangement was slightly amusing. But did it really matter? It was the first meal with my family in nearly a month, and the mood was good. Food was all the same once eaten, after all.



    



    The only issue was my lack of appetite due to fatigue, making it difficult not to get caught nibbling at my food. Other than that, it was an enjoyable time.



    



    "Shall we move to the parlor? Yuraine, since you’ve come home after so long, you should have some tea," Mother suggested.



    



    "Sure, Mother."



    



    In truth, I was so exhausted I wanted to skip tea, skip the bath, and just lie down. But I couldn’t refuse Mother’s request. Besides, my parents were still dressed in their formal attire from the audience with the Emperor, so it would’ve felt awkward to excuse myself to change and return later. So, I headed to the parlor as I was.



    



    The dress I wore today could hardly be called simply "formalwear." It included earrings the size of fists, a hairpiece that was practically a tiara, rings, bracelets, a necklace, and a wide skirt adorned with layers of frills and lace—all in line with the Emperor’s taste.



    



    By the time we arrived, tea and refreshments had already been laid out on the parlor table. Mother poured me a cup herself and said warmly, "You look absolutely stunning today, Yuraine."



    



    "Mother…"



    



    "Yes, you made me so proud before His Majesty," Father added.



    



    Hearing that, my cheeks flushed as I smiled, reaching to touch my warm face. My parents, whom I hadn’t seen in nearly a month, were exceptionally affectionate. My brothers chimed in as well, backing up our parents’ praise, saying I looked lovely, that I wore it well, and that I was a perfect match to stand beside the Emperor.



    



    As someone who usually stayed quiet during family gatherings, I wasn’t used to receiving so much attention, but it made me happy. Still, I felt a little guilty for being so tired that their words barely registered. Their compliments slid past my ears, and I responded with little more than nods, smiles, and faint "yeses."



    



    The tea time stretched on for two hours, a rarity. Levien and Riseon began recounting their experiences during their visit to the ducal estate. It seemed like my parents were already aware of the events, but they repeatedly brought me into the conversation, drawing it out further.



    



    "Anyway, the Duke is definitely no ordinary person," Riseon remarked.



    



    "Of course not. I hear he’s a terrifying man. Yuraine, are you alright living with him?" Mother asked, her gaze settling on me.



    



    Though I was nearly nodding off, her question startled me awake. I quickly shook my head.



    



    "No, he’s not that… scary anymore."



    



    In my past life, he had terrified me so much. But now, I was fine. Perhaps it was because he treated me so kindly? My family had always warned me to beware of people who were overly kind, yet I couldn’t help but wonder if I had let my guard down.



    



    The conversation shifted to the jewel theft incident. Riseon huffed with indignation, and Levien frowned deeply, clearly upset.



    



    "Someone in the Duke’s household must have framed her. I’m worried about Yuraine," Levien said.



    



    "…Surely the Duke wouldn’t have done it on purpose," he added.



    



    "Brother!" I blurted out, feeling a sudden chill. The idea that the Duke would do something like that was absurd. If anyone should know better, it was these two.



    



    "What are you saying? His Highness even vouched for Riseon. You both know that," I retorted.



    



    "…"



    



    "He testified that Riseon never left her place in the garden, even though she had gone out for some air."



    



    At that moment, the atmosphere turned cold and silent. I realized too late that my words might have implied Riseon had left her spot and gone somewhere else. It also could’ve sounded like I was siding with the Duke.



    



    Flustered, I stammered, "I-I wasn’t siding with His Highness. It’s just… that…"



    



    "It’s fine, Yuraine. It’s only natural to defend your husband," Father said, cutting me off.



    



    "Yes, and you should maintain that attitude no matter where you go," he added firmly.



    



    Mother soon called for fresh tea, and the conversation eased slightly. Still, as often happened when I inadvertently upset the mood, I remained downcast for the rest of the gathering.



    



    "It’s getting late. You should all retire and rest," Father finally said after 10 p.m. Various conversations had continued until that point, mostly revolving around me. My brothers brought up embarrassing stories of mistakes I made as a child, laughing about them one by one. While they were mortifying to me and not at all funny, it was better than letting the atmosphere remain tense, so I laughed along.



    



    After two long hours, we finally left the table, and I was able to return to my room. Familiar faces were waiting for me there.



    



    "Ris! Pea!" I exclaimed.



    



    "Milady!"



    



    I hugged my two loyal attendants one by one, overjoyed to see them again.



    



    "We’re so glad you’re back, Milady."



    



    "I missed you, too," I replied warmly.



    



    Spending time with my attendants was far more relaxing than the tense hours I had spent with my family. Ris and Pea immediately began fussing over me.



    



    "My goodness, have you been wearing this dress all day?" Ris exclaimed.



    



    "You should’ve been allowed to change before dinner," Pea added, exasperated.



    



    "Well, my parents were still in their audience attire," I explained.



    



    "But they only wore those right before the audience. You’ve been in this since the long carriage ride! And their outfits were much lighter than yours," Pea insisted.



    



    "It’s alright. I can finally take it off now," I said with a weary smile.



    



    The worried attendants quickly helped me out of my clothes. The dress, which felt as rigid as armor, was peeled off layer by layer. The servants were simultaneously busy removing the jewelry and undoing my hair. After quite some time, I was finally down to a single thin robe.



    



    "Ha…."



    



    It felt as though the blood that had been stagnant was now circulating through my entire body. Breathing freely again was such a relief. The formal attire at the Duke’s estate was also uncomfortable and stifling, but nothing compared to this. Truly, the Emperor’s taste was utterly dreadful.



    



    "We’ve prepared the bathwater, but if you’re too tired, you can just go straight to bed. We’ll clean your face and body for you," said Rise.



    



    "No, I’ll bathe."



    



    Rise nodded and helped me to the bathroom. I thought the assistance was unnecessary, but as the tension drained from me along with the removal of the heavy attire, my legs wobbled, and I stumbled slightly.



    



    While they attended to my bath, massaging my shoulders and limbs in the warm water, Rise and Pea asked questions about the Duke’s estate.



    



    Thankfully, they didn’t ask if the Duke was scary or anything of the sort. They were simply curious about Isser as a place, purely out of interest.



    



    As my body melted into the warmth, I slowly explained what Isser was like: vast lands, exciting festivals, joyful people, beautiful stars, flowers, silver grass fields, and sprawling winter apricot orchards.



    



    While washing my hair, Rise asked hesitantly, "So, will His Grace allow us to visit you there?"



    



    "…In a year, perhaps?" I replied.



    



    "Yes," she said.



    



    Because of the stiff cream applied to fix my hair, rinsing it out took a long time. Still, Rise didn’t complain, meticulously washing, scrubbing, and rinsing again while waiting for my answer.



    



    The truth was, I’d likely return to Airden in just two more months. But I couldn’t bring myself to say it aloud. Instead, I smiled.



    



    "Yes, there’s a law that makes it difficult right now, but I’m sure he’ll allow it in a year."



    



    "Oh, I understand. It’s because they’re wary of outsiders, isn’t it?" Rise nodded knowingly.



    



    Of course, she was perceptive. Smiling, I raised my damp hand and gently touched her soft cheek.



    



    "That’s right. There are many reasons for their wariness of outsiders… But don’t mention this in front of my parents or brothers."



    



    "I wouldn’t dream of it. Besides, I’ve never even spoken to them before. Don’t worry, Milady," Rise replied with a reassuring smile.



    



    "Good."



    



    After the bath, as they dried my hair, I drifted off, nodding here and there, half-asleep. When I finally lay down in bed, I was nearly unconscious. Pea pulled the blanket up to my neck, tucking me in.



    



    The olive leaf patterns on the white duvet felt slightly unfamiliar.



    



    ‘Will His Grace be alright…?’



    



    He had assured me it was nothing to worry about, but how could I not be concerned? What kind of monster was it? Could he have been injured? If the Duke needed to go himself, it must have been serious. Lost in these thoughts, I drifted into sleep and dreamed of the Duke returning injured.



    



    The Next Morning



    



    "Again?"



    



    Before I realized it, I had raised my voice. Mother frowned at me, and I hurriedly bowed my head in embarrassment, quickly explaining my outburst.



    



    "I-I’m sorry! I was just so surprised."



    



    It was only natural for me to be startled. In fact, Mother should have been just as surprised, yet she looked completely unbothered. The Emperor had summoned me again—today, immediately.



    



    "The Emperor has called for you, and that’s your reaction?" she asked sharply.



    



    "It’s just… it’s so sudden," I stammered.



    



    "It shows how much favor His Majesty has for you. Don’t act so insolently. Do you think that becoming the Duchess puts you on equal footing with His Majesty? Even the Duke is merely His Majesty’s vassal."



    



    Her frown deepened. Panicking, I quickly replied, "Of course not, Mother! I would never think that."



    



    Not once had such a thought crossed my mind. If I had, I wouldn’t have traveled from the Duke’s estate to here in the first place. My reaction was simply because I didn’t want to see the Emperor again.



    



    "His Majesty said he was very pleased with you yesterday. You should feel honored. He has even decided to bestow a gift upon you, so go with gratitude."



    



    "A gift…?" I echoed, startled.



    



    "Yes… And forgive me for raising my voice, Yuraine. I just don’t want you to forget your duties and manners as the Duchess of Isser and a loyal servant of His Majesty. Especially since the Emperor holds our family, Lamia, in such high regard, you must serve him with your utmost sincerity."



    



    "Yes, Mother… I’m sorry."



    



    "Good. Now go and prepare yourself."



    



    "Yes."



    



    And so, just like the day before, I found myself dressed in the extravagant attire that the Emperor preferred and climbing into the carriage.

  
    The Emperor took me, dressed in heavy, ornate clothes, into the carriage, heading toward the imperial hunting grounds. The clothes were directly chosen by the Emperor. They were even more extravagant than the ones I wore yesterday, uncomfortable, and appeared expensive. The lace on the many layers of this costly outfit was already turning blue from the water, but neither I nor the Emperor paid any attention to it.



    



    “There are many cute animals in this hunting ground. Would you like to catch one? Ah, with that outfit, it might be difficult.”



    



    “…I apologize.”



    



    It wasn’t something I should apologize for, but I had no choice but to respond like that. The Emperor chatted and laughed on his own. I followed his lead, laughing along, giving short replies, or responding in a way that resembled the ‘Lamia’ he desired.



    



    After a while, the Emperor's attendant brought a horse. The Emperor swiftly mounted it and reached out his hand to me. I froze in shock at the meaning of his gesture, and the Emperor burst out laughing.



    



    “It was a joke! What a naive face you have. Wait here for a moment. I’ll catch a cute rabbit or something.”



    



    With that, the Emperor tugged the reins and disappeared into the forest. I stood there, trembling with discomfort, thinking about the hand the Emperor had extended to me. It meant that he wanted me to ride with him on the horse. Unless, in unavoidable circumstances, a knight offers to help his master's wife onto the horse, asking a married woman to sit in front of the horse was not only rude but an act of mockery, no matter how much of an Emperor he was.



    



    After the Emperor disappeared, attendants came to set up a place for me to sit. It even seemed that the air around me carried the Emperor’s presence, so I didn’t sit down and stood quietly, waiting for him. Though I disliked the thought of waiting for him, it was inevitable that once he returned, something would happen, and I could return home.



    



    The sound of grass rustling in the wind made me think back to some of the scenes I had seen in Isel with the Duke. I wondered if the Duke was okay.



    



    I decided to change my plans and thought I would leave for Isel tonight. I hurried my steps, hoping to revisit the reed field I had visited with the Duke. Even if I was alone, I would be fine.



    



    How much time had passed? The sound of hooves reached my ears. The Emperor was finally coming back, and just as I turned my head, the surroundings became chaotic. A wolf was rapidly approaching, and the Emperor, still on his horse, was chasing it.



    



    “……!”



    



    I thought about running, but my eyes met the Emperor’s, who was behind the wolf. He was smiling. He had deliberately driven the wolf this way. A feeling of dread washed over me. I could tell that the Emperor wanted me to run away and look foolish. I clenched my teeth and stood my ground.



    



    “Your Grace, please avoid it!”



    



    Someone shouted, but the wolf was too fast, charging at me like lightning. With each blink, it was closing in like the wind. It was too late to run now. Just as the wolf was about to leap and strike, I shut my eyes. At that moment, something hot and sticky poured all over my face and body.



    



    “……?”



    



    The stench was so strong it made my head spin, and slowly, I opened my eyes. My eyes were wet, making it hard to open them fully. After blinking several times, I could barely see, and I couldn’t help but retch. My whole body was drenched in blood. The wolf that had been charging at me lay motionless on the ground, its limbs splayed out, and beside it… the Emperor was holding the wolf’s head.



    



    “How is it, Your Grace? Do you like it?”



    



    “……Aah!”



    



    Before I could stop myself, I screamed. The Emperor had brought the severed wolf’s head right in front of my face. He smiled at my scream, pleased with my reaction. I immediately regretted it, but it was too late. The wolf’s half-closed eyes, its mouth gaping open, the cross-section of its severed neck still dripping with steaming hot blood…



    



    The wolf’s yellowed teeth were covered in blood like a spider’s web, and its long fangs, as long as my fingers, gleamed, still stained with some unknown animal's flesh. The sickening smell of metal and rot, mixed with the blood, filled the air, and the damp atmosphere hit my face. My body trembled involuntarily.



    



    “Hm, I was going to give you the wolf’s pelt, but it seems Your Grace doesn’t like wolves. I’ll give you something else.”



    



    “……”



    



    The Emperor chuckled and tossed the wolf’s head away. I could only stand there, unable to sit, my stomach turning with nausea.



    



    The attendants came and wiped the blood from my body. Thankfully, the blood, which hadn’t been there for long, was mostly cleaned off as the attendants worked diligently. The smell of blood still lingered, however.



    



    “I’m thirsty. Let’s have some tea. Your Grace, go change your clothes.”



    



    “Yes, Your Majesty.”



    



    I barely managed to answer before heading to somewhere in the palace to change my clothes. Like before, the clothes were uncomfortable and heavy. While changing, I adjusted my hair and wiped off some of the remaining blood with warm water, but unless I immersed myself in hot oil all day, it seemed the blood and smell wouldn’t go away.



    



    After changing, I got back into the carriage, and I realized where we were heading.



    



    ‘…This dirty...’



    



    It was the corner of the palace where the Emperor’s Lamia concubines resided.



    



    Suppressing my shame and humiliation, I climbed into the carriage and tried to calm my emotions. After all, the Emperor was the one in charge. No matter what he did to me, I couldn’t slap the Emperor’s face. If I did, it wouldn’t just be my problem; my Duke and my family would also bear the consequences. I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. This was my second life. I had already died once and caused the deaths of my family. No matter what happened, I couldn’t let that happen again.



    



    …It seemed my mind was beginning to settle.



    



    The carriage was headed for the Emperor’s rose greenhouse.



    



    Upon entering the greenhouse, the Emperor was sitting at a table, drinking tea. A box wrapped in brocade was placed in front of him. Was that the gift he had mentioned? I was now curious about what item would be inside.



    



    “I apologize for keeping you waiting, Your Majesty. Please forgive me.”



    



    I knelt lightly before the Emperor. He smiled and gestured for me to sit.



    



    “It’s fine, I too was at fault. Please, sit.”



    



    It wasn’t that he had a fault; it was shamelessness from start to finish. As the attendant poured tea into my cup, the Emperor pushed the box toward me.



    



    “This is my gift to you. You may consider it a late wedding present.”



    



    “I am deeply honored, Your Majesty.”



    



    I immediately knelt before him again, received the box with both hands, bowed my head once more, and opened it. I almost dropped it.



    



    “Your Majesty…”



    



    “What’s wrong?”



    



    “Your Majesty… This… this precious item, please take it back.”



    



    “Hmm.”



    



    The Emperor smiled, looking pleased.



    



    Inside the box was a communication crystal ball. It was a rare item that ordinary people could never dream of owning. It was used for communication between nations, and even for personal use, its value could equal the cost of several mansions, with the upkeep and usage fees also being astronomical.



    



    “What’s so surprising? If the Duke's wife had set her mind to it, she could have arranged for you to marry somewhere far, like Isel, and could have even gotten you something like this.”



    



    I wasn’t sure about that. I didn’t know if my family had the financial resources for something like that. Either way, receiving a communication crystal as a gift was too much. When I trembled and asked the Emperor again to take it back, he called for an attendant, as if there were no other choice.



    



    “The Duke’s wife has a small heart, it seems. Shall I give you something else?”



    



    “Thank you.”



    



    I lowered my head deeply. He probably never intended to give the crystal in the first place. Even if he insisted, I had planned to refuse somehow. What use would a communication crystal be at the Duke’s residence? I had no idea what his intentions were.



    



    Next, the Emperor had an attendant present me with a beautiful bracelet.



    



    “Thank you for Your Majesty’s grace.”



    



    This time, I accepted it without protest. This, I was sure, was the real gift.



    



    “You must be painting your portrait by now?”



    



    “Yes, that’s correct.”



    



    It wasn’t unusual for a portrait to be painted soon after a wedding, so the Emperor's guess wasn’t surprising.



    



    “Could you send a copy to me as well? I’d like something to please my eyes.”



    



    “...Of course, Your Majesty.”



    



    He wanted the bracelet to appear in the portrait. Reluctantly, I agreed and we had a brief tea time. The smell of blood still lingered, but the Emperor casually drank his tea.



    



    “Duke's wife.”



    



    “Yes, Your Majesty.”



    



    “Is the Duke treating you well?”



    



    I couldn’t help but raise my head at the Emperor’s words. Our eyes met. His red eyes reminded me of the blood from earlier, which made me uneasy.



    



    “Yes, he treats me without fault.”



    



    “That’s a relief.”



    



    After that, the Emperor didn’t do anything further, and soon the tea time ended. I returned home, dressed in the clothes the Emperor had chosen, like a doll. Despite having the carriage windows open for the two-hour ride to Airdren, the smell of blood didn’t dissipate.



    



    As soon as I returned home, I tore off the clothes the Emperor had put on me. Lis and Feya were surprised by both my change of clothes and the way I angrily threw them off. They seemed worried, as if something had happened in the palace.



    



    “There’s nothing to worry about. It’s not what you think. I just... got covered in blood.”



    



    “Blood?!”



    



    “Yeah, so hurry up, I need a bath. Use all the oils and soap you have.”



    



    Lis and Feya, along with the servants, quickly got to work. My parents and brothers didn’t ask anything, perhaps having received some sort of message. After spending about two hours in the bath, I felt somewhat refreshed. The smell of blood was gone, though the sensation of having been drenched in it hadn’t completely faded.



    



    But the severed wolf’s head kept coming to mind. I touched the back of my neck. Dressed in comfortable clothes, I walked back and forth in the room before speaking to Feya.



    



    “Where are Leon and Boen?”



    



    “They’re resting in their rooms.”



    



    “Tell them to meet me. We’ll be leaving soon. Have the carriage prepared.”



    



    “Eh?! Young master!”



    



    Lis was startled.



    



    “Do it. I’ll talk to my parents and brothers.”



    



    With my firm attitude, Lis and Feya exchanged glances and reluctantly began preparing. I immediately headed to the living room, where my parents and brothers were having tea. It was a good time to talk.



    



    “I’m planning to return to Isel tonight.”



    



    “What? We were supposed to go the day after tomorrow.”



    



    Liseon frowned and asked.



    



    “Well... it seems the Duke will be returning soon.”



    



    “What does that have to do with it?”



    



    “He’s leaving for his first campaign after the wedding. I want to greet him.”



    



    It was an excuse, though not entirely a lie. It was his first campaign after the wedding, and I wanted to welcome him in the Duke’s courtyard. Besides, I didn’t want to stay in the capital any longer. Airdren was not far from the palace and the capital, but the thought of the Emperor being nearby was unbearable. I needed to be far away from him right now.



    



    Reluctantly, they agreed, and the carriage left Airdren that night. I wanted to reach Isel as quickly as possible, hoping to arrive before the Duke. I minimized rest breaks, eager to get there. After all, I was the one who needed rest the most, so there was no need to rush anyone else.



    



    We arrived in the Duke’s residence two days earlier than planned. The usually quiet Duke’s estate was now bustling, as a message had arrived saying the Duke would be returning today. If we had been any later, I might have missed him.



    



    The Duke was expected to arrive soon. I dressed properly and, along with the servants, headed to the front courtyard. Erma, still limping slightly, had been punished with thirty lashes, but it wasn’t as severe as it seemed.



    



    In the late afternoon, the sunlight began to turn red as it poured over the Duke’s estate. I stood there, waiting for him. Soon, cheers could be heard from outside the castle. The Duke was coming. The cheers grew louder and closer.



    



    The castle gates were thrown open. He rode a black steed and was at the front of the procession. I quietly watched him approach. He was wearing armor, which was unusual for the castle, and a helmet. Flags bearing the Isel Duke’s crest fluttered on either side of him.



    



    When the procession reached the courtyard, it stopped. I, too, stood at the front to greet them. The Duke dismounted and removed his helmet. His dark hair fluttered in the breeze, and his golden eyes gleamed in the setting sunlight. He seemed a little tired.



    



    I found myself staring at him, captivated. His long eyelashes framed his eyes, and despite his fatigue, they shone like jewels.



    



    “You’re back early, my dear.”



    



    “Yes, the schedule was moved up.”



    



    I didn’t say anything further about why, and that was all I said. The Duke, holding his helmet under his arm, slowly approached me. He looked like a solid, reliable mountain. His perfectly fitted armor, the faint scent of metal, and the large cloak fluttering in the wind made him seem like a god of war.



    



    “Well then, my dear.”



    



    “Yes?”



    



    He slightly lowered his head.



    



    “...A kiss of triumph for your husband.”

  
    “Did I hear that right? A kiss of triumph?”



    



    While I was still dazed, the Duke lightly fluttered his lips near my cheek and then pulled back. He really did give me a kiss of triumph. Though his lips never actually touched mine, my face turned bright red.



    



    “Your Grace…”



    



    “I’ve never seen this reaction before.”



    



    “Is that so…?”



    



    For a moment, I wondered if this had happened before, but then I quickly realized that it wasn’t about me. I was the first official Duchess, so it could be from one of his past lovers—though there had never been any talk of the Isel Duke having a lover in Airdren or the capital—or maybe… it was Leia.



    



    How would Leia have reacted, I wondered? She might have shyly smiled and kissed the Duke's cheek, or perhaps even accepted his kiss warmly. Maybe, it wouldn’t have been on the cheek at all but on the lips.



    



    While I was lost in thought, Erma spoke up.



    



    “We’ve prepared the banquet, Your Grace. Please, rest and remove your armor first.”



    



    “Alright.”



    



    The news of the Duke’s arrival had come in the morning, but it seemed they had been ready to host the banquet at any moment. Both the Duke and I went to our rooms to change before heading to the banquet hall.



    



    Thinking of the clothes I had worn in the capital, the banquet attire that Boen and Resilly had helped me with felt quite comfortable. Once again, the Duke came to escort me to the banquet.



    



    I couldn’t stop thinking about the kiss of triumph. He hadn’t even touched his lips to mine, but I had to keep resisting the urge to touch my face. A few times, I probably couldn’t help but touch my cheek.



    



    “How was the capital? Was everything fine?”



    



    “Ah… Yes, it was fine.”



    



    “Lord Leon said something different.”



    



    The Duke, who had sat next to me, stared at me intently. After all, Lord Leon must have reported everything, including the incident with the wolf’s blood. It had been a while since that happened, and even after a bath, the thought of it still made my nose twitch with the lingering scent of blood. Without thinking, I lifted my arm to sniff it.



    



    “Don’t worry. You only smell like yourself, nothing like that.”



    



    “……”



    



    It was a comforting remark, though it was also a little embarrassing. The Duke always made such comments with a blank expression. If you only looked at his face, you'd think he was saying something like, "You smell like blood. Get away," but the content of his words was completely different.



    



    “The Emperor has a cruel nature and enjoys seeing others suffer.”



    



    “……”



    



    It was the truth. The Emperor had laughed as he watched me gasp in fear from the wolf’s blood. Just thinking about his red eyes filled with malice sent chills down my spine. I trembled again, remembering the feeling of blood splattering on me. The Duke asked once more, noticing my discomfort.



    



    “Was there anything else?”



    



    “The Emperor tried to give me a communication crystal.”



    



    “Such absurdity. Did you accept it?”



    



    “No, of course not.”



    



    The Duke tilted his head slightly.



    



    “Now that I think about it, your family didn’t send a communication crystal.”



    



    “Well… it’s such an expensive item.”



    



    “Usually, when you marry someone as far as Isel, a communication crystal is sent along with the bride.”



    



    “I apologize for the lack of a dowry.”



    



    I tried to brush it off with a joke, but the Duke chuckled softly and changed the subject.



    



    “They say the winter apricots have been harvested.”



    



    “Oh… Already? Time flies.”



    



    “They ripen quickly once the fruit is ready.”



    



    The short harvesting period was one of the downsides of winter apricots. They ripen quickly and then fall just as fast. Just thinking about the taste made my mouth water. Even though I was eating other food, I couldn’t stop thinking about it.



    



    Finally, for dessert, they brought out a treat made from winter apricots.



    



    The winter apricots on top were glazed with sugar syrup, making them shine, and the tart was slightly tough but crisp. The cream, made from apricots and honey, was packed tightly, ready to burst out when pressed, and the almond sauce sprinkled on top, with its savory and sweet taste, complemented the winter apricots perfectly.



    



    It was, of course, deliciously sweet, enough to melt on my tongue. After eating the last piece, I sighed in satisfaction, only to feel someone's gaze on me. Turning my head, I saw the Duke staring at me.



    



    Had I eaten too quickly? I nervously touched my mouth.



    



    “Should I have them bring more?”



    



    “Oh, no, I’m full now.”



    



    “Alright then… I think I’ll go get some fresh air.”



    



    The Duke picked up his cloak, draping it over his shoulders, and stood, glancing down at himself as if adjusting his appearance. Then, he set off toward the terrace.



    



    “……”



    



    I stared at him for a moment, then suddenly stood up.



    



    The Duke…



    



    “Your Grace!”



    



    When I ran up to him and grabbed his arm, he looked surprisingly startled, turning to face me.



    



    “You’re limping!”



    



    I shouted in a small voice, and the Duke raised an eyebrow.



    



    “You have good observation skills.”



    



    “Well… it’s just… I noticed that you’ve been hiding it well.”



    



    “I was planning to go to the terrace. What about you?”



    



    “……”



    



    For some reason, it felt like I should follow him. The Duke seemed to pay more attention to his steps, and soon, he no longer limped at all. I felt a bit guilty for having made him uncomfortable.



    



    We stepped out onto the terrace, where the cold breeze already tousled my hair. The Duke leaned one arm lightly on the railing and stared at me before speaking.



    



    “I’m sorry for making you meet with the Emperor alone.”



    



    “Oh, no.”



    



    I shook my head, but then something strange occurred to me.



    



    “By the way, the monster appeared so opportunely. Do you think the Emperor…?”



    



    I was about to ask if the Emperor had targeted the Duke’s ankle, but the Duke shook his head.



    



    “I suspected that too, but it wasn’t the Emperor’s doing. They’re investigating it now.”



    



    “I see.”



    



    I felt a little embarrassed, as if I had thought too much. My cheeks turned red. Up until the moment we entered the palace, I was certain that the Emperor had nothing to do with it. But when he took me to the Lamia concubine's quarters, my certainty suddenly wavered. It wasn’t because of me— I wasn’t the reason he might want a private meeting. It was because I was a Lamia. The Emperor's obsession with Lamia concubines was quite well-known.



    



    But now that the Duke had spoken so decisively, I found my thoughts growing more complicated. Maybe it was just an unfounded suspicion, after all.



    



    “You must be getting busy with preparations for the Full Moon Festival.”



    



    “Ah, yes.”



    



    The Full Moon Festival was a large holiday, following the Harvest Festival. It was a day for confessing to loved ones and for couples to grow closer. Naturally, the Duke's household also held a grand feast to celebrate.



    



    “The one who’s really busy is the steward. As for me, I just prepare clothes and accessories, and increase the donations. If there were more family members at the Duke's residence, it would be different, but it’s just the Duke and me.”



    



    The Duke's wife had to take care of dozens of family members at times. In that sense, I considered myself somewhat lucky. It was Erma who would be dying from exhaustion with all the Full Moon Festival preparations. Having already been whipped, she was now running around, likely feeling like she was on the verge of collapsing.



    



    I thought this to myself, but the Duke suddenly spoke.



    



    “Would you like to take a walk in the maze garden?”



    



    “Huh? Your Grace, your leg…”



    



    “It’s fine. The injury is on my foot, so walking feels awkward, but it’s not a serious wound.”



    



    If he said it was fine… I followed him down the terrace steps, heading toward the maze garden. The Duke led the way, just a step ahead of me.



    



    How long had we been walking through the winding maze? When we finally reached the center of the maze, I could see the light from a decorative window stretching across the still green grass.



    



    It was the familiar flower-patterned lattice design. Looking up, I could see that the light was coming from the interior of the dressing room.



    



    “It's a pleasant sight, whether you’re looking from inside or outside.”



    



    The light from the window cast a pattern on the grass, almost like a magic circle. From afar, I could hear the loud noise from the banquet hall and the characteristic wind of early winter, along with the faint scent of dried air and a campfire. It was a calming scene.



    



    While I was still staring at the light, the Duke stood beside me, looking at the same view. Suddenly, a question that had been lingering in my mind bubbled up, spilling out like water overflowing from a cup.



    



    “Your Grace, why are you so kind to me?”



    



    The Duke turned his head toward me. It was an odd question, and I could tell that, considering the circumstances, asking it made sense.



    



    My family was well-known for its close ties to the Emperor. Since I came from that family, perhaps the Emperor and I had some hidden connection, something I was skillfully hiding. In that sense, it would be only natural for the Duke to suspect me first.



    



    But why was he being so kind to me?



    



    Even if there was no suspicion, I was still a Lamia, a young woman with no real abilities. There was no reason for the Duke to treat me well.



    



    I didn’t voice all of this, instead leaving the question vague and watching the Duke.



    



    He was silent for a while before finally responding.



    



    “...This time, I saw something different.”



    



    I blinked, not quite understanding what he meant.



    



    “I made sure to investigate and confirm that you have no ties to the Emperor.”



    



    Ah, that’s what he meant. I nodded slowly.



    



    “Thank you for believing me.”



    



    It was an appropriate response, but it felt strange. The Duke’s kindness and gentleness were making my heart waver. I had planned to reject him, but now I found it harder to do so.



    



    But in my past life, he had… though, that was the past. The Duke wasn’t responsible for those actions, yet here I was, hesitating and pushing him away over something that wasn’t even his fault.



    



    My thoughts were tangled. I wanted to talk to someone, to get some clarity, but there was no one I could confide in. Not unless I found someone who had turned back time.



    



    After a long pause, I finally asked the Duke.



    



    “Your Grace, what if someone troubled you in a dream?”



    



    “…In a dream?”



    



    “Yes, if they tormented you horribly in a dream. But then, when you woke up, they treated you well. How do you think you’d feel about that person?”



    



    I felt embarrassed by how strange the question sounded and couldn’t bring myself to look at the Duke. But the Duke answered immediately.



    



    “Logically, I shouldn’t feel anything, but emotionally, I’d naturally be angry. Very…”



    



    I flinched and instinctively stepped back. The Duke had moved closer and was now looking into my face.



    



    “If it was a very vivid dream…”



    



    “...Do you think so?”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    The Duke took two steps back. I pressed my hand to my chest, trying to calm my pounding heart, unsure of where to look. When I finally lifted my head, the Duke spoke again.



    



    “Was it a nightmare?”



    



    As soon as I looked up, the Duke was standing right in front of me again. I froze, and before I could react, his hand gently cupped my cheek. His hand was large, firm, and warm. The warmth of the Duke.



    



    “My dear, was the dream you had… a really bad nightmare?”

  
    “……”



    



    I was so flustered that I couldn’t say anything. The atmosphere was strange. I couldn’t figure out what the Duke’s intention was in asking such a question. I was also aware of the warmth on my cheek where he had touched me. I barely gathered my thoughts and answered.



    



    “…Yes.”



    



    As soon as I confirmed it, memories from my past life resurfaced. The miserable fate I had met, how everything had ended so pitifully. The reality that had been nothing but a nightmare.



    



    “It was a very terrifying nightmare, with demons.”



    



    “Demons.”



    



    Erma had been like a demon. Absolute and fearsome. The Duke seemed to smile faintly, perhaps because my words sounded childish.



    



    “Have you heard the story of the merchant who buys dreams?”



    



    “……”



    



    I knew that story. It was about a merchant who buys nightmares, but in reality, the merchant wasn’t buying dreams—he was erasing memories and turning time forward by a day. I didn’t remember the ending.



    



    “I’d like to buy your nightmare.”



    



    What… What did he mean by that? His sudden kind words left me stunned. And on top of that, he said it with that unreadable expression. I couldn’t tell whether he was serious or not. Changing the topic seemed like a good idea. I fumbled with my lips and then blurted out something random.



    



    “Your Grace! Actually, Erma…”



    



    “...Erma?”



    



    The Duke furrowed his brow, as if questioning why that name had come up.



    



    “Erma is embezzling. I’ve been privately investigating the donation-related documents, and if I continue looking, I should find conclusive evidence soon…”



    



    I hadn’t planned on bringing this up at this moment, but it was the most shocking thing that came to mind. I thought it was about time to start speaking out about it.



    



    “……”



    



    The Duke backed away from me. Could he not believe the story about Erma’s corruption? He stared into the distance with a strange expression, frowning deeply and crossing his arms.



    



    “Erma, Erma…”



    



    “Your Grace?”



    



    “Why didn’t I think of Erma?”



    



    “Pardon?”



    



    “This is strange. How could I not have thought of this…”



    



    “Ah, it’s a matter so minor that Your Grace might not know about it. I also only stumbled upon it by chance…”



    



    “No, I’m not talking about the embezzlement. Of course, that’s important, but…”



    



    “Your Grace?”



    



    The Duke acted strangely. He kept pacing, repeating things like “Erma, this can’t be…” and “No way, really?!” before finally looking up.



    



    “Ah, I’ll go in now. Everyone else will enjoy the banquet on their own.”



    



    “Yes…”



    



    “I don’t think I can go to my room tonight. There’s something I need to do.”



    



    “Because of Erma? Did I say something wrong? Your Grace, I actually…”



    



    “Hmm?”



    



    “I’d prefer if you kept it covered for now. I think there might be even more serious corruption going on.”



    



    “Yeah, I agree.”



    



    I sighed in slight relief, and the Duke turned away first. After we parted ways, just when I thought the night would end, past midnight, he returned with the famously strong herb distilled liquor and a basket of winter apricots.



    



    “Here, I forgot to send this, so I brought it myself. It’s the first batch, so it’s really sweet.”



    



    “Wow… Thank you.”



    



    The smooth golden fruit of the winter apricots released a sweet fragrance similar to peaches. The Duke set the basket down as I took it and sat at the table.



    



    As he opened the bottle, a sharp herb scent filled the air. It was strong enough that I wondered if the mere smell could get me drunk.



    



    The Duke drank the entire bottle of pale golden liquor without any snacks or ice, then made his way toward the bed. I only drank the one glass he had poured for me, unsure if I should continue. It felt like he was drinking enough to knock himself out.



    



    Was Erma’s corruption such a shocking event? I wondered as I lay down on the bed. When I turned my head to see if the Duke had fallen asleep, I heard a voice.



    



    “Get your revenge.”



    



    “…What?”



    



    “On the dream. In any way you can, make sure you find happiness.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Maybe it really was something that happened.”



    



    For a moment, I felt as though something had struck me in the head. How could the Duke say such a thing? Did he… know something? After hesitating for a while, I asked him.



    



    “Your Grace.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Do you perhaps… remember?”



    



    But the Duke had already fallen asleep.



    



    I pulled the blanket up over myself and lay down, but I couldn’t settle. The Emperor, Leia, the reality I had called a dream, and the Duke’s words about revenge… My mind was in turmoil.



    



    That night, I couldn’t fall asleep until very late.



    



    Finally, it was the Full Moon Festival. I looked at myself in the mirror. My waist was tightly cinched with a belt made of platinum and jewels, and the chiffon gown, embroidered and layered in two tiers, had gold accents on the open shoulders, sleeves, and hem. The necklace and earrings matched the belt, and I didn’t wear a bracelet because of the sleeve design.



    



    My shoes were lace-covered with large floral embellishments. As usual, they made my feet ache a little.



    



    I had grown used to this attire. I had become accustomed to wearing clothes that matched the Duke’s. Since my dress was completely white, the Duke’s attire would likely be the same.



    



    When the Duke came to fetch me, he was also wearing white. We both headed to the banquet hall.



    



    And then, something was off. The Duke, who had always been silent until entering the banquet hall, suddenly spoke.



    



    “I have someone to introduce tonight.”



    



    “...Someone to introduce?”



    



    No way, I thought. As we neared the banquet hall, the guards opened the doors. A sense of foreboding crept in again. No, it couldn’t be.



    



    The moment we stepped into the hall, I saw a man.



    



    It couldn't be.



    



    “……”



    



    My tongue felt like it was stuck in my throat due to the tension.



    



    Not yet, not now. Why? It’s not the time. My whole body froze. My hands and feet were cold, and my head was spinning. No. Not now...



    



    It wasn’t time for him to appear. But how?



    



    “I’ll introduce you. This is…”



    



    “Leia Isle.”



    



    The person the Duke introduced was Leia. His name slipped from my lips. Upon hearing it, Leia stepped forward, making eye contact with me before quickly lowering her gaze again.



    



    “You know my name, Duchess. It’s an honor. The humble Leia Isle meets you, Duchess.”



    



    “……”



    



    Leia greeted me with a delicate, almost ethereal movement, as if silk was fluttering.



    



    I received the greeting absentmindedly, but my mind was in chaos.



    



    Why is Leia here now? What is going on? Why is something like this happening? How can such an important part of things be different now? She shouldn’t be here right now.



    



    I wasn’t ready for this...



    



    Leia was supposed to appear three years later, just before I was executed. She appeared then and began turning the Duke’s estate into her domain.



    



    I had planned to prepare for that moment over the next three years. But why?



    



    What went wrong?



    



    The confusion soon turned to fear. Not long after Leia appeared, I was framed for murder and executed. The fact that she was now in front of me… does this mean that future is drawing near? Is that event being brought forward?



    



    What caused this? Was it because of the grudge I’d built against Erma? Was it because I foolishly behaved as the Duchess? Or was it because I met with the Emperor? My head was spinning with these thoughts.



    



    People’s gazes were directed toward Leia. At this time, she was known as a bastard child. In noble society, a bastard child was practically equivalent to a commoner, but if they received an invitation, they could attend the banquet. They couldn’t use their family name, but they could use their family’s surname. It was a murky status.



    



    “Duchess?”



    



    “…Ah, yes, Your Grace.”



    



    “I thought you might be getting to know her, so I had her introduced.”



    



    “I see…”



    



    Why did he want to introduce her? I looked at Leia with a skeptical mood. She was still as beautiful as a flower. The Duke would fall in love with this woman.



    



    I remembered the reed field we had visited together. I had gone to the capital and recalled the field as though it were a dream, but the Duke must have met Leia there. If we think about the timeline… maybe the Duke met Leia before he went with me.



    



    I couldn’t shake the feeling of being deceived. Of course, it was all my own feelings, and I was the one who had gotten carried away.



    



    “Well then… Enjoy the banquet. I’ll just step out for a moment since I have a headache.”



    



    “Duchess.”



    



    I gently removed the Duke’s hand so no one would notice and smiled, stepping out onto the terrace. The cold air helped clear my head a little. I wanted to loosen the belt, but it was tied so tightly that I couldn’t do it on my own. My stomach felt tight, and breathing was getting harder.



    



    I thought I should have brought some water, but as I exhaled, I heard a familiar voice calling me from behind.



    



    “Duchess.”



    



    “Ah... Your Grace.”



    



    When did he follow me? I had expected him to be taking care of Leia.



    



    “I’m not involved with Leia like you think.”



    



    The Duke spoke suddenly, and I opened my mouth in surprise.



    



    “What…”



    



    “It’s not what you think. Leia is…”



    



    The Duke paused as if thinking about something, then added.



    



    “She will be helpful to us.”



    



    Us? I became even more confused. I turned my head slightly, and the Duke moved closer.



    



    “Duchess, tonight is the Full Moon Festival.”



    



    “Yes, it is…”



    



    The Full Moon Festival. The day to confess love.



    



    …Maybe it would be better to confess my love to the Duke? That might improve the situation. At least someone who clings to him saying they love him would not be sent to the guillotine, right? I don’t know.



    



    Does this mean he brought Leia because of the Full Moon Festival? If she’s supposed to be helpful to us… oh, right. Our divorce. Finding a more suitable marriage partner for the Duke would certainly help him. I’m not sure how he’ll deal with Leia being a bastard child, though.



    



    A bastard child... That’s it. I could tell him. Let him know that I have no intention of interfering with his relationship with Leia. The secret meetings between him and Leia are probably just because Leia is still known as a bastard child.



    



    “Your Grace, I have something to tell you.”



    



    “…What is it?”



    



    The Duke took a step closer. I felt awkward and took a step back.



    



    “Leia is…”



    



    “……”



    



    “Leia is not a bastard child. Her brother and mother have the proof.”



    



    I glanced at the Duke’s face. There was a slight crack in his usual impassive expression. What does that mean? Is he surprised? Or is he stunned that I dared to speak up about Leia?



    



    “That has… nothing to do with me.”



    



    After a long silence, the Duke finally spoke. What does that have to do with him? If he’s planning to marry Leia, to make her his official partner, then this is essential information. I thought maybe he was asking how I knew, so I answered.



    



    “I found out by chance. Since I saw that you brought her, I thought I should tell you.”



    



    “Again, I didn’t bring Leia here for that reason. After the banquet, she’ll return.”



    



    “……”



    



    The Duke stared at me silently before sighing deeply.



    



    “I didn’t come out here to hear that.”



    



    “Yes?”



    



    He didn’t answer my question. Without another word, he turned and headed back to the banquet hall. His white cloak, with only the inside in navy blue, fluttered as he walked away.

  
    "What…?"



    



    What was I supposed to do? I had just told the Duke that Leia wasn’t a bastard child, and he had gotten so dark and gloomy about it and then left.



    



    Even worse, he didn’t return to my room until after 2 a.m., long after the banquet had ended. He had said he’d come every night, but if he couldn’t, he would always let me know beforehand...



    



    Sitting on the sofa and reading, I looked at the closed door.



    



    “Is someone there?”



    



    When I asked toward the bedroom door, the servant quickly responded. It was someone new the Duke had brought in. After a brief hesitation, I asked.



    



    “Are any of the banquet guests still here?”



    



    “No one, Your Majesty. By the time the banquet ended, everyone had left.”



    



    “…I see.”



    



    I felt a bit foolish for even asking. If the answer had been that Leia stayed behind, I might have easily guessed why the Duke hadn’t come. But that wasn’t the case.



    



    I glanced back at the now silent door.



    



    ...Should I go? Leia has already left, as they said.



    



    “……”



    



    When we first talked about the three-month period of shared quarters, the Duke had said that if he didn’t come, I was supposed to go to his room. We hadn’t done that yet, though, except when he was away on campaign.



    



    Should I go now?



    



    Carefully, I got off the sofa and approached the door. The heavy door looked particularly heavy tonight. The cold air rose up from the soles of my feet. I must have come without slippers.



    



    I’m barefoot, and I’m not even wearing a shawl. I can’t just walk into the Duke’s room in my pajamas... and he might not even be there.



    



    I thought of various excuses, and before I knew it, I turned back to my bed and crawled under the covers, pulling them up to my head.



    



    — I didn’t come out here to hear that.



    



    Honestly, I thought the Duke would be pleased when I told him that Leia wasn’t a bastard child. He’d probably be a little suspicious, but that was to be expected. But his expression had been one of disbelief.



    



    So, what did he want to hear?



    



    Words for the Full Moon Festival night...



    



    Words to say.



    



    ...This doesn’t make sense.



    



    I quickly shook off those empty thoughts and curled up further under the covers, feeling the warmth on my icy feet, trying to calm myself. It seemed like sleep would be impossible tonight.



    



    The next morning, after another restless night, I heard something strange.



    



    “Your Majesty, didn’t you hear someone knocking on the door last night?”



    



    “I didn’t. Did someone come to my room, Resilly?”



    



    “No. Actually, it’s said that the Duke stood outside the door for quite a while.”



    



    Splash! I turned in surprise, splashing water on Resilly.



    



    “Oh, sorry.”



    



    “It’s fine. I didn’t get wet.”



    



    “I was a bit startled…”



    



    “One of the servants who found the Duke was so shocked they tripped and bruised their backside.”



    



    That was an unfortunate event. I sat back down and asked.



    



    “Are you sure it was the Duke? Maybe they saw something else... or perhaps a ghost? A ghost who looks like the Duke.”



    



    “Don’t be silly. There are no ghosts.”



    



    I found Resilly’s fear of ghosts kind of cute as she assured me with such confidence. My tension eased, and I smiled.



    



    “Honestly, it makes more sense that it was the Duke standing outside my door at night.”



    



    It was hard to believe. The idea of the Duke standing outside my door seemed almost unreal. But Resilly shook her head.



    



    “If it had been a ghost, it would have either tried to hurt someone or just disappeared, right? But when the servant saw the Duke, he just said, ‘You’ve worked hard into the late hours,’ and then walked away down the hall like nothing had happened.”



    



    “……”



    



    What in the world...



    



    I decided I’d ask the Duke about it when I saw him again. And sooner than I thought, I ran into him—right in my office.



    



    After breakfast, I entered my office and saw a familiar figure from behind.



    



    “Your Majesty.”



    



    I called out in surprise, and he turned toward me. His face, which had been slow to turn, was wearing an unexpected expression—his brows furrowed deeply, and his lips were tight with a hard set.



    



    “Your Majesty... Is something wrong?”



    



    “Duchess.”



    



    “Yes?”



    



    “Can you explain this to me?”



    



    The Duke was holding a thick, bound book and a stack of papers. It was a book he had brought from the library, a book of ancient language, which I thought was a history book.



    



    When I get a headache from work, I tend to copy things to clear my mind, and this had been my recent distraction. I could read ancient language, but I couldn’t fully interpret it, so it was just right for my purposes.



    



    “I was copying it as a hobby when my mind was cluttered… I took the book from the library.”



    



    At that, the Duke’s expression darkened further.



    



    “Your Majesty, wasn’t this book kept in a locked section?”



    



    “Yes...?”



    



    There was a locked section in the library. It was where expensive books or confidential materials were stored, but I had never been inside it. I couldn’t recall whether I’d accidentally entered, but after thinking for a while, I finally remembered—it was in the inner part of the library.



    



    “No. It was in the inner room, so I just took it from there after glancing through it. Perhaps, Your Majesty... were you reading this book?”



    



    I didn’t think he would make such a big deal out of it. Feeling a bit tense, I watched as the Duke silently placed the book down and, still holding the papers, walked toward the fireplace and threw them into it. My eyes widened.



    



    The papers ignited instantly, burning down to ashes.



    



    “What does this book look like to you?”



    



    “I... I’m not very good with ancient language, so I thought it was a history book.”



    



    I answered honestly.



    



    “It’s a history book, yes. But it’s also confidential material that shouldn’t leave Isel. It contains the full genealogy of the Isel family and all related secrets. It’s a book that shouldn’t leave the restricted area.”



    



    “……”



    



    My mouth dropped open. I quickly glanced at the fireplace. The paper had burned completely, leaving nothing behind. After taking a deep breath, I moved closer to the desk, checking to see if any of the papers had been overlooked.



    



    Luckily, all the copied papers were kept together, so the only things burning in the fireplace were from that batch. Some of the other notes I had copied might have mixed in and burned, but that didn’t really matter.



    



    “I... I didn’t mean any harm, Your Majesty. I’m not good at ancient language. I really just thought it was a history book...”



    



    I hurriedly tried to explain. If you asked me what I was most afraid of, it would obviously be gaining the Duke's suspicion or dislike.



    



    “I really didn’t mean it.”



    



    But in a situation like this, it was no wonder he would suspect me...



    



    “Majesty.”



    



    I flinched and looked at him, and he furrowed his brow slightly.



    



    “I’m not doubting you.”



    



    “...Huh?”



    



    “I’m worried about you.”



    



    “……”



    



    Worried? About me?



    



    Why?



    



    He passed by me, frozen in place, and opened the book. It seemed he was checking for missing pages or anything that had been overwritten.



    



    “You said you brought it from the inner room. There are only a few people with the keys to the library’s inner section… Someone must have intentionally taken it out.”



    



    “Why?”



    



    “Who knows that you have a hobby of copying ancient language?”



    



    I immediately thought of Erma. But did she know in this life? In my past life, she had purposely brought me books to copy, but in this life… she didn’t. Maybe, since she came in and out of my office often, she might have noticed that I enjoyed copying. And Boen, Resilly—those were the ones who might know.



    



    “Erma, Boen, and Resilly know. Some of the servants might know as well.”



    



    “Erma knows, huh?”



    



    I nodded, and the Duke narrowed his eyes as he stared at the fireplace, then suddenly asked,



    



    “...But, you don’t know ancient language?”



    



    “Yes…”



    



    I suddenly felt a little embarrassed and nodded more slowly. Ancient language was a fundamental education for nobles, regardless of gender. When I was young, my parents had told me that if I wanted to learn horseback riding, I had to choose between that and ancient language. I probably should have chosen ancient language, but I chose horseback riding.



    



    Even though I had hoped to learn ancient language later, I never got a teacher, and all I managed to pick up was by secretly looking at my brothers' notebooks.



    



    When I explained this, the Duke tilted his head slightly, looking confused. His expression was strange.



    



    “Why couldn’t you learn both?”



    



    “Well, I’m a Lamia, so horseback riding...”



    



    “What does being a Lamia have to do with it?”



    



    “Well... I could end up gaining muscle, and it’s not like a Lamia can’t ride a horse.”



    



    “Muscle...”



    



    The Duke stopped speaking and rubbed his forehead. I felt sorry for mentioning it, fearing it might make my parents look bad. They had their reasons for raising me this way; I was worried that it might make it seem like I had only been raised to get married.



    



    “Majesty, please don’t think too badly of my parents. They did everything for my sake.”



    



    “‘For your sake’ is the best excuse, isn’t it?”



    



    “……”



    



    No, my parents really did everything for me.



    



    “I’ll go get the book. You wait here.”



    



    “Yes…”



    



    I stared absentmindedly at the fireplace. The best excuse… No. I shook my head.



    



    After a while, the Duke, who had gone to the library, returned. His expression was slightly more relaxed than before. He still seemed to be thinking about something.



    



    “Majesty…”



    



    “...If you’re not too busy.”



    



    He looked at my face silently for a moment and then asked.



    



    “Shall we go ride?”



    



    “...Huh?”



    



    Suddenly?



    



    “You seem a bit down. From the looks of it, there’s nothing to worry about. We’ll feel better if we go out and ride for a bit.”



    



    I blinked in surprise. The Duke had been saying things like, “Get some fresh air” and “Cheer up” a lot lately. Had he said such things before? Of course not. In the past, no matter what my expression was, he would only look at me coldly.



    



    “Do you not want to?”



    



    “No, it’s not that.”



    



    I didn’t dislike it. How should I say it... I was just honored.



    



    “Well then, let’s go.”

  
    I changed my clothes and went out to the front yard. Today, as usual, the Duke had brought two horses and was waiting for me. He gradually picked up speed from the Duke’s estate garden and quickly headed up the hill where the winter apricot orchard was visible.



    



    The cold wind brushed my cheeks, and my hair fluttered behind me. The early winter scent, like dry firewood, tickled my nose. I tightened my thighs against the horse's sides and leaned my body into the ride as we galloped up the hill.



    



    The sky was a clear, deep blue with not a cloud in sight. It felt as though if I threw myself off, I would fall endlessly.



    



    Reaching the top of the hill, we dismounted and walked down to a stream to give the horses water and let them graze, loosening their reins.



    



    “Shall we go down?”



    



    The Duke pointed toward the winter apricot orchard. I nodded and followed behind him. The path leading down to the orchard was gentle and well-maintained like a walking trail.



    



    When we arrived at the orchard, the air was filled with the sweet fragrance of ripe fruit. The winter apricot fruits, heavy on the branches, had ripened to a tangerine color.



    



    I picked one of the ripe fruits. Its fresh scent, a blend of rose and peach, wafted through the air.



    



    Though it was called a winter apricot, its taste was completely different from the summer apricots. Crisp and tasting like concentrated peaches. It bloomed in early winter, yet it felt as if it could belong to the height of summer. That was one of the reasons I loved it.



    



    I wiped the smooth fruit with my sleeve. The Duke, with his gaze still on the fruit, seemed to be checking if it was ripe. I stepped closer and offered him the one I had just picked.



    



    “…Are you giving this to me?”



    



    “Yes, if you don’t mind…”



    



    “I don’t mind.”



    



    The Duke accepted the fruit from me.



    



    When it was in my hand, it had felt large, but when the Duke took it, it looked much smaller, like an undergrown fruit. He picked another ripe fruit and took a bite, and I followed suit.



    



    The crisp fruit was cold, as though it had been stored in the fridge, due to the surrounding temperature. But the sweet, peach-like taste and fresh, fragrant scent made it worth it.



    



    After quietly finishing the winter apricots, I threw the seeds near where the fallen, overripe fruit was gathered. As I did, I remembered something I had forgotten because of the ancient language book.



    



    “Majesty, perhaps earlier this morning…”



    



    “Morning?”



    



    “Were you outside my bedroom?”



    



    “Seems like the rumor has already spread.”



    



    The Duke chuckled. So that was an admission. I asked, confused and flustered, why he had been there. The Duke tilted his head slightly and replied.



    



    “I was planning to either enter when you came out or take you to my room. I didn’t drink yesterday.”



    



    What did that mean? Did he perhaps see me about to turn the doorknob? I couldn’t ask that.



    



    The wind blew. The cold air carrying the scent of fruit swept through my hair and spread out into the distance. As I stood, enjoying the cool breeze, I suddenly heard the Duke’s voice.



    



    “Duchess.”



    



    Somehow, the Duke had come close.



    



    “Don’t be startled.”



    



    “What…?”



    



    I instinctively stepped back, only to have my back pressed against the tree trunk. Leaning against it, the Duke placed his fist above my head. The surrounding landscape seemed to vanish, leaving only him. He looked down at me, his golden eyes glimmering.



    



    His face leaned forward.



    



    The scent of winter apricots grew stronger.



    



    The sweet, rich fragrance of freshly picked fruit.



    



    “……”



    



    I tried to step back, but there was no space. I stumbled, nearly losing my balance. The Duke effortlessly wrapped his arm around my waist and steadied me.



    



    “I told you not to be startled.”



    



    I had thought I could control myself, but how many people in this world could stay calm in such a situation? At least, I couldn’t. My heart was pounding wildly.



    



    The person who had just kissed me was standing right in front of me, with the same fruit-scented air surrounding him. I couldn’t believe it.



    



    I froze, my hand instinctively covering my lips. Then, without thinking, I turned and ran. I dashed toward where the horses were, barely breathing as I mounted one and sped off.



    



    I felt the Duke’s gaze on me from a distance. As I fled, the Duke mounted his own horse and followed me. The fact that he kept a certain distance felt stranger than if he had caught up to me. I urged my horse, Shasa, to go faster, and the Duke increased his speed in response.



    



    But he didn’t try to pass me. I felt a huge burden as I rode. The chase continued until we entered the Duke’s estate.



    



    The moment I dismounted, I handed the reins to the stableman and hurried toward my room. I felt like the Duke would catch up with me soon, but when I looked back as I reached my door, I sighed in relief. No one was behind me.



    



    “……”



    



    When did he stop following me...?



    



    Had he already gone back to the estate? Or had he turned his horse around halfway? In any case, the fact that he didn’t follow me until the end made me feel oddly relieved, yet strange.



    



    After washing off the dust and changing into a new outfit, I went to my office. I was a little worried about the Duke standing there again, but fortunately, there was no one in the office. The only sound was the crackling of the fire in the fireplace.



    



    I sighed and sat down at the desk.



    



    It still felt like I could feel the sensation on my lips. I absentmindedly touched my mouth with my hand, and my scattered thoughts began to focus on one thing: Leia.



    



    The Duke kissed me, not Leia...



    



    But that doesn’t mean I’m sure the future will change. Leia is still here. The Duke can go to her anytime. So, what should I do now? Maybe something will happen before the divorce?



    



    Originally, Leia was supposed to appear around three years from now, but she showed up now. So, what should I do? I thought about it and wrote the words “get closer.”



    



    “……”



    



    I immediately crossed them out.



    



    "Make some sense."



    



    I wondered if Leia would actually defend me when I was wrongly accused, or if she would pretend to be friendly just to manipulate the situation.



    



    Then… I’ll avoid meeting her as much as possible.



    



    I won’t create any opportunities to cross paths. Leia will eventually come to the Duke’s estate with her brother. When that time comes, I must make sure not to provide any information. I shouldn’t even let them know which room they’ll stay in...



    



    This was nonsense, though. Welcoming guests was part of the Duchess's duties. It would be unthinkable not to know, and even if I didn’t, no one would believe that.



    



    Frustrated, I wanted to snap my quill in half. No brilliant thoughts were coming to mind. And every time a thought did come, the scent of winter apricots kept swirling around, over and over.



    



    As I clutched my head in frustration, Resilly brought me some warm tea.



    



    “Ah… Thank you.”



    



    “You’re welcome. By the way, Your Majesty, have you heard from the Duke?”



    



    “Huh?”



    



    “There’s been some unsettling movement at the border, so His Majesty will be leaving for a campaign for a few days.”



    



    “......”



    



    Why didn’t I know something so important... Ah, he must have intended to tell me when he went out riding.



    



    I took a sip of the tea to calm myself and looked down at the paper I had been scribbling on earlier. It seemed foolish in hindsight. I crumpled it up and decided to focus on something more productive.



    



    The previous campaign had been too sudden for me to prepare, but it was still my husband’s campaign.



    



    “Resilly, please prepare a handkerchief.”



    



    “Understood.”



    



    A handkerchief and a letter seemed like the right thing to do.



    



    The letter itself wasn’t anything special. I wished for his safety, good health, and hoped he would return without injury. After writing the letter, I embroidered the Duke’s initials and family crest on the corner of the handkerchief. While I was focused on that, I was relieved that other thoughts didn’t distract me.



    



    “How beautiful the embroidery is, Your Majesty,” Resilly remarked.



    



    “I learned it as a child.”



    



    My parents insisted on teaching me as part of the education of a Lamia. I had learned many things as a child, mostly related to becoming a good bride. I wanted to learn martial arts or swordsmanship, but my parents opposed it. To learn horseback riding and archery, I had to give up other important subjects.



    



    Suddenly, the Duke’s words came to mind.



    



    ‘...No. My parents were thinking of me... that’s why.’



    



    When my brothers inherit the family wealth, I will be left alone with only my Lamia identity. So, they raised me to marry well and live comfortably.



    



    I had heard that other Lamias lived much harder lives. I had been raised with love, and for that, I was content.



    



    As I held the embroidery needle, I suddenly wondered how Leia had been raised. What was the difference between her and me?



    



    And why had Leia appeared so early? In just two months, I was supposed to divorce…



    



    ‘That’s it.’



    



    After three months of marriage, the Duke and I had planned to divorce. So, the Duke had brought Leia to show me. This realization came too late, but it felt strange. The sweet taste of the fruit still lingered in my mouth, and now it turned bitter.



    



    Divorce.



    



    I will divorce the Duke. Anyway, even though Erma is scheming, it hasn’t worked on me so far. I can be cautious about what comes next. But the matter with the ancient language book, I had no idea about.



    



    I realized I needed to be even more careful, and I thought it might be best to get along with Leia. After Leia brings her brother to the estate, I vowed never to be alone anywhere again. After all, it would be a huge piece of evidence, wouldn’t it?



    



    The blood found at the scene was definitely part of Erma’s scheme. I didn’t know how she did it. Blood... blood...



    



    ‘...Poison.’



    



    Erma was familiar with poisons that were in direct opposition to my blood. Back then, I had bled often in front of her, so she must have been familiar with the properties of my blood and the substances that clashed with it.



    



    My blood loses its potency when kept, so maybe she analyzed the components of my blood and used it. However, Erma had been using poison on me from the beginning. Even before punishing me to make me bleed, she had been using it little by little.



    



    ‘I know a bit about other families. Maybe even more than that family.’



    



    “......”



    



    I felt as though the blood drained from my face.



    



    No.



    



    The Duke wouldn’t do that. I shook my head, denying it.

  
    That evening, the Duke came to my room with stronger liquor than usual.



    



    “Your Majesty… Are you really planning to drink all of this?”



    



    The distilled liquor in the opaque wine-colored ceramic bottles was undoubtedly high-proof, likely several dozen degrees. Not just one bottle, but two. I asked out of genuine concern.



    



    “Is it true you can't sleep without drinking?”



    



    “No, I just can’t fall asleep right away, but I sleep well. When I’m drunk, I can’t do anything else and just fall asleep. It’s healthier than sleeping pills, so it’s fine.”



    



    Fine, he says. He claims he can sleep without drinking, yet every time he comes to my room, he drinks. Ever since we married, he’s been visiting my room almost every night, so he’s basically been using alcohol to sleep all this time. As I looked at him with a dubious expression, the Duke stared back at me. The events from earlier in the day came to mind, as well as Leiya. Leiya, who had attended the Full Moon Festival.



    



    I remembered the Full Moon Festival from my previous life vividly. The image of the Duke and Leiya dancing alone in a large hall. The quiet conversation between them that I couldn’t hear. No matter how kind the Duke was to me or how we shared the scent of winter apricots, I knew all too well that he would eventually go back to Leiya.



    



    As he drank, the Duke spoke.



    



    “I’ll be going to the front soon.”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    “This time… it’ll probably take about a week.”



    



    “Where are you going this time?”



    



    “To where Lord Bihen is. That area’s been quite noisy lately.”



    



    I nodded and poured a very small amount of liquor for the Duke. Seeing this, he let out a soft chuckle, then snatched the bottle from me and filled his thick crystal glass to the brim. The pungent scent of the liquor filled the entire bedroom.



    



    “You…”



    



    “…”



    



    “Don’t worry about me.”



    



    I quietly poured myself a glass as well. The Duke watched me intently before speaking.



    



    “You still hold the bottle in that peculiar way.”



    



    “...Pardon?”



    



    “Ah.”



    



    This particular liquor came in bottles shaped like flower buds for the ones aged 30 years or less. Since childhood, I’d always thought the bottles looked like flowers, so I’d hold the base of the bottle as if cradling a flower bud. Even though the design made it easier to pour from the heavier top, I still held it that way.



    



    The Duke seemed unexpectedly observant. He remembered such a trivial detail. Feeling slightly embarrassed, I grabbed the bottle again and poured another drink. While I sipped diluted liquor, the Duke emptied the bottle. Determined to drink more this time, I opened the next bottle, skipping the water, and drank straight from the glass. The Duke, seemingly amused by my determination, chuckled again but drank only about a glass and a half this time. He took a deep breath and stared at me intently.



    



    His sharp eyes softened into a languid gaze. His long lashes cast faint shadows over his golden irises. Resting his chin on his hand, he silently watched me before closing his eyes tightly and abruptly standing up to head to the bed.



    



    When I followed him to check, he was already asleep. Even with all that liquor, falling asleep the moment his head hit the pillow was an enviable skill. Perhaps that’s why he drank.



    



    I lay down beside the Duke.



    



    “…”



    



    The events of the day lingered in my mind, and thoughts of Leiya followed, bringing a strange calm.



    



    I was his wife. It wasn’t strange for a wife to do such things. Two months, a limited time. An affection with an expiration date. Limited.



    



    I exhaled, the smell of alcohol on my breath, and lay as far from the Duke as possible, perched on the edge of the bed, trying to sleep.



    



    I had planned to give him a handkerchief and a letter during the departure ceremony. But that didn’t happen. On the day of his departure, someone I knew all too well appeared at the ceremony: Leiya. The shock of seeing her face rendered me speechless.



    



    “I greet you again, Your Majesty the Duchess. Leiya Aile greets Your Majesty.”



    



    “….”



    



    Instinctively, my gaze shifted to the Duke.



    



    “She intended to join us outside the gates, but she came here first.”



    



    “Ah… so you planned to travel together from the start.”



    



    “I didn’t tell you because I thought it might only trouble you.”



    



    “Trouble? Thank you for your thoughtfulness, Your Majesty. But there’s no need to inconvenience yourself on my account.”



    



    After saying this, I glanced at Leiya. She was stroking her horse but turned her head to look at me. Her expression was calm.



    



    Something felt off. Leiya… had she always looked like this? No. She used to seem softer, more delicate. She’d always seemed slightly timid, evoking a protective instinct. But now, she seemed cold somehow.



    



    Was it because the Duke and I had grown closer?



    



    “Your Majesty, it’s time to depart,” the Duke’s knight announced. Nodding, the Duke mounted his horse, and Leiya followed with another knight. The sound of horns echoed, flags fluttered, and the Duke’s procession marched away in precise formation.



    



    After the Duke and half his knights had left, the ducal castle felt emptier, and rumors began to spread. Thankfully, many seemed to understand why I hadn’t fulfilled my duties as his wife—sending him off empty-handed.



    



    “No wife would be pleased about her husband going off to war with another woman.”



    



    “She’s the same guest from the Full Moon Festival.”



    



    “The Duchess must feel so sorry for herself…”



    



    I was just as much a Lamia as Leiya was. If I were a woman, it would be akin to the Duke bringing another woman he had once taken to a festival to a faraway expedition.



    



    I tore up the letter and tossed it into the fireplace, shoving the handkerchief into a drawer. The Duke only gave a faint bitter smile when he saw me empty-handed.



    



    The reason I didn’t give him the letter or handkerchief was out of embarrassment. With Leiya present, I thought, What’s the point? If he wanted to bring Leiya along, there was no need to inconvenience himself by meeting her outside the castle. Thinking it was a gesture of consideration for me only left me unsure whether to laugh or cry.



    



    While I was immersed in work in my office, an unwelcome guest arrived. It was Erma. He was still limping, likely from the lingering effects of the flogging, but he pretended as though nothing was wrong in front of me.



    



    “I greet Your Majesty.”



    



    “What is it?”



    



    “Your Majesty, there will be a bartering market outside the city gates this evening.”



    



    I raised my head and gave Erma a look that clearly said, And so? My stare made him flinch slightly, but he pressed on resolutely.



    



    “I’ve picked out a few inexpensive trinkets for you. How about going out to clear your mind?”



    



    “Erma.”



    



    Another ploy. As I sternly addressed him, he lowered his head.



    



    “Yes, Your Majesty.”



    



    “When the Duke is absent, who is responsible for defending the castle?”



    



    “Well… that would be Your Majesty.”



    



    “Yet you suggest I leave my post for the sake of a trivial market?”



    



    Erma let out a forced laugh, trying to lighten the mood, and said, “Your Majesty, events requiring you to defend the castle rarely happen so easily.”



    



    “That is something no one can predict. Every defeat stems from complacency.”



    



    “…”



    



    “And another thing. Who do you think you are to decide whether to dispose of my jewelry? Are you suggesting I allow the trinkets once owned by the Duchess to circulate in the lower town?”



    



    “That’s not what I meant…”



    



    “Then what did you mean?”



    



    “…I apologize.”



    



    It was obvious that Erma intended to create scandal by having me leave my duties for a trivial errand while also foolishly disposing of my jewelry. In the absence of the Duke, as the one holding the authority to defend the castle, abandoning my post for such reasons would certainly lead to unpleasant rumors.



    



    “Go and focus on your tasks. With His Majesty away, isn’t there a mountain of overdue work waiting for you?”



    



    “Yes… I shall take my leave.”



    



    Erma looked defeated, his face screaming, This wasn’t how it was supposed to go, and left in a hurry, practically fleeing. In my previous life, I had thought his behavior was out of goodwill. I hadn’t realized that each of those actions would ultimately tighten the noose around my neck.



    



    “Sigh…”



    



    “Shall I bring you some tea, Your Majesty?” asked Bohein.



    



    “Please.”



    



    In my previous life, on the first day the Duke left the castle, Erma had personally taken me to the plains. Having been cooped up for so long, I was overwhelmed by how refreshing, free, and beautiful the plains were. My heart raced. Erma told me I could stay there as long as I liked and to let him know whenever I wished to visit again.



    



    We rode horses until the sun set and returned. After escorting me to my chambers, Erma dismissed all the attendants and servants, then grabbed my hand.



    



    I was so startled I nearly screamed, but no one came to my aid, even at the sound of my voice. Erma kissed the back of my hand and said, “Your Majesty, I admire you deeply.”



    



    Even now, the memory of those words makes my skin crawl. Back then, the gifts, good food, and fleeting sense of freedom Erma provided were the only "good things" I could have. I feared losing them all at once, but dragging things out wouldn’t have helped either, so I rejected him outright.



    



    “Erma, how could you say such a thing? I am the Duchess.”



    



    Even my rejection sounded weak and pathetic.



    



    “Is admiration a crime? The Duke doesn’t care for you anyway.”



    



    “Let go! Leave me alone!”



    



    I shook off his hand, yelling with all the dignity I could muster as the Duchess, desperately wishing I could embody that role.



    



    Erma didn’t give up, and I continued to reject him. Over time, his persistence turned from clinging to something far more sinister. Just like now. He humiliated me daily, eroded my confidence, and found every way to torment me.



    



    I didn’t want it to be the same this time. To be honest, I wanted to kill him. But since I couldn’t, I settled for insulting him as much as I could.



    



    “Avenge yourself.”



    



    Suddenly, the Duke’s words from before came to mind. Avenge yourself. In your dreams. However it may be, find a way to be happy… so that I can be happy too.



    



    As I drank the tea Bohein brought and settled my thoughts, I returned to my work.



    



    Still, as I reviewed the documents filled with complex numbers and text, I couldn’t help but see the Duke’s face hovering above them.

  
    A few days later, the Duke returned victorious. Unlike last time, there was no talk of a triumphant kiss—Leiya had returned with him. My gaze lingered uneasily between the Duke and Leiya before quietly dropping to the ground. Noticing me, the Duke barely spared a glance at Leiya as she dismounted and approached me instead.



    



    “Have you been well?”



    



    “Yes, Your Majesty. I’m relieved to see you’ve returned safely.”



    



    “Good.”



    



    A faint smile seemed to tug at the Duke’s lips but disappeared almost immediately.



    



    “I have two pieces of news for you. First…”



    



    “Yes?”



    



    “Lord Bihen has died.”



    



    “...What?!”



    



    No wonder the atmosphere felt heavy despite the victorious return. He must have been a trusted subordinate. Though the Duke’s face betrayed no emotion, I was certain he felt the loss deeply.



    



    “What happened…?”



    



    “He pushed himself too hard pursuing a beast. I caught up to him, but he was already dead. The funeral was held there, simply.”



    



    “There…?”



    



    No state funeral? Not even a family funeral?



    



    Ever since the Duke had taken his position, casualties among knights and soldiers at the borders had significantly decreased. Those who did fall in battle were usually brought back to the ducal castle for proper funerals or had their family ceremonies fully supported.



    



    “Lord Bihen had no family. And as for a state funeral… It doesn’t matter now. The funeral is done, and it’s not something you need to concern yourself with.”



    



    Had Lord Bihen committed some grave mistake before his death? Otherwise, why mention this at all?



    



    The news left me with mixed feelings. In my past life, she had tormented me relentlessly and would likely have done the same if given the chance in this life. But before she could act, she was sent to the border.



    



    Even so, just because we had no connection in this life didn’t mean my fear or resentment toward her had disappeared. The scars from the past ran too deep.



    



    Erma still behaved exactly as he had before… The Duke, however, was different. I wondered what kind of person Lord Bihen might have been in this life.



    



    In any case, she was already gone. Thinking about it further was meaningless.



    



    “The second piece of news: Countess Chiara will be returning.”



    



    “Ah…”



    



    Was it a coincidence that he delivered the news of Lord Bihen and Countess Chiara together?



    



    I glanced up at the Duke, but his face remained as stoic as ever. His golden eyes revealed nothing.



    



    Countess Chiara had been assigned as my tutor shortly after I arrived at the ducal castle, but she had been away in a distant foreign land, and it had taken time for her to return. Now, I would finally meet her.



    



    She was a noble within the castle, without a fief, but had been granted her title by the Duke himself.



    



    In my memory, she was as stern as the Duke but a fair person. I had specifically requested her as my tutor because she was the only one who had advocated for my innocence. It wasn’t out of pity or sympathy; her reasoning was simple: insufficient evidence.



    



    Though my time with her would be brief, I looked forward to her lessons. I was curious about how someone as diligent and impartial as her would teach me. I felt there was much I could learn.



    



    “Has everything been well?”



    



    “Yes, I’ve done my best.”



    



    “...No, I mean you.”



    



    The Duke reached out as he spoke, brushing back a strand of hair that had fallen forward in the breeze. Without thinking, I glanced at Leiya, but she was nowhere to be seen.



    



    “What are you looking at?”



    



    “...”



    



    Leiya’s here. Should you really be doing this? I wanted to say but held my tongue, fearing it might offend him. Instead, I remained silent. The Duke lightly patted my shoulder and turned back to his knights.



    



    After the brief exchange, I made my way back to my office. As I walked down a dim corridor, I turned a corner and nearly screamed in shock. I suddenly understood why the servant who’d stumbled upon the Duke at his door had fallen to the floor in fright.



    



    Standing motionless in the shadows, where no sunlight reached, was a figure with long hair.



    



    “...”



    



    For a moment, I thought it was a ghost. But it wasn’t—it was more shocking than that. It was Leiya.



    



    “Le...”



    



    I stopped myself. In my past life, I’d never addressed him directly, so I didn’t know what to call him. Officially, he was the son of a baron but also an illegitimate child, meaning I should address him by name without any title. While I knew he wasn’t illegitimate, I couldn’t explain how I knew.



    



    Leiya slowly raised his head.



    



    “Ah...”



    



    I momentarily forgot how to speak. Was this how Leiya had always been?



    



    No, it wasn’t. Leiya used to resemble a delicate flower—gentle and soft. He never carried such a dark, somber air, nor had he ever looked at me with such cold eyes.



    



    Had he witnessed how the Duke treated me?



    



    “Your Majesty,” Leiya said, his voice slow and ominous. He looked unnervingly drained. The last image I had of him was of a frightened man clutching a railing, staring at me helplessly. But now, he looked as though he stood on a guillotine himself.



    



    “I don’t like you.”



    



    “...”



    



    Well, I don’t like you either.



    



    The raw emotion in his voice was so intense I almost apologized on reflex. Considering how the Duke had treated me differently in this life, it was understandable that Leiya might dislike me. But wasn’t saying it so openly a bit brazen?



    



    However, Leiya seemed so melancholic and unstable that my discomfort was almost forgotten.



    



    Before I could say anything further, Leiya abruptly turned and disappeared into the dark corridor. Left alone, I let out a sigh—or perhaps it was some other sound of exasperation. I didn’t even have time to process the humiliation I’d just endured because Leiya acted like someone who’d been battling depression for a decade.



    



    A few days later, Countess Chiara arrived in Isere. After a 20-day journey by carriage, she bypassed her own estate and came straight to the gates of the ducal castle.



    



    “This is Renier Chiara of Isere, greeting Her Majesty the Duchess.”



    



    Though Countess Chiara was a scholar and not a knight, she was proficient in martial arts and swordsmanship. Ordinarily, no one in the castle except knights were permitted to carry weapons, but Chiara had been granted special permission by the Duke to wear a slender sword on her hip. Her straight posture and bearing gave her a knightly air, complementing her petite frame and adding a peculiar charm.



    



    “Thank you for traveling such a long way, Countess.”



    



    “It’s my duty, Your Majesty. I apologize for the delay.”



    



    The Countess gave a slight bow, her movements precise and disciplined. This, combined with her exceptional literary talents, only added to her allure. To my recollection, she remained unmarried and lived alone even three years from now.



    



    Without delay, the Countess opened her books to assess my academic progress. Her nods suggested I wasn’t entirely hopeless in that regard. Next, she tested my physical abilities.



    



    “…”



    



    This time, her expression clouded. I couldn’t hold any of the positions she instructed for more than 30 seconds.



    



    “Your Majesty… Academic knowledge is important, but physical strength forms the foundation of both learning and health. You should exercise more.”



    



    “I… I know. I’ve been meaning to.”



    



    “Good. That’s a relief.”



    



    At home, I had received almost no martial training to avoid developing excessive muscle or growing too tall. As a result, even after regaining my healthier self from three years ago, my physical stamina and reflexes were far from impressive.



    



    The Countess, who had been nodding, suddenly froze and stared at me.



    



    Her eyes widened, as though she had just noticed something shocking. She remained rooted in place, her gaze fixed on me. Puzzled, I tilted my head.



    



    “Countess?”



    



    “…”



    



    Even after I addressed her, she simply stared, her lips pressed tightly together.



    



    “What is it, Countess?”



    



    “…Ah, my apologies, Your Majesty. If you don’t mind, could we sit over here?”



    



    She gestured to the table piled with books. Thinking she was about to begin a lesson, I moved to sit where she indicated. But instead of opening a book, she rested her chin on her hand, contemplating something intently before finally meeting my eyes with a steady gaze.



    



    “Is there something unusual about me?”



    



    “Your Majesty.”



    



    “Speak freely.”



    



    “Please… dismiss your attendants for a moment.”



    



    Ressily was nearby, within earshot, attending to tasks like preparing tea. Though confused, I instructed Ressily to step back. The sound of quiet footsteps faded beyond the door.



    



    “Your Majesty, are you familiar with the magic of my family?”



    



    “No, I’m not.”



    



    Aside from unique cases like mine, most families’ magical abilities were either widely known or entirely secret. Asking outright about another family’s abilities was not only a severe breach of etiquette but also an intrusion into closely guarded secrets. Naturally, I had no knowledge of the Countess’s family magic.



    



    “I am the heir to the Chiara family’s magic.”



    



    I nodded.



    



    “My ability is mental healing magic.”



    



    “Mental…?”



    



    Does that mean she can heal madness or depression? The image of Leiya’s fragile state from a few days ago crossed my mind but was quickly dismissed.



    



    “This much is known to a select few. However, there is another aspect of my magic that only His Majesty the Duke is aware of.”



    



    “Is it… something you can share with me?”



    



    “Yes, under the current circumstances, I believe I must.”



    



    I tensed, uncertain of what she was about to reveal.



    



    “For the purposes of effective healing—though not always—I sometimes see the most vivid and painful memories of the person I’m treating.”



    



    “…”



    



    A chill ran down my spine. A foreboding sense of dread settled over me.



    



    “…Your Majesty, why do you possess memories of being executed?”

  
    The blade of the guillotine cut into the back of my neck. The thick, cold sensation of metal was both chilling and surreal. Srrk. Or maybe thud. A sound that words could not fully capture echoed in my ears. It was the sound of my neck being severed.



    



    Thankfully, the clean cut sent my head tumbling into a filthy bucket stained with the blood of other criminals before me. Through my blurred vision, I saw the sky. I couldn’t fully grasp the reality of my body being separate from my head. I only felt a strange absurdity at being inside such a small container.



    



    The voices of the crowd…



    



    The overcast sky…



    



    The metallic stench of blood…



    



    My dulling consciousness.



    



    “What… did you say you saw?”



    



    “I’m sorry for saying something so horrifying, but I saw a memory of Your Majesty ascending the guillotine.”



    



    “How… how did it appear?”



    



    “When I see memories, it happens in an instant—just a second, maybe a few at most. In that brief moment… Your Majesty’s execution was carried out.”



    



    “…”



    



    “Sometimes, nightmares can be so vivid that they seem like real memories. Do you recall having such a dream?”



    



    “…”



    



    “It’s also possible for me to see memories even if the person has forgotten them themselves.”



    



    The Countess, trying to make sense of something inexplicable, offered several theories. None of them were correct. What the Countess saw was the most intense memory of my past life—one I had truly experienced.



    



    What could leave a deeper scar than the moment of one’s own execution?



    



    “Could you… lend me your hand for a moment?”



    



    I obediently extended my hand. The Countess took it, lowering her gaze. A faint warmth seemed to emanate from her touch, and soon, my hand was enveloped in a soft, silvery light.



    



    I felt a slight sense of relief. This must be her magic. The Countess glanced at me, tilting her head slightly.



    



    “How do you feel now?”



    



    “I feel… a little calmer.”



    



    “Hmm…”



    



    The Countess released my hand and walked to the door, asking Ressily, who had been waiting nearby, to bring fresh tea. She said nothing further until Ressily returned with tea and refreshments and quietly left again.



    



    “I believe Your Majesty may have a natural resistance to magic.”



    



    “Is that even possible?”



    



    “It’s rare, but it happens.”



    



    I silently sipped the warm tea. Thinking back to my time on the guillotine unsettled me once more. Judging by her words, it seemed the Countess’s magic had only a limited effect on me. My hands and feet felt cold, and I cupped the teacup with both hands.



    



    “Countess… can you see everyone’s memories?”



    



    “Of course not. I can only see the most intense memories—ones the individual deeply wishes to be acknowledged.”



    



    “Memories that one wishes to be acknowledged…”



    



    Had I unconsciously wanted someone to recognize my death? The thought left me feeling conflicted.



    



    “I don’t know if it’s about acknowledgment, but I did have a dream. It was terrible, really. The sensations were so vivid that it didn’t feel like a dream at all.”



    



    As I spoke, I touched my neck with one hand. Labeling it a dream would ensure the Countess didn’t think too deeply about it. Honestly, I wanted to believe it was just a dream, too—all the memories of my past life.



    



    “Dreams often reflect the mind. Your Majesty, if you’re under emotional strain, I can use my magic on you daily before we begin our lessons.”



    



    “But isn’t my resistance to magic an issue?”



    



    “Even so, it’s not entirely ineffective. You did feel somewhat calmer just now, didn’t you?”



    



    I nodded. The Countess’s magic had indeed soothed me to some degree. Without it, I might have experienced dizziness or a panic attack when the guillotine was mentioned.



    



    “That would be appreciated.”



    



    “It would be an honor. Shall we begin our lessons, then?”



    



    As I adjusted my position, I nearly spilled my tea. I caught it just in time and glanced at the Countess, who looked at me as though nothing was out of the ordinary. Normally, someone might suggest taking a break after such an incident. Not her.



    



    The Countess was as strict as ever.



    



    In the fireplace-lit parlor, the young Duke and his vassal, the Countess, sat facing each other. The Countess sipped her tea before speaking.



    



    “Her Majesty is extraordinarily intelligent. If I explain one concept, she grasps all the related ideas with ease. However…”



    



    “However?”



    



    “She seems excessively hard on herself. For instance, if she can’t memorize a page after reading it once, she considers it a failure.”



    



    “...I’m not sure if that’s praiseworthy or concerning.”



    



    The Duke let out a brief sigh. His wife, Uraine, was overly cautious in general. He couldn’t help but wonder what kind of treatment she’d endured at home. Judging by her brothers’ attitudes and Uraine’s behavior, he could guess.



    



    “And there’s one thing that concerns me the most…”



    



    “Did something happen?”



    



    “Yes. Today, I caught a glimpse of Her Majesty’s memories.”



    



    The Duke leaned in slightly. He knew the Countess’s magic allowed her to see memories, but only exceptionally intense ones. He couldn’t help but wonder what kind of memory had left such a strong impression on Uraine.



    



    “It might have been a dream, but… Your Majesty seemed to have a memory of being executed by guillotine.”



    



    “...”



    



    At that moment, the Duke nearly dropped the glass he was holding. The atmosphere grew oppressively heavy in an instant.



    



    “...Countess.”



    



    “Yes, Your Majesty.”



    



    “Don’t breathe a word of this to anyone. And… don’t bring it up to Her Grace again.”



    



    “Of course, I will keep it in confidence.”



    



    The Countess bowed her head.



    



    The winter garden of the ducal castle was planted with hawthorns and nandinas, their vivid red berries and leaves resembling flowers even in the depths of winter. When the Duke first suggested a walk, it felt awkward, but the dry, cold air and serene garden gradually eased my nerves.



    



    “They’re still working on refining the wolf pelt. You’ll be able to wear it soon enough.”



    



    “Oh…”



    



    He was talking about the blue wolf caught during the last hunting competition. Properly tanning wolf pelts usually took three months, but I wondered if he’d been pressuring the craftsman to hurry.



    



    Still, what puzzled me more was the meaning behind this sudden walk.



    



    Leiya was still in the castle but hadn’t stepped outside her room. She didn’t even show herself at dinner. Unless the Duke invited her to a banquet, I doubted I’d see her at all. It was utterly baffling.



    



    The only sound between us was the soft crunch of our steps on the ground. A bird fluttered to a branch heavy with crimson nandina leaves and berries, paused briefly, then flew off. The sight broke the silence, prompting me to speak.



    



    “Your Majesty.”



    



    “Mm.”



    



    “...Do you remember?”



    



    It wasn’t an impulsive question. I’d been wondering for a while if I should confirm it—whether the Duke remembered his past life. But I knew I had to tread carefully. If I misspoke, he might think I’d gone mad.



    



    “Remember what?”



    



    “Do you remember what I…”



    



    How should I phrase this?



    



    “What I’ll wear to the next banquet?”



    



    “...”



    



    The Duke’s expression turned peculiar. I tried to read his face, searching for meaning, but his features remained inscrutable, his golden eyes offering no hints. After a long pause, as the sound of the wind passed like a murmuring forest spirit, he finally spoke.



    



    “Her Grace has an odd way of speaking.”



    



    “...”



    



    “Isn’t predicting what you’ll wear at the next banquet a matter of speculation, not memory?”



    



    His response was enough to interpret as a denial.



    



    “...I misspoke.”



    



    “A curious slip of the tongue. Are you sure there’s no meaning behind it?”



    



    “None whatsoever.”



    



    I wondered if perhaps the Duke did remember his past life. The thought lingered because of the expression he’d worn in those final moments before my death—it remained vividly etched in my mind.



    



    “Ah, is this about the silk?”



    



    “Pardon?”



    



    “The Rasnus silk. I promised it to you but haven’t given it yet, have I?”



    



    “...”



    



    I froze, dumbfounded. That was entirely unexpected. Worse, it made it seem like I’d been pestering him for it!



    



    “No! That’s absolutely, positively not what I meant! I swear, not at all!”



    



    For the first time in a while, my voice rose as I vehemently denied it. I shook my head so vigorously that my hair became slightly disheveled. The Duke, startled by my outburst, burst into laughter.



    



    “Haha. You’re… truly something. It was a joke. I know you’d never ask for something like that.”



    



    “...”



    



    What was that? Was he teasing me? My shoulders slumped. I realized my question earlier had been ridiculous, and I regretted asking it. The Duke wasn’t the type to let such a question slide as a “mere slip of the tongue.” If he truly didn’t remember, he might eventually pick up on something strange about my words.



    



    “You’re cruel, Your Majesty…”



    



    I muttered, expressing a small protest. The Duke raised his hands in mock surrender, a faint smile on his lips. With no further argument, I turned my head away sharply.



    



    “...”



    



    The Duke’s attitude was ambiguous. His denial seemed genuine, but could he really not remember? If he didn’t, then why was he so kind to me? After all, this was the same man who had sworn to divorce me after three months of sharing a bedroom.



    



    Now, less than two months remained.



    



    That thought led to a plausible conclusion. Perhaps he was being kind simply because the end was near. Perhaps he was treating me nicely out of consideration, knowing I’d eventually step aside for Leiya, who was already here in the castle.



    



    But then again…



    



    Even if that were the case, would kindness extend to…



    



    …a kiss?



    



    I couldn’t make sense of it. My hands nearly reached for my hair to tug at it in frustration, but I stopped myself, lost in confusion.



    



    The Duke let out a short sigh and asked, “You look like you’re falling apart.”



    



    “I am… Your Majesty, why on earth…”



    



    “Why what?”



    



    “Why did you kiss me?”

  
    The question had slipped out, following the stream of my consciousness. The moment I asked it, my face flushed bright red. I hadn’t meant to ask so bluntly.



    



    The Duke, hearing my question, furrowed his brows and remained still for a moment.



    



    “...Was it really that shocking?”



    



    “Pardon?”



    



    “My kiss. Was it so shocking to you?”



    



    “Well, I mean…”



    



    Wasn’t it obvious? I looked at him as if to say so, and he let out a sigh. I couldn’t decipher the meaning behind that sigh, so I glanced at him uncertainly.



    



    “To me…”



    



    “To you?”



    



    “Leiya…”



    



    “Leiya.”



    



    The Duke’s expression immediately hardened. He closed his mouth for a moment before speaking again.



    



    “Right. It’s only natural for you to think that way. But I’ve already told you—I’m not in that kind of relationship with Leiya.”



    



    “...”



    



    “It’s understandable if you don’t believe me.”



    



    Understandable wasn’t the right word—it was inevitable. I still remembered the sight of his hand resting on Leiya’s shoulder in my previous life. How could I easily believe his claim that they shared nothing when that same hand had now reached for me?



    



    The wind blew, and the slanted sunlight filtered through the leaves. As the sunlight bathed the Duke, he slowly approached me. Realizing his gaze was fixed on my lips, I flinched and took a step back.



    



    “...”



    



    Déjà vu washed over me.



    



    Once again, his large frame leaned toward me. The tension made my fingertips tingle. With firm but careful hands, the Duke cupped my cheeks and drew closer.



    



    At that moment, a flock of birds suddenly took flight. Dry leaves fluttered, branches clattered, and the rustling noises jolted me back to my senses. I instinctively pulled away, but his face was already too close. Our lips brushed briefly.



    



    It felt like the softest touch of a feather, but even that fleeting contact made my face burn as though it had caught fire.



    



    “I-I’m going inside first!”



    



    “...Wait. I have something to—”



    



    The Duke’s words were lost on me. I wasn’t in any state to listen. Gathering up my overly cumbersome skirts, I half-ran through the winter garden back to my room.



    



    As soon as I entered, I slammed the door shut. My emotions were a tangled mess, impossible to define. Was I embarrassed? Angry? Confused?



    



    “Your Grace? Is everything all right?”



    



    Ressily looked startled as she rushed over. Shaking my head vigorously to dismiss her concerns, I tried to brush it off. She didn’t press further but continued to watch me curiously even as she brought water for me to wash my hands.



    



    “Oh, Your Grace. A letter has arrived from Airdren.”



    



    “Really?”



    



    “Shall I bring it to you now?”



    



    I nodded. A letter—it couldn’t have come at a better time. I needed something to distract myself. Reading and replying to my siblings’ correspondence might help me forget this confusion, even if only for a while.



    



    But the moment I opened the letter with a paper knife and began reading, I completely forgot about my earlier encounter with the Duke.



    



    The letter wasn’t from my siblings. It was from my parents.



    



    *Uraine,



    



    His Majesty the Emperor will be visiting your estate soon.



    



    Ensure that he is received properly.



    



    Convey our regards to His Grace as well.*



    



    The handwriting was unmistakably my mother’s, and the letter bore Airdren’s seal. I was stunned, both by the fact that my mother had written to me and by the content of the letter.



    



    I hadn’t expected this at all. The Emperor was coming to Isere? Why? This had never happened in my previous life. Even if I was only nominally the Duchess, I wouldn’t have been excluded from such an event. This meant it was something unique to this life.



    



    “...”



    



    This life truly is strange.



    



    I’d thought I would gain complete control. But as I started making small changes, unexpected variables began to arise—the Duke’s attitude, Leiya’s early appearance, and now the Emperor’s visit.



    



    Even Erma, who had wielded so much power in my previous life, was oddly impotent now. He, who had driven me to death, had lost the Duke’s trust and even been flogged, all because I’d altered a few of my own actions.



    



    If this were the past, I’d have been the one punished instead...



    



    The Duke’s face flashed in my mind—his long lashes, lowered eyelids, and the golden eyes beneath them. The distance had been so close that I could see myself reflected in them. And then… that slight, fleeting touch of his lips.



    



    “Ugh.”



    



    I groaned softly, tossing the letter aside and burying my face against the desk. I lay there like a dead weight for a while before finally lifting my head. Now that I thought about it, the Duke had said he wanted to talk before I’d run off.



    



    Should I have stayed to listen?



    



    As if on cue, there was a knock at the door. Startled, I shot up from my seat. A deep voice followed.



    



    “Your Grace, may I come in?”



    



    “...”



    



    After a brief hesitation, I gestured for Ressily to answer. She moved to the door and, with a respectful motion, opened it for the Duke. He walked in with the same attire he’d worn in the garden, his steps steady as he approached me.



    



    “You really did run off like a squirrel.”



    



    “...”



    



    What? What did he just say? I touched my ear, wondering if I’d misheard or if he’d misspoken, confusing “squirrel” with something else. But Ressily’s suppressed giggle confirmed that I’d heard correctly.



    



    “I have news to share. The Emperor will be coming to Isere for a hunting trip.”



    



    “Oh… Yes, I just learned about it from a letter my parents sent me.”



    



    “A letter from your parents?”



    



    The Duke raised an eyebrow slightly.



    



    “Hm… Your Grace, if you permit, I’d like to take a look at the letter your parents sent.”



    



    The words “if you permit” were merely a polite formality—it clearly meant Let me see it. After all, letters coming into Isere from Airdren would have already been reviewed by the Duke beforehand. Without much thought, I handed him the letter. His eyes quickly skimmed through the brief contents.



    



    “...Is this it?”



    



    “Pardon?”



    



    “The contents—this is all there is?”



    



    “...I haven’t hidden anything.”



    



    Being suddenly suspected left me feeling a bit hurt. I restrained my frown and answered evenly, though his clarification that it wasn’t what he meant didn’t help much. If that’s not what you meant, then what did you mean?



    



    “Do they write to you often?”



    



    “No… This is the first time I’ve received a letter from them. My brothers write frequently, though.”



    



    The Duke’s expression grew even darker. After a brief silence, he said something unexpected.



    



    “This letter doesn’t even ask how you’re doing.”



    



    “...”



    



    I hadn’t thought of that. My well-being… My parents rarely inquired about it, and I certainly hadn’t expected the Duke to point it out.



    



    “They dislike formalities,” I said.



    



    “Asking your child how they’re doing isn’t a formality.”



    



    “...”



    



    For a moment, I recalled seeing a letter my mother had written to Rieseon. I hadn’t read it in detail, but it had been lengthy, full of concern and inquiries about his well-being. But back then, Rieseon had just entered the military academy dormitory, and my parents had naturally been more worried about him. Our circumstances were different.



    



    Still, it seemed the Duke was under the impression that my parents were cold or indifferent toward me. That wasn’t true.



    



    “Please don’t misunderstand, Your Grace. My parents are simply a bit reserved by nature. It’s not that they dislike me or anything like that.”



    



    “...If you say so.”



    



    At last, the Duke’s expression softened, and he returned the letter to me.



    



    “They did ask me to send you their regards.”



    



    “I saw. I’ll take it as read. Are you planning to reply?”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    “Send my regards as well.”



    



    “Understood.”



    



    “...I won’t be able to visit tonight.”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    The Duke gazed at me steadily, as though he had more to say. I waited for him to speak, but in the end, he merely told me to sleep well before leaving like the wind. Thanks to that, I became someone who was told to sleep well at four in the afternoon.



    



    After he left, I changed my clothes and lay down in bed. I felt exhausted for no particular reason. As for my parents’ letter… I decided not to think about it any further.



    



    The Emperor was a man who couldn’t stand not being the center of attention, decking himself out as ostentatiously as a peacock. His hunting party consisted of over a thousand people, with twelve carriages filled with luxuries meant solely for his use.



    



    The gilded, jewel-adorned imperial carriage came to a stop in the main courtyard of the ducal castle. Even though everyone in the castle had come out to greet him, their numbers were still dwarfed by the Emperor’s entourage.



    



    When the door of the ornate carriage opened, the Emperor emerged. His golden hair was as polished and gleaming as his appearance.



    



    He was wearing what could technically be called hunting attire. However, it was so extravagantly adorned that, if left weaponless in the forest, he’d undoubtedly become the target of a flock of crows. Especially with the tiny diamonds sewn along every seam of his collar.



    



    The thought of crows plucking those decorations from his clothes and leaving him in rags amused me slightly. The Emperor’s new clothes, indeed.



    



    “The weather is lovely,” were the Emperor’s first words.



    



    The assembled crowd knelt before him in unison. The Emperor received their greetings with a relaxed expression.



    



    “Duke, I’ve heard your hunting grounds are exquisite, so I came on a whim. Surely you won’t turn me away?”



    



    “Of course not, Your Majesty. It is an honor to have you here.”



    



    The Duke responded calmly, his face betraying no emotion. His lowered gaze showed neither welcome nor displeasure.



    



    “Why so stiff, between us?”



    



    The Emperor suddenly jumped down from his carriage and approached the Duke, bending at the waist. Startled, I barely suppressed the urge to flinch.



    



    With his hands clasped behind his back, the Emperor leaned in to look directly up into the Duke’s face.



    



    The Duke, who had been slightly inclined in deference, met the Emperor’s gaze head-on.



    



    “Please refrain from such antics, Your Majesty.”



    



    “No sense of fun, as always.”



    



    Straightening up, the Emperor turned his attention to me. Not wanting to draw his focus, I pretended not to notice and shifted my gaze toward Erma.



    



    “Chamberlain, is the hunting ground prepared?”



    



    “Yes, everything is ready, Your Majesty,” Erma replied, stepping forward.



    



    I glanced at Erma, then back at the Emperor—and froze.



    



    ...Were the two of them a little alike?

  
    The Emperor stood at ease while Erma bowed deeply. One had golden hair and red eyes, the other black hair and hazel eyes. Their builds and heights were different too. While Erma’s face was above average in appearance, comparing him to the Emperor felt almost insulting to the latter.



    



    Could there be some secret about his birth I don’t know?



    



    It was a fleeting thought, and I couldn’t quite understand why it even crossed my mind. I glanced between the two again. Upon closer inspection, they bore no resemblance at all.



    



    Am I just tired?



    



    Or perhaps overly sensitive. That seemed like the most reasonable explanation. I dismissed the absurd notion from my mind. It was nonsense, after all.



    



    Soon, we departed for the hunting grounds. Since the site was a remote one I had never visited, we had to pass through the main road outside the castle gates. Riding in a carriage directly behind the Emperor’s, surrounded by onlookers, was not a pleasant experience.



    



    “Your Grace.”



    



    “...Yes?”



    



    The Duke, seated across from me, called out.



    



    “Are you feeling unwell?”



    



    “Oh… I’m sorry. Not at all, just a little tired.”



    



    “There’s no need to apologize. Just be cautious. The Emperor might pick a fight over something trivial.”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    I nodded and idly touched my face.



    



    “It’s just… I had a strange thought for a moment. I was caught up in it.”



    



    “A strange thought?”



    



    “I thought the Emperor and Erma looked alike.”



    



    Even as I said it, I felt embarrassed. It was such a ridiculous idea. Judging by the slight furrow of the Duke’s brow, he seemed to think the same.



    



    “Erma bears a strong resemblance to his nanny’s husband.”



    



    “Oh… I see.”



    



    Surely that wasn’t meant as a joke. I hadn’t been serious enough to entertain thoughts of hidden parentage, but I didn’t know how to respond and gave a vague reply instead.



    



    “I won’t let it bother me anymore.”



    



    “Your Grace, I...”



    



    I had only mentioned it to avoid showing a troubled expression that might offend the Emperor, but the Duke paused mid-sentence, then sighed instead. I glanced at him nervously before lowering my gaze. The steady rocking of the carriage left my thoughts scattered.



    



    After about an hour, the carriage came to a stop. Neither the Duke nor I had spoken during the journey, nor had we exchanged glances. Occasionally, I felt his gaze on me, but I kept my focus outside the window.



    



    As I stepped out of the carriage and looked around, I saw that the hunting grounds were near a deep forest. Towering trees cast shadows over the entire area, and the sounds of birds and beasts echoed even at the entrance. The distant parts of the forest were so dark they seemed like night. It was a slightly eerie place.



    



    The Emperor, who had dismounted first, surveyed the forest and spoke cheerfully.



    



    “It’s just as I heard—marvelous. Duke, is there plenty of game here?”



    



    “We’ve released foxes and wolves into the area,” the Duke replied, gesturing toward several large, open iron cages.



    



    The sight of the cages made me flinch involuntarily. They brought back unpleasant memories. It seemed as though every corner of this life was littered with bad memories from my past. How I had survived three years of it was a mystery. Then again, even pain became something you grew numb to over time.



    



    The Emperor’s voice interrupted my thoughts.



    



    “Foxes and wolves? How dull.”



    



    As expected, he wasn’t pleased. The Duke replied evenly.



    



    “This forest is naturally deep, Your Majesty. It’s home to many wild animals.”



    



    “Oh? Such as?”



    



    “Previously, a black bear was hunted here.”



    



    “A bear! Splendid.”



    



    “There are other wild animals as well. You won’t find it boring.”



    



    “I look forward to it. Duchess?”



    



    I had been staring at the iron cages when the Emperor suddenly addressed me. Startled, I turned to face him. He smiled leisurely as he spoke.



    



    “If we catch a bear, I’ll present it to you.”



    



    “...”



    



    Why would I want that?



    



    I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came out. Before I could say anything, the Duke interjected calmly.



    



    “There’s no need for Your Majesty to bestow such gifts upon my wife.”



    



    “Haha! The Duke is quite possessive, I see!”



    



    Thankfully, the Emperor laughed it off and left it at that, his attention shifting back to the hunt. He seemed too excited to dwell on anything else. Memories of a previous incident at the imperial palace, where I ended up drenched in wolf’s blood because of the Emperor, resurfaced. Even if he gave the bear as a proper gift, I wouldn’t want it. And knowing him, he wouldn’t give it properly either.



    



    The smell of blood seemed to return, and I shuddered subtly. Sticky, unpleasant sensations. The wild eyes of a wolf, its bared teeth. Another bad memory.



    



    The Duke approached me quietly.



    



    “Hunting isn’t for you, is it?”



    



    I glanced down at myself with a shrug. Once again, I was dressed in an outfit overly extravagant to match the Emperor’s tastes. A deep velvet gown adorned with sable fur and heavy jewelry. The Duke briefly looked me over and furrowed his brow slightly.



    



    “Is it uncomfortable?”



    



    “I’m fine.”



    



    Of course, it was uncomfortable, but that was my answer. The Duke paused before speaking again.



    



    “The dress must be tiring to wear. I’ll make sure the hunt ends quickly.”



    



    “...Honestly, I’d appreciate that.”



    



    How curious. The first thing he noticed when looking at my attire was how it might exhaust me. Usually, only my closest attendants picked up on such things.



    



    “Were you hoping to hunt?”



    



    “No… I just don’t want to be in the same hunting grounds as His Majesty.”



    



    I whispered softly, and the Duke nodded as if he understood.



    



    “There won’t be a repeat of that incident.”



    



    “...”



    



    The Duke nodded slightly, as if understanding my softly spoken words.



    



    “There won’t be a repeat of that incident.”



    



    “...”



    



    “Prepare a chair for Her Grace.”



    



    While I hesitated, the Duke gave the order in a loud, commanding voice before returning to the Emperor’s side. A plush chair with cushions and a soft pad was brought out and prepared for me. The Emperor made a point of teasing the Duke about his apparent affection for his wife.



    



    There won’t be a repeat of that incident… I thought. I had assumed he hadn’t given much thought to what had happened to me back then.



    



    Soon, the Emperor and the Duke mounted their horses and rode into the forest. Their imposing figures on powerful steeds quickly disappeared into the shadows cast by the towering trees.



    



    Wearing high heels, a heavy dress, and an even heavier crown, the fatigue that had begun to creep in lessened as I settled into the chair. Leaning back, I gazed up at the skyward-reaching branches and bare limbs of the trees, occasionally spotting birds flitting across the open space.



    



    Was it really a mistake to think Erma resembled the Emperor?



    



    My gaze drifted to the iron cages nearby. Erma had once locked me in such a cage.



    



    "Even animals would understand better than you, which makes this punishment all the more fitting."



    



    I had been left in nothing but a thin garment, trembling at the thought of anyone else entering the room. Tears streamed down my face uncontrollably. Lady Bihen had stood there with her arms crossed, while Erma cracked a whip menacingly over the cage.



    



    The servants had gathered around, laughing and whispering among themselves as they watched. Being placed in an exposed cage like that was a punishment designed to humiliate. I vividly remembered the gleam in Erma’s eyes, so bright they seemed to burn.



    



    Terrified of the whip entering the cage and striking me, I didn’t care how disheveled I looked as I scrambled to retreat into a corner. The cage was entirely open, and Erma’s whip occasionally found its mark on my skin.



    



    "Erma, please. Please let me out. Send them away."



    



    "Not until Your Grace repents."



    



    "I was wrong. I admit it. Please!"



    



    Now, I couldn’t even remember what crime I was supposed to have committed. It couldn’t have been anything serious. Erma was the sort of sadist who would seize any excuse to inflict punishment.



    



    Ah… Is that why I saw similarities between Erma and the Emperor?



    



    There was something of that same sadism in the Emperor. I could see it in the way his crimson eyes gleamed as he laughed after drenching me in wolf’s blood. A shiver ran through me again, and I motioned for Ressily to bring me a blanket.



    



    Before long, Ressily arrived with a thick rabbit-fur blanket, and Bohein followed with a steaming cup of mulled wine. The warmth of the spiced, fruity drink chased away the chill in my body and my darker thoughts.



    



    Occasionally, birds took flight from the forest, and sharp animal cries pierced the quiet. Observing it all from a distance, the cruelty of hunting struck me anew.



    



    Some time passed before a commotion arose from deeper within the forest. Bohein and Ressily hurried over to adjust my attire.



    



    The Emperor and the Duke emerged side by side, the Emperor’s face spattered with blood. Rising to meet them, I greeted the pair.



    



    “Duchess, I’ve taken down a bear. What do you think?”



    



    “Truly remarkable, Your Majesty.”



    



    I forced a smile and clapped lightly, careful not to let my words sound sarcastic. My lips trembled slightly as I held the expression. The Emperor smirked, lifting one corner of his mouth.



    



    From the still-noisy depths of the forest, several men appeared, struggling to carry the carcass of a bear. My forced smile wavered as I saw the trail of blood it left behind. The bear had been viciously attacked, its body drenched in gore.



    



    With the Emperor’s skill, he could have delivered a clean, fatal strike. The state of the bear meant he had intentionally toyed with it instead. Rather than feeling awe for his prowess, I was struck by the brutality of his nature, which left a bitter taste in my mouth.



    



    “The Duke dislikes his wife receiving gifts from other men, so I’ll leave the bear to you, Duke. What do you say?”



    



    “...Its pelt is too damaged to be of any use.”



    



    “Haha! Does it feel like I’m discarding it?”



    



    It didn’t just feel like that; it was precisely what he was doing. The Emperor had clearly mutilated the bear on purpose.



    



    “Bring something warm for His Majesty and His Grace,” I said.



    



    “No need, Duchess. After riding, I’m warm enough. Bring me something cool instead.”



    



    “Shall I fetch something cool for you as well, Your Grace?”



    



    “No, I’m fine.”



    



    The Emperor was served chilled wine, while the Duke received mulled wine. Dismounting, the Duke revealed signs of his venture deep into the forest—his cloak and boots were speckled with bits of leaves and twigs.



    



    “What did the Duke catch?”



    



    “I took two foxes.”



    



    “Not much of an effort, it seems.”



    



    “It appears the animals fled in fear of Your Majesty.”



    



    The Emperor roared with laughter.



    



    “To think I’d hear such humor from you!”



    



    The Duke lowered his gaze, pretending to sip his hot wine. Whatever had occurred in the forest was unknown to me, but something had clearly happened. Whether the Emperor was oblivious or pretending not to notice was unclear.



    



    Holding his glass of wine, the Emperor suddenly turned his attention to the iron cages.



    



    “Hm. Do you know,” he said, stroking his chin with a sly smile, “how delightful it is to lock a beauty in one of those?”

  
    In an instant, the atmosphere split in two. The emperor's entourage chuckled, while the duke's subordinates grew cold. Though there were no noticeable changes in their expressions, the collective thoughts of many people inevitably altered the mood.



    



    "...I do not have such bad taste."



    



    "Bad taste? You just don't understand."



    



    "..."



    



    "It seems you don't know the pleasures of life."



    



    I quickly averted my gaze, fearing I wouldn't be able to manage my expression if the emperor looked at me. Fortunately, it seemed he understood that if he looked at me, it would be obvious that I was mocking the Duchess in front of the emperor, so instead of looking at me, he handed over the bloodstained sword and arrows to his attendants.



    



    "Since we’ve had a good hunt, shall we head back?"



    



    It seemed that for the emperor, hunting was all about seeing blood. Without so much as a glance at the prey he had caught, he climbed into his carriage and left first, as though he had no further interest in the hunting grounds.



    



    "Your Majesty, what should we do with this?"



    



    One of the knights asked. The duke glanced at the limp bear.



    



    "Wait until after the emperor has left Isser before you take it."



    



    It wouldn't be of use for its hide anyway. Later, the emperor would likely forget about the bear and never inquire about where it had gone.



    



    After returning to the duke’s residence, while the duke and emperor conversed, I hurriedly changed clothes and descended to the banquet hall. Erma and the vice governor were already there. It was my responsibility to attend to the guests, but when it came to serving someone like the emperor, I couldn't manage it all alone.



    



    Once everyone had taken their seats, the attendants began bringing out food in a flurry. Artichokes stuffed with mushrooms, lightly seared salmon, and small slices of raw tuna were followed by grilled eggplant topped with cooked cream and butter.



    



    Next came roasted roe deer tenderloin with apples, quail stuffed with grains and roasted to a glossy finish, sea bass seasoned with large grains of salt, veal tenderloin thinly sliced after being seared, and young lamb shoulder cooked to a charred surface. Five different salads using various vegetables. In addition, there were plum and raspberry-based distilled spirits, rum made from sugarcane, three types of red and white wine with different grape varieties and vintages, and seven types of strong fruit wines mixed with sparkling water. This was just the food prepared.



    



    The golden cutlery, which was used only once a year for the new year banquet at the duke's residence, was brought out. Even the water goblets were adorned with gold and decorated with jewels. The napkins, used once to wipe one's mouth, were all made of the finest silk, and the chairs were covered with embroidered silk and satin ribbons.



    



    The chandelier, which was usually left unlit for convenience, was fully lit, casting bright reflections off the golden and crystal tableware, sparkling so intensely that it hurt my eyes.



    



    Throughout the banquet, the emperor praised the duke and me. It was praise with no sincerity behind it. Though the emperor smiled, his eyes, as always, remained cold. Every time the emperor glanced at me, I couldn't help but flinch.



    



    After the banquet, the emperor stayed in a guest room prepared for him, leaving early the next morning. The smoke of the beast he had taken, which no one could see, seemed to rise in the distance from the hunting grounds like an afterthought.



    



    How did it come to this?



    



    I thought this while watching Resilli pour tea for Leia. Leia lowered her head slightly and elegantly sipped from her cup. She truly looked like a refined lace-like person—delicate and beautiful.



    



    Her golden hair, a slightly darker shade than mine, and her teal-colored eyes. Long eyelashes, fair and translucent skin, and pink-tipped fingers. She was a stunning Lamia, the kind of beauty the duke could easily fall for.



    



    "Are you doing well?" I asked, suddenly using a formal tone.



    



    In my past life, I had always used formal speech with Leia. Changing the way I spoke to others had never been awkward, but for some reason, with Leia, it felt uncomfortable, and I couldn't seem to make myself feel at ease.



    



    "Thanks to Your Majesty's kindness, I am doing well," Leia replied.



    



    "I'm glad to hear that."



    



    I sipped my tea in silence. It was only a short while ago that Leia had visited my office. Though she was of commoner status, that didn't mean she couldn't request an audience with me. The process to enter the duke's residence was strict, but she had already passed that and had no reason not to meet with me inside the residence.



    



    I had been surprised when I heard Leia had come, but I calmly told them to escort her to the reception room. I thought that, for some reason, the conversation might not be appropriate for my office.



    



    We exchanged pleasantries for a while, talking about things neither of us thought important. Eventually, the conversation fell silent, and an awkward stillness settled over the table. After taking another sip of tea, Leia spoke.



    



    "Your Majesty."



    



    "Speak."



    



    "The duke asked me to come because he wants to clear up your misunderstanding."



    



    "...."



    



    "He said you should stop thinking of us the way you do."



    



    I stared at Leia, stunned. The duke, what did he say?



    



    "He told me to come and tell you that the duke and I are not the way you think we are. He asked me to say that."



    



    Tsk, Leia clicked her tongue softly. Even that surprised me. In my past life, Leia had been quiet, reserved, and couldn't even look me in the eye. But now, it felt like she had become a completely different person… Or had she always been this way, and I just didn't know?



    



    “…….”



    



    “I really… dislike you, Your Majesty.”



    



    “Is that my fault?”



    



    I suddenly felt irritated. Leia seemed upset because the duke had told her to come to me and say that we were nothing more than acquaintances—whether that was the truth or a lie, I wasn’t sure. But it wasn’t my fault, was it? The duke and Leia had been the ones involved in an affair. I am the duke’s legitimate wife—why should I have to listen to her tell me that she dislikes me?



    



    As I stared at her, Leia lowered her gaze. Her teal eyes wavered with confusion.



    



    “I’m sorry. It’s not Your Majesty’s fault... well, maybe not.”



    



    “Maybe?”



    



    “Yes, it’s not Your Majesty’s fault. But… Your Majesty…”



    



    Leia lowered her head deeply.



    



    “I think I’m the one who’s suffered the most.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “You might get angry at this, but eventually, you’ll understand me.”



    



    “Well, I wonder about that.”



    



    My hand, holding the tea cup, trembled slightly. You think you’re the one who’s suffered the most? I’ve had my head cut off, and you think that’s worse? You, who are nothing more than a bastard child, who isn’t even acknowledged as the duke’s lover, have come here to give me an excuse?



    



    “Leave now.”



    



    “Yes, I will take my leave.”



    



    After Leia left quietly, I barely managed to resist the urge to throw my tea cup. Returning to my office, I couldn’t focus on any of my work. I rested my hand on my forehead and blankly stared for a few minutes. This time, the duke himself came to see me.



    



    “You look tired.”



    



    “…Yes.”



    



    It’s because of Leia, who you sent. I thought about saying that, but I was too tired to speak.



    



    “Shall we go for a walk?”



    



    “Now?”



    



    “I can’t focus on work either.”



    



    “…….”



    



    I could have refused. But despite being so angry, when I looked at the duke, the words of refusal didn’t come out. I silently nodded and began preparing to go out. Our destination was once again the reed field.



    



    The reed field, empty and still, was quiet and lonely. It wasn’t a desolate loneliness, but rather a solitude that gently calmed the mind. It was where the duke and Leia had first met. As that thought crossed my mind, I focused only on the fluttering reeds.



    



    The duke approached me on horseback.



    



    “Bi.”



    



    “…Yes?”



    



    “This is… my favorite place. I’ve never brought anyone here. Except for you. You’re the first.”



    



    “…….”



    



    “It will be the last time.”



    



    No, it won’t. You… But if I said that, I felt like the duke would really get angry. I quietly nodded. The last time. He, who never speaks lies or false vows, said it. It would be a promise he would break for Leia.



    



    Our relationship wouldn’t last much longer anyway.



    



    “Your Majesty, you said you would… divorce me.”



    



    A strong wind blew, and the rustling of the reeds seemed to pass between us, creating a small wall. I brushed a strand of my hair back with one hand and silently gazed at the duke.



    



    “Yes, if that is truly what you want.”



    



    Then what if I don’t want it?



    



    I didn’t ask that question. Even if the duke is interested in me right now, and even if he made Leia say such things, in three years, he would love Leia.



    



    But right now, the look in the duke’s eyes as he gazed at me was warm and sincere. I urged my horse closer to him. I reached out my hand, leaned in, and kissed his lips.



    



    I felt warmth.



    



    The duke froze for a moment, and in that instant, I lost my balance. As I thought I would fall off the horse, the duke pulled me into his arms and leapt down. We landed softly on the ground, with the duke holding me.



    



    The duke shifted, lying on top of me, and turned his body so that I was lying on the ground with his cloak spread beneath me. All I could see was the duke’s face, and behind him were the swaying reeds and the blue sky. His lips met mine again. This kiss was completely different from the brief ones before.



    



    I felt something hot invade my mind. My body, lying on the ground, seemed to float. Tiny stars seemed to twinkle in front of my eyes. It was a long… persistent kiss.

  
     



    



    A large hand grabbed my wrist and pressed it to the ground. I must have looked like I was about to resist, but in reality, I had no intention of doing so. Perhaps it's more accurate to say that I didn’t have the mental energy to resist.



    



    I was completely overwhelmed by a sensation I had never experienced before. My entire body shuddered. The rustling reeds, which had been swaying in the wind, were now entirely hidden behind the duke’s face and body, and I could no longer see them. I could only hear the sound, which was oddly clear. But even that sound started to be drowned out by the increasingly damp noise.



    



    It was the first time. A foreign presence had entered my body in this way. My mouth, a place where I only felt sensations when eating or in pain, was filled with something far more intense than either food or pain, something that moved inside me at its own will.



    



    Our lips parted briefly. Each time they did, the duke would stroke the back of my head, as if telling me to breathe. I inhaled the cold air obediently, like a child. The duke, watching me pant, kissed me again. We repeated this several times.



    



    I could feel my lips swelling more and more. But the duke did not stop. Like a person who had been starving for a long time, he clung to me persistently.



    



    After a while, he gently pressed my chin and opened my mouth. Without understanding why, I obeyed and parted my lips, slightly extending my tongue. The duke caught the tip of my tongue between his lips. It had been a while since our tongues had intertwined, and the root of my tongue ached, but the softness of his lips made it painless.



    



    The duke's lips were also swollen, just like mine. Acting impulsively, I raised my head slightly, getting closer to him, but then hesitated. The edge of my front teeth grazed his lips. I could feel the duke flinch. I tried to pull back in surprise, but the duke instead pulled me closer and kissed me more deeply.



    



    The duke wrapped both of his hands around my head and back, and with that, my arms were freed. I lifted them and awkwardly wrapped them around his broad back. The warmth from his tunic-clad back, as he had removed his cloak, seeped into my arms.



    



    A small sound of a groan escaped.



    



    I was startled to realize it came from me, but the duke didn’t give me time to be surprised. His movements became bolder and more intense, changing angles, and I could no longer withstand the flood of sensations rushing over me. My legs began to flail. The duke shifted his lower body, lifting himself slightly and standing on his knees. Beneath him, I squirmed as my clothes wrinkled.



    



    The sound of the reeds came again, but it was long after that moment. The duke raised his head and looked at me quietly. His golden eyes were glazed over, and I reflected in them. I looked disheveled to the point of embarrassment.



    



    “Your Majesty...”



    



    My voice cracked as I spoke. The duke slowly stroked my head.



    



    “Your Majesty, why…?”



    



    “Why? Were we not husband and wife?”



    



    “B-but we’re outside…”



    



    It wasn’t exactly a secluded place, and now that I thought about it, anyone could pass by. But the duke smiled softly and kissed my cheek, saying,



    



    “It’s not the first time we’ve done this… outside.”



    



    “……”



    



    I felt my blood run cold. The lingering sensations from the kiss earlier seemed to ebb away like a wave. I stared blankly at the duke.



    



    “...What?”



    



    I wondered if I had misheard, but seeing the duke’s face twist into an expression of apparent regret, I knew it was true. This wasn’t the first time he had kissed someone here. The duke.



    



    “...I won’t ask.”



    



    That was the best I could express at that moment.



    



    “No, it’s not that. I meant it’s not the first time we’ve kissed outside.”



    



    The duke offered an excuse that didn’t make sense. While it was refreshing to see him flustered, I didn’t want to hear about his past lovers in this way. Especially not here in the reed field, where the duke had first met Leia.



    



    It seemed like he truly enjoyed this place. I couldn’t bring myself to be angry, so I tried to suppress the black, sticky mass that had settled in my chest.



    



    “Bi.”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    “…Are you angry? It’s not really like that.”



    



    “I understand.”



    



    The duke sighed. In truth, I was the one who wanted to sigh.



    



    “Today... we won’t be going to the room. You should rest first.”



    



    “I will do so.”



    



    ‘Today’ would become ‘today as well,’ wouldn't it?



    



    The duke helped me to my feet. Without a mirror, I couldn’t fix my disheveled clothes or hair properly. As I slowly straightened my rumpled attire, the duke approached, gently fixing my hair and untangling the knots in my clothing before tying them again.



    



    Looking down at myself, I looked disheveled, enough that it wouldn’t be odd to say I had just come from riding a horse. But my lips were still swollen. Both mine and the duke’s. In fact, the duke even had a small cut on his lip.



    



    “No one will think it’s strange. They might gossip, but...”



    



    “…Do you think so?”



    



    “Like I said, we’re husband and wife.”



    



    “…….”



    



    In the awkward silence, I tried to get on the horse. I was able to stand, but as soon as I tried to mount, my legs gave way, and I couldn’t control them. I was about to ask whether we should leave in a little while, as I stroked Shasha with a puzzled expression, when suddenly, my body was lifted. The duke had mounted me in front of him.



    



    “Your Majesty, this is a bit….”



    



    Isn’t this announcing to everyone that we’ve just been to the reed field? If you don’t look closely at our lips, though, no one would notice.



    



    “When we get to the town, switch to Shasha. By then, your legs should be fine.”



    



    “…….”



    



    I should be thanking him, but no words came out. Even after being held by the duke and riding the horse, the awkward atmosphere lingered. As he had said, I switched to Shasha before we entered the town, with the duke’s help. By then, I had regained enough strength in my legs to ride properly.



    



    Without saying a word, we made our way back to the duke's residence.



    



    Count Chiara was holding a quill dipped in red ink, grading my test paper. As I waited quietly, I felt nervous. Depending on the results, Baron Bihen would order Erma to punish me. Even if my answers were correct, they would find some excuse to criticize me. Over time, my confidence waned, and I started to find it hard to distinguish between right and wrong answers, while the punishments became harsher.



    



    That’s why, even now, sitting in front of the count, my fingertips were cold with anxiety. This was the first test we had since I began studying with her. Fortunately, what we had covered so far was easy, but you never know.



    



    After a while, the count lifted her head from the test paper.



    



    “You are indeed sharp, Your Majesty.”



    



    “…….”



    



    I wasn’t used to such compliments. I hesitated, unsure of how to respond, when the count showed me the paper with red marks.



    



    “This question, number three, would have been difficult to answer correctly unless you had a deep understanding of the material, but you got it right. The same goes for questions 11 and 14. Your Majesty, have you studied Isser separately? These topics… I don't believe I've taught them yet.”



    



    “I didn’t study, just read a few books.”



    



    I had lived for about three years just reading books, locked in this castle.



    



    “You learned all of this just from reading books?”



    



    The count smiled. During our lessons, she often smiled at me. In my previous life, I only saw her cold, stern face and assumed she had a ruthless personality, but as a teacher, she was remarkably kind.



    



    “No, it’s thanks to you, Count. I’m learning a lot of things I didn’t know before. It’s been such a joy to learn something new every day.”



    



    This was true. Learning had always been enjoyable for me. I had a few things I wanted to study as a child but never got the chance, and in my past life, learning was filled with pain and fear, so now it was all the more precious to me.



    



    “We’ll stop here for today, Your Majesty. May I take your hand for a moment?”



    



    “My hand?”



    



    I thought this was strange, but I extended my hand. Count Chiara took my hand, just like when we first met, and used her magic. A silvery light moved from her hand to mine. I could feel myself calming down as though a soothing fragrance was wafting through the air.



    



    “It’s truly fascinating.”



    



    When she let go of my hand and I looked down at it, she asked,



    



    “How do you feel now?”



    



    “Calm.”



    



    “How calm?”



    



    “Well… it’s like when I’ve just taken a bath, or when there’s a calming fragrance in the air…”



    



    “Aha…”



    



    The count rested her chin on her hand as she seemed to think about something. Did I say something wrong?



    



    “Your Majesty, actually, my mental abilities are quite strong.”



    



    “Is that so?”



    



    I wondered if I had said something wrong. I had only spoken as I felt. Unconsciously, I shrank back. In the meantime, the count discarded my cold tea and poured me another cup.



    



    “Your Majesty, it seems that magic doesn’t work well on you. Specifically, mental magic. I haven’t tested other types of magic, though.”



    



    “Is that so?”



    



    “The magic I just used is on the level of calming patients who suffer from trauma-induced seizures.”



    



    “…….”



    



    That’s all? I looked at her in surprise, and the count continued, as if it were nothing.



    



    “Did you not know that mental magic doesn’t work on you?”



    



    “I didn’t know.”



    



    I’d never had the chance to meet an heir with mental magic.



    



    “Is that a bad thing?”



    



    “No. It’s not. Mental magic tends to have more negative effects. I could use it negatively if I wanted to, but I don’t.”



    



    “Negatively?”



    



    “For example, like opium or cannabis, it can be used to addict people. Without leaving any trace.”



    



    I recalled the moment when I had held the count’s hand. It had felt soft and comforting. If this feeling was much stronger for others, it seemed that with the right intentions, addiction wouldn’t be impossible.



    



    “I see... Does that mean I’m immune to all mental magic?”



    



    “Probably. But don’t be completely reassured. Even if magic doesn’t work, there are still many other methods.”



    



    “Other methods?”



    



    “It’s not that it doesn’t work at all, it’s just that its effects are significantly reduced. For example, using objects that amplify magic or combining it with other magic. It’s like having resistance to poison—it doesn’t mean you can eat any poison without consequence.”



    



    The count explained with a serious expression.



    



    “I’ll be careful.”



    



    “Yes, please do. ...Shall we end the lesson here for today?”



    



    “Thank you for your hard work, Count.”



    



    “Likewise, Your Majesty.”



    



    After sending the count off, I fell into deep thought. It was fascinating to learn that I was strong against mental magic. And also about the count’s pleasant magic. What I possessed was magic that could explode if mishandled, but there were countless kinds of magic in the world that helped people.



    



    “Always be careful, Yuren. Think about how much harm the poison inside you can do to others. You must live as though cursed.”



    



    These were always my mother’s words. I raised my hand and gently touched the veins flowing with blood on my wrist. I felt a slight envy toward the count, who could save people.



    



     

  
     



    



    "When do you think it will be finished?"



    



    "It's almost at the final stage. Viscount, truly, this piece will be something that will remain in the life of this humble man forever."



    



    I just smiled slightly at the painter's flattery. The portrait, which had begun shortly after we arrived at the Duke's estate, was now finally nearing completion. For a while, only the sound of the brush touching the canvas could be heard before the painter lifted his head.



    



    "It's finished. Now I just need to return to my studio to finalize it."



    



    "You've worked hard."



    



    "Your words are too kind."



    



    The painter bowed his head. I stood up, still dressed in heavy clothes, and moved behind him. The completed portrait was so beautiful that it almost made me look too idealized. But then again, that's what portraits do, right…?



    



    As I silently stared at the portrait, I noticed one thing that bothered me: the bracelet on my right wrist. A luxurious golden bracelet adorned with rubies, emeralds, and sapphires, the kind of jewel a king would favor. It had been a gift from the Emperor when I last visited the capital.



    



    Since it was a gift from the Emperor, even though I usually kept it hidden, it had to be displayed while painting the portrait. While the other jewelry was also lavish, the bracelet didn’t stand out as much. But just knowing it was a gift from the Emperor made me feel uncomfortable.



    



    After the painter took the canvas and left, I glanced at the bracelet again. The weight was heavy, and I found the Emperor’s taste to be so obvious and burdensome. As I raised my hand and looked at it distastefully, I heard a knock, followed by the door to the sitting room opening.



    



    "Your Highness."



    



    It was the Duke. Normally, he would knock and wait for my response, but today he seemed in a hurry. I tilted my head in curiosity, and he shook a letter in his hand.



    



    "What’s that?"



    



    "It’s a letter from the Emperor. He says he will be attending the banquet."



    



    "What?!"



    



    There was a small banquet celebrating the late Duke's birthday in two days. It wasn’t the kind of event the Emperor would attend, and it was so sudden. If the Emperor was traveling by carriage, it would take several days to reach Isser from the palace. That meant he must have already departed and sent the letter in the meantime.



    



    "You think this is suspicious too, right?"



    



    "Yes..."



    



    "This is the first time the Emperor has done something like this."



    



    That made sense. There had been continued pressure from the Emperor, but what could be the reason for him visiting Isser so frequently?



    



    "Do you know anything about the Emperor? Something from when we visited the capital? Anything, even something small, or something you personally felt? Please, tell me."



    



    "When we went to the capital, Sir Leon was mostly with me. Nothing particularly strange happened. As for the wolf... I assume Your Highness already knows about that."



    



    "...I see."



    



    While thinking for a moment, I recalled something.



    



    "Well, this is really strange, but..."



    



    "Go ahead."



    



    "I briefly thought the Emperor resembled Erma."



    



    The Duke's face became strange. It looked like he was hearing something completely unexpected.



    



    "It was just for a brief moment, that’s all. Hmm..."



    



    Now that I think about it, I probably thought that because I viewed both the Emperor and Erma in such a distasteful way. But to explain that, I would have to talk about what happened with Erma in my past life. The Duke, of course, didn’t seem to remember his past life, so it would be impossible to explain.



    



    "It just seemed like their expressions were similar. I’m not trying to speak badly of the Chancellor."



    



    Erma was my enemy, but also a close friend of the Duke. I added that in, feeling like I was speaking too rashly, but the Duke shook his head. Then, unexpectedly, he said something.



    



    "From now on, don’t give Erma any important information."



    



    "..."



    



    "Why?"



    



    "Ah, no, I just thought that since you’ve known the Chancellor since childhood..."



    



    "How long you’ve known someone has nothing to do with betrayal."



    



    "Still, just based on my words..."



    



    "Because it’s your words. ...By the way, is the portrait done?"



    



    I suddenly felt my face heat up. I could only nod in response to the follow-up question about the portrait. If I opened my mouth, I felt my voice would tremble. His words were enough to make my heart race. The Duke was skilled at making me feel fluttered without showing any emotion. The incident in the pampas grass field had long been forgotten.



    



    "You must be tired, so rest a little. I’ll help with the banquet preparations."



    



    "I’m fine."



    



    "I’ll have Erma leave the castle for a while. He’ll return after the banquet. The two of you won’t be able to satisfy the Emperor on your own, so I’ll help."



    



    "You’re sending Erma away?"



    



    "Yes. Hmm... I’ll have him bring something unusual."



    



    This meant that the Duke wanted to ensure that Erma wouldn’t have any involvement in the Emperor’s visit to the banquet. I’m sure the decision wasn’t made solely based on what I just said.



    



    ‘Erma, Erma... why didn’t I think of that?’



    



    Suddenly, that thought came to mind. Could it be that there was something suspicious with Erma before, and the Duke had overlooked it until now, and that suspicion had lingered until today? If that’s the case, then his sudden change in attitude toward Erma makes sense.



    



    "The conversation is getting long. Take a break."



    



    Before I could respond, the Duke fluttered his cloak and disappeared.



    



    "Viscount, even a child could figure this out. Is the Duchess of Isser less capable than a child?"



    



    "Ah, but..."



    



    That part was something I hadn’t learned.



    



    "I haven’t learned it yet..."



    



    Barely managing to make an excuse, Viscount Bihen’s eyes grew cold.



    



    "Only a fool needs to be taught to do something. Why are you making me out to be an incompetent teacher? ...Chancellor."



    



    I froze at the voice calling for Erma. Erma, who had been observing the lesson, clicked his tongue and stepped forward. He was holding a light yellow whip in his hand.



    



    "Lift your skirt, Viscount."



    



    "…!"



    



    My whole body was drenched in cold sweat. The thin nightgown clung to my skin, and my hair was in disarray. I gasped for breath, clutching whatever I could get my hands on.



    



    "Vis, Viscount Bihen..."



    



    "She’s dead."



    



    "……."



    



    I lifted my head in a daze. In the dim light, the soft outline of the Duke’s face emerged. He was slightly furrowing his brow, not out of anger, but more like concern.



    



    "Sh-she’s dead?"



    



    "Yes, she died fighting a monster in the borderlands."



    



    "Ah... then who’s in charge of my education?"



    



    I was still not fully conscious. Only after speaking did I realize that Viscount Bihen had been my instructor in my previous life. The Duke tilted his head and answered.



    



    "Your education instructor is Count Kiara."



    



    "Ah. Yes, yes... Ah, it’s just that I had a strange dream."



    



    "...It seems so."



    



    The Duke slowly moved my hair aside. Gradually, my awareness returned, and I realized I was in my bed, in my room. The Duke had sat down next to me, closer than usual.



    



    "Did you have a nightmare?"



    



    I nodded. Everything about my previous life had been a nightmare. The Duke stretched his arm out. I heard the sound of water being poured and felt a cool metal cup placed in my hand. After slowly drinking the water, my vision returned.



    



    "Did I make too much noise?"



    



    "No, I just woke up because I felt something was off and saw that you looked distressed."



    



    "I’m sorry, it’s the middle of the night."



    



    "…Sorry?"



    



    The next moment, I thought my heart had stopped. The Duke suddenly pulled me into his arms and laid down on the bed. With a soft thud, our bodies collapsed onto the plush mattress.



    



    "Since you had a nightmare, you must be scared to sleep alone."



    



    "Your Highness, I’m not a child."



    



    "You’re still young."



    



    Then, the Duke started patting my back. I tried to pull away from his embrace, but his strong arm held me firmly. The sound of my slow heartbeat was so close that I could hear it. I was completely in the Duke’s arms now.



    



    "I can sleep by myself..."



    



    "Then let’s say I can’t sleep alone."



    



    "……."



    



    I was losing my mind. I didn’t know what to do with such nonsense. Holding myself back from squirming, I just blinked, unsure of what to do, and before I knew it, the Duke seemed to have fallen asleep. The sound of his heartbeat grew slower. As I listened to it, I too fell into an unresisting sleep.



    



    "The Emperor is here!"



    



    Everyone in the banquet hall bowed their heads in unison. The Emperor, walking toward the Duke and me, said:



    



    "Did I arrive too suddenly at someone else’s feast, Duchess?"



    



    "It is an incomparable honor."



    



    I’m sure we both knew that the words weren’t sincere. The Emperor kept complimenting the beauty of the banquet hall and the pleasant smell of wine. While it wasn’t the first time seeing the Emperor at a banquet, he looked like a peacock, with his feathers on display, parading around.



    



    At least the Emperor was handsome, comparable to the Duke, so it was bearable. If a common man dressed like that, he would have been mocked.



    



    After the Emperor arrived and the seating was arranged, the orchestra began playing a dance piece. I had mentally prepared myself. Soon, as expected, the Emperor took my hand and kissed the back of my hand. It felt like a bug was crawling on my skin.



    



    "Shall we dance?"



    



    "It would be an honor."



    



    I greeted him lightly and went to the dance floor with the Emperor. I glanced at the Duke, who was staring at us expressionlessly, watching us intently.



    



    "Duchess."



    



    "…Yes, Your Majesty?"



    



    "Does your husband treat you well?"



    



    "Yes, he’s more than sufficient."



    



    "That’s good to hear. The Duke has always been a bit stoic. His Majesty was very concerned whether he’d even get married."



    



    "……."



    



    For a moment, I didn’t know how to respond. "Is that so? He’s stoic even normally?" I was still thinking, when I suddenly felt chills running down my spine. The Emperor had lightly scratched the palm of my hand with his fingertips.



    



    "……!"



    



    "Oh, I’m sorry."



    



    He smiled smoothly, clearly on purpose. Trying not to let the Duke notice, I quickly fixed my expression. But at that moment, my hand was grabbed by another hand, and I was swiftly pulled backward.



    



    "…Your Majesty?"



    



    "Duke."



    



    The Duke stared directly into the Emperor’s eyes.



    



    "Your Majesty, it seems the Duchess is tired, so I’ll take her away."



    



     

  
     



    



    "Ha."



    



    Unintentionally, I clenched the hem of the Grand Duke's garment tightly. However, the Grand Duke only tightened his grip on my shoulder in response. The Emperor burst into laughter.



    



    “Very well. I was also concerned, as the Grand Duchess appeared unwell.”



    



    “…Thank you for your graciousness.”



    



    Since the Grand Duke remained silent, I spoke on his behalf. The Emperor smiled and lightly gestured with his hand. Without delay, the Grand Duke led me out of the banquet hall and toward my room.



    



    Resili and Boen ran out with startled expressions. The Grand Duke entrusted me to them, leaving a message that I wouldn’t need to come out again today, then disappeared—likely returning to the banquet hall.



    



    I sent a servant to check the situation in the hall, changed into more comfortable attire, and lay down.



    



    Soon, Resili brought tea known for its calming effects. I drank it slowly and lay down, but my heart continued to pound uncontrollably. Anxiety, cold and heavy, coiled around my chest, tormenting me.



    



    I was consumed by swirling thoughts: whether the Emperor would resent me, why the Grand Duke had intervened so suddenly, and what the current state of the banquet hall might be.



    



    Later, I learned that the Emperor danced with various noblewomen at the banquet and even shared a cordial atmosphere with the Grand Duke. Declaring he needed to return to his duties, the Emperor departed without staying overnight at the Grand Duke’s castle, boarding his carriage instead. His visit had been suspicious from the start.



    



    “…Where is the bracelet bestowed by His Majesty?”



    



    “It’s placed in the room where the accessories are stored.”



    



    “It needs to be moved.”



    



    “Pardon? To where?”



    



    Resili asked, surprised.



    



    “To the treasury. I’ll prepare the necessary paperwork tomorrow, but for now, stash it away in the farthest corner of the accessory room.”



    



    “Understood.”



    



    Every action of the Emperor left an uneasy feeling. Even the bracelet he had given me seemed dubious. If I hid it in the treasury, it would remain out of sight unless someone deliberately sought it out.



    



    I waited, tossing and turning in bed, for the Grand Duke to come to the room. Instead, he sent a messenger around midnight.



    



    “His Majesty says he has matters to attend to tonight.”



    



    “At this hour? Did he mention what kind of matters?”



    



    “He is meeting Countess Chiara.”



    



    “…I see.”



    



    Countess Chiara, of all people. Though unspoken, I wondered if the Grand Duke had sustained an injury that required treatment from the Countess. No, that couldn’t be. The Grand Duke was far from fragile. With such thoughts racing through my mind, I struggled to fall asleep.



    



    The following morning, the Grand Duke summoned me for breakfast.



    



    The Grand Duke, who preferred simple meals, had a modest spread prepared. It suited me, as I had little appetite in the mornings. The table held only endive and lettuce with a touch of shrimp, olive oil, salt, soft bread, butter, thinly sliced ham, three kinds of jam, coffee, and juice.



    



    “Your Majesty, were you alright yesterday?”



    



    The Grand Duke glanced up at me briefly.



    



    “The Emperor caused some trouble here and there, but I was fine.”



    



    “Still, I should have stayed by your side…”



    



    “If you had, the focus would’ve shifted entirely to you.”



    



    “Wouldn’t that have been better?”



    



    This time, the Grand Duke’s expression turned peculiar.



    



    “Better? Why?”



    



    “Well… isn’t it preferable for one person to suffer rather than many?”



    



    At least, that’s what I was taught in my household: "If sacrifice is required, be the one to sacrifice." Even though I was twenty now, having returned from being twenty-three, I had always lived by that belief.



    



    “…The Emperor’s troublemaking was directed at me. Isn’t that sufficient?”



    



    “Pardon? No, that won’t do!”



    



    “Your reasoning is strange. Why is it acceptable for you but not for me?”



    



    “Well… because you’re the Grand Duke, and I’m…”



    



    “You are my wife and the Grand Duchess of Isser.”



    



    “…”



    



    I had no response. Silently, I focused on moving my utensils. As breakfast was nearing its end, the Grand Duke spoke again.



    



    “About that Lasnus silk I promised to get you.”



    



    “Oh? Ah…”



    



    It was a name I had momentarily forgotten. The awkwardness from when he first mentioned acquiring silk for me was still vivid.



    



    Erma, who had gone on an errand for the Grand Duke, had yet to return. Fortunately, it seemed the Grand Duke hadn’t ordered him to fetch the silk yet.



    



    Seeing an opportunity, I quickly spoke up.



    



    “About that, wouldn’t it be better if Erma didn’t—”



    



    “I know. That’s why I summoned a merchant myself.”



    



    “Pardon?”



    



    The Grand Duke himself? Whom had he summoned? Was his meeting with Countess Chiara related to this? As I pondered, the Grand Duke mentioned a name I hadn’t anticipated.



    



    “The head of the Rubes Trading Company.”



    



    “…Who?”



    



    “Lyoel Manas.”



    



    That wasn’t the answer I was expecting. Hadn’t he decided to get the silk precisely because he disliked me receiving it from him? So why would he invite that person to purchase silk?



    



    “Why that merchant, of all people…?”



    



    “The Rubes Trading Company is said to have the finest Lasnus silk.”



    



    “Ah, I see…”



    



    It was a reason I couldn’t argue against. If the Grand Duke said so, what could I do? I kept quiet, and the next day, I faced an unwelcome figure once again.



    



    “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Your Majesty.”



    



    The smiling face before me, wide with amusement, was unmistakably that of a merchant.



    



    “Master of the Rubes Trading Company.”



    



    “Please, call me Lyoel.”



    



    The head of the Rubes Trading Company tilted his head slightly with an easy, practiced grin, winking at me as if to establish familiarity. He seemed to be treading a line between being a merchant and a prince, carefully balancing his demeanor.



    



    “Still, this is unexpected. For His Majesty the Grand Duke himself to seek me out.”



    



    He shrugged lightly this time.



    



    “It seemed you were rather uncomfortable at the banquet.”



    



    “I find you uncomfortable too.”



    



    “Haha! I’m well aware.”



    



    “…”



    



    “But if you want Lasnus silk, there’s no better source than our company. I’ve brought only the finest selection.”



    



    It would be best to review the goods, make a swift purchase, and send him on his way. When I gestured, the merchant opened the lids of his prepared items one by one.



    



    For all his unreadable ways, his words weren’t false. Even to my eyes, the goods he presented were undeniably of the highest quality. Scarlet, gold, ivory, blue, and white—the colors were as vivid and rich as if made from the finest pigments, and the intricate embroidery was impeccable.



    



    “I’d especially recommend this blue silk. It complements both Your Majesty’s hair and skin tone beautifully. If embroidered in the same pattern on chiffon and draped as an overlay, it would make a stunning dress.”



    



    “…I see.”



    



    Unable to deny his claim, I nodded. Though the Grand Duke had offered to purchase three rolls of fabric, I felt it would be excessive. I intended to choose only two, but when the merchant offered a discount for items meant for charitable purposes, I ended up buying all three.



    



    Well, the donation account was already heavily in the red thanks to Erma. At least purchasing clothes and food at the prices the merchant offered would help fill that gap. Still, I couldn’t shake off the discomfort of indulging in such extravagance.



    



    “Since this was a significant transaction, Your Majesty…”



    



    “What now?”



    



    His voice, as if preparing to broach another subject, made me frown instinctively.



    



    “Haha, why such suspicion? I’m hurt.”



    



    “Are we on such terms that I should care about your feelings?”



    



    At that, the merchant burst into laughter. Honestly, my heart had softened a little after seeing such beautiful silk, but I wasn’t in the mood to join in his mirth. I kept quiet, and he leaned slightly toward me, lowering his voice.



    



    “I’ll share something valuable with you.”



    



    “I don’t have time for nonsense.”



    



    “It’s about the imperial family.”



    



    “What?”



    



    The imperial family. Hearing this from a merchant—no, from a third prince of Hasein—was completely unexpected. My brow furrowed even deeper.



    



    “The royal family, broadly speaking, is human too, aren’t they?”



    



    “What are you implying?”



    



    Was he some sort of revolutionary? I didn’t care what he believed in, but I wished he’d refrain from making such statements here. The Grand Duke was already under the Emperor’s watchful eye, and I had no desire to draw unnecessary trouble.



    



    The merchant continued.



    



    “Don’t misunderstand. I’m not here to spread seditious ideas. I’m merely saying… a noble can become a royal, and royals were once, in a way, just nobles too. That’s all.”



    



    I couldn’t make sense of his words. Royals were royals—how could they ever be considered nobles?



    



    “That’s a strange thing to say.”



    



    “Yes, a strange thing indeed. Then, might this humble merchant take his leave now?”



    



    “….”



    



    Momentarily baffled, I stared at him, then waved him off, finding it tiresome to engage further. With a cheerful expression, he packed up his remaining goods and left the Grand Duke’s estate with his entourage.



    



    That evening, the Grand Duke arrived, as usual, with a bottle of wine. This time, he also brought a large box—so massive that I couldn’t help but wonder how he carried it with one hand. He set it on the table with a solid thud and looked at me. His effortless movement made it seem like he’d just set down a basket of pastries.



    



    “Anything out of the ordinary?”



    



    “No, the usual.”



    



    “You met the head of the Rubes Trading Company today.”



    



    I nodded.



    



    “Yes, I bought three rolls of silk. Oh… the merchant said something strange.”



    



    “Something strange?”



    



    The Grand Duke paused, his hand frozen mid-way through unbuttoning his coat, and looked at me.



    



    “He said something about royals originally being nobles.”



    



    “An amusing thought. By that logic, he himself must be a noble too.”



    



    The Grand Duke smirked, removing his jacket and handing it to Resili. Then, dressed down to his shirt, he gestured for me to join him at the table. Compelled, I followed. Placing one hand on the box, he asked,



    



    “What kind of silk did you pick? Were you satisfied with your choices?”



    



    “Yes, would you like to see?”



    



    “I trust you made good selections. Instead, let’s see…”



    



    The Grand Duke unlocked the box and lifted the lid.



    



    “What might pair well with this?”



    



    As I looked inside, my eyes widened. The box contained a fur pelt with a pale, luminous sheen. In the light, parts of it gleamed blue, while the shaded areas took on a deep navy hue. The glossy texture of the fur sparkled with various colors, creating an indescribable beauty.



    



    It was the pelt of a blue wolf the Grand Duke had hunted earlier.



    



    “This… It would look stunning with any outfit. It’s truly beautiful.”



    



    “I’m glad you like it.”



    



    The Grand Duke smiled faintly. Of the silks I’d purchased, the blue one seemed especially well-suited to complement the fur.



    



    “The finishing was done quickly.”



    



    “I hurried the artisans.”



    



    “You didn’t need to go to such lengths…”



    



    “I think the cold will come early this year.”



    



    The Grand Duke glanced out the window. As night fell, the temperature had dropped sharply, and frost clung to the glass panes. Inside, the room was warm with a roaring fireplace and brazier, but stepping outside would be bitterly cold. Soon, the chill would extend to the days, and the harshest winter would arrive.



    



    I gently touched the blue wolf pelt, marveling at its sleek, luxurious texture.



    



    “It’ll keep you warm.”



    



    “…Thank you.”



    



    I answered earnestly, touched by his thoughtfulness.



    



    The sound of dry wind howled outside.



    



    Winter was coming in full force to Isser.



    



     

  
     



    



    “Your Majesty, it’s Erma.”



    



    Hearing the voice from outside the door, I tucked a few documents into a drawer before responding.



    



    “Come in.”



    



    Erma looked as he usually did. Though the Grand Duke and I had begun to subtly exclude him from important matters, it was done carefully enough to ensure he didn’t notice. This was by the Grand Duke’s order: remain cautious but keep him unaware.



    



    Approaching my desk, Erma bowed slightly and began to speak.



    



    “I’ve come regarding the jousting tournament.”



    



    In Isser, the winter season brought the annual jousting tournament. Open to anyone regardless of status, it was a popular event for knights to shake off the stiffness of the cold months and enjoy some excitement. Every year, the winner’s name was remembered. I recalled that the first year I came to Isser, the victor had been Sir Leon.



    



    However, as preparations for the tournament were Erma’s responsibility, I found it odd that he came to me. While he might not know everything, Erma was sharp enough to sense that he was being sidelined. For him to consult me on an event that he oversaw entirely was peculiar.



    



    “Isn’t the jousting tournament under your jurisdiction? What’s the matter?”



    



    “Well…”



    



    Uncharacteristically, Erma hesitated before speaking.



    



    “His Majesty the Grand Duke has decided to participate in the tournament.”



    



    “What?”



    



    I nearly dropped the pen in my hand. No wonder Erma had come running. The Grand Duke’s role was to sit beside me and watch the matches, not to wield a lance among the competitors.



    



    “Do you know why?”



    



    “I’m afraid not. It’s the first time since his youth that His Majesty has shown interest.”



    



    “His youth, you say…”



    



    “Yes, around the age of fifteen or sixteen, I believe.”



    



    It had been years since his last participation, and now, suddenly, he had decided to join. I couldn’t fathom his reasoning, but I quickly composed myself.



    



    “Well… it’s an open tournament, isn’t it?”



    



    “It is.”



    



    “Anyone who wishes can participate, even me.”



    



    “…”



    



    Erma’s lips curled into a faint smile, almost resembling a smirk. In the past, he might have chuckled outright and said, ‘You, Your Majesty?’ But it seemed he’d learned to hold his tongue. Ignoring his expression, I continued.



    



    “If His Majesty wishes to participate, then he should.”



    



    “There will be much grumbling among the other participants.”



    



    “It’s a place for open competition, regardless of status.”



    



    “Your Majesty, it’s not about status. If the Grand Duke participates, there’s no doubt he’ll win.”



    



    That was a given. The Grand Duke’s presence could very well crush the morale of the other contestants.



    



    “Tell them that anyone who defeats the Grand Duke will receive an additional prize from me.”



    



    “From you, Your Majesty?”



    



    “Yes. That should motivate them. The Grand Duke’s knights aren’t so weak as to give up just because he’s competing.”



    



    That was true as well. Seeing that I had nothing more to add, Erma accepted the prize approval documents I’d signed and departed. The reward was substantial, enough that I’d need to dip into my personal funds.



    



    That evening, when I met with the Grand Duke, I immediately brought up the tournament.



    



    “Your Majesty, I heard you plan to participate in the jousting tournament.”



    



    “That’s right.”



    



    The Grand Duke answered casually, sipping from his glass of wine.



    



    “What prompted this decision?”



    



    “Hmm…”



    



    The Grand Duke paused, holding the wineglass to his lips as he gazed at me. His prolonged stare made me uncomfortable, and I blinked nervously. He finally smiled slightly and drained his glass.



    



    “The tournament winner can say anything they wish to anyone.”



    



    “I… see.”



    



    I barely stopped myself from blurting out “Really?” The rule wasn’t new to me. I recalled Sir Leon, upon winning a past tournament, had approached the Grand Duke and loudly proclaimed:



    



    —“Your Majesty, I deeply respect you, but please grant me a vacation! This is killing me!”



    



    It was the first time I’d seen the Grand Duke laugh so heartily.



    



    But what did the Grand Duke have to say, and to whom? As I fiddled with my wineglass, sneaking glances at him, he poured himself another drink and added,



    



    “You’ll find out what I have planned on the day of the tournament.”



    



    That meant he wouldn’t reveal anything until then. Half curious, half intrigued, I began looking forward to the day of the jousting tournament.



    



    The dueling grounds at the Grand Duke’s estate were lined with banners, and seating was arranged around the perimeter. The weather was cold enough to freeze the estate’s lake. I wrapped myself in the blue wolf pelt the Grand Duke had given me and sipped hot spiced wine. Despite the outdoor setting, I felt warm, thanks to the fur and the fires lit around the area.



    



    My concern shifted to the knights—and the Grand Duke—competing in the frigid air. They were clad only in thick winter tunics and light armor, yet none of them seemed cold. It was remarkable.



    



    Among the knights mounted and waiting for their turn, I spotted the Grand Duke. The tournament’s primary rule was to forget rank within the dueling grounds. The knights were playfully teasing him, and he accepted it all with laughter. Despite his usual stoic demeanor, he seemed more relaxed—almost cheerful—when among his knights.



    



    The matches began, with competitors riding in pairs, the winner advancing to the next round. Erma had debated whether to have the Grand Duke join the last match only or start from the beginning. Ultimately, the knights convinced him that the latter would be fairer.



    



    Even so, the Grand Duke dominated every match with ease, defeating his knights one after another. As lances fell and knights retreated, many muttered, “Your Majesty, this isn’t fair!” But the Grand Duke simply smiled.



    



    Finally, the two remaining contestants faced off: the Grand Duke and Sir Leon.



    



    “Your Majesty, I absolutely must win this time,” said Sir Leon.



    



    “Why?” the Grand Duke asked.



    



    “There’s something I need to say to you!”



    



    “Unfortunate for you, I also have something to say.”



    



    The two raised their lances high. Hooves thundered, and dust clouded the air. The Grand Duke pulled his horse back, leaned forward, and struck with a powerful thrust. Sir Leon narrowly dodged several attacks but couldn’t avoid the final blow, a downward strike that sent his lance clattering to the ground.



    



    The Grand Duke lifted his lance in triumph. It was then that I noticed something peculiar: he was wielding the lance with his left hand. The Grand Duke was right-handed—he used his right hand for both swords and lances. It was clear he had chosen his left hand to make the competition more balanced.



    



    Even so, his dominance was overwhelming.



    



    No wonder the knights were booing and shouting about how unfair it was.



    



    The flower boys, dressed adorably in fur-lined winter outfits, rushed out in unison and presented the Grand Duke with a beautiful bouquet. I had no idea where such vibrant flowers had been procured in the dead of winter. The Grand Duke dismounted, gently patted each child on the head, and then turned his gaze directly toward me.



    



    “...?”



    



    Why is he looking at me? My confusion deepened as the next moment caught me completely off guard. He began walking toward me. Reaching where I sat, he plucked the largest and most beautiful flower from the bouquet, knelt on one knee, and presented it to me.



    



    The atmosphere in the arena heated up instantly, erupting into cheers and applause.



    



    “Vi.”



    



    “...”



    



    “This is what I wanted to say.”



    



    The Grand Duke's face was graced with a faint smile as he spoke. The knights burst into an uproar, shouting and whistling for a kiss. Amid the clamor, the Grand Duke stood, brushed a strand of hair from my face, and lightly kissed my forehead. The cheers swelled even louder.



    



    My eyes instinctively drifted toward the corner of the audience seating. There sat Reya. She watched us with a detached expression before turning her gaze away, as if she couldn’t care less. Why wasn’t she angry?



    



    And then, an impossible thought crossed my mind.



    



    Could it be that the Grand Duke, in this lifetime, truly chooses me… instead of Reya?



    



    ‘That’s absurd.’



    



    This lifetime…



    



    Flustered by the noise and heat surrounding me, I stood with a flushed face. Clutching the flower with both hands, I gave the Grand Duke a quick bow before hastily leaving the scene.



    



    “Your Majesty, you’re stunning!” someone called out after me, making me even more embarrassed.



    



    Back in my room, I plopped into a chair without even removing my fur cloak. The flower, vibrant and fresh, sat in my hands. Thoughts of Reya lingered, but they were quickly overwhelmed by thoughts of the Grand Duke. His actions, his words—they filled my mind completely. The flower’s sweet scent tickled my nose. It was the most beautiful bloom from the bouquet he had received for winning the tournament.



    



    To present such a flower—it was a confession.



    



    “Ah…”



    



    What was I supposed to make of this?



    



    From the arena, the raucous noise reached all the way to my room. Normally, my room was a haven of silence, which only underscored how much the revelers were enjoying themselves. And I was one of the reasons for their excitement.



    



    Not Reya, but me. Why?



    



    Why me? Why? Why?



    



    It didn’t make sense. Why?



    



    Lost in thought, I eventually called for Resili to place the flower in a vase and changed into more comfortable clothes. I had no intention of going back outside for the rest of the day.



    



    When the winter sun dipped early, and evening arrived, the Grand Duke came to visit. For once, his hands were empty—no bottle of wine in sight.



    



    “...Should I have some wine prepared?”



    



    “Not tonight.”



    



    He strode toward me, purposeful and steady.



    



    “More importantly, what’s your answer about the flower?”



    



    “...”



    



    “Hmm?”



    



    “Ah, I… I still can’t quite process it.”



    



    Would he find that strange? The Grand Duke gave a faint, wry smile.



    



    “That’s understandable. But I hope you’ll start believing my words.”



    



    “...”



    



    “Reya and I are nothing to each other. Well, we’re not strangers, but… you could call it a cooperative relationship.”



    



    “A cooperative relationship?”



    



    What kind of relationship was that?



    



    “I’ll explain that later. For now, Yuraine.”



    



    “Yes…”



    



    “Earlier, you seemed far too flustered for me to finish properly.”



    



    The Grand Duke walked to the vase, retrieving the flower I had placed there. In his hands, the bloom appeared even more delicate and beautiful. He approached me again, knelt on one knee, and rested one hand lightly on my lap. His touch was gentle and respectful.



    



    With the other hand, he brought the flower to his lips and kissed it slowly.



    



    “...”



    



    I watched in stunned silence. The way he kissed the flower felt as though he were kissing me instead.



    



    “Yuraine.”



    



    My name, spoken by him, made me flinch, and I blinked in surprise. Had my name always sounded this lovely? This warm?



    



    Still holding the flower, his lips hovered close as he asked again, his voice soft and intent.



    



    “Will you accept me?”



    



     

  
     



    



    My head moved on its own. Before I realized it, the Grand Duke’s lips weren’t on the flower anymore—they were on mine. His lips, warmer than my own despite having been outside, pressed against mine, parting them gently. His tongue slid in, brushing against my gums before delving deeper.



    



    As before, the Grand Duke’s kisses were unyielding and intense. He knelt before me while I sat in the chair, an awkward position that forced me to hunch forward slightly. Sensing my discomfort, he wrapped his hand around my waist, lifting me effortlessly as he took a step back, then another. Even as we moved, his lips never left mine.



    



    “Breathe, Yuraine.”



    



    His lips barely moved away as he tapped my nose lightly. I understood he meant for me to breathe through my nose, but it wasn’t so easy in practice. Sensing my struggle, he pulled back momentarily, allowing me to gasp for air like someone surfacing from deep water. Then, just as I caught my breath, he resumed the kiss.



    



    Our shared breaths grew warmer, the air around us growing humid. I didn’t realize how far back we had moved until my legs hit the edge of the bed. Without breaking the kiss, the Grand Duke pushed me gently onto the soft mattress.



    



    The bed cushioned my fall, and before I could react, he was above me. Still wearing his boots, he climbed onto the bed, his large frame looming over me like a predator. His size and presence were overwhelming, blocking out everything else in the room. The dim light of the bedside lamp cast shadows over his face, highlighting his striking features.



    



    Even in this lighting, his face was stunning—worthy of the title peerless beauty. I reached out instinctively, my fingers tracing the elegant curve of his deep-set eyes. He blinked reflexively but remained still, his gaze following my touch. My hand brushed over his high cheekbones, his smooth skin, the bridge of his proud nose, and his well-defined lips.



    



    No sculptor could craft something so perfect. Before I realized it, my fingertips were lingering on his lips.



    



    “Do you like what you see?”



    



    His deep voice reverberated in my chest, sending shivers down my spine. He took my hand in his, pressing it against his cheek. The warmth of his skin was a stark contrast to his cold, aloof demeanor. His skin was soft, yet his presence was strong.



    



    “...!”



    



    He kissed the palm of my hand. The sensation was firm yet gentle, the press of his lips sending a tingling warmth through my entire body. The room suddenly felt hot, as though his touch could melt me completely. My lower abdomen grew uncomfortably warm, and my breathing grew heavier.



    



    “Your Majesty,” I stammered.



    



    Still holding my hand, he trailed his lips along my wrist. His other hand slid beneath the wide sleeve of my gown, brushing against the inside of my arm. His large hand stopped at my forearm, the calluses on his palm rough against my skin. The contrast in texture sent an unfamiliar but not unwelcome sensation coursing through me.



    



    I let out a shaky breath, my eyes fluttering shut. He kissed my closed eyelids, then my temples, cheeks, nose, and jawline, before returning to my lips. Every kiss felt different—slow, deliberate, and intimate. The silk sheets rustled softly beneath us, and faint, forbidden sounds escaped between our joined lips.



    



    Though his kisses were fervent, his hands never strayed below my upper body. His touches remained on my arms, shoulders, and back, respectful yet possessive. When he finally pulled back, lightly biting my lower lip, I was left dazed and breathless.



    



    I blinked slowly, my lips swollen and tender. The Grand Duke leaned in with a soft cloth to wipe away the moisture on my lips, the gesture oddly tender despite the faint sting of the contact.



    



    “That’s enough for tonight.”



    



    “Tonight...?”



    



    Did that mean there would be more? My thoughts were too muddled to process the implications. He pulled me into his arms, holding me close as I lay limp from the intensity of his kisses. Exhausted, I let myself drift off in his embrace.



    



    When I blinked awake, something strange hovered in my vision.



    



    “...”



    



    “Did you sleep well?”



    



    The strange thing spoke.



    



    It was the Grand Duke.



    



    There was no way he’d still be here in the morning, yet here he was, his presence as imposing as ever. Memories of last night came flooding back—the deep kisses, the heat of his touch—and my face burned red.



    



    I stared at him, mouth agape, as he called for someone outside. Moments later, Boen arrived with washing water, pulling back the bed curtains. It was still early; the sky outside the window was a dark blue.



    



    Even after washing, my thoughts remained scattered. The Grand Duke didn’t leave the room and stayed unusually close.



    



    “Shall we have breakfast? It’s still a bit early…”



    



    “Oh, Your Majesty, are you hungry?”



    



    I had no appetite yet, but I was willing to summon breakfast if he needed it. I reached for the curtain cord, but he shook his head.



    



    “No, only if you’re hungry.”



    



    “I’m fine for now.”



    



    “Good.”



    



    He spread his arms slightly, beckoning me.



    



    “Then come here. Let’s stay like this a little longer.”



    



    “Your Majesty, what about your duties...?”



    



    “It’s only five in the morning.”



    



    Isn’t this when he would usually leave to start his day? Still puzzled, I hesitantly allowed myself to lean into his arms. It wasn’t as embarrassing as last night, but it was still awkward. As I squirmed slightly in his warm embrace, a sudden knock shattered the calm.



    



    Bang, bang!



    



    “Your Majesty! It’s Leon!”



    



    “What is it?”



    



    “There’s been an avalanche in Kirevo!”



    



    The Grand Duke bolted upright.



    



    Kirevo was a mountainous region notorious for heavy snowfall and frequent avalanches. Despite the measures taken to prevent disaster, large-scale avalanches sometimes overwhelmed preparations, leading to severe casualties.



    



    The Grand Duke departed for Kirevo immediately, leaving me behind to manage other tasks. Anxiety gnawed at me as I waited for news of his return. My heart nearly stopped when word reached me that a second avalanche had struck, and the Grand Duke had been buried under the snow.



    



    I mounted my horse in a frenzy, hardly aware of what I was doing. As I prepared to ride out, I spotted Reya standing in the inner courtyard. Her expression was detached—no, indifferent.



    



    There was no time to ponder her reaction. I spurred my horse into a gallop, racing through the estate gardens and toward Kirevo. The journey took about forty minutes, not too far but agonizingly long given the circumstances.



    



    Kirevo was a scene of chaos. The disaster had left the area in shambles, but the dispatched knights were already working methodically to restore order. Leading the efforts was Sir Leon, who rushed over the moment he saw me.



    



    “Your Majesty! What are you doing here?”



    



    “His Majesty…”



    



    “Why would I?”



    



    “...”



    



    From behind Sir Leon, the Grand Duke stepped forward. His face was perfectly composed, without a scratch. I stared at him in stunned silence before mumbling like a fool.



    



    “I heard you were buried in the avalanche, so I…”



    



    The Grand Duke frowned.



    



    “How did such news reach the estate?”



    



    “I don’t know,” I replied, though the thought of Erma immediately crossed my mind. I felt like I’d been duped. If the Grand Duke had been injured, my role as the Grand Duchess would have been to stay at the estate, ready to receive updates and make preparations for any emergency. Running off to Kirevo had been reckless, unbecoming of my position.



    



    “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I…”



    



    I was about to apologize for acting so rashly, but my words were cut short as the Grand Duke strode closer. I quickly dismounted, and he caught me by the waist to steady me. My entire body was trembling after galloping to Kirevo in such haste.



    



    With his gloved hand, the Grand Duke gently pressed against the corner of my eye.



    



    “…Have you been crying?”



    



    “Pardon?”



    



    I touched my eyes and realized they were damp. My face flushed with embarrassment.



    



    “N-no, it’s just… the cold wind from riding.”



    



    “Is that so?”



    



    The Grand Duke smiled faintly and brushed my shoulder gently.



    



    “There weren’t many casualties. A few people were injured, but no one was buried. Sir Leon.”



    



    “Yes, Your Majesty.”



    



    “I’ll leave the rest to you.”



    



    “Of course, Your Majesty.”



    



    Sir Leon bowed deeply. The Grand Duke glanced at me and then at Shasa, my horse.



    



    “Will you be able to ride back?”



    



    “Yes, I’ll manage.”



    



    Admitting I couldn’t ride back would have been too embarrassing. Thankfully, the well-trained Shasa carried me safely back to the estate without incident, though my legs were trembling so badly by the time I dismounted that I could barely stand.



    



    Determined not to appear weaker than I already had, I forced myself to walk steadily, even as my legs threatened to give out. The Grand Duke silently followed me all the way to my chambers. The moment we stepped inside, my strength abandoned me, and I collapsed into a heap.



    



    “Goodness.”



    



    The Grand Duke came over, lifting me effortlessly and settling me into a soft chair.



    



    “I’m sorry, Your Majesty.”



    



    “There’s nothing to apologize for. …Were you that worried?”



    



    “Yes…”



    



    “I’m sorry.”



    



    “It’s not something you need to apologize for.”



    



    “Perhaps not, but I feel guilty nonetheless.”



    



    The Grand Duke’s expression showed genuine discomfort, which made me feel even worse. After all, it was my mistake for acting on false information without verifying it. As I sighed and looked up, he leaned down, bracing himself against the back of the chair, and kissed me.



    



    “...”



    



    The kiss was deepening when a composed knock at the door interrupted us. Resili returned, her face betraying slight unease.



    



    “What is it? Who’s at the door?”



    



    I asked warily, half-expecting Erma. Resili glanced briefly at the door before answering.



    



    “Lady Reya Ail is here.”



    



    Both the Grand Duke and I stiffened at once. Unbidden, the memory of Reya’s expression as I rode out earlier flashed through my mind. Had she known the Grand Duke was safe all along? Was that why she had looked at me with such detachment?



    



    I glanced at the Grand Duke questioningly. He nodded.



    



    “Let her in.”



    



    Moments later, Reya entered, guided by Resili. She came before us and knelt.



    



    “Reya Ail greets His Majesty the Grand Duke and Her Majesty the Grand Duchess.”



    



    “…Please, stand and take a seat,” I offered.



    



    But Reya shook her head and, remaining on her knees, fixed her gaze on the Grand Duke.



    



    “Your Majesty.”



    



    “...”



    



    “You must honor your promise.”



    



    “Reya.”



    



    “I will bring my younger sibling.”



    



    My chest tightened as if a heavy weight had dropped into it.



    



     



    



     

  
     



    



    "Isn't it still too early?"



    



    "No, I've waited long enough."



    



    A conversation I didn’t fully understand passed between them. Reya’s younger brother… Millen Ail. The current legitimate heir of the Baron of Ceres. And in my previous life, the person who drank my blood and died.



    



    Another person connected to my execution had entered the picture. My chest tightened with fear. And now Reya wanted to bring Millen here?



    



    In my past life, Reya had also brought her brother to the Grand Duke’s estate not long after she arrived. Shortly after that, Millen died, and Reya nearly followed him to the grave.



    



    Yet here she was, invoking promises to bring Millen again.



    



    Ah, right. The Grand Duke had mentioned they were in a "cooperative relationship." What sort of relationship could it be in this lifetime? If events were to proceed as they had three years from now, would the same tragedy repeat? With the agreed three months nearly over, perhaps it was time to leave. My heart pounded heavily.



    



    "I came to inform you of that. I’ll take my leave now."



    



    Reya spat out her words and disappeared like the wind. I stared at the door she had exited, then turned to the Grand Duke.



    



    "Your Majesty."



    



    "…"



    



    "What makes me different from Reya?"



    



    I had wondered the same thing in my past life. What made Reya different from me? Why was she chosen, and I was not? And why, in this life, did you now look at me instead?



    



    The Grand Duke shrugged before answering.



    



    "You are you, and Reya is Reya."



    



    …Is that so.



    



    Maybe none of it was as complicated as I thought. I cautiously reached out and took his hand. The Grand Duke erased his troubled expression, replacing it with a soft smile.



    



    The winter sunlight was warm and comforting. I shifted slightly under the lemon-colored beams filtering through the tree branches. The Grand Duke’s lips, which had just left mine, returned when I instinctively licked my lips in longing. The rich scent of winter apricots wafted to my nose.



    



    Fully ripened in the heart of winter, the apricots offered a depth of sweetness and aroma beyond the first harvest. The flavor of the shared fruit lingered in our mouths.



    



    It was only after a long while that the Grand Duke finally released me. My clothes and his thick mantle, which served as our makeshift bedding, were thoroughly crumpled. Though parts of my skin were exposed, the warmth we shared made me oblivious to the cold.



    



    I tightened my arms around his neck, and he responded by pulling me closer. Entwined as one, we lay still, listening to the rustling wind and the faint scent of winter apricots drifting from the orchard below.



    



    The winter apricot trees bore fruit for the first time this year. Since the harvest had not yet been fully allocated, the fruit was still exclusive to the Grand Duke’s estate. By the time the season ended, I would undoubtedly grow tired of eating apricots.



    



    The Grand Duke’s gaze rested steadily on me. I met his eyes without flinching. His expression was soft, sweet, and almost intoxicating, much like the aroma of the fruit.



    



    "So, is the tax investigation in Rapport complete?"



    



    "…Why bring up work all of a sudden?"



    



    It was an awkward attempt to break the silence. The question about Rapport—a luxury soap shop where Erma had long accepted bribes and embezzled donation funds—tumbled out unbidden.



    



    "I thought perhaps you might overlook it because you care for Erma so deeply."



    



    The Grand Duke let out a dry chuckle.



    



    "Hardly. I simply… trusted him too much."



    



    "I understand. You’ve said you were raised like siblings, after all."



    



    "It’s not that simple. But… you might not understand just yet. I’ll explain everything when the time comes."



    



    When the time comes. Again, he deferred with that phrase. I wondered if I would still be by his side when that time finally arrived.



    



    The heart of winter approached, and the three-month mark was drawing near.



    



    Each day slipped by in contemplation of what I should do. Even in moments like this, embraced by the Grand Duke, time continued to pass.



    



    I wanted to stay, to remain at the Grand Duke’s estate. But something told me that if I didn’t leave precisely at the three-month mark, I wouldn’t be able to leave for at least three years.



    



    And in three years, who knew what would happen? The Grand Duke had said he cared for me, but how long would that affection last? Reya was already here at the estate, and her intentions remained unclear. At any moment, his feelings could shift back to her.



    



    Reya had even spoken of bringing her brother here. She mentioned a promise I didn’t understand, and the Grand Duke’s hesitation confirmed its importance. If Millen Ail came to the estate, wouldn’t it increase the likelihood of my past life repeating itself?



    



    I couldn’t allow that. I couldn’t make the same mistakes again. Only a fool would do so.



    



    I couldn’t afford to be foolish anymore.



    



    "Your Majesty."



    



    The Grand Duke responded by brushing a kiss against my cheek.



    



    "About Reya’s brother," I began hesitantly.



    



    "…"



    



    "You’ll allow him to come to the estate, won’t you?"



    



    I had intended to phrase it as a question, but the way his expression shifted told me the decision had already been made. The Grand Duke, after a brief pause, nodded.



    



    Truthfully, Millen Ail was not a good person.



    



    To Reya, however, he was probably what Erma was to me—a deeply rooted presence. Millen Ail had been raised as the legitimate heir of the Baron of Ceres, just as his mother, Elia Ail, had lived as the baron’s official wife.



    



    But originally, the Baron of Ceres had a first wife, Mersenne Ail. After Mersenne disappeared, Elia entered the household as a concubine and gave birth to Millen.



    



    Mersenne had suffered from a mild mental illness. One day, during an episode, she wandered away and never returned. The baron, already engaged in an affair with Elia, didn’t put much effort into searching for her.



    



    Mersenne, having lost her memory during her episode, ended up in a stranger’s home, where she was cared for until she died giving birth to Reya. On her deathbed, with her final breath, she declared, This child belongs to the Baron of Ceres.



    



    The couple who had cared for Mersenne believed that the child would have a better life being raised at the Baron of Ceres’ estate. Of course, unaware of Mersenne’s true identity, they assumed she was just a woman from the streets and told the Baron the child was his illegitimate offspring.



    



    The Baron of Ceres, infamous for his womanizing, took one look at the baby’s features—her face, eyes, and hair—and acknowledged her as his child, bringing her into his household.



    



    Elia, however, knew the truth. She had met the couple first and recognized the necklace the baby carried. It was Mersenne’s, left with the child as her dying wish. Knowing that revealing the child’s true identity could disrupt the line of succession, Elia chose silence. The necklace was hidden deep in her drawer, out of sight.



    



    Thus, Reya grew up as the Baron’s illegitimate child, enduring Elia and Millen’s torment.



    



    As I thought about it, a question began to gnaw at me. Millen, who had tormented her relentlessly—why was Reya so desperate to bring him to the Grand Duke’s estate?



    



    “Your Majesty, why does Reya want to bring her brother here?” I asked.



    



    “...That’s something I can’t tell you yet. I’m sorry.”



    



    “No, it’s fine.”



    



    At that moment, the absurd thought struck me that if the Grand Duke had ears and a tail, they would have drooped in regret. He looked more despondent than I felt.



    



    “I promise to explain everything later.”



    



    “It’s alright.”



    



    After saying later, the Grand Duke paused, perhaps reminded of the three-month agreement between us. He carefully stroked my hair.



    



    “Uraine, the time we agreed on is almost here.”



    



    “...Yes.”



    



    “Do you want to return to Airdren?”



    



    “...”



    



    I stared up at him. His golden eyes, usually bright, seemed darkened—not just by the shadows, but by something deeper. They reminded me of the strong liquor he drank to fall asleep.



    



    “Your Majesty,” I began.



    



    He nodded, silently encouraging me to continue.



    



    The back of my neck tingled. Did I want to return? Not now, of course. But I was afraid. Afraid of the dangling bodies of my family, lifeless and swaying. Afraid of myself, kneeling at the guillotine, watching it all unfold. The memory of the blade slicing my neck, the sensation of it—it was all too vivid, too terrifying.



    



    “What would you do,” I asked, “if someone tried to kill the person you loved?”



    



    In my past life, what had he thought of me, the one who tried to harm Reya? His words at the last moment, holding my severed head, had been strange, but it didn’t change the fact that he had said or done something that led to my swift execution.



    



    “Anyone who tries to harm you wouldn’t be left alive.”



    



    His large hand caressed my cheek.



    



    “But what if… what if I’m not the one you love?”



    



    “Why would you think that?”



    



    The Grand Duke tilted his head, genuinely puzzled.



    



    “It’s always been you. From the very beginning, it was you.”



    



    I couldn’t help but smile faintly at his words.



    



    “‘Always’ feels like such a short time, doesn’t it?”



    



    The Grand Duke chuckled softly in response, leaning in to press a light kiss to my lips. I accepted it willingly, though the thought of the looming end to our agreement lingered in the back of my mind, refusing to be erased.



    



    In a dark room where even the curtains had been meticulously drawn, Erma sat hunched over, staring into an opulent crystal orb. The orb was the only source of light, casting an eerie glow that seemed to deepen the surrounding darkness rather than dispel it.



    



    The dim illumination made the shadows grow heavier, swallowing the room in ominous gloom. Erma, crouched before the orb, answered softly in a chilling voice.



    



    “Yes, yes…”



    



    Inside the orb, the faint outline of a figure flickered in and out of view, appearing as though submerged in thick mist. Both the person within and the one speaking seemed shrouded in an unsettling aura.



    



    Erma’s murmurs were low and indistinct, barely audible even in the stillness of the room. The voice emanating from the orb was even quieter, an incomprehensible whisper.



    



    “...Yes.”



    



    With that final utterance, the light in the orb abruptly vanished. For a moment, Erma sat silently, staring at the now-darkened crystal. Then, he carefully concealed it before rising slowly to his feet. Every trace of him was cloaked in the room’s oppressive darkness, his form blending seamlessly into the shadows like an apparition.
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