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Have you ever experienced death?
Ah, of course, if you think about it rationally, the answer would be no.
Still, I thought I’d ask—just in case someone out there might have experienced it.
Regrettably, I haven’t.
I doubt anyone reading this has, either.
Honestly, even if I were told I’d die soon, I don’t think it would feel real.
Maybe it’s because I’ve lived happily up until now!
Unlike the poor souls out on the streets, I’ve always had a full meal and a roof over my head to sleep under.
Ahaha, what a great blessing, isn’t it?
Not having lived on the streets myself, I can’t say for sure how miserable that life is.
Of course, this talk of blessings and whatnot isn’t coming from me—it’s what the people who raised me always said.
I’m not sure if this is something a noble family’s daughter is supposed to appreciate.
Honestly, I find it all a bit cliché.
A tragic life, treated unfairly, and now a hollow ending—that’s just so predictable.
It’s one of those absurd, unremarkable deaths you see everywhere.
Not dying of old age, not in childbirth, not trampled under a horse’s hoof—
But instead, coughing a bit, spitting blood, and just dying like that.
How utterly trivial.
It might suit me quite well, though.
Still, I don’t want to die.
But what can I do?
I was born this way.
The thought of dying soon terrifies me—
So much so that I can’t even put on a brave face.
But that doesn’t mean I plan to pour out all the resentment I’ve held in my heart.
What if I get thrown out of the house for that?
No matter how much I’ve been mistreated, the thought of my body being left behind, uncared for, is just too sad.
Even if I’ve been treated poorly, at least someone would burn my body and toss the ashes into a river.
Or not.
Still…
The lower part of the letter found in the trash was torn.
;

        
            Chapter 1: Home (1)
;
I’m someone who always walks on my own two feet.
No money like what you all desire, no attendants to serve me, living a simple life in a small room.
There’s no destined meeting at a grand ball waiting for me, nor anyone to chat with at a glamorous social gathering.
I don’t put on makeup at night, wear perfume, or wander the streets in short skirts to catch the eye of a charming man.
No one in this household wanted me to live that kind of life.
All that remains in this penniless noble family is its lineage.
And that lineage is a commodity—a rather expensive one.
It’s more valuable to commoners than to other nobles.
After all, it’s only natural to sell to those who’ll pay the highest price.
Not that being the product feels particularly good for me.
Emily became a product for a simple reason: She wasn’t smart or beautiful like the others.
Overwhelmed by frustration, I stood up.
The air in the room, with its closed windows, felt stale.
I fiddled with the firmly shut window, but it only rattled slightly, locked tight.
The sun is shining so brightly, and I can see the cool breeze rustling the trees outside—
But I can’t feel it.
I’m just trapped here.
If I threw a chair at the glass, I could probably break it.
I could open the window and escape.
But then what?
What could I even do if I left this house?
The only thing I’d have left to sell is my body.
When the time is right, they’ll sell me off to a sufficiently wealthy man under the guise of marriage.
There won’t be any need for love or talk of romance.
The man is just buying a lifelong mistress for a hefty sum.
Or maybe a trophy.
A stoic, moderately pretty woman of noble blood—effective enough for sexual release.
Suggest working in a factory? Don’t bother.
Someone like me, with this kind of beauty, would just get bullied by other female workers and end up as the factory owner’s mistress.
And yet, the idea of selling my body disgusted me.
For one thing, I was still a man.
Maybe you’d laugh and ask what kind of nonsense that is after years of living as a girl, but regardless, I wanted to stay true to my role as a reader of this novel, not as Emily.
Sometimes it felt like Emily was merging with me, creeping in and blending with who I was.
As if I might disappear entirely.
This isn’t my world.
Even that sensation has started to fade.
In the end, there was nothing I could do.
I tried to empty my thoughts.
Living without hope makes life harder.
I had to firmly believe I was living a happier life than the beggars on the streets.
After all, happiness grows much larger when you look at someone else’s misfortune.
Beyond the fence outside the window lies happiness.
I wanted to believe that and remain confined here.
Inside, there’s only me, too insignificant to even call unfortunate.
That’s just the truth.
Emily. It’s a name I gave myself without much thought, yet I liked it.
It sounded nice.
Emily wasn’t born into a great noble family but one of decent standing, the second daughter.
When she was born, everyone adored her.
They already had a son, so a cute daughter was just what they wanted.
Unfortunately, Emily wasn’t as endearing as her name might suggest.
Instead, she was mature and calm beyond her years.
As time passed, the couple had more children.
Children who were cute and deserving of their attention and love.
A quiet, plain child who didn’t match their beauty or charm was bound to be an afterthought.
A failed creation, you might say.
I am invisible.
Not literally, but that’s how everyone treats me.
Of course, I’m visible when needed.
Sometimes, people even come looking for me.
Though I doubt they think of me as a person.
After two more boys were born, this harmonious household gained a sweet youngest daughter.
Much cuter, prettier, and cleverer than me.
When she toddled over and grabbed my hand, I thought to myself, This is happiness.
The blessing of a new life, loved by everyone, was inherently beautiful.
Just looking at her filled me with a sense of warmth.
And despair.
I realized I could never be that to anyone.
But those sentiments don’t matter much.
After her birth, Emily became something of an ugly duckling.
Maybe she always was, but things certainly worsened.
Still, even a misfit like me could serve a purpose.
Being a noble is far more stressful than it seems, especially for one with little wealth.
Constantly attending social gatherings, comparing yourself, confirming your inadequacies—it’s endless.
And for a nine-year-old misfit who didn’t dress up prettily, I made a convenient outlet for stress.
Small, warm, capable of expressing pain, and obedient.
Most nobles would pay commoners handsomely to take their frustrations out on them, but this household had no money for that.
Thus, they simply chose the most suitable child as a substitute.
Of course, they didn’t reveal their true intentions outright.
Such openness would be unbefitting of a noble, vulgar even.
Everything was framed as love, as discipline meant to guide for the better.
They were stricter than most families, but surely a deficient child required stricter discipline, didn’t they?
Grabbing her hair and slapping her face, locking the crying child in a closet, or beating her until she couldn’t walk—these were all to keep her from going astray.
After all, being born into such a good family was entirely thanks to them, wasn’t it? She ought to accept it all.
That’s probably how they saw it.
One day, Emily, after fainting from a slap and being locked in a closet, prayed earnestly to God.
She begged to be replaced, saying she didn’t want to be here anymore.
And the one who came to take her place was me.
Emily was, in fact, a minor character.
The kind who falls in unrequited love with the boy next door, gets rejected, and tries to harm the beautiful heroine—a flat, one-dimensional figure.
She was just a tool, someone who gets stopped mid-slap and then disappears from the story entirely.
Whether this world inspired the novel or the novel became this world, I don’t know.
What matters is that I’m now living in it.
“Ahchoo.”
I let out a light sneeze, my throat burning slightly.
When I looked at my hand, which I had used to cover my mouth, I saw blood.
It looked unusually thin for blood.
Using the handkerchief in my pocket, I wiped my mouth and cleaned my hands.
It’s just a cold.
I’ll recover soon enough.
It’s not like this is the first time.
Probably because I slept without a blanket last night.
As I was lost in these thoughts, I heard someone walking down the hallway.
The distinct creak of wooden floorboards echoed closer.
Soon, the door opened.
There was no knock.
My room was a place anyone could enter without permission.
This room and the way I’m treated are the same.
Anyone can come in, and they don’t need to ask permission to make requests.
Daniel, my younger brother, walked in. Upon noticing the handkerchief in my hand, his eyebrows twitched slightly.
Then he spoke.
“Emily, you’re bleeding.”
It wasn’t a tone of concern, just a plain statement of fact.
It probably wasn’t far from how I felt about it either.
“It’s just a nosebleed. I’m tired, that’s all.”
“As I thought. What were you up late doing this time? This is why Mother had to put locks on the windows.”
If I had been the eldest son—or anyone else, really—I might have punched him right then and there for saying such absurd things.
But people are creatures of learning.
When I was younger, I did punch Daniel for saying something like that, and Mother dragged me by my hair, beat me senseless, and locked me in the closet until I passed out.
I didn’t see sunlight again until the next day.
“…So, why are you here?”
“The little one wants to see you. Come downstairs.”
“Why me?”
“I don’t know. She just likes you the best. There’s cake in the kitchen. Bring it and eat together or something.”
“I’m too tired to go. You saw my nosebleed.”
At that, my brother snorted and replied, “Still, Ellie wants to see you. Just chat with her for a bit and leave.”
If she wants to see me, why can’t she come here herself? I thought bitterly.
But in this household, it was always expected that I go.
I wanted to say, “Why should I?”
But that would just send him running to Mother, complaining that I wasn’t following orders.
With a sigh, I shoved Daniel, this obnoxious little brother of mine, aside and started walking.
To see our beloved youngest sibling.
;

        
            Chapter 2: Home (2)
;
I walked down the hallway, which hadn’t had its wooden planks replaced once since I was born.
Each step brought the familiar creak of aging wood.
A bit of regular oiling and maintenance could easily eliminate the noise, but such tasks required servants with more specialized skills—ones far more expensive than the laundry or cleaning staff.
This household would never spend money on something so “frivolous.”
After all, even I am scolded for the cost of merely existing here.
The truth is, just selling one of the jewels on that gaudy necklace Mother wears could fix these floorboards in an instant.
But that would be sacrilege.
Vanity and pride as a noble are the very essence of their existence.
Carefully descending the wooden stairs, I reached the first floor and stood outside Ellie’s room. Taking a deep breath, I prepared myself.
I am a kind, gentle, and loving older sister.
I repeated this mantra three times in my head.
The truth is, I find myself wanting to sneer every time I see her sweet little face.
Knocking on the door, I called out, “Can I come in?”
Knocking and asking permission—it’s the right thing to do.
Especially when it’s someone else’s room.
But why, then, is this kind of courtesy never extended to me?
Why does no one respect my boundaries?
I respect everyone else’s.
Somehow, my kindness and goodwill had become something they expected, almost demanded, as if it was their right.
And if I withheld it, they acted as if I had stolen something from them.
“Come in, sister!”
With her cheerful reply, I opened the door and stepped inside.
Ellie was at her desk, diligently copying notes and underlining passages in her notebook.
I had no idea what the subject matter was.
Unlike Ellie, I’d never had a private tutor or attended school.
If she was just going to call me here to study, why even summon me in the first place?
“Studying has been so hard lately,” Ellie complained. “It’s exhausting going to school every day when I’m sick, and the teacher keeps giving us so much homework!”
I didn’t quite get it.
I knew Ellie was born frail, but I didn’t think her condition was so severe that attending school was truly difficult.
She got out of breath after a little running or felt dizzy now and then, sure.
But Mother fussed over her as if she had some terminal illness.
If she were truly so concerned, she could just shove Ellie into a hospital and throw money at it until she was cured.
Ellie seemed to have internalized all the coddling. Hearing “you’re sick” every day probably made her genuinely believe it.
But I didn’t say any of this aloud.
“…That sounds tough,” I said instead.
“You’re so cold, sister,” Ellie murmured, her tone deflated. “Even when I tell you I’m sick, you just go, ‘Oh, is that so?’ and leave it at that.”
Then she hesitated, her voice becoming tentative. “Do you… not like me? Should I try harder to be better?”
“No! It’s not like that!” I protested, practically shouting. “I just… don’t know what to say, that’s all…”
I denied it fervently.
After all, if Mother heard this, I’d be labeled the trash of the family again. She’d ensure I learned firsthand what treatment trash deserved.
Ellie giggled. “Hehe, I was just teasing.”
She flashed a bright smile and let it go.
I clenched my right fist tightly.
If I relaxed even a little, I feared I might slap her.
But I couldn’t risk it—not unless I wanted to go hungry for three days.
“By the way, sister, can I ask a favor?”
I nodded.
It wasn’t a favor; it was an order.
“Could you deliver this letter to Ernst for me? I’d do it myself, but it’s just too embarrassing…”
Ellie rummaged through the bag by her bed and handed me a letter.
I took it and forced a smile.
Ernst was the boy next door, the same age as me.
He was likely the male lead of this story. He certainly had a handsome face for it.
The novel had gone to great lengths to describe his looks, but I’d skimmed over most of it. I didn’t care much for descriptions of male characters.
It wasn’t until I heard his name and connected it to my surroundings that I realized he was the Ernst from the novel.
Letter in hand, I left the room, gently closing the door behind me.
I crouched down just outside, pressing a hand to my face. Then I stood and checked my expression in the mirror near the front door.
Satisfied, I grabbed my shoes.
As I was about to step outside, Daniel caught me. Somehow, he was already on the first floor.
“Where are you going?” he asked.
“Ellie wants me to deliver a letter.”
“To him?”
“Yes, to him.”
Thankfully, the neighbor’s house wasn’t far.
At least I didn’t have to walk a long way. But even with the short distance, errands like these always left a bitter taste in my mouth.
If only it were farther, I thought, I’d have a proper reason to hand it off to someone whose job it was to deliver letters. What were they called again?
A Postman, Perhaps.
Or maybe not. Knowing this household, they might’ve sent me to the post office instead of hiring someone else.
I stepped outside, onto the street lined with countless grand mansions.
Without sparing a glance around, I headed directly next door.
Ernst’s house was at least three times larger than the one I lived in.
As I approached, the servants stationed at the gate greeted me and opened it without question.
They recognized me immediately, likely thinking of me as “the noble young lady who’s close to the young master.”
Though honestly, the servants here were probably treated far better than I was at home.
Once inside the gates, I made my way forward, where a square-bearded butler awaited.
“Have you come to see the young master?”
“Yes, I have a letter to deliver to him.”
“Ah, I see. At this rate, the pile of letters will grow into the thousands.” He chuckled. “Would you like to wait in the drawing room, or shall I escort you to his room directly?”
From the way he spoke, one might think we were a couple.
My mother always dreamed of marrying me off to Ernst.
With our shared history and proximity, she probably assumed we’d naturally like each other.
And, more importantly, because Ernst’s family had money.
Ellie, however, found the idea infuriating.
To her, Ernst, handsome and charming, was hers by right, and she couldn’t understand why anyone would try to pair him with her “unworthy” older sister.
Everyone was jumping to conclusions.
As if Ernst could fall for anyone in this neighborhood.
If he were to fall for someone, it would have to be someone truly remarkable—a blonde with piercing blue eyes, exuding charm, unshaken even in the presence of powerful men, and more beautiful than anyone around.
Their meeting would have to be romantic, too. Perhaps a chance encounter at a ball, a stolen moment in the garden.
That’s the heroine’s story.
I had picked up the book because the cover looked pretty. Who could’ve guessed it would lead to this?
“I’ll go to his room,” I said.
The butler nodded.
I ascended the stairs—silent, no creaking wood underfoot here—and approached the door on the left. It was a large room.
Knocking, I called out, “It’s me. Open up.”
There was no response, so I slipped the letter under the door.
Just as I was turning to leave, the door opened.
“Where are you going?”
“Home.”
“You came all this way, though?”
“All this way? It’s literally next door.”
“Who’s the letter from this time? One of those ladies you have tea with?”
“Ellie. Our adorable little sister.”
“Hmm. I’m not particularly interested in someone three years younger than me.”
Ernst, dressed in a simple shirt and tailored trousers, grabbed my arm and pulled me into the room.
The space was as massive as ever—a large bed, a wardrobe, and even a private bathroom. Despite all this, the room didn’t feel cramped at all.
It was easily twenty times the size of my own room.
“Since you’re here, why don’t you stay and chat for a bit?”
“And do what? Climb trees like we used to?”
“That could be fun,” he said with a grin. “Remember when your mother got mad and dragged you off after catching us?”
“….”
“She was furious. I was so sure I’d get scolded too, but she treated me kindly instead.”
“Guess you charmed even my mother with that face of yours.”
As I brushed back the hair tickling my nose, Ernst suddenly grabbed my arm.
“Hey, there’s a bruise here.”
“I bumped into something.”
“What kind of idiot bumps into something and gets a bruise on the inside of their arm?”
“It’s just from bumping into something, alright?” I said, shoving him away.
The atmosphere grew awkward.
Not wanting to leave things like that, I changed the subject.
“So, tell me more about that girl you met at the ball. You know, the pretty one.”
“Turns out she goes to the same school as me,” he said, his tone lighting up.
“Sounds like she’s someone impressive.”
And so, he went on about her stellar grades, her resilience despite being a commoner, and her captivating presence.
I didn’t really get it. I’d never been to a school that taught swordsmanship and magic, much less one with nobles and commoners studying side by side.
Emily hadn’t, either.
After chatting idly for a while, I said my goodbyes and left the room.
Looking up at the sky, I saw it was clear, with only a few small clouds dotting the blue expanse.
For a moment, I let myself enjoy the sight before returning to the dreadful house I called home.
I began to understand why Emily might have loved Ernst.
Not because she truly loved him, but because being with him felt safe, peaceful—even happy.
;

        
            Chapter 3: Home (3)
;
I returned home and knocked on Ellie’s door.
“Who is it?”
“It’s me. I delivered the letter.”
I heard hurried footsteps approaching before the door swung open. Ellie stood there, her face lit with anticipation.
“Really!? So, what did he say after reading it?”
“I wouldn’t know. I just handed it to him and left.”
“…Well, I guess it would’ve been strange for him to read it in front of you. Thanks, though! For delivering it!”
Her tone was as rude as ever.
This is why you shouldn’t spoil a child too much.
They all end up like this.
To others, Ellie was the picture of politeness.
It was only with me that she acted like this—because I was easy to push around, insignificant.
That wasn’t a misconception; it was the truth.
Still, it didn’t make it any less infuriating.
“Mm-hm,” I replied.
Without another word, Ellie retreated into her room and closed the door.
I climbed to the second floor and entered my own room.
“…What are you doing?”
“Oh, you’re back already,” said Daniel.
“What were you doing?”
“Just looking for something interesting. Got bored.”
In his hands was my small notebook.
It wasn’t just a notebook—it was my journal. My life, or perhaps the tragic comedy of someone’s life.
There was no artistry in it, no stories, just raw emotions scribbled down in ink.
“…Give it back.”
“Why so touchy? It’s not like you’ve written anything important in here.”
I lunged at him, desperate to snatch it back.
Daniel casually caught my arm and shoved me onto the bed.
Years ago, I might’ve been able to overpower him, but not now.
He’d grown, and I hadn’t.
Now, even those who treated me poorly could physically overpower me.
Maybe it was because I hadn’t grown properly.
I was significantly shorter than others my age, my body underdeveloped in every way.
Why? I didn’t know.
Maybe it was from all the beatings. But I wasn’t supposed to know that.
“Let’s see… ‘A cloudless day.’” Daniel began reading aloud.
“What’s this? You don’t even put dates on your entries?”
“Stop reading it!”
I struggled, but he easily held me back, laughing as he read on.
Leaving my journal out while running an errand had been a mistake.
With so few possessions, I’d thought no one would bother with it.
“‘Mother locked me in the room again today. It’s hard to breathe in the closet. Goddamn them all.’ Wow, even swearing? If Mother read this, she’d faint.”
“Give it back!”
Next, he’d probably find the parts where I poured out my chaotic emotions.
They’d seem like something written by a lunatic.
I didn’t even fully remember what I had written.
With no one to vent my frustrations to, I’d used the journal as my outlet.
While Daniel was distracted reading, I yanked the notebook from his hands.
Tears streamed down my face—whether from anger or something else, I wasn’t sure.
Recently, I’d started crying only from one eye whenever I was hit.
“…Get out, Daniel.”
“Wait, I didn’t mean to—”
“I’ve kept quiet all this time, haven’t I?
How far are you planning to push me?
Now you even want to pry into what I think, what I feel—forget it. Just leave.”
I sat on the bed, running a hand over my face.
Daniel hesitated for a moment, then left, quietly closing the door behind him.
“…Ahchoo.”
A dainty sneeze escaped me, but the result was far from cute.
Blood sprayed from my mouth.
I’d need to visit the doctor tomorrow—assuming I could get permission.
Then again, they might refuse.
Maybe I’d get better on my own.
Despite suspecting otherwise, I clung to hopeful, optimistic thoughts.
Not that I could explain why optimism felt so bleak and pitiful in my situation.
I wiped the blood away with the handkerchief I hadn’t yet washed.
Then I stared at it for a long time.
Was I really part of this family?
For all I knew, Mother had conceived me during some affair.
That would explain her disdain.
It wouldn’t be out of character for someone who flitted from man to man at every ball she attended.
Ellie had certainly inherited that frivolity.
Even sending letters to Ernst was pointless—he wouldn’t read them.
They’d probably end up in the trash, eventually burned by a maid clearing out the waste.
Trash, just like the words written in them.
Everyone in this house was merely pretending to be human. They were beasts, every last one of them.
Ah, in novels, isn’t there always a knight—or at least a noble figure—who appears to rescue the suffering heroine?
Why hasn’t someone like that appeared for me?
Because this isn’t a novel—it’s this wretched reality.
How wonderful it would be to suffer for a while and then meet someone who saves me, someone I could live happily with afterward.
I want to run away.
No, I want to escape and live properly.
But this world is too cruel, too unforgiving.
It’s no place for a helpless, clueless girl like me to survive.
If I went to Ernst next door and cried that I couldn’t live in this house anymore, that it was too much to bear, he’d probably just tell me to grow up.
To him, “discipline” from a mother might mean stern lectures and a few swats with a stick—nothing like what happens here.
I picked up the notebook Daniel had snooped through earlier and started writing again, organizing the thoughts that had just crossed my mind.
As I wrote, Fabian, the eldest son, opened my door.
“Come down for dinner,” he said in a low voice.
“Okay.”
“What’s that you’re writing?”
“Just a journal.”
Fabian shrugged indifferently and headed back downstairs.
If someone asked me to name the least terrible person in this household, I’d probably say Fabian.
Not because he was kind or caring, but because he didn’t care at all.
Even if he found me hanging in this room, he wouldn’t blink—he’d just inform Mother so the body could be dealt with.
That’s the kind of person he was.
I tucked the notebook under the bed instead of leaving it in the drawer this time, then made my way to the dining room.
The family was already seated, chatting warmly amongst themselves.
No one acknowledged me as I joined them.
Feeling utterly alienated and resentful, I hated myself even more for still craving their affection.
Dinner was simple: bread, a beef stew, and a few vegetables.
Better this silent exclusion than being scolded like before, I told myself as I ate.
“Emily, Daniel told me something,” Mother said suddenly.
The atmosphere froze.
My family’s eyes turned toward me, filled with contempt, disinterest, ridicule, and mockery.
“I hear you’ve been writing strange things in your notebook. That’s not what I taught you to write for.”
Taught me? As if.
She had thrown a children’s book at me and beat me when I couldn’t learn from it fast enough.
“Come see me after dinner.”
I nodded, leaving the rest of my meal untouched.
Eating too much before getting beaten would just make me vomit, and I’d be the one cleaning it up anyway.
The so-called “harmonious family” resumed their cheerful chatter as if nothing had happened, occasionally glancing at me and throwing in a few loud, mocking remarks for good measure.
Why do I have to endure this?
Why is it only me?
I didn’t choose to be born with white hair and red eyes.
It’s not my fault they think I bring bad luck, that I might cause misfortune if I try to help them.
No, it’s not me.
It’s Emily they think that about.
But I’m not Emily.
Then again, if I’m not Emily… who am I?
When I look in the mirror, all I see is Emily.
If I smile, it’s Emily smiling back, not me—
Ah. My whole body started trembling violently.
“Mother’s waiting for you. You’d better hurry back to her room.”
I don’t know who said it.
By the time I looked around, dinner was over, and I was alone at the table.
Dragging my feet like a prisoner heading to the gallows, I made my way to the room where I used to receive lessons from a tutor.
That tutor had been dismissed long ago—likely because she had shown me kindness.
No, it was because she’d suggested easing up on my education a little.
She’d gotten a slap in the face and been thrown out. A mere commoner, what did she know?
I stopped in front of the door and took a deep breath.
“…Ahchoo.”
The faint taste of blood filled my mouth, but I swallowed it down.
That wasn’t important right now.
Probably a tear in my throat. Some medicine and rest would heal it in a few days.
I knocked on the door.
You have to knock—it’s only polite.
A composed smile, a straight posture, graceful steps, hands neatly placed, shoulders slightly relaxed.;
Keep your head still except when speaking naturally. Breathe only through your nose—no rising or falling chest. Eyes forward, every movement perfect.
Anything less, and I’d be a “bad child.”
But I’m not a bad child. Am I?
;

        
            Chapter 4: Home (4)
;
“Come in.”
At her words, I opened the door and stepped into the room.
Mother was holding a thin cane made of rattan—a so-called rod of love, as she liked to call it.
“Daniel tells me you’ve been acting a little odd.
Saying things like you’re sad or depressed, even while living in such a loving, happy household.
I suppose I’ve been lenient with you lately.”
Of course, she hadn’t punished me because I had been obedient.
If they told me to crawl, I crawled. If they told me to lick, I licked.
If scribbling in a notebook to release my feelings was such a sin, I should never have been born into this house.
“You really do become strange without my touch.
If the beggars on the streets heard your complaints, they’d probably want to slap you senseless.”
“…I’m sor—”
Slap.
A sharp, resounding sound echoed as her palm connected with my cheek.
“Didn’t I tell you not to drag your words?”
She hadn’t put much strength into it—likely to conserve energy for the cane.;
Or perhaps she didn’t want to leave visible marks on my face, in case I was presented at a ball.
The latter seemed more likely.
Recently, she’d been parading me around social gatherings, trying to sell me off to the highest bidder.
Not that I thought anyone would want to buy this skinny, miserable woman.
My silver hair was brittle, my red eyes unsettling.
By Mother’s own words, I looked “possessed by a demon.”
“Pull up your skirt and get on the chair.”
There was a small chair in the room, used for these punishments.
I removed my shoes and climbed onto it, lifting my skirt to expose my bare calves.
The cold air against my skin sent a shiver through me.
“A refined lady doesn’t entertain thoughts of sadness or sorrow,” she said.
The cane sliced through the air and landed on my calf.
Pain jolted through my body, but I didn’t move.
“And she doesn’t flinch or writhe around, even when it hurts.”
She began striking my calves with full force.
I didn’t scream or cry out, but even my heavy breathing wasn’t spared from her critique.
“A proper lady doesn’t let out coarse, vulgar breaths.
Emily, surely you’d rather be a gentleman’s wife than a common whore.
Imagine how much it would break my heart to see my beloved daughter sell her body.”
It was all nonsense.
No one truly practiced the etiquette she preached; they were just convenient excuses for abuse.
No book of manners advocates beating a child like this.
I hated the woman in front of me with every fiber of my being.
If I could, I would strangle her right now.
But I couldn’t.
How could I, when I was barely fed enough to stand?
Even if I tried, the sound would alert the family, and the aftermath would be horrifying.
They might even burn me alive for attempting such a thing.
“Stop….” I bit my lip to suppress the words, tasting the metallic tang of blood.
The pain in my calves began to dull as numbness set in.
“Ah-choo!”
“And of course, coughing is unacceptable,” she added coldly.
The taste of blood rose in my throat, and my body started trembling uncontrollably.
My calves throbbed, my head spun, and my whole body felt feverish.
“I’m sorry… I-I’m sorry,” I stammered, my voice weak and shaking.
The world blurred around me, but her strikes only grew harder.
“Knowing you’re wrong isn’t enough. If you understand, you must be punished for it.”
She raised the cane higher. “Lift your skirt more.”
My hands trembled as I obeyed, exposing my thighs.
One strike. Two.
Each one made my vision flash white, though closing my eyes did nothing to dull the pain.
I knew that screaming would only make things worse, but I couldn’t stop the small cries that escaped my lips.
My head felt hot, as though it were slowly cooking from the crown down.
“If you have no skills, aren’t that pretty, and have no remarkable talents, you should at least obey me.
If you listen, I’ll marry you off to a rich, handsome man, dress you up so you won’t be embarrassed at balls or social gatherings, and make you into a proper lady.
But why must you be so stubborn and cause me so much grief?”
There are no words to adequately describe the horror of listening to that nonsense while being beaten.
My thighs were already throbbing—sitting down later would be unbearable.
If I slouched even slightly, I’d get beaten again for improper posture.
In moments like this, it was impossible to believe this was just a story.
Whether in joy—though I’d never known joy—or pain, I felt alive, and that was enough to remind me that this was no fiction. It was my life.
It always seemed like everything was my fault, even when I knew it wasn’t.
But Emily thought so.
And because I was Emily now, I felt like I had to think so too.
It wasn’t my fault, was it?
They just needed someone to vent their frustrations on.
Someone to blame for their inferiority complex toward other nobles.
Why me, though?
What was it about me that made this acceptable?
They called it love. Punishing me because they love me. What a joke.
Weren’t authors supposed to look down from above, treating their characters as though they were gods?
If so, it would’ve been nice if whoever was writing this story had spared me a glance.
Just one line: Emily’s family ignored her, but at least they didn’t hurt her.
People can understand each other, but understanding changes nothing.
I understood perfectly why my family treated me this way, yet I couldn’t change a thing.
There was no miraculous transformation just because some clueless idiot reading romance novels was inserted into my life.
It was precisely because I understood that I suffered like this.
My family had come to a tacit agreement about why I had to be treated this way, and I had chosen to comply to avoid being thrown out.
I could’ve chosen to run to Ernst or run away entirely. Or perhaps even died—something dramatic and final.
But I didn’t.
Mother does this because she loves me.
Isn’t that right? Parents always love their children.
The books I read said so.
It’s impossible for a parent not to love their child.
That’s why Mother does this—to ensure I don’t stray, to help me grow into a proper lady, to instill good manners in me.
Because she loves me. That’s why she beats me until I can’t move.
A proper lady must never indulge in thoughts of sadness or sorrow.
Growing up in this family meant whining was out of the question.
Even in the sweltering heat of summer, I had to wear long sleeves to cover my bruises.
When I’d asked if I could avoid being bruised, I’d been told, You brought those bruises upon yourself. What do you expect?
Of course she loves me.
She’s just trying to make me into a woman any man would find charming—someone worthy of marriage.
How could a child ever defy their parent’s wishes?
It’s just… a little hard sometimes.
“Emily.”
Yes, just a little hard.
I’m the one who gets locked in closets, the one who gets beaten.
“Emily!”
Slap!
This time, the slap was hard enough to turn my head.
“Why aren’t you answering me?”
“…I’m sorry.”
“You may go now. That should be enough for today.”
My legs trembled so badly I could hardly descend from the chair.
“Oh, and since we’re attending a ball in two days, you should visit the doctor.”
A small mercy, I suppose, though it was hard to see it that way.;
At least I hadn’t needed to ask myself—an act that would’ve gotten me accused of feigning illness and beaten again.
“Good night, Emily.”
With those words, she handed me some money. I accepted it as gracefully as I could and tucked it into an inner pocket.
It would be just enough to cover a visit to the doctor, where I’d likely be handed some useless medicine.
“Good night, Mother,” I said.
My legs felt like they were burning, but I made sure not to limp or move awkwardly. A proper lady’s bearing must remain flawless.
Flawless? No. That’s for the Ellies of the world, for the beloved daughters of respectable families who grace balls and charm everyone they meet.
I was no lady.
I was a product—a commodity meant to be sold at the highest price.
I left the room and began walking back to mine.
The occasional passing servant or family member glanced my way but didn’t approach.
Keeping my posture perfect, I climbed the creaking stairs, walked the worn hallway, and finally reached my room.
Only once I closed the door behind me did I allow myself to crumble.
;

        
            Chapter 5: Home (5)
;
I don’t sob or wail. That kind of crying feels… uncouth.
Instead, I just think about my reality.
Thinking alone is enough to dry up my emotions and stifle any tears before they can spill.
What remains is a hollow emptiness, but it’s better than being dragged out for making noise at night and beaten all over again.
The door opened again.
Of course.
Someone always comes after a punishment—to mock me for crying, or just to make me feel worse.
“Emily.”
“What do you want, brother?”
It was the eldest brother this time. That was unusual; usually, it was Father.
Father would come in with his endless speeches about how Mother only disciplined me because she loved me. He’d ask if I wanted a doll or something, but his droning would never end.
At least with Fabian, I wouldn’t have to endure that nonsense.
“Just wanted to check if you’re okay.”
“I’m not okay. Isn’t it obvious?”
“Yeah, it is.”
“So, what? Did you come to mock me like Daniel?”
“I’m not that childish.
Besides, have I ever tormented you?”
“Plenty. But it’s fine. The victim always remembers better, after all.”
Fabian shot me a sharp look, as if to remind me of my place, before continuing.
“…Karel said she wanted to see you.”
“Who’s that?”
“My fiancée.”
I’d never met her.
“And why would she want to see me?”
“When we were at the ball the other day, you helped her out. She wanted to thank you.
Apparently, she dropped a wine glass, and you caught it and calmed her down.”
Oh, her. The pretty but airheaded girl.
I had no interest in meeting her again.
“…Ah.”
Even in our brief exchange, I’d realized exactly what she was: a beautiful, empty-headed girl raised to be a man’s ideal.
That’s what men wanted.
A woman who was just smart enough, just beautiful enough, and just dependent enough to be endearing without being threatening.
Not someone like me.
Not someone who hadn’t even gone to school, whose wit came only from books, who was too pale, too thin, too lifeless to charm anyone.
Even my silver hair and pale red eyes felt wrong—like a ghost haunting a house.
Mother blamed me for being this way, even though it was her neglect and abuse that had shaped me.
No use dwelling on it. Thinking about it too much would only make me nauseous.
And vomiting was vulgar, which would only lead to another beating.
“Anyway, when I visit Karel’s house tomorrow, you’re coming with me.”
“I have to go to the doctor.”
“Go in the morning and be back by lunch. That’s plenty of time.”
Fabian’s tone left no room for argument. Refusing was out of the question.
That’s what bothered me most—that he acted as if it had already been decided, as if I had no say.
I wanted to lift my chin and defy him, but fear squashed the thought before it could grow.
Fabian noticed my silence and added, “Oh, and put on some makeup before you leave tomorrow.
Your face looks red. It wouldn’t embarrass the family.”
“So, it’s embarrassing to admit your family beats you?”
He paused, his mouth opening and closing as he muttered, “You got hit because you deserved it. Stop complaining. Anyway, I’m leaving.”
And with that, he fled the room, leaving behind his cloying cologne.
The smell made me want to vomit.
I didn’t do anything wrong.
If I asked what I’d done, Mother would say it was because I hadn’t listened to her.
If I questioned whether her words were always right, she’d punish me for talking back.
Maybe I wasn’t even a child to them—just a scapegoat.
That would make sense.
No parent could truly hate their child, could they? Parents must love their children.
Mother must love me.
Anything else is impossible.
It has to be.
I felt like my head was about to explode.
The air was heavy with the nauseating scent of cologne, stale air, and the musty smell of old wood and dust.
It was suffocating.
I wanted to tear my face off, to scream.
I stood and tried to open the window, but it wouldn’t budge.
The lock held firm, no matter how hard I pulled.
No amount of strength could force it open.
I wanted to scream obscenities, to unleash every filthy word I could think of.
But fear held my tongue shut.
My thoughts, too, had to stay locked away.
If they wandered too far, if they spilled from my lips, punishment would inevitably follow.
The unknown breeds fear, and knowledge dispels that fear, driving us forward.
But for someone like me, already too aware, what was there left to do?
My ears remained open, and the sound of children laughing outside filtered in through the locked window.
The thoughts tried to bubble up again, but I clamped my mouth shut.
I wanted to scream but instead bit hard on the part of my lip that was already sore.
The pain settled me, if only slightly.
Let me out of here.
I wished the window would shatter.
How long did they plan to keep me locked away?
I grabbed my notebook and furiously began writing.
Every word was a plea: Let me out.
This handwriting was what my tutor had taught me—the proper way to write.
She’d been the only one who taught me without hitting me.
It had been a novel experience.
“Discipline requires force,” Mother always said, but my tutor had proved otherwise.
Though, her gentler methods had cost her the job.
Mother’s words had already begun eating away at me, though.
Properness was essential, and failing to uphold it invited disaster.
I didn’t want to be punished.
Punishment hurts, and who likes pain?
So, I wrote.
I couldn’t scream with my voice, so I screamed with my hands.
That’s why I preferred being hit on my thighs or calves—when my hands were injured, even writing became impossible.
My thoughts were jumbled, scattered, frantic, just like my words.
This notebook was something I desperately wanted no one else to read.
Father had given it to me as a gift, along with the pen, and no one needed to know how I used them.
Thankfully, Daniel had skimmed only the beginning pages and hadn’t seen the chaos in the later ones.
After staring at the locked window for what felt like forever, I lay back on the bed and closed my eyes.
Tomorrow, I’d have to visit the doctor.
Whether it was the pain in my body, the soreness from the beatings, or the fever burning through me, I couldn’t sleep.
“…Achoo.”
A sharp sneeze sent blood spraying from my mouth.
I wiped it away with the filthy handkerchief I kept nearby.
It reeked of dried blood, and I wondered if it was even worth washing anymore.
I longed for a proper cup of coffee.
I longed to be loved.
I wanted to throw open the window and feel fresh air on my face.
But I didn’t want to be slapped again.
I didn’t want the cane to bite into my legs.
I wanted a simple hamburger, even a cheap one.
Just some lettuce between a bun, even if it lacked rich sauces.
Reaching toward the ceiling, I thought about how red eyes didn’t make the world look red.
The world was just dark, like always.
And so I passed the night with open eyes, unable to sleep.
The Next Morning
When I stepped outside the house, I wasn’t Emily, the wretched girl of this cursed household.
To the world, I was a dignified, graceful, and noble lady.
At least, that’s what they’d see, thanks to my mother’s careful curation of my outward appearance.
Even a simple trip to the doctor wasn’t immune to her scrutiny.
I asked a servant to fetch me a dress.
I also handed over the bloodied handkerchief to be washed, though its smell would probably linger forever.
While the servant worked, I headed to the bathroom to clean myself up.
My hair felt like straw, rough and brittle to the touch.
The mirror reflected a skeletal figure, my ribs stark against pale skin.
It wasn’t as though I had some eating disorder.
I could devour a good meal with gusto if given the chance.
But on the rare occasion I did eat well, I’d be scolded for being “unladylike” and hit hard enough to make me vomit—cleaning it up myself, of course.
I didn’t want to go through that again.
Using a vaguely scented soap, I scrubbed my hair and body clean.
Thankfully, my hair wasn’t long, so drying it took only 30 minutes.
After slipping into my undergarments, I put on the dress the servant had brought.
The socks, reaching to my thighs, added to my discomfort as I moved.
After putting on my simple yet polished shoes, I descended the stairs.
Outwardly, everything about me seemed elegant.
The reflection of nobility.
If I looked pale, makeup could cover it. If I looked too thin, the right dress could hide it.
The money pouch I tucked into an inner pocket, out of sight.
No carriage, of course.
Someone like me didn’t warrant such expenses.
Instead, I walked to the hospital, the hard soles of my shoes clicking on the pavement.
When I passed someone familiar, I offered polite smiles and greetings.
Every step rubbed the fabric of the dress against my bruised skin, a constant agony.
But I didn’t let it show.
My posture had to be perfect, my movements refined.
Instead of sighing, I tilted my head upward and looked at the sky.
The sky was as clear as ever.
Back at home, I only ever saw it through the window.
;

        
            Chapter 6: Illness
;
Had I been walking slowly for about an hour?
I stepped into the hospital.
The distinct smell of those dying wafted through the air.
The stench of rotting flesh, the metallic tang of blood, or perhaps the screams drifting faintly from the distant operating rooms.
It was a familiar feeling.
I wondered how different I really was from these patients, lying there as if waiting for the end, much like me during punishments in the discipline room.
At the reception desk, I quietly spoke.
“Emily Reichten. May I see the doctor?”
The woman at the desk glanced at my face and the clothes I was wearing before guiding me.
“…Ah, head to Room 2 on the third floor. Have a good day, miss.”
The moment I stepped outside, I became “Miss.”
A noble one at that.
And I was treated accordingly.
“You too.”
Struggling to maintain a calm expression, I climbed to the third floor.
It wasn’t particularly high, but I was already out of breath.
Still, I didn’t let out a single complaint.
Someone might hear, after all.
To others, I probably looked like nothing more than a dignified young lady.
Not someone in love, not someone embroiled in rumors, just a delicate girl who occasionally visited the hospital to pick up medicine.
Of course, that was only true outside.
At home, I was often told I didn’t know why I looked so ugly.
Dark and unpleasant, they’d say.
I approached Room 2 and knocked lightly. From inside, I heard the raspy voice of an elderly man saying, “Come in.”
Inside, an elderly doctor sat behind a sleek, modern desk, wearing a pristine white coat and holding a chart.
In these aspects, the world was oddly advanced.
It made me wonder what kind of world this really was.
Some parts were astonishingly developed, while others remained ridiculously backward.
“Do you need anything other than painkillers today, Miss?”
“When I cough, blood comes up. Is there any medicine that stops colds quickly?”
“…You’re coughing up blood?”
“No, not really. Just a little when I cough lightly….”
“That’s the problem, Miss.
Please wait here for a moment.”
“Ah, but I only have this much money….”
I showed him my coin purse, speaking pathetically.
But he seemed unbothered, scolding me as if to ask if money was the issue right now.
It was incredibly important.
No, it was beyond important—it was all I had.
I needed to get the painkillers and return to the estate as soon as possible.
The eldest son had told me to be back by noon.
If I were late, who knows what Mother would say.
Should I just run away?
With such a meager amount?
Even though I didn’t handle purchases myself and lacked a sense of everyday expenses, I knew this wasn’t even enough for a day.
Enduring beatings and abuse was still better than ending up homeless.
I wasn’t starving, and as long as I stepped outside, I was treated as a noblewoman. What reason did I have to leave?
Mother may be a little strict, but it’s all for my sake, after all.
After some time, the doctor returned with a peculiar instrument.
“Excuse me, but could you lift your head, Miss?”
I raised my head as instructed.
He stuck the strange tool into my nose and began twisting it furiously.
I tried to hold back, but I couldn’t stop myself from coughing.
Each cough tore through my throat, and I spat out a mouthful of blood.
The doctor, suspecting it might be an infectious disease, quickly covered his mouth and nose with a white cloth he retrieved from somewhere.
In such matters, this world was oddly advanced, yet I couldn’t understand why noble lords and ladies could still walk around freely.
It felt like the furious masses should storm in, slice off their heads, and carry them around on stakes.
I’d gladly join them.
At least I’d been fed while living this way.
If that’s considered such a great blessing, I suppose I should suffer alongside them.
The doctor left me there and walked off somewhere, holding that peculiar stick.
After about ten minutes, he returned, looking somewhat grim.
“…How long have you been coughing?”
“I don’t know.”
I hadn’t been coughing for years—it was just a cold that never really went away.
In summer, it would subside, and in winter, it would return.
The only difference these days was that I even coughed in the summer.
“If you’re lucky, you might survive.
Starting now, eat plenty and gain weight. With rest, your illness might eventually fade away.
If you carefully take in the necessary nutrients for at least a year and continue taking the prescribed medicine…”
Gain weight….
“Doctor. Would that actually cure me?”
How surprising.
From his expression, I thought for sure it was something terminal, like cancer, and that I’d waste away slowly until I died.
It wasn’t even an incurable disease, so why was he making that face?
I didn’t want to die either.
Though the phrase if you’re lucky, you might survive had already dampened my spirits.
If I’d been lucky, I wouldn’t have been born into this hellish family in the first place.
“…Yes.”
The doctor answered with a hint of certainty in his voice, looking straight into my eyes, slowly.
I couldn’t tell what he was thinking.
He just seemed angry.
“But I have no money.”
“Aren’t you a young lady from a distinguished family?
How could someone so noble not have a single penny to spare for their daughter!?”
The doctor raised his voice—not at me, but at the parents who had sent me here.
“I can’t even comprehend how a disease like poverty sickness, which only afflicts poor commoners or slum dwellers, could happen to someone like you…!”
Poverty sickness. That was the first time I’d heard of such a disease.
It must be unique to this world.
“Exactly. Enough with the noise. Just give me the painkillers.”
My tone was perhaps a bit too arrogant for addressing the doctor, but after all, he was a commoner.
He couldn’t scold me.
“…….”
I wondered what kind of expression I was making now.
I was hearing that I might die from this illness, yet…
Ordinarily, touching my face like this would seem strange, so I didn’t do it.
As always, my lips were fixed in a neatly maintained smile, and my expression hadn’t twisted.
Good. It seemed my face wasn’t one that would crumble over mere news like this.
I’d worked so hard to make it this way.
This iron mask, constructed over stiffened blood and peeling skin.
“…Visit once a week.
As for the cost, we can bill it to your future husband after you get married.”
The doctor removed his glasses, rubbing his temples as if he had a headache.
Marriage, huh.
There wasn’t anyone for me to marry, though.
Mother seemed determined to pair me with Ernst from next door, but Ernst loved another woman.
Someone like me would be fine staying as his friend.
A once-close childhood friend would suffice.
“When did you start caring so much?
Even when I came here covered in bruises, you’d just prescribe painkillers and ointments and send me on my way.”
Feeling a surge of emotion, I couldn’t help but sarcastically smirk and say something spiteful, though the doctor wasn’t at fault.
“Should I have delivered a grand lecture to your noble parents about how to properly raise their child, Miss?”
“…I’m sorry.”
“Take your medicine and come back next week.
If you don’t, I’ll come to the estate myself.”
I nodded.
Not that he’d get past the gates if he came to the estate.
I was slightly surprised that someone cared enough about me to say such things.
And it wasn’t my family or the childhood friend living next door, who seemed utterly unaware of how I lived. It was just an old man at the hospital.
Well, calling him “just an old man” felt unfair since he was a doctor, but still.
Dragging my feet, I left the hospital.
“Ah-choo!”
Having no handkerchief, I turned to a nearby tree and coughed against it.
I felt sorry for the nameless tree, but since it would probably end up as paper someday, I thought of it as giving it early practice.
Hearing my raspy breathing and still managing to produce such nonsense thoughts meant I could live a little longer.
I considered wiping away the bloody sputum but decided the rain would wash it away eventually.
My throat burned painfully.
My head throbbed.
With trembling hands, I opened the medicine packet the doctor had given me and swallowed what seemed to be a painkiller.
Even without water, a single pill went down just fine.
After taking a deep breath, I began heading home.
My steps felt heavy.
I wasn’t sure if it was because I didn’t want to go back or because I was unwell.
After walking for quite some time, I reached the estate’s front gate.
The eldest son was waiting there, arms crossed, his expression full of displeasure.
“You’re a bit late.”
“…Sorry. I’ll just drop off the medicine and come right back.”
I heard the sound of him clicking his tongue behind me as I hurriedly went to my room to leave the medicine and came back down.
“Don’t act like you do at home when you’re in front of Karel.”
I nodded.
I didn’t really understand what he meant, but I nodded anyway.
What did he mean by not acting like I do at home?
Was he telling me not to grovel as I did in front of Mother?
Or not to appear lost in depression as I did while locked in my room?
I didn’t know.
I only nodded to appease him.
I didn’t mention that I’d been told I was dying.
Nor did I mention that there was a chance I might survive.
Whatever I said, it would be unpleasant for him, and for Mother, too.
Still, if I continued living like this, I would die, just as the doctor had said. Was there any point in living like this?
I mulled over it for a while.
I didn’t want to die.
But I didn’t desperately want to live, either.
Caught in these conflicting feelings, I looked up at the sky.
A bird was flying.
For a brief moment, I wished I could soar through that vast, open sky.

        
            Chapter 7: Conversation (1)
;
“Emily.”
“Ah, yes.”
“We’ve arrived.”
Fabian shook the bell hanging by the door.
The large estate’s gate opened, and a servant stepped out to let us in.
I followed Fabian, who walked confidently into the estate as if it were his own.
Inside the grounds was a massive garden.
At its center was a table with three chairs arranged around it.
Seated there was the woman I had met at the ball last time.
Had I known she was Fabian’s fiancée, I never would have helped her.
The woman stood from her seat and approached us.
If I hadn’t followed Fabian, I’d still be locked in my room, dwelling on the fact that I had a terminal illness, spiraling through all sorts of thoughts.
Not that I had to come along—I could’ve let Mother drag me off to get beaten. That would’ve resolved everything.
But I was afraid of the beatings.
Just as I feared the beatings, I also feared dying.
I already felt this awful—how much worse was it going to get?
I hated being in pain.
Who wouldn’t?
My breath came short.
“Ah-khmp…”
I hurriedly covered my mouth to stifle a cough, swallowing it back down.
The metallic taste of blood spread across my tongue.
It wasn’t enough to make me gag, though.
As I swallowed my own blood, I suddenly wondered—did this count as cannibalism? Or was it just an unavoidable result of internal wounds?
It was a pointless, meaningless thought.
Fabian and the woman were chatting.
Usually, couples in arranged marriages barely got along—both parties, after all, were essentially sold into it.
But these two seemed fine.
After their conversation, they took their seats.
I followed and sat in the remaining chair.
“Hello, I’m Karel!”
Her lively voice, her energetic brown hair, the freckles that seemed charming on her beautiful face, and her fair—yet healthily glowing—skin.
She didn’t even bother mentioning her family name.
She wasn’t a product of her family’s reputation, after all.
She showed no trace of submissiveness.
From the way the people at the estate treated her, I got the feeling that if she didn’t want to marry, they’d simply find someone else for her.
The way the servants behaved spoke volumes about the level of respect she commanded in her household.
The woman before me was simply Karel.
I could see why Fabian liked her.
From the first impression, she came across as a cheerful, kind-hearted young lady.
“Emily Reichten.”
In contrast, I was nothing but a product—a commodity.
I squashed the deep-seated inferiority within me and answered quietly.
“I didn’t even get to hear your name last time! You vanished before I could find out—it startled me!”
“…Haha.”
“So, I asked Fabian if he could track you down, and he told me you were his sister.
I mean, people with such strikingly white hair and beautiful red eyes aren’t exactly common!”
Well, I’d love to rip them out if I could.
Wherever I went—even Fabian beside me would sneer, calling my eyes ominous and cursed.
Receiving praise didn’t move me in the slightest.
In stories or comics I’d read before, when someone who was always disregarded finally got recognition, they’d get teary-eyed and fall for the person complimenting them.
Maybe Karel wasn’t the protagonist of this story.
“Thank you for the compliment.”
“So, I heard you occasionally meet friends for tea. Could you also spare some time to meet with me?”
All I had done was catch her fallen wineglass in mid-air and ask if she was alright.
“…If you invite me, sure.”
The woman lit up at my agreement.
The conversation that followed was brief and simple.
I just played along with small talk, giving responses here and there.
This kind of let’s-get-to-know-each-other chatter was something I was used to.
If you wanted to secure a good marriage, at the very least, you needed a decent reputation and the ability to hold a conversation.
Mother always said I was lacking, but only in comparison to her other children.
On average, I was quite a charming lady.
I didn’t raise my voice carelessly, nor was I arrogant, nor did I have any bad rumors about me.
Even the girl Ernst fancied was said to be arrogant, with rumors that her lovers changed every night.
Of course, those were just rumors.
Judging by her youthful face and demeanor, she was probably a sweet and proper maiden.
But if you asked people to name the most suitable woman to marry while maintaining a separate lover, I’d be the first choice.
As I sipped my tea and entertained these thoughts, a troubling question came up.
“By the way, Emily, is there someone you like?”
Had it been just the two of us, I would’ve said no.
But Fabian was here.
And Fabian thought I liked Ernst.
“I’m not sure.”
I answered with a faint smile, as if it was a difficult question to answer.
“Of course, it’s rude to ask something like that so soon after meeting!
I’ll ask again when we’re closer!”
I nodded.
The pleasant tea time lasted about an hour, at least in how I perceived it.
How the two of them managed to chatter so endlessly about nothing was beyond me.
To be honest, I wanted to flip the table and pour the hot tea on both of them.
If I did, though, I’d probably end up not under the table but locked in a basement, wearing a collar.
After we left the estate, Fabian, looking mildly irritated, threw a comment my way.
“I told you not to act like you do at home.”
“Maybe start by explaining what acting like I do at home even means.”
I couldn’t bring myself to lower my head and apologize meekly—I was too annoyed for that.
Attending this ridiculous gathering, I had to maintain my posture and endure it all somehow.
My entire body felt like it was burning up.
It was as if I was slowly being cooked from the inside out.
This wasn’t the first time blood had risen in my throat.
Who was the reason I had to endure this charade, only to be treated like this?
This illness didn’t just eat away at my body—it gnawed at my patience as well.
Perhaps the urgency of possibly dying soon was driving me to this point.
“Making vague answers to leave the other person uncomfortable or making them feel awkward—stuff like that.”
“When did I ever do that?”
“When Karel asked if you liked anyone, you smirked and didn’t answer.”
“So, what, am I supposed to grin like a fool and tell a stranger who I like?”
“Why not? It’s not like there’s anyone else besides Ernst from next door.”
To him, appearances were everything.
I knew that already.
Even though my insides were rotting away—so much so that I was coughing up blood—why did it always have to be about appearances?
To outsiders, we must have looked like siblings having a pleasant, heartfelt conversation.
We walked together, speaking softly as though we were on good terms, down the tree-lined path leading to the estate.
I used to play here with my siblings when we were younger.
I was always the one being bullied, of course.
This path was rarely traveled.
That was probably why Fabian chose to speak here.
“You’re always like this.
When Mother or Ellie says something absurd, instead of responding properly, you just scoff and let it slide.
You always look like you’re mocking everyone in this family…”
“Fabian, shut up already.”
“What..?”
“I said, shut up.
I played along with your little game, flirting with your beloved courtesan. Isn’t that enough?
Why do I have to sit through this nonsense too…?”
He slapped me.
It wasn’t hard enough to turn my head or even make a sound when his palm met my cheek.
Guess he didn’t feel like hitting with all his strength.
After slapping me, Fabian glanced around nervously.
No one would be walking along this path, but even if someone were, no one would care—this was just a family matter.
I brushed my cheek with the back of my hand and continued speaking.
“Why should I have to listen to that nonsense?”
Fabian, caught off guard by his own actions, hesitated as I kept talking.
“You don’t know anything. You don’t even care.
If punishment had been as mild as a slap on the cheek like yours, do you know how much better my life would’ve been?”
They say people who are oppressed and abused sometimes develop exhibitionist tendencies, but I didn’t seem to be one of them.
Even in broad daylight, stripping down to my underwear didn’t give me any sense of thrill or sexual impulse.
When I suddenly started undressing, Fabian panicked, but after looking at my body, his expression hardened.
“So, even if it’s punishment, do you think being beaten like this is normal?”
I showed him the bruises covering my body.
Then I quietly picked up my discarded dress and put it back on.
Fabian stood frozen in place.
“I wasn’t beaten because I deserved it.”
He wouldn’t bring it up for a day or two, pretending it wasn’t his concern.
After all, his future was bright—there was no reason to bother with someone like me.
Last year, Fabian and I didn’t exchange a single word.
Now, out of nowhere, he was dragging me around, introducing me to his fiancée, and spouting nonsense.
He hadn’t cared about me before.
At least now, he might stop dragging me around.
Or maybe he’d run to Mother and tell her I stripped outside.
Even if he did, I wouldn’t get punished today.
Tomorrow was the day of the ball, after all.
Biting my lip, I returned home.
My entire body ached, so I didn’t even wash up. I went straight to my room and took the medicine the doctor had given me.
As the pain in my body subsided a little, thoughts of why did I do that? began to fill my mind.
I felt anxious.
I kept biting my nails until I heard someone from the other side of the door call me for dinner.

        
            Chapter 8: Conversation (2)
The painkiller seemed to have worked, as I felt slightly better.
Perhaps because of that, I didn’t feel as emotionally volatile at dinner as I had earlier with Fabian.
“Emily, you’ll need to attend the ball tomorrow, so eat lightly tonight.”
I responded with a polite, composed smile, “Yes, Mother.”
Fabian glanced at me with a slightly awkward expression before resuming his meal as if nothing had happened.
It seemed he hadn’t told Mother anything.
Although I’d been told to eat lightly, the doctor had said I needed to eat well to recover from my illness.
Ignoring Mother’s instructions, I emptied my plate.
Then, I reached for the large meat dish in the center of the table, speared a hefty portion with my fork, and transferred it to my plate.
It wasn’t like I had anorexia or anything.
The only reason I’d struggled with eating before was the abundance of nauseating faces around me.
For the first time in a while, overeating felt enjoyable.
People often say that overeating to relieve stress leads to weight gain, but I needed to put on some weight.
Looking at my emaciated body in the mirror after taking off all my clothes left me feeling devastated.
I didn’t leave a single bite of the meat dish I had served myself.
Mother’s expression twisted slightly as she noticed.
“I told you to eat lightly, didn’t I?”
“I was hungry,” I replied, not in a timid voice but with a slightly defiant tone.
Everyone at the table turned to look at me in shock.
“And what will people think when they see your stomach bulging out at the ball tomorrow?”
“They might think I was rolling around with some man a few weeks ago, especially since all the windows are sealed shut.”
Mother’s face froze, her expression quickly shifting to one of anger.
“Ahem.”
It wasn’t a laugh—it was the sound of me stifling a cough.
But Mother clearly didn’t interpret it that way.
She glared at me with a face that looked as though she wanted to stab me with a knife.
“Come to my room after dinner….”
Realizing the misunderstanding was irreparable, I smiled brightly and responded, “No, I won’t,” followed by a mocking laugh.
This time, it was definitely a sneer.
When Fabian accused me earlier of mocking our family, I hadn’t understood what he meant.
I’d never done such a thing, after all.
But if even someone like Fabian, who barely paid me any attention, thought that, then perhaps everyone else believed the same.
The once cheerful dinner atmosphere grew icy.
Ellie and Daniel glared at me.
The other siblings seemed preoccupied with eating quickly so they could leave.
Would it have been different if Father were here?
Probably.
At least he claimed to love me and occasionally gave me gifts.
But he was always too busy with work to be around.
Ultimately, Mother was the one who ran the household.
If she was in a bad mood, the entire house was somber. If she was in a good mood, everyone enjoyed a harmonious day.
And when she was upset, venting her anger on me in the confines of my room usually improved things.
To keep my screams from being heard by neighbors or passersby, Mother had soundproofed the walls and doors with layers of padding.
I left the table and went to my room, shutting the door firmly behind me.
“Huff… huff… Achoo.”
I took deep breaths but ended up coughing.
Fortunately, there were only a few drops of blood this time.
My coughing didn’t usually escalate into a torrent of blood.
At most, a few drops would splatter here and there.
Was I supposed to take only one painkiller a day?
My throat still burned, so I retrieved another pill and swallowed it.
As a slight drowsiness overtook me, I lay down on the bed, only to realize it wasn’t true sleepiness—just the side effects of the medication.
I pulled out a notebook from the drawer and began furiously writing about Mother’s absurd face earlier when I had talked back.
If anyone found this, I’d probably get beaten even worse.
But I didn’t care.
If I’d already crossed the line by rebelling, she would inflict her so-called corrections on me regardless.
I should’ve defied her sooner.
If I’d known that the almighty Mother could make such a pathetic expression, I’d have acted this way much earlier.
I hoped everyone in the house would suffer indigestion from the tense atmosphere at dinner.
I didn’t want to see such a harmonious scene in front of me ever again.
I was family too, yet I was always left out.
I was your blood, too.
Why don’t you love me?
Why am I the only one you hate so much…?
But Mother was only strict because she cared, right?
No, you know that’s not true.
What kind of parent, one who loves their child, could make such an expression?
If I’d been a prince, I’d have been locked in a rice chest long ago.
The way she looked at me earlier wasn’t how a mother looks at her child.
It was how a slave owner looks at a slave begging for freedom.
I am not a slave.
Neither are you.
We could leave this place whenever we wanted.
You and I both could have escaped here long ago if we truly wanted to.
This is where we chose to stay.
Even now, if I broke the window, I could run away.
When Ellie asked me to deliver that letter to Ernst, I could’ve fled somewhere far away.
There were countless ways to escape.
But ultimately, you stayed because you wanted to, hurling complaints at Mother while indulging in your privilege.
Sure, I could run.
The newspapers would call it a noble lady’s escapade, and soon enough, the authorities would drag me back to the estate.
There are so few places for me to hide.
With this conspicuous dress, stark white hair, pale skin untouched by sunlight, and crimson eyes, how could I remain unnoticed?
Eventually, they’d catch me.
They’d scold me with something like Don’t run away again, you troublesome young lady.
Even if I were lucky enough to hide my identity and find work, I’d constantly struggle to conceal my appearance.
Escaping to another country wasn’t realistic either.
I’d never learned a foreign language.
How many albinos do you think exist in this world?
Even if I managed to run, prostitution would be the only option left.
No one else would hire someone without asking questions.
Unless… is there another ingenious idea you’ve thought of?
Then I could just die.
Like I once considered in that wardrobe.
But I want to live.
Unlike you, I’m not going to give up and grovel to that despicable woman, pretending she’s my mother.
If I could just erase the terrible people around me, the world would be beautiful.
When I look up at the sky, it’s clear and refreshing, without a speck of dust.
Sometimes, when I see birds flying, I think I’d like to fly too.
No, not as in jumping off to my death this time.
Even the nameless flowers blooming on the roadside and the fresh-smelling weeds are lovely.
They’re struggling to live, clawing their way out of the earth.
It’s strangely relatable—like me, somehow.
I also like the cat that lounges on the fence for a nap and meows when I pass by.
And sometimes, after a visit to the hospital, when I use the leftover money to buy a snack, that’s the best feeling.
It’s just cheap candy that the local kids eat, but it’s sweet and delicious.
The world is so beautiful—why would I want to die?
Yes, if only the people around me weren’t here….
Oh. That’s right.
No answer comes.
My blurred vision cleared suddenly.
Standing in the doorway, arms crossed, was Daniel, glaring at me.
“Mother was crying because you wouldn’t listen to her.”
“…Get lost. I don’t have the energy to talk to you.”
“What, did you decide overnight to go off the rails?”
“Ahem.”
I glared at Daniel, but a cough interrupted me.
Blood spattered out.
Fortunately, it was only a few drops.
Since my hand was covering my mouth, he wouldn’t know that blood had come out.
Casually wiping my lips, I addressed him.
“It’s bedtime. If you’re just here to spout nonsense, leave, Daniel.
If family is so important to you, why don’t you start by calling me sister for once?”
“I’ll call you sister when you start acting like one.”
“And my mother? My brother? Do they act like a mother and brother should?”
A mama’s boy and a mother who hates me.
“…….”
“I know you’ve been clinging to Mother’s apron strings for a long time, but how long will that last….
Ugh, forget it. I don’t care. Leave. I’m tired, and there’s a ball tomorrow.”
Daniel looked like he was about to say something but instead ground his teeth and stormed off.
I hope he trips on the stairs and gets hurt.
He’s family, so I can’t bring myself to wish for his death.
But calling this family at this point—what a joke.
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            Chapter 9: The Ballroom
Morning arrived.
On days like this, breakfast was skipped.
Tightening a corset sometimes led to vomiting, after all.
How enviable it was to see those heroines who could simply wear their dresses and go. It was enough to drive me mad.
I guess I was slightly better off, though.
Commoners, unable to afford expensive corsets for balls, supposedly wore ones made of steel wire.
Fortunately, mine was made from whale bones.
Apparently, it was supposed to bring good fortune in marriage or something.
Not that I needed it—my body was already so skinny that wearing one wasn’t necessary.
Perhaps if I were like Mother or Ellie, with a bit more flesh, it would make sense. But forcing something like this on someone as thin as me? That was purely out of spite.
Of course, saying that out loud would only earn me a lecture about being ungrateful after being given something so expensive.
If I tried to explain myself, they’d twist it into nonsense about wanting me to appear more attractive to men.
No matter what they said, I knew it would leave me feeling worse, so I kept my mouth shut.
Avoiding unpleasant thoughts and running from them had become second nature.
“…Urgh.”
The corset strings were pulled tight.
It was suffocating, but not unbearable.
At least this time, they hadn’t lashed my back. Perhaps because of the ball, they’d decided to spare me today.
“All done, Miss Emily. It’s Ellie’s turn next—please tell her to come up.”
“You tell her yourself.”
I held my tightly bound waist as I left the room.
Once out of sight, I straightened my back and walked with proper posture.
The people in this household were no different from strangers to me, after all.
Instead of my wardrobe, I entered the large dressing room.
There was no way to wear these kinds of dresses alone.
After some struggling and a few pairs of helping hands, I was dressed and ready to leave the estate.
At the main gate, Mother was waiting for me, holding an elegant fan.
“Emily, get in the carriage first.”
I nodded silently and climbed into the carriage.
The seat felt strange.
The cushion was frayed, and pressing down on it revealed a slight wobble.
This kind of seat was bound to make me nauseous during the ride.
I sighed and sat down, having little choice.
I’d already gotten in, and refusing to go first wasn’t an option.
Usually, Ellie was dressed first, so there must have been a reason they put me in the corset first today.
Eventually, Ellie and then Mother entered the carriage, and the door shut behind them.
With a whistle from the coachman and the crack of a whip, the carriage began to move forward.
At the same time, the unsteady seat began to shake slightly.
I felt nauseous but forced myself to endure it, keeping my back straight and posture upright.
As I tried to suppress my coughing and queasiness, Ellie spoke up beside me.
“Now that I think about it, how is it that you’re three years older than me, yet your chest is so small?”
Because, unlike you, I didn’t grow up eating well.
Because, unlike you, I grew up getting beaten every day.
Maybe Mother smashed my growth plates shut.
Do breasts even have growth plates? Maybe not.
Because, unlike you, I grew up under constant stress.
Because, unlike you, I feel like I have another person living in my head.
But no proper response came out.
The confined space, combined with the nausea and the ever-present pain, pressed down on me like a weight.
“…I don’t know.”
“You even know less than I do! Shouldn’t you at least study a little?
Daniel said all you do is lock yourself in your room and write weird stuff.”
“Who knows.”
“Emily, answer your sister properly. Are you looking down on me because I’m younger than you?”
“…Maybe it’s because my thighs are covered in bruises, and I don’t have time to think about that sort of thing.”
Unlike last night, her reaction wasn’t one of shock, but she didn’t respond either.
Thankfully, Ellie’s rambling bought me silence for the rest of the trip.
Eventually, we arrived at the venue for the ball.
Balls typically began around the evening, but arriving early was customary.
The reason was simple: to greet various people, make appearances, and engage in light socializing.
None of it mattered to me.
Sitting with women whose names I wouldn’t remember, sipping tea, and making small talk—this was the routine.
When they asked how I managed without knowing their names, I’d just observe carefully until someone mentioned it.
Until then, I’d use vague terms like “you” or speak without needing to address anyone directly.
Laugh politely, exchange meaningless pleasantries, sip tea, comment on its aroma with a stock reply, gossip about men, and by the time the sun begins to set, walk into the ballroom.
A bit later, the music—a clumsy waltz to my ears—would begin, and everyone would start dancing.
As I sipped tea and half-listened to the chatter, a freckled woman, whom I suspected disliked me, struck up a conversation.
“Did you hear? Ernst apparently accepted a dance invitation from that brazen woman. Isn’t it absurd?
How could a woman approach a man to ask for a dance? So indecent.
And Ernst accepted it—what was he thinking?”
That’s right, of course, truly, I see, indeed—affirmations flowed effortlessly in the conversation.
What was I supposed to do?
She was saying it for me to hear, for me to feel bad. But I didn’t feel like responding.
“By the way, Emily, just between us, hasn’t it been years since you and Ernst last danced together?”
“It has been, hasn’t it?”
“…Could it be that his affection for you has cooled?”
“Oh, was it that his mother was a commoner?
Ah, well, even high-class prostitutes are still technically commoners.”
“What did you just say…?”
“If you find it amusing to see a fool with money clawing at a bloodline-obsessed idiot, you might want to keep quiet and just drink your tea. Wouldn’t you all agree?”
The others gave small nods in agreement.
I still couldn’t remember her name.
The woman’s face flushed red as tears welled up in her eyes. She wiped them quickly before running off somewhere.
It wasn’t as if she could argue—it was all true, after all.
And love? Affection?
She probably thought that if someone like Ernst could end up with a “bold” woman, then she had a chance too.
Her mother had been a mere prostitute who lucked out by marrying well, so she likely filled her daughter’s head with the same lofty fantasies.
Still, wasn’t her dream a little too grand?
Ernst, at least, seemed the type to steer clear of someone who couldn’t even properly provoke others.
The rest of the group carried on as if nothing had happened, shifting to new topics of conversation.
This wasn’t unusual.
As long as no one resorted to physical violence or left visible injuries, verbal sparring was considered par for the course.
After all, this was a gathering of women seeking suitable matches.
If the atmosphere wasn’t sharp, that would be strange in its own way.
Casual insults were expected—at least for those with enough social standing to back them up.
Even when things escalated, most disputes would blow over with forced laughter and polite words after some time.
Except, of course, when it came to low-born women running their mouths about “bloodlines.”
That was why I didn’t bother remembering their names.
There was no point in growing closer to them or trying to understand them. It would only expose my own weaknesses.
Sure, it would give me more ammunition to hurt them, but who had the energy for that?
Eventually, the light social gathering drew to a close as the sun began to set, and people began gathering in the ballroom for the evening event.
Why the ball was being held didn’t interest me.
Perhaps some noble had a child, or a royal family member was celebrating a birthday.;
Maybe it was the birthday of some high-ranking noble who enjoyed lording over the emperor himself.
There was no need to remember such things.
All I needed to do was approach the guest of honor, offer the usual empty congratulations, and spend the rest of the time idling in a corner until Mother came to fetch me.
The guest of honor—a nameless, handsome figure—stepped slowly into the center of the ballroom and began receiving congratulations from everyone.
I caught their name in passing and quickly moved to a secluded spot, where I tried to catch my breath.
Soon, the clumsy strains of a waltz filled the air.
It made me wonder: would it take something as drastic as nobles losing their heads to finally hear a decent waltz?
If sacrificing the necks of the high and mighty could bring us better music, that didn’t seem like such a bad bargain.
“What are you doing here?”
“Hm? Reflecting on music. This piece isn’t to my taste.”
“Well, you always did prefer older dance tunes.”
By “older dance tunes,” he meant polkas.
They were all borrowed from what I once knew as modern music.
Waltzes, polkas—they were ancient here but not back there. Sometimes the distinctions blurred in my mind.
It didn’t happen as often these days, given how long I’d been living here, but it still caught me off guard now and then.
“Ernst.”
“What?”
“Go tend to that young lady. I’m fine here.”
“…I came all this way just to see you, and now you’re sending me away?”
“It’s not as if I’m chasing you out—it’s just a corner. Stay if you like.
But if you stick around, people will gather, and I’ll have to leave.”
Ernst looked slightly sulky but eventually wandered off, presumably to find the woman.
I didn’t understand why he insisted on being near me. No good could come of it.
Everyone else seemed to be enjoying the ball.
But I didn’t feel like being swept up in the atmosphere.
From the second or maybe third floor, Mother—who was supposed to be watching over Ellie and me—began making her way toward me.
I didn’t bother trying to avoid her.
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            Chapter 10: The Ballroom
“Emily, I’ve been watching you for a while now. Ernst came to find you, but you just sent him away and stayed here, all alone, entertaining yourself in this corner.”
“Haha, you’ve been watching closely, I see.”
“Perhaps it’s time to stop being so defiant, don’t you think?”
Mother approached me slowly, pushing me into a secluded corner out of sight of the ballroom crowd.
Then, she clenched her fist and struck my stomach with all her strength.
If I had eaten, it would have been disastrous, but thankfully, my stomach was empty.
Though it didn’t seem like she hit me that hard, my whole body felt numb, a stark reminder of how fragile I was.
“Ugh… Mother.”
“What is it, Emily?”
I wiped the spit that had trickled from my mouth. Or was it stomach acid? I couldn’t tell.
“Should I scream and cry for you to stop, right here, in this corner?
After all, my body is already covered in bruises.”
“I don’t understand why you, who used to be so obedient, have suddenly changed like this.”
“Perhaps it’s because the rebellious phase I never had as a child has finally arrived.”
Teenagers acting out were often dismissed as being possessed by a demon here.
Given how poorly I’d grown up, maybe even the “demon” had taken its time to show up.
“If that’s the case, we’ll have to find you a man who can love you and settle you down.”
“Just don’t assume that man will be Ernst.
He’s been my friend for years and values our friendship. There isn’t even a hint of romantic interest in his feelings for me.”
Her ambitions were far too lofty.
Our household, clinging to its bloodline but struggling to make ends meet, was leagues apart from Ernst’s, where too much money was the problem.
“As a daughter, you should fulfill your mother’s wishes when you know what they are.”
“Is that so?”
“Of course. After all, I bore you and raised you in such a noble household—shouldn’t that count for something?”
Mother took a step back, standing beside me, and opened her fan, covering her mouth.
Her cheeks twitched slightly. Was she gritting her teeth behind the fan? It seemed likely.
Sure, Ernst was a catch.
I didn’t understand why she coveted someone who wasn’t hers to claim in the first place.
“I remember you once speaking about the virtues of a lady.
You said a lady should act with decorum, know her place, and live within her means.
That was the day I mentioned wanting to go to school like Ellie, wasn’t it?”
“But you were already grown by then.”
“Even so, I think I was far brighter then than Ellie is now.”
“An elder sister should sacrifice for her younger siblings.”
“And parents should do the same for their children.”
For a moment, Mother said nothing, her lips pressed together in silence.
“Emily, I only ever wanted you to marry into a wealthy, noble family and be happy.”
She closed her fan, her expression now calm, her emotions seemingly subdued.
“But you know our family’s situation. It may be humiliating, but we’ll likely have to send you off to a commoner.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes. If you’re to be called a lady, marriage is a necessity, wouldn’t you agree?”
Mother spoke in her usual gentle, cordial tone.
“But before that, I think you’ll need some additional training.
Look around—no one is asking you to dance.
What must they think of you to ignore you so completely?”
“…Haha… ugh.”
As the music began again and people started dancing, Mother cornered me against the wall and began choking me.
A sharp sting at my neck made me wonder if I had coughed up blood or if her nails had scratched my skin.
“So, Emily, don’t behave so rebelliously toward your mother.
All children are blonde. All children have blue eyes.
But you…
Because you were born like this, I’ve endured so much.”
“Ugh… hhgg…”
I reached out to grab her arms, but I had no strength.
Even though we were both women, Mother was much larger and far healthier than I was.
Or was I just too frail?
Mother pinned me against the wall and lifted me off my feet.
My breathing became more labored with every passing moment.
In my struggle, I caught a glimpse of my wrist.
I was supposed to be a noble, someone from a distinguished family.
Wherever I went, I was called “Miss.”
Yet my wrist was just as thin and malnourished as that of a street urchin.
“I’ve always wanted to gouge out those red eyes of yours. I’ve wanted to burn all that hair away. Because of you, I had to endure such treatment from my beloved husband.”
If that’s how you felt, you shouldn’t have given birth to me in the first place.
My lips twitched, but no words came out. With her hands squeezing my throat, speaking was impossible.
“Of course, once he realized you were truly his child, my husband did apologize to me.
Though how he figured it out, I’ll never know.”
Why is this world the way it is?
“In any case, enjoy the ball tonight, my dear daughter.”
“Agh… hhgg…”
Mother released me and walked away.
She was likely going to check on Ellie, her mood soured after dealing with me.
As I watched her leave, I felt no anger or hatred—only sorrow and a deep sense of misery.
I, Emily, still think of that woman as my mother—still consider her my family.
Even Daniel, that boy, I still think of as my brother.
By now, I should despise them with every fiber of my being, but I don’t.
The music hadn’t stopped.
No one was looking my way, no one was paying attention to me.
The clumsy waltz drifted through the air.
It felt vile.
Because I knew what real music sounded like.
The worst thing that ever happened to Emily wasn’t being born into this household.
It wasn’t the awful siblings who treated her like dirt, or being born an albino, or having that cursed woman as her mother.
No, the worst thing was that I had become Emily.
If it weren’t for me, she might have been able to believe she was loved.
If it weren’t for me, she might have thought her siblings adored her.
If it weren’t for me, she might have believed she had a caring father and a strict but doting mother.
Knowing what is whole and true is a terrible thing.
I know how clumsy and miserable this waltz is.
But to the people here, this waltz is the latest in modern music.
Sophisticated, refined, and a masterpiece of artistic expression.
Only I was left here, catching my breath.
Collapsed on the floor, I inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly.
“Hic.”
Then, for no particular reason, I cried.
No matter how much I tried to stop, the tears wouldn’t stop flowing.
The clumsy music eventually ended.
Throughout, I didn’t make a sound. I just wiped away the tears running down my face.
It had been a while since I cried, but this silent crying was familiar.
It was a habit from my childhood, the fruit of my efforts to avoid another beating.
I spent a long time standing in the corner, watching the ball unfold.
Men and women laughing and chatting happily.
Behind them, a group of rather plain-looking women whispering gossip.
I turned away—I had no interest in looking at unattractive things.
A young gentleman and lady, with their parents standing proudly behind them, practicing a dance together, holding hands.
It was a heartwarming sight, but I turned away to suppress the bitter jealousy rising in my chest.
Nearby, a harmonious couple wandered by the food tables, feeding each other pieces of fruit.
Stories of love weren’t my thing.
It was that kind of nonsense that brought me to this wretched place.
So, I turned my gaze elsewhere.
And then I saw Ernst, looking flustered and uneasy.
“Hey, why are you crying?”
“And why are you here?”
When he reached for a handkerchief to wipe my tears, I swatted his hand away.
I had no interest in being comforted by a man.
In fact, I didn’t want to marry anyone.
There was a time—before I ended up here—when being around someone I liked would make my heart flutter. But now, I felt nothing.
“Ernst. Go hold hands with some pretty young lady, dance a few rounds, have a pleasant chat, snack on something at the food table, and then dance again. That’s what you should be doing.”
“…What’s this all about?”
“Ariana. Go play with her instead.
I’ll be fine here.”
I tried to push Ernst away, but instead of moving, he grabbed my wrist.
“…That hurts.”
“There are marks on your neck. Who…!”
I cut him off with a mocking laugh.
Now I’d ruined his mood.
There’s nothing more delightful than spending the day with a lovely young lady, returning home with a heart full of joy, and falling asleep with pleasant dreams.
But I’d ruined it. Guilt crept into my chest.
“If I told you I was crying because I was sad and alone, would you believe me?”
“Stop talking nonsense.”
“You don’t need to know.”
“Just tell me who did this. If it’s a man, I’ll hunt him down and destroy him. Or, if you don’t want that, I’ll make sure he never comes near you again.”
Unfortunately, it wasn’t a man.
“I’ll handle it. Just go back and dance.”
“You expect me to leave after seeing this?”
“Yes.”
I tried to shake his grip off, but he wouldn’t let go.
Before I could speak again, Ernst grabbed me and began dragging me somewhere.
TL Note: Rate us on NOVEL UPDATES

        
            Chapter: 11 Garden
“Just the two of us in the garden during a ball. You do realize that anyone who sees us might misunderstand, right?”
He grabbed my arm and led me out of the ballroom, all the way to the garden outside.
“Just get to the point already. You’ve always been like this, trying to hide whenever something happens. After spending years together, I can’t even…”
“You don’t know. You have no idea who it was. You don’t know who’s been by my side or how I’ve been living all this time.”
He was being unreasonable.
But I just wanted to be alone for now.
My entire body ached, perhaps because I hadn’t taken my medicine. Or maybe it was from being strangled just moments ago.
If I knew this would happen, I would’ve at least tucked one dose into my pocket.
“Ernst, you don’t care about me at all. Now that there’s a mark on my neck, are you just pretending to be concerned?”
“I’m not pretending. If it’s to the point where you’ve been strangled—!”
“Shut up. Just shut up. I said shut up, so stop raising your voice.”
When he shouted, it made my head throb as if someone had planted a bomb inside it and set it off.
For a moment, the world spun, and I buried my head down, slapping at my ears as if I could drive out the sound.
I kept muttering that it was too loud.
I wasn’t sure what kind of look Ernst was giving me then.
Strangely, my vision blurred. Or maybe the world was still spinning.
“……”
At least he wasn’t moving his lips.
If he’d started to criticize me here, I might’ve snapped and yelled back. Ernst was far easier to confront than my mother, after all.
“When we were kids, we might’ve been close, but as we grew older, we naturally drifted apart.”
“You were the one who started pulling away from me first. We used to play together just fine.”
That was only because my mother had forced me to stay close to you.
Being with you meant I could avoid some of the torment in that household, so it wasn’t a bad deal.
But it would’ve been dangerous to start thinking of that comfort or relief as something Ernst provided, as if he were some kind of savior.
Emily probably mistook those feelings for love.
Not that he had any intention of reciprocating.
“Our relationship…”
When he brought it up, I cut him off.
I didn’t even know why he’d dragged me into this garden in the first place.
Aria, Arianna, Ariane? I couldn’t even remember her name.
Whoever she was, he should’ve been with her, not coming to find me.
“We’re just neighbors who greet each other in passing and occasionally run errands when someone in the neighborhood asks.
That’s all. Unless you’ve had this burning interest in me all along?”
Even when my body was covered in bruises.
Even when I was locked in a wardrobe for a week and met you afterward.
Even after my mother kicked me in the stomach, and I saw you the next day.
Or the day after my younger brothers filled the drawers with insects.
Even when my cheeks were swollen beyond recognition….
Not once did you ask if I was okay or show concern.
So now that I have some mark that’s vaguely life-threatening, you finally care?
I don’t need that kind of concern.
I’m not the type to cut my wrists and flaunt my depression for attention.
If I wanted to die, I’d simply die. There’s no need for theatrics.
But I want to live.
No matter how bleak or depressing life might be, even if there’s no reason to keep going—for now, I want to live.
So despite the constant pressure, the threats, the choking—I kept eating.
Because I want to survive.
The old man told me that gaining weight and taking my medicine would help.
Next week, I’ll go back to the hospital.
I’ll ask for more medication.
“No matter how my body is or how I live, we’re just neighbors.”
“So now you want me to ignore this? Do you care that you’re in this state? Fine. The next time you’re deathly ill, I’ll just leave you to deal with it alone?”
“Ah, well, yes.”
“…What kind of response is that?”
Honestly, who could’ve guessed he’d hit the nail on the head so perfectly?
The old man said that if I ate well and took my medicine for about a year, I’d recover.
I’d manage somehow.
But clinging to Ernst, trying to stay by his side, and eventually becoming someone who didn’t even exist in his world—I didn’t want that.
As a friend, he shows concern now.
But if he started seeing me as something more, Ernst would leave.
There’s no doubt about it.
I’m ugly, unkempt, incompetent, and all I know is how to obey.
Even now, I’ve given up on that one redeeming quality in an effort to survive.
So I have no appeal.
Just as my mother always said. Over and over, without fail.
As Ellie said.
As Daniel said.
As Fabian said.
As my fourth sibling said.
My father used to call me beautiful, special, but how could a man who rarely came home possibly know?
He once told me that someone with a terminal illness must have hope to recover.
I’ve always had hope.
It’s never been broken.
Every day, I prayed to see the cats perched on fences along the road.
I made small wishes to the heavens, and they were granted.
I didn’t ask for impossible things.
Like opening the windows, stopping my mother from hitting me, preventing my family from tormenting me, or leading a happy life.
There was no point in wishing for those things in the first place.
If I prayed for my mother to die, she could pray to heaven for me to live a long life.
That’s how prayer works.
So I only wish for what’s within reach.
And I believe I’ll survive.
I won’t die.
For quite some time, we sat next to each other in silence.
Ernst, seemingly awkward, kept scuffing the ground with his shoes and adjusting his clothes. Meanwhile, I stared at the moon hanging in the sky.
Killing time like this didn’t mean much, but it felt better than being stuck in that stifling ballroom, listening to clumsy waltzes.
So, keep your distance from me.
Don’t bother concerning yourself; just go about your business.
It’s about time you found someone to love—or at least someone you should tell you love, even if you don’t mean it.
Some people actually meet someone they truly love.
That’s how life goes.
Anywhere would be better than this damned household.
Unless, of course, the man turns out to think it’s perfectly fine to hit his wife—then life might get a bit harder.
By that point, though, I’d likely be long dead.
How could I wait for a man to grow old and die?
I’d have poisoned his food or shot him in the head, meeting some ridiculous end of my own.
“What kind of person do you think I am for you to say things like that?”
“A well-off neighbor. A friend who’s out of my league.”
Someone destined to rise far above me someday.
Someone who would meet another and live a happy life.
That’s who Ernst was.
“…Friends aren’t supposed to have leagues.”
“They do, Ernst. Do you have any friends who live in the slums?
Maybe some ordinary commoners, if they’re rich or clever enough.”
“…Still!”
As we continued talking, a voice interrupted us.
It wasn’t dry or cracked like mine—it was a stunningly beautiful soprano.
“…Ernst, who is this woman?”
She had hair of a similar shade but far more vibrant. Instead of white, it was a silvery sheen that seemed to glow under the moonlight.
Her skin wasn’t pale but healthy, likely from growing up basking in sunlight.
She must have run freely wherever she pleased as a child.
Her lips were crimson. Even if she wasn’t wearing makeup, they would surely be a lively shade of pink.
Every movement she made exuded elegance—not the kind beaten into someone like me, but the natural grace that comes from having good teachers and living a refined life.
If you were to picture a noble daughter, this is what she would look like.
“Well, I should head back. My mother might be looking for me. Enjoy your evening, Ernst.”
I gave Ernst, who seemed flustered, a light nudge and started walking back toward the ballroom.
Honestly, I didn’t want to return. But staying there would have been uncomfortable.
Still, that girl was genuinely beautiful.
The thought lingered as I walked, but someone suddenly stopped me in my tracks.
It wasn’t Ernst.
“I suppose you think you’re making a subtle exit, but I haven’t even heard your name yet.”
“…A neighbor. Just a childhood friend. That’s all there is to it.”
“A childhood friend wouldn’t stand that close, don’t you think?”
“Is that so?”
“‘Is that so?’ What kind of answer is that?
Forget the neighborly talk—I want to know your name.”
Emily.
Just Emily.
No need to include “Reichten.”
My throat tickled suddenly, so I raised my hand to cover my mouth as I coughed.
Blood splattered.
I glanced back briefly to see if Ernst noticed, but he didn’t.
The lady before me, however, seemed to have caught the faint twitch in her eye as her gaze lingered on the blood on my hand.
I wiped it away quickly with the handkerchief in my pocket, forcing a smile as though it were nothing, and made my escape.
That night, I found a secluded corner and sat quietly, letting the clumsy waltzes fill the air until dawn broke.
Staring blankly ahead, letting time slip by.
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            Chapter 12: An Ordinary Day
On the way home in the carriage, my mother didn’t hit me, perhaps because Ellie was there. She only resorted to snide remarks.
Still, it felt as though I were being led to the gallows.
They say even death row inmates get a nice meal before their execution.
I never understood why anyone would waste money like that, but the thought crossed my mind nonetheless.
At least I wasn’t hit while inside the carriage.
By some stroke of luck, my mother seemed utterly exhausted.
So when we arrived home, I assumed she’d head straight to bed after washing up. But instead…
“Emily. Come with me.”
I froze, stiffening my body in resistance at the threshold.
But my mother grabbed my wrist and began dragging me along.
I tried to resist, but I was powerless against her grip.
“Sit in that chair with the armrests,” she said.
When I only stared at her and didn’t comply, she slapped my face and yanked my hair, forcing me into the chair.
Then she fetched a rope and bound my wrists and ankles tightly to the chair.
“…I’m tired, so I’ll rest for a bit. I’ll see you later, Emily,” she said, leaving the room.
Left alone, still wearing my dress, unable to lie down, all I could do was mutter one word:
“Shit…”
It would’ve been nice if she’d at least let me take off my shoes.
The sweat pooling under my feet made me feel unbearably gross.
What I really wanted was to wash up.
Cold water stung, but I needed to rinse this sticky, filthy body clean.
The nauseating mix of perfumes from the ball, the lingering scents of tea and desserts—it all clung to me.
I wanted to scream, but no one would hear, and I didn’t have the strength anyway.
I felt drained.
Yes, drained.
How long would I have to live like this?
“Ugh.”
A cough bubbled up in my throat, and I swallowed hard to suppress it.
I was so thirsty it felt like my throat was on fire.
“…Ernst. Please untie me,” I murmured.
Of course, he couldn’t hear me. But if he’d been so concerned about the marks on my neck last night, shouldn’t he save me now?
The ropes were so tight my fingers tingled, barely able to move.
I felt detached, my eyelids heavy, my body sluggish.
Maybe the weather was just hot, but it wasn’t a pleasant feeling—especially with my wrists going numb from the lack of circulation.
Drowsiness overcame me, and I leaned my head against the chair, drifting off.
My mother’s voice woke me as she struck my throat with a switch.
“Ah—ugh—!”
“How many times must I tell you to wake up?”
The smell of sweat clung to me.
The stench of damp fabric, leather from the corset soaked with sweat—it was all nauseating.
A smell that made life feel unbearable.
“You’ve always been a dull, foolish child, but you used to understand words better than this,” she said, lightly slapping my face as I clutched my aching throat.
Seeing the cold sweat beading on my forehead, she smacked me again, this time on the nose, but refrained from using her hand further.
“What happened to you, Emily? Like this, you’re useless. Useless.”
Being tied up is a sad thing.
Even if you can’t avoid the blows, at least free hands and feet let you try to twist away or shield yourself. But bound like this, there was no such reprieve.
My mother kicked me.
Fortunately, her shoes weren’t high-heeled or particularly hard, but when she hit my shins, I wanted to scream.
All I could do was open my mouth, exhale heavily, and cry silently.
“You’ve been acting up lately, Emily.
But isn’t it too late to start rebelling now?
At your age, others are getting engaged or preparing for marriage, yet here you are, with no prospects.”
Each word dripped with rage, likely fueled by her frustration at the ball.;
She hadn’t seemed in a good mood even when she came to choke me earlier.
“Mother,” I croaked.
“What is it, Emily?”
“…Please untie me.”
“Oh dear, I’m afraid I can’t do that.
You’re being punished, after all.”
She continued kicking my motionless legs.
Looking down, I saw the bruises—red at the center, fading into black around the edges.
When that wasn’t enough, she switched to striking my shoulders and arms.
The switch wasn’t flexible; it felt like the kind used to punish criminals, threatening to break my bones with every blow.
Bruises surely covered my entire body by now.
And yet I screamed silently, gritting my teeth, distorting my face, and enduring.
Seeing me, she called me pathetic and hit me on the nose again, then twisted my body to force me to close my mouth.
“You’ve sweated so much. Are you thirsty?”
“…I’m fine,” I muttered.
Saying I was thirsty would prompt her to fetch the water pitcher from the kitchen.
She’d done it since I was a child.
Even now, seeing a full water pitcher filled me with fear.
“But how could a mother ignore her thirsty child?” she said, tipping the chair back.
She didn’t push me over completely—maybe she thought it would kill me if she did.
“You haven’t bathed, you smell, you’re short, ugly, and even less developed than Ellie, who’s three years younger than you. What am I supposed to do with you?”
She placed a handkerchief over my face, spreading it flat.
Wait a moment while I fetch some water from the kitchen,” she said, leaving the room.
She returned with something that sloshed, the sound of liquid moving inside.
You’re not a child, so I won’t spoon-feed you. Drink up on your own.
My vision was blocked by the handkerchief covering my face. I couldn’t see, but I clenched my mouth shut, holding my breath.
Water began to pour.
It didn’t enter my mouth, but the damp cloth clung to my face, and soon, water seeped into my nostrils.
“Ah—ugh—ack!”
I coughed instinctively.
This time, the water stopped much faster than usual.
“Did you bite your tongue? This handkerchief is useless now.”
She removed the handkerchief from my face.
My lungs, desperate for air, forced me to gasp sharply.
Annoyed, she poured the remaining water from the pitcher over my head.
Even with an empty stomach, the sensation of water splashing on my face and entering my airways triggered a retch.
When there’s nothing to expel, only foul-smelling bile rises.
After throwing the empty pitcher at my face, she untied the rope around my arms and sneered.
If this happens again, expect worse.
She left the room abruptly, almost in a rush.
It didn’t take long to notice the handkerchief on the floor, stained with blood.
I must have thrown up blood I’d been holding back.
Given how much water entered my nose, it wasn’t surprising that I couldn’t suppress it.
I bent my torso as far as I could to untie the rope around my ankles.
My short stature made it difficult, but the urgency to free myself made my hands work faster than expected.
After tumbling out of the chair, I lay flat on the floor, staring at the old ceiling.
How many people had lived in this house?
My mother, grandmother, and her grandmother—this house must’ve been passed down for generations.
It had stood for hundreds of years.
I wondered how many had been subjected to this room’s use in this way.
The remnants of shelves suggest it was once a study.
Now it was just a place of torment.
Still, today wasn’t so bad.
It ended with less pain than usual.
Much less, really.
I cleaned the filthy floor—my saliva, bile, and the water she’d poured on me.
I folded the bloodied handkerchief neatly, carefully, and placed it in the basket beside the bathroom, where the maids usually left the laundry.
Then I borrowed cleaning tools from the staff and scrubbed the room relentlessly.
Though I felt like collapsing any moment, I kept cleaning until the floor gleamed.
When I finished, I entered the bathroom, washed my sore body with water, lathered soap, and practiced smiling in the mirror before heading back to my room.
In my room, I took out a notebook, scribbled random thoughts, then lay on my bed, silently sobbing into the pillows.
It was an ordinary day.
A bit more painful than usual, but manageable.
The thought of the medicine the old man had given me crossed my mind.
I opened the packet, took out two pills, and swallowed them.
They were incredibly bitter, but I didn’t spit them out.
It was just bitterness, after all.
The old man had said to take one pill a day, but two after skipping a day should be fine.
I wanted to believe it would be fine.
I’m okay.
I’m just a little sad.
My mother is still raising me in this house, after all.
I’m not starving.
I’m given plenty of food every day.
How could I ever repay such generosity?
She’s raised me, clothed me, and even prettied me up.
I am happy.
So please, someone take me away.
Confess your love, pay my mother handsomely, and take me far from here.
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            Chapter 13: Coward
Nothing happened.
Though being sick felt significant to me, in reality, nothing happened.
Everyone acted as if it were just another day.
Looking around the house, Daniel and the fourth sibling were chatting about something, Ellie and Mother were playing the roles of a perfectly harmonious mother-daughter duo, and Father and Fabian were discussing work in their cryptic language.
And then, there was me. Alone.
I was used to it, but I couldn’t help feeling pathetic for still craving their affection.
No, it’s not me. I’m not the strange one.
It’s Emily. Emily is the strange one.
All the things Mother said—they were directed at Emily.
Not at me. Never at me.
Then who am I?
I don’t really know.
After all, I was Emily too.
Trying to separate myself from that is absurd.
Anyway, my whole body ached.
I fetched the medicine from the drawer.
Would taking this actually help?
It made me drowsy and dulled the pain, which was a relief, but that was about it.
Swallowing pills without water was a habit, but the bitterness made me gag. I spat them out, broke one in half, and chewed it.
It was bitter, but I didn’t want to leave the room to get water.
My body was too numb to move, even lifting my legs felt like a chore.
After some time, I felt slightly better.
I pulled out a chair, sat at my desk, and opened a notebook from the drawer, gripping a pen.
The first thing I wrote was a collection of thoughts I couldn’t say aloud.
Mostly meaningless phrases, like the morose mutterings of a depressed adolescent—“I want to die”—or quotes from books I’d read before becoming Emily.
None of it really mattered.
I was just filling space, scribbling useless words.
No one would ever see it.
If it were a diary, I might say I was too embarrassed to share, but this was something else—raw, unfiltered thoughts put to paper.
Thoughts as they came, fragmented and scattered, leading nowhere.
Maybe that’s who I am.
Mother’s words guided my actions, but if someone asked me who I was, the answer would still be “nothing.”
It wasn’t a philosophical question.
I’m not one of those people who delight in overthinking until they lose their minds.
I’m nothing, just as Mother always said.
Even with the family name attached, I’m nothing.
I don’t even listen to Mother anymore, so I’m worth even less.
Thin, ugly, with unsettling red eyes and white hair like an old woman’s.
I’m repulsive and filthy. All I know how to do is obey Mother.
She’ll take care of everything, she always says so.
If I listen to her, do as she says, one day, I’ll be happy.
Someday.
Whenever that is.
But treating me so harshly doesn’t mean I’ll just break down and comply.
What about Ernst? It was a moment of weakness, a pathetic complaint, nothing more.
I’m fine.
I’m okay.
I don’t need anyone’s help.
Emily’s feelings for Ernst were big enough to bubble out, but it was just meaningless noise.
It didn’t matter.
You saw it, didn’t you?
That beautiful lady standing next to Ernst tried her best to chase me away.
She’s probably from the same place as me, yet she’s so cold.
At least she’s lived a happy life, her worries confined to trivial love stories.
Why the hell was I born into this miserable place?
Why am I the only one rotting in this hellhole?
I’m not happy.
Not at all.
I wish I’d been born as a street orphan.
Even if my mother had been a prostitute, at least she would have let me live freely.
If anyone asked whether I’d ever received love after being dumped here, I could confidently say no.
“Hey.”
Everyone looks down on me.
Even the daughter of some half-noble prostitute treats me like dirt while throwing Ernst’s name in my face.
She was probably raised in a loving home, cherished and coddled by her parents.
Not raised like me—bitter and vile.
That girl I made cry at tea time is probably far better than me.
I can’t even imagine putting her down; all I know how to do is claw at people.
Pretending to be a proper lady in public, fooling everyone into thinking I am one, only to be treated worse than a dog at home.
No, we don’t keep dogs. I’m more like a bug, a lowly commoner.
Our servants? Machines that cook and clean in exchange for pay. That’s all.
Honestly, can we even call ourselves nobles when we can’t afford decent appliances?
“Emily, Mother says to come eat…”
The sound came from behind, and I hurled the pen in my hand in that direction.
“Shut up. Just keep your mouth shut.”
The pen didn’t hit its target.
It landed near Daniel’s legs, far from his face. Weak, I suppose.
When I looked up, I saw Daniel’s startled face.
His blue eyes were fixed on me—shaking, pale, and furious.
I couldn’t get up. My legs trembled uncontrollably.
“Come eat? Sure, let’s go.
Even if my legs are broken, I’ll walk because I’ve been summoned.
So move, Daniel. Get out of my way.”
I tried to stand by gripping the chair’s back, but it toppled, taking me down with it.
I fell, hitting my head on the bed frame. It didn’t hurt much—probably because I was so used to getting hit.
Grabbing the bedpost for support, I slowly made my way downstairs.
Creak, creak, creak.
The cursed sound of the stairs echoed with every step.
Why couldn’t they fix this? A little oil, or some proper maintenance—it couldn’t cost that much, could it? If Mother hadn’t bought a new jewel for every ball, the house would’ve been repaired ages ago.
“…If you’re feeling unwell, I’ll bring it to you. Just lie down if it’s too much,” Daniel said as he followed me.
I let out a dry chuckle, mocking him.
“Suddenly so worried, aren’t we?”
“Well, you just fell, so of course I’d be—”
“Don’t bother. It’s pathetic. Heh.”
I tried to push him away when he reached out to help me, but I didn’t have enough strength.
Giving up, I focused on descending the stairs slowly.
I forced a faint, serene smile.
This isn’t a face I should show anyone.
For whatever reason, I’m supposed to maintain appearances, and I have to comply.
I straightened my back.
It’s bound to hunch eventually from all the beatings, but for now, I kept it upright.
My steps were measured and graceful.
Even though the slightest breeze against my shins sent sharp pain through me, and my thighs and calves were blackened with bruises, I moved with as much poise as I could muster.
My posture was dignified, hands neatly placed.
The fabric covering my body hid my repulsive skin, so at least my hands, spared from beatings, could appear presentable.
Shoulders relaxed but not slouched, to prevent anything from looking improper.
My pale skin, stark and ghostly, had turned mottled and dark from injuries.
My head stayed still, except during conversation or natural moments—it wouldn’t seem fidgety.
Fidgety girls got their necks wrung or water poured on them during discipline, after all.
I breathed only through my nose, just as I’d been taught.
That way, the water went straight in when a cloth covered my face.
Chest movements were minimal, inhaling just enough to keep my body in line.
My body was a wreck, whether from sickness or beatings, but my mind refused to collapse.
I kept walking, the edges of my vision narrowing.
Normally, the world felt wide open, but now it seemed closed, suffocating.
At the bottom of the stairs, the dining table came into view, with my family already seated.
I felt the nausea rising.
But if I could suppress blood-filled coughs, I could handle this.
I inhaled deeply and swallowed the bile.
“Daniel, Emily, take your seats. You’re a bit late,” Mother said.
“I’m sorry, Mother.”
I answered with a polite, bright smile and took my seat.
A plate was set before me.
Was it real food? It felt unlikely. Even if it was, it might as well have been poison.
I silently offered a prayer to the gods for the meal, then waited my turn to serve myself, transferring food to my plate.
Cutting it into small pieces, I began to chew slowly.
Sitting there, pretending nothing had happened, smiling, and eating was excruciating. But I forced myself to swallow bite after bite.
Because I wanted to live.
The world was beautiful, I always told myself.
Unlike pathetic Emily, I wouldn’t give up on life.
Unlike foolish Emily, I wouldn’t surrender my body to others just because of pain.
The food had no flavor.
Still, I kept chewing, swallowing diligently.
It was tiresome. The endless repetition felt empty and dull.
Life had always been boring, but this was suffocating.
How long would I have to keep this up?
The thought crossed my mind to hurl the knife in my hand at Mother.
But I didn’t. I simply placed it back down quietly.
I was a coward, after all.
But the monotony was inescapable.
“Cough.”
“Emily, how many times must I tell you not to cough at the table?”
I smiled politely and answered with decorum.
It was tedious.
Everything was.
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            Chapter 14: A Friend
It had been a few days since the ball.
Today was likely a holiday.
The house was unusually quiet because my family had gone out for the day.
They left me behind, which made it a perfect day.
Mother had asked me with her usual mocking smile, “Would you like to come with us?” But before I could answer, Ellie chimed in, “Emily prefers staying home, so let’s just go by ourselves!”
How annoying.
I didn’t stay because I liked being here. Not because I hated it, either. This wasn’t my home.
This wasn’t where I belonged, and someday I’d have to leave.
For now, though, I enjoyed the rare moment of peace.
Sometimes, I forget, but this world truly is beautiful.
Even with a stiff body, a good cup of coffee and the sight of birds flying outside can remind me.
If that’s not beauty, what is?
The coffee beans were a bit cheap, but it would’ve been unfair to compare them to the ones served at balls, where the richest and most distinguished people sourced the finest goods.
A sweet pastry would’ve been nice, but I wasn’t about to hope for too much.
Today felt like one of those rare happy days.
If I could have one of these days each year, no matter how harsh life was, it’d feel bearable.
Knowing days like this will come again gives me hope.
Being alone made it all the more peaceful.
“Miss.”
“Hm? What is it?”
“You have a visitor, a friend.”
“…A friend?”
The servant looked confused.
So did I.
There was no way I had a friend.
I spent all my time stuck at home, ostracized and bullied. A friend would’ve been an anomaly.
“Do we have anything to offer them?”
“Well, there’s the coffee you were drinking and some sugar cubes in the kitchen. Should I bring those out?”
“Just the coffee is fine.”
The servant nodded and went to prepare another cup.
Uneducated as they were, they sometimes failed to understand my words, but at least they listened.
If they’d been too clever, even as commoners, they’d probably join the family in looking down on me.
I had no idea who could possibly be visiting.
If it were Ernst, the servant would’ve mentioned him by name.
I walked to the full-length mirror to check my appearance.
Wearing light clothing made the bruises and scars on my body even more visible.
“Tell them to wait. They won’t mind since they came unannounced,” I said.
I returned to my room, threw on a coat despite the heat, and stepped outside.
I didn’t want anyone seeing me like this.
The warmth of the sunlight felt pleasant, not scorching but like a gentle touch.
I wondered how deprived of human contact I must be to think that way.
The person who claimed to be my “friend” was someone I barely recognized.
“You’re the first friend to ever visit my home.
Also, the first person to call themselves my friend.”
Saying that made my life sound more tragic than it was. But on days like today, I could pretend I lived a normal, happy life.
“Ernst lives next door, doesn’t he?”
“He’s never visited. So, why are you here?
If you came to tell me to stay away from Ernst, you should know that’s a bit pointless. We’re neighbors.”
“That’s not it. I asked Ernst your name, but he wouldn’t tell me.
So, I came to ask you myself. You said you were his neighbor, so you couldn’t run away this time.”
Imagine having enough free time to waste it like this.
I wanted to live like that.
But I wasn’t this woman.
As I stared at her radiant hair, she crossed her arms and spoke.
“By the way, is leaving guests standing at the door part of your family’s custom?”
“…Ah.”
I invited her inside and led her to the table where I’d been drinking coffee.
She glanced around the house curiously before sitting down. After taking a sip of the coffee, she winced slightly.
“Sorry, it’s just cheap beans,” I said.
“It’s not that. I just don’t handle bitter coffee well…”
“Rin, bring some sugar for the guest,” I called to a passing servant.
The servant, polite as always, nodded and fetched a jar of sugar.
She added four spoonfuls to her coffee before finally taking a sip with a contented look.
At that point, it was so sweet I wondered what the appeal could possibly be.
“So, you came all this way just to ask my name?
On a sunny holiday, instead of spending time with others, you visit someone as dull as me. Isn’t that a waste of your time?”
“…I know showing up unannounced was rude, but I was curious.”
Ah, right. I was supposed to be the villain.
A pathetic one with neither ability nor wealth, clinging to my title.
No wonder she was confused.
“If you want to know my name, shouldn’t you introduce yourself first?”
“I’m Aria. Aria Eisenach.”
“Just call me Emily.”
I didn’t include my surname.
It left a bitter taste in my mouth.
An awkward silence followed our introductions.
I hated the feeling, so I downed the rest of my coffee and muttered:
“If you’ve satisfied your curiosity, could you leave?
You don’t have to worry—I won’t cling to Ernst.”
She stared at me.
I added, almost as an excuse:
“That night, I was just hiding.
The waltz playing in the ballroom was cheerful, loud, and full of energy, but it made me feel awful.”
“That’s not it…”
Aria cleared her throat.
“I thought your name would be four syllables. Doesn’t have the nicest ring to it, though.”
“Showing up unannounced, calling yourself a friend when you’re not, and now all you care about is my name?
I’ve been called rude plenty, but this isn’t just rude—it’s downright disrespectful.”
“…You don’t seem like the same character,” Aria muttered quietly.
Her words left me momentarily dazed.
Right. I was a character from a novel.
I’d realized this before, hadn’t I?
Yes, I was a fictional character.
An ugly, useless, talentless side villain written to covet Ernst’s affection.
Both of us had white hair, but mine was dry and brittle like an old person’s, while hers was vibrant and alive, more like silver than white.
My eyes were unsettling crimson, but hers were the deep, refreshing blue of the ocean.
My lips were pale, cracked, and sometimes even bled, while hers were red and glossy.
We were similar, yet she was leagues above me—like a cruelly designed inferior copy.
My skin was as pale as a corpse’s.
Perhaps it was foreshadowing that I would soon be one.
If that were the case, it would explain the sour feeling boiling in my chest.
Right. I wasn’t Emily.
The Emily written into the novel didn’t have a terminal illness or suffer under the cruelty of her family.
Of course not.
She was the only albino in the household. That alone was enough to make her a target.
Though I doubt the term “albino” would even make sense here.
Aria might understand, though. She was born in this world, like Emily. Unlike me.
I swallowed the lump rising in my throat, along with the metallic taste of blood.
Maybe it made sense for them to despise me.
Rumors said I wasn’t even my father’s child, just some illegitimate offspring from an affair.
Who could blame them for their revulsion?
This was a world where infants were abandoned—or worse—simply to avoid the stigma of illegitimacy.
Still, was it too much to ask for a shred of love from my family?
“Character?”
I pretended not to understand.
What good would it do to admit, I’m not from here, help me!?
No one would believe me.
Especially not someone who seemed so perfectly at home in her own skin.
“Oh, no. It was just a passing thought,” Aria said, waving it off.
“There are only two of us here, yet you’re mumbling to yourself. Impressive.
Anyway, now that you’ve gotten what you wanted, why don’t you head home?”
I laced my words with sarcasm, a mocking smile tugging at my lips.
“But I haven’t even finished my coffee….”
“It’s a rare holiday. I’d like to spend it alone.”
“What about the rest of your family?”
“That’s none of your concern, nor are we close enough for me to tell you.
Showing up like this is incredibly unpleasant.
I hope this doesn’t happen again.”
“No.”
“…Excuse me?”
“I said no. I’m going to make an effort to get closer to you, so you’d better get used to it.”
With that, she downed her lukewarm, overly sweetened coffee and left.
I stared after her, utterly baffled.
Why had she come? To mock me? To find something about me that didn’t fit the original story?
I turned my gaze to the window.
Birds were still chirping and flying outside.
Yet, for some reason, their sounds now grated on my ears like noise.
I knew the truth.
I didn’t like her.
Mother always told me I wasn’t the kind of person who could have friends.
And Aria? She was too perfect to even resemble one.
Someone like me? A friend? What a joke. Hah.
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            Chapter 15: Love
Time passed, and my family didn’t return.
It seemed they planned to stay out overnight.
That meant I was alone.
I’d forgotten how wonderful solitude could feel.
Ever since I ended up in this place, I’d been stuck living with my family every day, and now, a peculiar sense of liberation washed over me.
Yet, as time stretched on, an odd unease began creeping in, knowing they’d eventually return.
Still, the silence was blissful.
As I ate dinner, the only sounds were the faint clinking of my utensils.;
Even as I chewed and swallowed, no sound escaped me—years of “training” had ensured that.
If I made noise while eating, I’d be beaten.
For now, I wandered freely through the once-stifling living room and hallways.
“Heh.”
When I opened the door to let the cool night air hit my face, I noticed the familiar white cat perched on the fence. It peered inside with its head tilted.
When our eyes met, it let out a strange “keng” noise instead of a typical meow and padded into the house.
I extended a finger, and it pressed its nose against it before wandering curiously around the living room.
The servants sighed at the sight but refrained from chasing it away, knowing I was watching.
I wouldn’t name it.
“Cat” was name enough.
How could that white cat, roaming dirty streets and filthy corners, remain so pristine?
I didn’t know. I was simply envious.
“Miss, it’s getting late. You should sleep. If you don’t rest at night, you’ll…”
“Be quiet, Rin.”
“…Yes, ma’am.”
This moment was too precious to let go.
I wasn’t being nagged to visit Ernst or talk to him.
I wasn’t being pestered by Ellie, red-faced, to deliver her love letters.
I wasn’t listening to Daniel’s false concern as he relayed Mother’s orders disguised as “worry.”
How could the world be so beautiful when no one was around?
Of course, once they returned, this warm living room would revert to a place of suffocating unease.
The firm yet comfortable chair I now enjoyed would become a cage once more.
Part of me wished their carriage would overturn on the way back.
Or perhaps they’d fall ill and stay elsewhere.
I glanced at the antique furniture around me, a faint nostalgia stirring.
I used to love furniture like this. I’d filled my tiny home with it back in the day.
Surrounded by such pieces, I’d sip a decent cup of coffee and listen to classical music from a Bluetooth speaker—a month’s salary, but worth it.
Compared to the waltzes played at the balls here, my music felt almost absurdly perfect.
I hadn’t been rich, but I’d been successful.
I owned a modest house, was debt-free, and even struck gold with some stocks.
I’d had close friends and acquaintances—more than I could count.
Or maybe I’d just thought so. It didn’t seem to matter now.
This wretched child, locked in a dark closet, had once prayed fervently to the heavens.
Take me away, anyone but me, I begged.
I didn’t want to live. I was fine with being replaced.
But that wasn’t true.
I did want to live.
Mother simply didn’t need me. I thought someone else could fill my place better.
I didn’t realize it back then. Truly, I didn’t.
I thought it was because I was useless, clumsy, or inarticulate.
But in truth, Mother hated me. She hated giving birth to me.
Everyone in the family was blonde with blue eyes—beautiful, elegant, intelligent.
Yet Mother’s efforts over a year of carrying a child produced nothing more than a pale, cursed-looking creature with white hair and red eyes.
Of course, she despised me.
Why did she hate me?
All she did was give birth to me.
I didn’t choose this.
If I could’ve chosen, I’d have been born a commoner, a slave even, if it meant having loving parents.
Now, this illness—this “terminal disease.”
I didn’t want to believe it.
Was I not even allowed the remnants of my former self?
It felt cowardly, admitting defeat. But perhaps that’s what I was—a coward.
Parents are supposed to love their children.
It’s supposed to be natural, isn’t it?
Even in orphanages, teachers love their wards.
Why couldn’t my noble-born mother, with all her education, do the same?
Everywhere, no matter the species or station, parents love their children.
Why couldn’t I be loved?
I wanted to hear it.
To be embraced, to be told, I love you, with sincerity.
What is love, really?
If watching that stray cat wander around the house makes me want to feed it and protect it, is that love?
No, it feels like something else entirely.
“Be quiet.”
“I haven’t said anything!” Rin, sitting beside me, exclaimed.
She was only sixteen.
She’d learn in time that talking back earned a slap.
I glanced down at my hands, gripping a worn notebook and a stub of pencil, now shorter than my pinky finger.
The pages were filled with overlapping lines of illegible scrawls. I idly scratched through them with the pencil.
“It was just the cat,” I muttered.
The cat prowled the room, letting out more of those strange keng sounds.
Not even a dog—why does a cat sound like that?
“…Shall I chase it out?” Rin asked.
“No, leave it. Do we have any snacks for it?”
“There’s some leftover herring bread.”
“Soak it in water and toss it to it. It’ll enjoy it.”
The servant nodded, removing the herring from the water-soaked bread before tossing it to the cat.
Watching the cat eat the soggy bread was mildly nauseating, but I couldn’t look away.
After sniffing the wet herring, the cat picked it up in its mouth and darted off somewhere.
I stared at the spot where the cat had been for a long time before finally standing up.
Heading to my room, I lay on the bed and closed my eyes.
Today had been a happy day, yet sleep wouldn’t come.
I tried to sleep in for once, even skipping breakfast.
Lately, I’d been having random bouts of drowsiness, so I thought resting in advance might help.
But today, it wasn’t my family who woke me—it was the servant.
There was a knock at the door. Expecting family, I opened it cautiously, but it was Rin.
“Miss, I brought you breakfast!”
For a moment, the thought crossed my mind: What if she spreads illness to me? I took the tray from her hands and gently pushed her away.
“Rin, don’t ever do something I didn’t ask for again. It puts me in a very bad mood.”
“…But I just brought you breakfast.”
“You don’t need to think for yourself.
Just nod and follow instructions when I give them.”
“…Yes.”
She didn’t seem to understand, but my headache was getting worse, so I didn’t press the issue.
Who’s supposed to be the servant here?
A noblewoman accommodating her servant? I’d never heard of such a thing.
With that thought, I turned to look at the breakfast she’d brought.
On the plate was a piece of bread with a smiley face drawn in sauce.
I let out a dry laugh, utterly baffled, and sat down to eat it with the vegetables on the side.
It wasn’t particularly tasty.
A bit of tomato sauce and a few vegetables on bread couldn’t possibly be good.
After finishing the meal, I placed the dishes on the table in the living room.;
Then, I went back to my room and swallowed one of my pills.
By tomorrow, I’d need to visit the hospital to get more medicine. My supply was running low.
As I prayed to the heavens, hoping today would stay peaceful—that no one would return—I heard the front door open.
Voices followed. Excited chatter and lively footsteps filled the house.
What should I call the feeling that gripped me?
Fear.
Yes, I was afraid.
Sitting at my desk, I felt the fear settle in my chest. Unable to endure it, I moved to my bed, pulled the blanket over myself, and started trembling.
I stayed that way until someone knocked on my door.
Even then, I didn’t respond.
Couldn’t respond.
My body was frozen.
Parents are supposed to love their children, aren’t they?
Who said that?
And even if someone did, was there anyone out there who would love me?
Before I could question love itself, I had to ask: Am I even someone deserving of it?
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            Chapter 16: Running
Today, I decided to clean myself up as much as possible before stepping out of the house.
But there was a bit of a problem.
Why won’t my nosebleed stop?
I kept wiping it away with a white cloth while looking in the mirror, but the blood just wouldn’t stop flowing.
At this rate, I looked like I had been in a fight with someone.
Not that anyone hits me except my mother.
My neck ached like it might snap, and I felt utterly drained of energy.
I walked to the bathroom, leaned over the sink, and blew my nose.
The blood dripped down, splattering loudly, staining the pristine white sink bright red.
Although I washed it off with water, the sharp smell of blood lingered.
At least the bleeding had finally stopped.
I took off my clothes and washed my entire body.
Perhaps it was because I sweated so much yesterday, but I felt sticky all over.
Filling the bathtub with water, I slowly eased myself in.
For some reason, only warm water ever came out.
Moments like this made me wish I could soak in cool water to clear both my head and my mind.
I’d need to get a new notebook soon.
I had only five pages left.
I’d used it for so long that I couldn’t help but feel it had lasted impressively.
Touching my forehead, it was burning hot.
I couldn’t tell if it was because of the warm water or because my body itself was feverish.
My whole body trembled, and my vision blurred several times before I forced myself to get out of the bathtub.
Water trickled slowly down my snow-white hair as I stepped onto the cold floor and looked in the mirror.
My body was so emaciated that my ribs were visible.
I let out a hollow laugh, quickly dried my body and hair, got dressed, and went to my room to take some medicine.
Has it already been a week?
The bruises still lingered, so it didn’t seem that long had passed.
The real issue was that I couldn’t pay for a hospital visit.
The old man had mentioned he would take the payment from my future husband, but how could he know whom I’d marry?
I could die before then.
What should I do?
As I paced nervously near the door, Fabian approached me.
“Ah, perfect timing,” he said.
“…What?”
“Fabian, can you lend me some money?
No, I won’t say I’ll pay you back—I can’t.”
It would just be allowance money to him, but even that I couldn’t get.
“How much?”
“How much does a typical hospital visit cost?”
Fabian sighed and handed me his coin pouch.
It jingled heavily in my hands.
“This much? Isn’t it too much?”
“I don’t care. Just go to the hospital already.”
“Hah, thanks.”
Though I didn’t want to say anything unnecessary after accepting it, hearing Fabian show concern for me was something I wasn’t used to.
I put on a modestly fluttering dress and swapped my blue shoes for plain black flats before stepping out of the house.
Mother wasn’t home today, so I didn’t need her permission to leave.
Didn’t Emily always say she went to see Ernst in times like these?
What did they talk about when they met?
What expressions did they wear during their conversations?
It probably wasn’t anything pleasant, considering Ernst ended up loving Aria instead of Emily.
Tucking the jingling pouch into my chest, I stepped onto the street.
I greeted everyone I passed politely, with a fragrant smile.
After all, I was the charming young lady outside and the pretty daughter inside the house.
At least, I looked the part.
How could someone enduring abuse at home go around smiling like this?
If I always acted gloomy, miserable, and sad, maybe someone would notice.
But appearances are everything.
It’s not a bad thing, but ultimately, what’s visible is what people believe.
If you want someone to know your thoughts, you must express them.
If you want someone to understand your feelings, you must show them.
Whether they accept it is another matter entirely.
That’s how people can understand each other.
No matter who the other person is, once you understand and know them well, you might not accept them.
Because there’s no need to.
Lost in such useless thoughts, I trudged on until I arrived at the hospital, where the pungent smell of medicine and the distant cries of patients filled the air.
I gave my name to the woman at the reception desk and was told to wait on a plush chair until I could head up to the old man’s room.
Other patients were seated on hard, backless chairs.
Not that it mattered.
It’s not like I wanted to shout, “This aristocracy is unfair!” or something. I just wanted to escape my household.
After some time, I went up to the old man’s room.
He stared intently at my face as I entered.
“Could you extend your arm, please?”
I extended my arm, and he began examining various things.
I didn’t know what he was doing.
“…Your condition has worsened. Have you had a higher fever?”
“If it’s gotten worse, give me stronger medicine. I can endure the pain to some extent.”
The old man pinched the bridge of his nose and muttered something to an assistant standing nearby.
The assistant fetched various medicines from a room filled with shelves and handed them to the old man.
The old man instructed me to take the painkillers only when absolutely necessary and to take the other pills once a day. Then, he handed me the medicines.
When I tried to pay the assistant, the old man refused to take the money.
It felt like I was in debt, not receiving charity, but given my circumstances, I nodded and left the hospital.
With a bag full of medicine, I was heading home when I ran into Ernst on the street.
Since it was only about a ten-minute walk from home, I intended to greet him briefly and move on, but he came over and took the bag of medicine from me.
“Is this all medicine?”
“Yeah.”
“Why is there so much…?”
Ernst peered into the bag, muttering to himself as he examined its contents.
If the medicine doesn’t work because the illness is too strong, the solution is simple: take more medicine.
It might sound crude, but aside from the damage it does to the body, it’s a surefire method.
And if I die in the process, well, that’s that.
Life is already this hard—what’s a little more to endure?
Maybe it’s a competition to see whether Mother will kill me first or if I’ll succumb to the effects of the medicine.
“Don’t you have somewhere you’re supposed to be?”
“It’s fine, I’ve got time. By the way, I heard Aria came to see you?”
“She said she was a friend. I don’t have any friends, and even if I did, it’d only be you. But you don’t visit me, do you?”
“…I suppose not.”
“Yeah, you’ve never been to my house. Unless you count the garden out front.”
Ernst looked slightly puzzled.
Well, of course—someone has to invite you to visit, and I, his closest friend, never extended an invitation. So naturally, he never came.
Aria—I don’t even know her real name.
That person is strange.
She doesn’t follow the rules of this world, the ones you must follow even if you hate them.
If you don’t, Mother will kill you.
And I mean that quite literally.
“This is the first time we’ve walked together like this, isn’t it?”
“Uh, is it?”
“Yeah. We’re not so much childhood friends as just kids who lived next door to each other.”
Suddenly, my throat felt sticky.
“Ugh—”
I coughed.
I tried my best to hold back the blood, but it sounded like I was mocking someone.
Maybe I was mocking myself.
I stayed in this house until my body ended up in this state.
But what else could I do?
There’s no one who loves me.
If I had strong arms and legs, I would have escaped this house. But at least I know staying here is the best way to survive.
“You’ve been coughing a lot lately.”
“The weather’s getting colder. I must have caught a cold. My body feels a bit chilly too.”
“Then you should put on a coat or something—”
“Shut up. It’s none of your business.”
“Why are you snapping at me all of a sudden?”
I snatched the bag Ernst was carrying out of his hands.
Adding the weight back to my arms made it feel heavier than before.
“So don’t bother carrying things like this bag for me, just like today.
Whatever happened at the ball, how I looked, or what I’ve been through—you don’t have to care.
You’ve managed fine so far, haven’t you?”
I think it’s cruel to stay near someone who might die any moment, unsure if they’ll survive.
Not that I’m planning to die or anything.
Ernst bit his lip and suddenly grabbed the bag back from me.
Then, with a playful grin, he bolted toward my house.
I let out a hollow laugh and ran after him.
Yes, this was nice.
Talking with someone, running around like this—it felt good!
My body moved, my breath quickened, and I felt the wind.
My feet ached, but when had my body ever been free of pain?
Even as my bruises screamed at me to stop, I chased after Ernst, who kept glancing back with a mischievous grin as he ran ahead.
Laughing all the while.
I want to run like that, too.
“Huff, hack, wheeze—ugh—”
Maybe it was because I hadn’t moved like this in so long.
Even though I broke into coughing fits, Ernst stood far ahead by the house.
Suddenly, my vision blurred.
I felt like the sky was spinning.
My legs gave out, and I collapsed by the side of the road.
Ernst noticed me from a distance and started walking toward me.
At least I’d wiped my mouth during the coughing fit and tucked the handkerchief into my pocket.
Man, I really ran far today.
If I write in my notebook tonight, I’ll make sure to include this line:
I had fun running for the first time in ages.
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            Chapter 17: Creak
A startled Ernst approached me, kneeling beside where I sat.
The hem of my dress had gotten a bit dirty.
I might get scolded for this.
“…Was it because I suddenly started running?”
“No, it’s just… I felt dizzy. Don’t worry about it. I’m usually fine.”
Ernst took the bag still in my hand and carried it. With one hand holding the bag, he used the other to help support me.
I wasn’t particularly fond of the gesture.
“…Didn’t you say you had somewhere to be?”
“I can at least walk you home.”
“I can manage on my own.”
Ernst didn’t respond, but he walked me to the front of my house anyway.
Unfortunately, we ran into Mother along the way.
“Oh my, Emily. And Ernst. You two seem to be getting along quite well.”
Ernst gave her a slight bow.
“What’s that you’re holding?”
“…Something I picked up outside,” I replied.
“Together?”
I gave Ernst a nudge to signal him to play along. He hesitated but managed an awkward smile and nodded.
“Your dress is quite dirty.”
“It’s my fault,” Ernst said immediately. “We were running around, and she fell because of me. I’m sorry.”
It wasn’t exactly a lie—I had fallen on my own—but I felt a twinge of guilt that Ernst might find it unpleasant to shoulder such an excuse.
We weren’t particularly close, but he was still my only friend.
A childhood companion, no less.
Of course, I wasn’t deluded enough to think that because our statuses were similar, Ernst and I were equals.
If a pauper and a wealthy man are friends, it’s only because the wealthy man chooses to befriend the pauper.
While exceptions might exist, I’ve never seen one with my own eyes.
Perhaps Mother found Ernst’s explanation satisfactory, as she smiled warmly and told us to have fun before walking off toward the neighboring house.
Seeing her in such a good mood, I felt relieved—at least I probably wouldn’t get hit today.
“…Thanks for playing along,” I said, exhaling a quiet sigh of relief.
After Ernst walked me to the gate, he glanced into the bag and asked cautiously, almost nervously, “Is this… all medicine?”
“Not all. There are some snacks in there too.”
“…….”
“Anyway, thanks for the help. Next time we meet, I’ll treat you to coffee. If I can afford it.”
“Sure.”
“You shouldn’t linger here. Hurry to your meeting.”
Ernst seemed annoyed at my dismissal and called out to me.
“Emily.”
“What?”
“If it’s really bad, you should say so and let someone stay with you. It seems even your mother doesn’t know.
I get it—every time I bring it up, you tell me not to worry, and that you’ve always managed fine. And yeah, I have nothing to argue against that, but…”
He scratched his head awkwardly before continuing.
“We’re friends, after all.
I don’t have many people to hang out with or joke around with either.”
His words seemed embarrassingly difficult for him to express.
Perhaps Ernst was the only person who genuinely cared about me.
Which was exactly why I needed to distance myself.
Mother would undoubtedly order me to exploit his goodwill, screaming at me to turn his kindness into romantic affection.
If I’d just told her I fell on my own, she would have slapped me, grabbed my collar, and yelled about how much the dress cost.
I didn’t want to lose anyone else around me.
“I’m really fine. It’s just that it’s been a while since I moved around like that. Normally, I just sit around—writing, drawing, and passing the time.”
I gave Ernst a gentle push to nudge him away.
“So don’t worry about me and just hurry to your meeting. What if you’re late?”
“…….”
Ernst looked dissatisfied but eventually started walking toward his meeting place.
After returning home, I shoved the medicine into a corner of my room.
There was too much of it, and it stood out.
Not that anyone here was particularly interested in my belongings.
I dusted off the dirtied dress, went to the bathroom, and washed up.
When I went to put on the fresh clothes I’d prepared, I realized…
I couldn’t find anything except my underwear.
In the end, I stepped into the hallway wearing just that.
Some of the maids glanced at me, but since they were all women, I didn’t mind much.
I hated the idea of becoming an object of someone else’s lust.
Even now, having become Emily, I still felt a subtle trace of the old me lingering.
Perhaps that’s why I didn’t crave Ernst’s love or affection the way Emily would have. I just wanted a simple friendship.
Maybe I was trying to hold on to some minimal part of myself.
Even as I endured, resisted Mother, and struggled desperately to survive, I always suppressed my emotions, keeping them in check.
“Oh my, Sister! I didn’t expect you to step out in just your underwear! I was about to bring your clothes over—just wait a second!”
Back in my room, Ellie was sitting on my bed, swinging her legs.
She had on outdoor shoes instead of slippers, and there was a bit of dirt on them.
“…Give me back my clothes.”
Ellie tossed me my clean white clothes.
“I mean, I don’t particularly want to see you naked, so here!”
“I’m not naked. I’m half-dressed.”
I took the clothes and slowly put them on, my shoulders and neck feeling a bit stiff as I did so.
Ellie wandered around my room, touching my clothes, my notebook, my pen, and even the bag of medicine.
“By the way, Sister, did you deliver that letter?”
“Yeah.”
“Then you must have heard what Ernst said, right?”
Ellie got up from my bed, leaving a visible imprint on the cover where she’d been sitting.
The sight of it felt a little revolting—I decided I’d avoid stretching my legs in that direction when I slept.
“So why haven’t you told me anything about it?”
“Because he didn’t say anything.”
“Don’t lie, Sister.
Ernst is way too kind to someone like you, always talking to you and treating you well. There’s no way he didn’t say anything.”
Ellie stood and poked my chest repeatedly with her finger in this cramped room.
“Ah, you didn’t deliver it because you were worried Ernst might get closer to me instead, right?”
I didn’t bother answering.
If she was so suspicious, she could have delivered it herself or checked the response. Why was she harassing me over it?
“Sister, as if Ernst would ever care about someone like you.
Mother would probably prefer him being with me anyway.”
“What are you even saying…?”
“I’m saying Ernst would never like you.
Obviously, he’d prefer me—the prettier one, younger, and with a better figure than you.”
Why am I listening to this nonsense?
“He already has someone he likes.”
“…What?”
“You saw it at the ball, didn’t you?
Aria—the pretty girl he was dancing with all night.”
“…….”
“Ellie, know your place.
If you’re going to say things like that, direct them elsewhere.
I’m already painfully aware of mine, but with your limited brain, it might be too much for you to grasp.”
“Are you mocking me right now?”
“Mocking? Not at all. It’s just the truth.”
I grabbed Ellie’s wrist as she kept poking my chest.
She looked startled, as if she couldn’t believe I was saying such things.
Of course, she was surprised—I always let her get away with it.
Because she’s my little sister.
Because she’s supposed to be my lovable little sister.
Maybe that’s what Emily believed.
But to me, she was just an insufferable brat.
“You’re just pretty enough, just beautiful enough, and just stupid enough not to make a man question his intelligence.
Smart women are a pain, after all. Husbands must always stand above their wives.”
Ah, had Mother’s words rubbed off on me?
“Ellie, you’re the perfect bride material.
We all know that—I know it, Mother knows it, and even your dull brain knows it.
But we also know you’re not exactly a captivating woman, are you?”
“…Are you saying this to me!?”
“Yes. Haven’t I been saying so this whole time?
You were spoiled, poorly educated, and—ugh—you’re still acting like a child.”
Ellie trembled with rage.
It was a rare sight, one I hadn’t seen since a boy she liked had rejected her.
Had I really become someone capable of affecting her this much?
Or was it more like feeling indignant after being bitten by a dog you didn’t even raise yourself?
Well, if Mother raised the dog, it’s still a family dog, isn’t it?
“Please, just stop.
I’m tired of being your emotional trash can.
Honestly, you don’t even feel like my sister anymore….”
And like a dog that doesn’t obey, Ellie finally snapped.
She hit me hard across the face, tears streaming down her cheeks.
My head rang slightly.
“Is this enough now?
Feel better now that you’ve hit me?
Or would you rather drag me to the punishment room like Mother and really go at it?”
My legs gave out, and I collapsed backward onto the bed.
The soft mattress was unexpectedly comfortable.
“When I first walked in, I was in a good mood, Ellie. But just looking at your face makes me feel sick.”
I grabbed the nearest object and threw it at her, where she stood frozen in anger and shock.
“So stop with the hysterics and get out of my room. Unless you plan to hang yourself here, in which case, go ahead.”
At last, Ellie left my room.
I held my throbbing head and swallowed one of the old man’s pills without water.
A little time passed, and the pain began to subside.
Maybe it was because the medicine was working.
Or maybe it was just because Ellie was finally gone.
For some reason, I felt a little better, even knowing she’d probably go crying to Mother.
I picked up my notebook and began writing about running with Ernst today.
With a smile on my face, I wrote slowly and carefully.
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            Chapter 18: Tired
That evening’s dinner passed without incident.
Mother’s usual snide remark about eating less didn’t count—it was too routine to be noteworthy.
Honestly, it was surprising.
I had been sure Ellie would go whining to Mother.
That’s just the kind of child she was.
After dinner, when the family returned to their rooms, I followed behind Ellie as she walked to hers.
I made my presence known by clapping lightly, but she didn’t even glance back, as if she were deaf.
Not wanting to touch her, I called out quietly, “Ellie.”
She turned, her expression briefly startled.
Come to think of it, while I’d been dragged off to the punishment room after dinner like a condemned prisoner, I’d never tried talking to anyone afterward.
“What is it, Sister?”
“You finally looked back.”
“What do you want to say now?”
“Why didn’t you tell Mother?”
“…What? Should I go tell her now that you said nasty things to me?”
“That would be a problem.”
Her smug, teasing smile made me want to roll my eyes.
She wasn’t particularly bright, nor did she excel at anything, despite attending school, yet she carried herself like this.
As I mulled over these thoughts, Ellie said something out of the blue.
“You know, Sister, you never speak, and you always look at us like we’re idiots. It’s really unpleasant.”
“…What?”
“When you look at people with those creepy eyes, of course they’ll feel the way I do.
But you’re the worst of all.
You’re the one with white hair and red eyes, dumb, incapable of speaking properly, and unable to do anything!”
“Why are you saying this all of a sudden? I just came to ask why you didn’t tell Mother.”
Ellie looked at me, a tinge of frustration in her gaze.
I couldn’t fathom why she was saying such things.
It felt like she was projecting some kind of inferiority complex onto me.
But Ellie was superior to me in every way.
As she’d said, I had white hair, while Ellie’s was a beautiful gold.
My eyes were red, while the rest of the family’s were blue.
As for speaking, I may have chosen not to speak, but I wasn’t great at it either.
And it’s true I couldn’t do much, so there was no point denying that.
Still, that wasn’t what I’d come to ask about.
“You usually would’ve gone to Mother and told her by now. I was curious why you didn’t.”
“…Shut up. If I told her, I’d just get hit more. I’m not some masochist who enjoys punishment.”
“Ellie. You knew what happened in that room.”
“I didn’t know it was that bad…!”
Ellie bit her lip hard and continued, “And anyway, it’s all your fault you got punished. It’s always your fault!
Yesterday too—it was your fault!
You knew Ernst likes you, so you didn’t deliver my letter, didn’t you? Just to keep him to yourself!
Why should I care if you’re covered in bruises or not? Why should I be considerate of someone like you…?”
Even though I was standing right in front of her, Ellie spoke as if I were invisible, mumbling to herself with her arms crossed before glaring at me.
“Ha. Consideration? What a joke. You wouldn’t have gotten punished if you didn’t cause trouble in the first place.”
Ellie jabbed my chest with her finger, pushing me back slightly.
It hurt more than it should have, likely because my body was already sore.
“I’ll just give it back to you. I don’t want to talk to you, so get lost.”
Ellie glanced briefly at my arms and legs, as if checking something, then retreated into her room.
I had no idea why she was acting this way, but I didn’t care.
Back in my room, I sat at my desk, adding more notes about my run with Ernst to my journal. I took another pill from the old man’s bag and swallowed it.
Almost immediately, I felt dazed, the pain in my body disappearing.
For a moment, I felt so light I thought I could run again.
Of course, when I tried to stand, my legs wobbled, and I could barely keep my balance.
There was something about these painkillers—they made me feel oddly good.
I didn’t know what they were made of, but it felt almost magical.
***
The next morning, after breakfast, I was in the small garden, observing the flowers.
While sketching them in my notebook, I heard footsteps approaching.
Quickly hiding the drawing in my chest, I turned toward the sound and saw Mother walking toward me.
“Go on with what you were doing. You were drawing, weren’t you?”
“No, I’ve finished.”
Even if I wanted to keep drawing, I couldn’t with her standing next to me—my hands would shake too much.
I already felt like the potato soup from breakfast was threatening to come back up.
“So, you’ve gotten closer to that charming Ernst boy lately, haven’t you?”
“…Yes.”
“I told you to befriend him ages ago, but you wouldn’t listen. It’s fortunate my scolding finally worked.”
Mother walked over to the flower I had been sketching, sniffed it, inspected its leaves, and then plucked it, handing it to me.
“You’ll draw it better up close, won’t you?
By the way, I heard you had quite the chat with Ellie last night. You two must be getting close.”
“…….”
“Emily, didn’t I teach you that it’s polite to answer when an adult asks you a question?”
Fear shot through me as I braced for the possibility of being dragged back to that room. I stammered out a rapid response.
“Not Really We Didn’t Get That Close!”
“Well, I suppose it makes sense. Ellie wouldn’t open her heart to someone like you.”
Relieved that she didn’t seem too upset, I let my guard down—until her hand suddenly struck my cheek.
“Didn’t I tell you not to respond too quickly or too slowly?”
A woman who knew little beyond clinging to other ladies, gossiping, flaunting vanity, and drowning herself in jewels and expensive dresses had just slapped me.
And all I could do was this:
“I’m sorry, Mother,” I said, forcing a sweet smile as I bowed my head.
I silently begged her to stop tormenting me, to stop making my life unbearable.
Humiliation washed over me, but I didn’t tremble.
I’d learned not to; the last time I did, I’d been beaten until I fainted.
“Your eyes are always so unpleasant to look at. So, when do you think Ernst will start liking you?”
Ernst doesn’t like me.
And I don’t like Ernst either.
At least, not in a romantic sense.
We’re close friends.
Or at least we were when we were younger.
I didn’t want to ruin that friendship.
If we became anything more than friends, even this fragile connection would disappear.
Of course, there’s nothing about me that’s better than Aria—my personality is awful, too—so even if Ernst had any feelings for me, they’d fade quickly.
“Ernst likes someone else, not me. You saw her at the ball, Mother. Her name’s Aria….”
“You mean that ‘friend’ of yours who came looking for you?”
“How did you—?”
“The maids are maids for a reason, aren’t they?”
Mother scoffed and continued, “Regardless, don’t associate with someone like her.
She’s uneducated, practically a commoner, ignorant of etiquette, and unbearably insolent.”
“…Yes.”
“Emily. My daughter.”
Not my beautiful daughter.
That sort of line is reserved for Ellie.
“I want you to marry Ernst.”
“That depends on whether Ernst wants it.”
“You have to make the effort. Other beautiful women might win a man over just by wearing a fancy dress and opening their legs, but you’ll have to try.
You must strive to become the perfect wife.
You’ll need to turn a blind eye to mistresses, whisper sweet nothings starting now, and do whatever it takes.”
I know my friend is remarkable.
But is it worth clinging to him like this?
Ernst is just an ordinary, charming young man who gets distracted by pretty things and gets along well with everyone.
Standing next to someone like him only highlights how out of place I am.
And more than anything, I didn’t want to follow Mother’s orders.
I wanted to let her words wash over me, to ignore them entirely.
She always talks about the grace of giving birth to and raising me, but if this is what “raising” means, wouldn’t sticking a knife in her belly qualify as filial piety?
Mother clicked her tongue, plucked another flower blooming near the one she’d already taken, and walked off to who-knows-where.
Probably to meet someone else.
It didn’t matter—there wouldn’t be anything left for her in the end.
I had a sudden, violent urge to press a gun to the back of her head and pull the trigger.
Just one bang, and I imagined a rush of ecstasy in my mind.
When I returned to the house, Ellie, Fabian, and the fourth child glanced at me before pretending I didn’t exist.
The fourth merely watched me as though I were a source of entertainment.
Exhausted, I retreated to my room, even though it was only midday. I swallowed a handful of pills and collapsed onto my bed.
A heavy lethargy set in, and I felt as if I couldn’t summon strength even to my fingertips.
As the medication began to wear off, a dull ache crept into my legs.
Each breath made my throat feel as though it were burning.
The room spun slightly before my eyes.
It felt like a fever might be coming on, though at least I wasn’t coughing anymore—thanks to the pills, perhaps.
But the dizziness remained.
In truth, I might have exaggerated the symptoms.
I was just tired.
Yes, tired.
Of everything.
Mother, Fabian, Daniel, the fourth, Ellie, Father, and Ernst.
And this wretched body of mine.
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            Chapter 19: Attention
The night air felt stifling.
It was as if someone were pressing their hands around my throat, squeezing out all my breath.
Unable to bear the suffocation, I woke up and tried to open the window.
It wouldn’t budge—the latch was locked.
I considered breaking the glass but stopped myself. If I did, the entire household would come rushing into my room.
Better to hold back for now.
After all, today was one of those days when I was expected to go out.
One of those regular occasions where I’d dress up in elaborate clothes and parade myself, begging to be taken by some man.
Was a life spent struggling to open an immovable window every day even worth living?
Still, I could go outside occasionally. Surely, being unable to open a window didn’t mean I was entirely trapped.
That would be an exaggeration.
I didn’t like to overthink things.
Ellie wasn’t wrong—while I may not be stupid, I hadn’t been formally schooled, so I hadn’t learned much of value.
In about two hours, the sun would rise.
I pulled out my notebook, which had only three pages left, and resumed sketching the flower I had been drawing earlier.
The flower Mother had plucked and left wilting on my desk.
Flowers are most beautiful when they bloom in the ground’s rich soil. But lying severed on the desk, this one was pitiful.
Its leaves had shriveled, and its once-green stem had turned black.
I could try placing it in a jar of cool, sugary water to preserve it a little longer, but that was all it could endure.
Even so, a flower was still a flower.
It remained beautiful, defiantly showing off its presence as if to proclaim it was still intact.
The same couldn’t be said for the flower in my sketch. It was a mess.
Frustrated, I closed the notebook and glanced out the window, where the sun was beginning to rise.
By now, Ellie and Mother would be awake. It should be fine to use the bathroom.
Though my body was still bruised all over, the marks were starting to fade.
Maybe today I could wear something lighter.
The suffocating air, thick with people’s breaths, the oppressive heat of crowded indoor spaces—all of it was unbearable.
If only the chandelier lights ran on electricity.
While streetlights might be excusable, chandeliers were lit by candles purely out of vanity, making the ballroom sweltering.
There were endless reasons to avoid going.
But as Mother’s puppet, I had to move as she commanded.
When would freedom come?
When Mother died?
Or when I did?
I didn’t see death as freedom.
It wasn’t an escape or refuge.
I wasn’t cornered like that.
What kind of fool would think fleeing into the unknown by death was the answer?
What lay at the end of that path? How could anyone leap into it so easily without knowing?
As I washed myself in the bathroom, I let my thoughts wander.
Just then, the door opened.
There was no need to blush or cover myself—it was only a maid here to clean.
Standing naked before a servant felt no more embarrassing than standing naked before a robotic vacuum.
Especially when the maid was the scatterbrained Rin.
“I’m still bathing. Could you shut the door and leave?”
“S-sorry, my lady!”
The girl quickly closed the door and scurried away.
I stared at where she had stood moments ago, then sank back into the tub, exhaling bubbles into the water.
Watching the bubbles rise was oddly satisfying.
I could find happiness just by playing in warm water. So why did I have to attend the ballroom?
To be wrapped in useless, extravagant underwear and dresses, adorned with accessories…
Despite my body, I didn’t consider myself a woman at heart.
I had simply grown used to living in Emily’s body.
I stepped out of the bath, dried myself thoroughly with a towel, and dressed in light indoor clothing while waiting for the corset fitting.
Since corsets weren’t designed to be put on alone, I needed a servant’s help.
As I idly stared at the ceiling, Ellie approached and spoke.
“You’re up early, Sister. Excited for the ball?
Then again, last time you got to spend time with Ernst….”
“In the garden. With Aria, that friend of his.”
Ellie’s hair was messy, there was crust in her left eye, and the neckline of her nightgown was stretched out.
“…Ernst wouldn’t hang out with someone as rude and classless as her.”
“Go wash yourself.”
Ellie stuck out her tongue at me and headed to the bathroom.
Later, after my corset was tightened, I applied light makeup, donned some accessories, and climbed into the carriage waiting out front. That was half of today’s schedule.
The other half would be spent chatting with similarly dull people, enduring the tedious ball, dancing with strangers whose names I didn’t know, and hearing insufferable remarks while sitting in a corner, killing time.
“Emily, today I want to see you dancing at the center of the stage with Ernst,” Mother said softly as she joined me in the carriage. We were still waiting for Ellie to finish getting ready.
“But Ernst doesn’t like me.”
Do you think I married your father out of love?
We married because we were suitable, because we got along well enough.
You should aim to be a comfortable wife, not a romantic lover.
Mother pressed her fan against the bruised skin on my arm that hadn’t yet healed.
Men might keep mistresses, but that’s nothing to fret over.
Just do as I say.
You haven’t learned your lesson even after being punished last time, have you?
If Father ever dared keep a mistress, Mother would lose her temper and throw a fit. So why did she spout this nonsense?
Still, my arm hurt, so I replied obediently, “Yes, Mother.”
Shortly after, Ellie entered the carriage, lavishly dressed and ready for the ball.
The smell of heavy cosmetics filled the air, triggering my thoughts.
Sitting beside Ellie, with her thickly applied makeup, Mother looked like a brothel madam showing off her newest product.
Ellie, of course, seemed oblivious to such notions.
The carriage ride lasted about three hours—longer than usual, as we were heading somewhere far away.
Ellie lounged back, half-lying down in apparent exhaustion, yet Mother said nothing to her.
Meanwhile, I had to sit with my back perfectly straight, not allowing my posture to falter.
It felt unfair, but I knew better than to complain. Speaking out would only earn me a beating.
At least I’d thought ahead to bring painkillers today.
I hope I wouldn’t end up coughing up blood like last time, hopefully.
When we finally arrived, Mother and Ellie went off in another direction.;
After stretching my stiff back, I walked off to find somewhere to pass the time.
My back ached.
My legs felt a little numb.
The cramped carriage hadn’t helped.
On top of that, the servants had tightened my corset much more than usual—perhaps out of dislike for me, or maybe because they thought it would make me look prettier.
The corset was so tight that even when I breathed deeply, my chest barely rose or fell.
What was I trying to achieve by clinging to this life, struggling to survive day by day?
It wasn’t a philosophical question, even if it might seem that way.
I wasn’t one of those pretentious types who’d claim suicide is the only way to determine whether life is worth living.
Anyone who wants to prove the value of life by ending it is a lunatic.
People naturally want to live.
Even when faced with things that aren’t beautiful, we try to see beauty in them and strive to live positively.
Who could look up at the sky and genuinely say they want to die?
Anyone saying that must be so exhausted they’ve given up even looking at the sky.
Though dark, dreary, humid, and cloud-filled, the sky was vast.
And within it, I could see birds flying.
I’d always wanted to fly like that.
“You got here early.”
While I was staring at the sky, ensuring no one was around, a voice called out from behind me.
“…I don’t think we’re close enough to be speaking informally.”
“And what does being ‘close enough’ even mean?”
“I wouldn’t know. I just think people who aren’t close, like you, shouldn’t speak informally to each other.”
“Hah, but I don’t want to stop.”
Why did this person insist on approaching me so uncomfortably closely?
“Normally, when I approach you alone, you’d get angry and lash out at me.”
“Do I have a reason to?”
“Oh, plenty. For instance, I could have stolen your precious Ernst.”
“Ernst doesn’t belong to anyone. If he likes you, then he should end up with you.”
“…Are you serious?
We’re talking about a boy you’ve been close to since childhood—someone you’ve liked for so long—and you’re okay with losing him to me?”
Who knows? Maybe it isn’t even Ernst we’re talking about.
Your face is so beautiful that countless people flock to you anyway.
“Well, whatever. If you came to gossip about trivial things like that, I’m not interested. So don’t come near me.”
I’d rather spend my time watching the birds.

        
            Chapter 20: Delightful
As expected, the heroine didn’t respect my request, just as no one else ever does.
I’d asked her to back off, to keep her distance, yet she continued clinging to me.
“Do you not like Ernst?”
“I do. Very much. But it’s not love. We’re friends. Childhood friends who’ve grown up together.”
“If you like him, that’s love,” she said, staring into my eyes as if she were stating an absolute truth.
But that’s not love.
I don’t live in a world where such fairytale notions apply.
Frankly, love stories aren’t even interesting.
The part before love blossoms might have some charm—those moments of anticipation and tension—but once the relationship begins, it all feels dull.
It made me wonder if love that fades so easily could even be called love.
Perhaps it was merely attraction between people, not true love.
In that sense, the love born in a ballroom like this was utterly insignificant.
“Parents are supposed to love their children, aren’t they?”
Because love means dedicating your life to the other person.
It requires reciprocation with something of equal value.
“What are you suddenly going on about…?”
“Never mind. Just stop following me. It’s annoying.”
Most people here base their affections on appearances, manners, and fabricated actions anyway.
I passed countless people, all laughing and chatting.
The mingled scents of cosmetics, perfume, freshly pressed fabrics still carrying a hint of dust, and faint traces of spilled wine created a chaotic sensory overload.
It felt less like moving through people and more like navigating through layers of smells.
As I wandered aimlessly, trying to locate Ernst, I wondered if he had even shown up.
Or perhaps he was actively avoiding me.
In a crowd of mere hundreds, why couldn’t I find him?
I wished the music blaring through the ballroom would stop.
Even better, I wished the chatter of people would vanish too.
As I searched, someone grabbed my wrist.
Uncomfortable with physical contact, I shook off the hand and turned around—only to find the heroine standing there again.
Despite my attempts to avoid her, she had somehow tracked me down.
She gestured toward the wall, suggesting we talk there.
With a weary nod, I followed her to a quieter corner.
Sitting down, I popped a grape from the table into my mouth. Its sourness far outweighed its sweetness.
“Didn’t your mother teach you not to touch others so carelessly?” I asked.
“She said I’m so amazing and beautiful that I can do as I please,” she retorted.
“…If you’re that amazing, shouldn’t you leave someone like me alone?”
“Why are you avoiding me?”
“Don’t you think not avoiding you would be strange?”
“Not at all.”
“That’s called poor upbringing.”
“Have you always been this sharp-tongued?”
“Is there such a thing as ‘always’?
In any case, someone who isn’t close to me, who barely knows me, approaches like this—that’s what’s strange.”
“Well, you’re not wrong there.”
“You’re the most beautiful and adored person here. Shouldn’t you go find someone more interesting than a gloomy person like me?”
“But I want to get closer to you.”
“I don’t want to get close to someone who asks if I’d be fine losing my childhood friend.”
Though Aria didn’t respond, she stayed by my side.
It was absurd watching her reject all the handsome men who approached her to ask for a dance.
“How long are you going to follow me?”
“Until you agree to listen to me.”
“What do you want me to listen to?”
“I want us to be friends.”
“Fine, we can be friends. Now, could you please step back? You’re giving me a headache.”
As I sat there, trying to endure the situation, Ernst finally appeared.
He looked exhausted, as if he had been harassed elsewhere.
“Aria? And Emily? Did you two get close or something?”
“We decided to be friends,” Aria said casually.
I wanted to blurt out, Since when?, but with Ernst here, I figured she’d leave soon and kept quiet.
It annoyed me that Ernst spoke casually with me while addressing everyone else formally.
Still, what could I do?
I’d end up muttering complaints under my breath, and that was all.
“By the way, Emily, are you feeling okay?”
Of course not.
This place is awful.
From this pretty girl clinging to me, to the fact that I’m here at all, to you, to the people around us, to Mother and Ellie watching from somewhere….
“Yeah, I’m fine.”
“If you’re struggling like last time, let me know. I’ll help.”
Hearing him say that, I couldn’t stop myself from blurting out a response.
“…Then, would you dance with me just once?”
Was I scared?
Maybe. I didn’t want to endure any more punishment.
It wasn’t about clinging to Ernst and begging him to save me—I couldn’t do that.
But I could at least ask him to dance with me.
Even with the heroine sitting nearby, it wasn’t out of jealousy. It was simply because I wanted to survive.
To Aria, this might be some petty, shallow moment, a story she could dismiss as trivial.
But to me, it was a matter of life and death.
“That’s something you could have just asked for anytime,” Ernst replied, scratching his cheek with his finger and nodding.
A woman shouldn’t be the one to ask a man to dance, but since we were childhood friends, maybe this could be excused.
Just then, the noisy music ended.
Ernst offered me his hand, and I took it.
He told Aria he’d be back soon, then led me to the center of the ballroom, to the wide-open space reserved for dancing.
The heroine, left behind alone, looked utterly baffled.
As if something impossible had just happened.
I suppose it made sense—Ernst and I hadn’t danced together since childhood, back before either of us had gone through puberty.
Even in the story, there were no scenes of us dancing.
Whenever Emily tried to cling to Ernst, he’d push her away.
And yet, I remembered the dances from when we were young.
Ernst had looked at me with disgust, like I was a leech stuck to him.
Holding my hand and matching my steps had clearly been unbearable for him.
Now, that same boy was telling me it was fine to ask for a dance anytime.
I didn’t know how to make sense of this change, but I followed his lead.
A crowd formed around us, creating a loose circle at the edge of the ballroom.
Before the music began, dancers held hands and exchanged glances—some laughed like lovers, others wore alluring expressions.
We, however, simply looked at each other with the familiarity of old friends.
The orchestra began with woodwinds and drums—one bass drum, one snare.;
Trumpets played alongside at least four horns, with the timpani and a somewhat grating trombone joining in.
We started to move, matching steps in sync.
The dancers in the center spun counterclockwise, while those at the edge—like us—moved clockwise, circling the room.
The rhythm was a steady thump-cha-cha, thump-cha-cha, and the sound of shoes clicking against the marble floor echoed throughout.
Amid the noise, we danced slowly, creating our own rhythm.
“Why did you suddenly ask me to dance?” Ernst asked.
His voice was inaudible to the others, drowned out by the clattering shoes and overwhelming music. Even Mother, watching from above, wouldn’t have heard.
“Mother told me to.”
Ernst stepped forward with his left foot, and I moved backward with my right.
“You don’t seem like you wanted to, though.”
“Neither do you.”
With his second step, he closed the distance, and I turned to the left, shifting our alignment.
“Do you really have to listen to her?
You’re grown now—if you like someone, you should spend time with them instead.”
But what would happen to me then?
Even if someone liked me, I couldn’t imagine anyone truly loving me.
“Hah, as if. Who’d like someone like me?”
And with that, we kept spinning, moving in circles.
“My friends always said you were beautiful, you know,” Ernst remarked.
“…So what?”
For a moment, my gaze sharpened, and Ernst looked away uncomfortably.
Trying to lighten the mood, I stepped on his foot, pretending it was an accident.
At first, he let it slide, but when I continued stepping on him, a mischievous glint appeared in his eyes, and he started stepping on my toes in retaliation.
We weren’t sure if we were dancing or playing a game of who-could-step-on-whose-feet more, but we kept at it until the music ended.
By the time the last note played, both our faces were alight with laughter.
Ernst was smiling, so I must have been smiling too.
I even managed to suppress the cough building in my throat.
I didn’t open my mouth, knowing it would release the metallic tang of blood.
But it would be fine. The medicine would take care of it.
I was eating properly and not overexerting myself.
Why was I dancing with Ernst?
Why did I nod along when Mother spouted her nonsense?
Because the world was beautiful, even like this.
The clumsy waltz, the clicking shoes, the sour grapes, the irritating heroine—all of it was tolerable.
At this moment, I was genuinely happy.
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            Chapter 21: Conversation
I had been dancing diligently, though it was at the edge of the crowd, so surely Mother would have noticed me.
Out of breath, I sent Ernst away first and made my way into the room where I could fix my appearance.
I can’t quite remember what this place is called.
Fortunately, there wasn’t a woman here busy tightening her corset.
I pulled out a slightly reddened handkerchief and coughed incessantly.
The smell of so many people and the indoor dust had been bothering me since I started dancing.
I coughed so hard that the handkerchief turned red, then wiped my lips lightly.
Even so, there was still some blood left, so I just smeared it lightly over my lips.
Eventually, it would dry up, turn brown, and look darker than my lips anyway, so I didn’t mind.
After catching my breath for quite a while in one of the chairs in the room, I looked in the mirror.
Someone was standing behind me.
It was the heroine.
Looking in the mirror, I said, “Is spying a hobby of yours?”
“Hey, you…”
Her expression was a mix of confusion, shock, or perhaps dismay.
Maybe there was some pity, too—her emotions showed so transparently on her face.
I, on the other hand, always appeared blank and plain, whether I laughed, cried, or frowned.
“Don’t tell Ernst.”
“…He doesn’t know about this?”
“It’s not like you follow me around like a shadow, so how would he find out? I’m not an idiot.”
I tried to stand and push this young lady aside to leave the room, but my legs wouldn’t cooperate.
So, instead, I slumped back down and calmly inhaled and exhaled.
“Or do you pity me?
Until now, I thought you were just some rude, strange person, but to think you have a sob story like this!”
Seated, I mocked Aria with whatever movements my still-functioning arms could make.
When I first landed in this place, I’d gone on about the original work, the original novel, and how Ernst was this, Aria was that, this person appeared, the villain was that person… I’d rambled nonsensically about who appeared when, whether Mother even showed up, whether Ellie appeared, and how I’d never read a single word about Daniel. Blah, blah, blah…
I don’t know.
It’s just a headache now.
This is simply the world I live in.
Not some “original story” or “novel” nonsense.
If it were, I wouldn’t be able to feel this alive.
No matter how vividly a book describes someone smirking, you can’t really understand it.
This kind of smile—only I, staring into the mirror, could truly know it.
Don’t look at me like that.
It just makes me feel more miserable.
You have so much, and everyone loves you.
Sometimes people might show jealousy, but you can handle even that.
I pulled the blood-soaked handkerchief from my pocket and tossed it toward the trash bin.
It dangled on the edge briefly before falling to the floor with a wet plop.
I slowly rose from my seat, wiped up the blood from the floor, and placed it in the bin again.
Judging by the advances in other areas, you’d think plastic would exist here, so why is the trash can made of something like porcelain?
Well, this world is full of problems that can’t be solved even with serious thought, so it’s better to just brush it off.
I don’t get jealous.
Well, maybe a little.
Aria looked at me, unsure of what to say.
At least she hadn’t run away, which meant I could keep talking.
If it were me, and I were the protagonist, I’d have fled if some third-rate villain started ranting like this.
I swallowed a round pill I had prepared in my pocket.
It would’ve been nice if it worked instantly, but of course, it didn’t.
If this world had more magic or romantic notions like that, it might’ve been a little easier to live in.
But everything here is so bleak.
Or is it that the whole world revolves around you, and when something displeases you, you just want to sweep it away?
Some of us, damn it, are born as messed-up people and have to live like this.
It felt more like I was talking to myself than addressing the woman before me.
Leave me alone.
What could you possibly want from someone who can do nothing but talk?
The more I spoke, the more depressed I felt.
You’re already loved by so many people. What more could you want? What more could you need to know?
This world isn’t a novel, a game, or a comic.
It’s just the beautiful world we live in.
So don’t approach me like I’m some object to investigate just because it’s a little different from what you know.
When she came to visit me at the mansion, claiming to be my friend, it had been incredibly unpleasant.
She had barged in, knowing nothing, and scrutinized my pathetic self.
Asking my name, how I was doing, even about my relationship with Ernst…
She’d asked sensitive things as casually as one might interrogate a game character.
“Ernst, that nasty prince, and the ridiculous Northern Duke—why the hell does a functional country even have such people?”
No matter how much of a cliché it was, the very existence of such characters seemed absurd.
In any case, all sorts of people exist, but I’m not some target you need to conquer. So, just… Ugh.
What am I even saying? I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be spouting such vulgar nonsense.
Ernst must be waiting.
My legs still weren’t moving well.
But with some effort, they finally obeyed.
“…What’s your name?” Aria asked as she looked at me.
“Emily.”
“No, it’s not.”
“Emily is all there is. Forget the Reichten or whatever else.”
I gave her a faint smile and stood.
At last, my steps were steady.
Sure, I could’ve staggered or dragged my feet, but that would’ve been improper.
Maybe someone like Aria, who seemed to violate propriety by merely breathing, could get away with it.
But I was born this way, molded into what I am by Mother’s whims.
She succeeded in embedding it all into my mind.
Even if I die, the memories engraved into my body won’t be forgotten.
As I was about to leave, Aria grabbed my wrist.
“What, do you have something to say?”
Her expression suggested she was grappling with what to say, unsure of the words even as they formed in her mind.
Fine. If you want to play with friends, then bring a ton of money and pick me up once a week.
You know where I live, right?
This way, I could go to the hospital freely.
I could pay back the old man without any more debt and bring in plenty of money.
A noble lady who can’t even pay her own medical bills—what a joke.
If I can’t pay with my own money, I’ll just have to steal from someone else’s pockets.
I scratched my head once and left the room, heading toward the corner where Ernst was waiting.
He seemed hungry, munching on two sandwiches piled onto a plate.
I picked up one of the sandwiches Ernst had prepared and sat next to him to eat.
When I inspected the sandwich, it was filled with salted pork, wilted vegetables, and a layer of excessively sweet jam. I wasn’t sure what fruit it was made from, though.
“You took a while. Where were you?”
“The bathroom.”
Ernst scratched his head and handed me a glass filled with something mixed into milk. Who knows where he got it from?
I took a sip, and contrary to its appearance, it wasn’t very sweet. It tasted faintly of strawberries or something similar.
“Aria said she was going to look for you earlier. Didn’t you run into her?”
“I did.”
Ernst didn’t seem too interested as he fiddled with the sandwich, turning its fillings this way and that. His carefree demeanor, completely unbothered by others’ opinions, was almost enviable.
I wished I could live as comfortably as him.
“This is pretty good, by the way. Does it taste okay to you?”
“Yeah.”
It wasn’t terrible, so my response wasn’t exactly a lie.
With all that sugar slathered on top of a carb-loaded sandwich, if it tasted bad, I’d have to consider chopping off the hands of everyone in the kitchen. It’d be akin to stealing one’s sense of taste, after all.
“Ernst.”
“What?”
“Thanks for caring.”
“Not sure what I did to earn your gratitude, though.”
“The sandwich is good, and you danced with me.”
“That’s nothing. We’re friends, so I’d do that anytime.”
“Right. Because we’re friends.”
Emily, I’m right about this.
You and Ernst—you’re just friends.
Love? Sure, it sounds nice, but it’s all nonsense.
To truly love someone, they have to be someone like Aria—a lovely woman.
No response came.
Aria hasn’t shown up.
I’m going to mingle with others for a bit. Want to come along?
“No, have fun.”
“Usually, you’d say, ‘Take care,’ in response to that.”
“Oh, right.”
Ernst gave me a puzzled look before walking off to who knows where.
Real name, huh?
It’s Emily.
As for that “Reichten” or whatever follows—it’s better to leave that aside for now.
When I’m home, everyone treats me like an idiot. How could I wear it proudly?
If anyone truly loved me, it might be my father.
But even he is hard to see.
You know those overworked, perpetually tired staff members in romance novels?
That’s exactly the kind of role he plays.
Unimportant, always weary, and frankly, ridiculous.
Some men dressed in ridiculously expensive clothes approached me, along with a few young men Ernst had once introduced as his friends, asking me to dance. I declined all of them.
I was too exhausted and retreated to a corner where no one would notice me, just like before.
With a little wine and some moderately salty food, I whiled away the time.
Eventually, morning arrived.
My mother approached me with a deeply satisfied expression.
As expected, she was more of a madam than a mother.
And I’d heard that it wasn’t uncommon for prostitutes to kill their madams and flee the brothel.
What happens after that, though, I have no idea.
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            Chapter 22: Morning Reflections
By morning, Ernst still hadn’t shown up. Perhaps he had been drinking with his friends all night.
I’d known all along.
Unlike me, Ernst had plenty of friends.
We weren’t lovers, so why would he need to stay by the side of someone who was “just a friend”?
And to make things worse, I was bored.
Yet he’d asked why I hadn’t told him to go. Why even ask that?
I felt a flicker of irritation but swallowed it down. I didn’t have the right to be annoyed at anyone.
When the ball ended, Mother found me and lavished me with praises about how I danced with Ernst.
I half-listened, offering polite responses, enduring the excruciating wait until Ellie’s carriage finally arrived.
It felt like being told my life had no meaning.
It wasn’t exactly wrong.
Her tone, implying I should just give up and seduce Ernst already, was grating.
The suggestion made my chest ache, so I crunched a pill as if it were sugar and swallowed it.
Whether I liked or disliked her didn’t matter—she was my mother. That complicated things.
After all, she was the one who bore and shaped me.
But for someone who’d never praised me for anything, hearing such sweet words over something so trivial left a bad taste.
It was disgusting.
I wanted to literally sew her mouth shut and burn it so it would never open again.
If I’d heard her say such things a few years ago, I might have clung to her, sobbing.
On the ride back to the mansion, Ellie chimed in with biting remarks about me, and Mother happily agreed with her.
But unlike last time, it didn’t feel like I was about to be tied to a chair the moment we returned.
I smiled without meaning to.
It was pathetic, really.
I’d always muttered about wanting freedom, but over time, I’d broken down and become a dog on a leash.
Even a stray mutt would gnaw through the rope if tied up like this.
Yet I, claiming I had no choice, was worse than a dog.
If I begged Ernst to love me, to save me, would he take me away from here?
Here I go again.
I can’t imagine doing anything on my own.
I always expect others to do everything for me, and that’s why I’m like this.
But what can I do?
I have no talents.
I’m unattractive, lack skills, and can’t even properly obey.
If licking Ernst’s shoes would let me escape, I’d do it.
In fact, even if it were Aria—the illustrious heroine—I’d lick her shoes without hesitation if she offered me an escape.
Though, bare feet might give me pause.
Nobles, despite their clean and polished appearance, wear shoes that trap sweat year-round except in winter. Their feet must reek.
Once we returned to the mansion, Ellie and Mother slinked off to their rooms.
I cleaned myself up in the bathroom and was about to fall asleep when someone called out to me from the direction of the armchair in the center of the house.
Turning to look, I saw my father, his face gaunt and exhausted.
“Emily, come here.”
At home, he spoke in a tone reminiscent of Mother’s, even though his voice was clearly male, making it sound unnatural.
“Yes, Father.”
“I’ve been so busy with work that I haven’t been able to come home lately.”
He poured something into the glass in front of him—wine, or maybe fermented grape juice—and downed it in one go.
“When I finally came back, everyone was off at the ball. Of course, you and Ellie need to find matches, so I’m not against it, but still….”
His words were heavy with a kind of melancholy, though if Mother had been present, it would have been worse.
Her paranoia and his stress often led to sharp exchanges and frequent arguments.
“It’s hard to come home after working so hard only to be alone.”
I responded appropriately, nodding in understanding.
“So, Emily, I was thinking… would you meet one of my subordinates?”
To segue from a lament about loneliness into this request was uncomfortable, to say the least.
I didn’t know how to answer.
“…I’m not really interested in meeting anyone.”
You wouldn’t even have to leave the house. You could meet in the parlor.
If that’s still too much, you could take a short walk outside together.
He’s far too reserved to cause any trouble. He wouldn’t even dare speak out of turn.
This wasn’t just a suggestion—it was a veiled command disguised as a favor.
I could refuse.
But that would upset Father.
Unlike with Mother, I couldn’t dismiss his displeasure.
If he became upset, he might not help me when I truly needed it, like when Mother dragged me to the punishment room by my hair or when I wanted a new notebook and pen.
“Father.”
“Yes?”
“Could I get a new pen and notebook in exchange?”
My current pen, though familiar in my hand, was starting to feel dull.
It no longer had the sharp precision I preferred, instead feeling blunt and clumsy.
Not that anyone in this household would understand my preference.
“Pens and notebooks? Of course, as many as you want… No, I’ll get them for you right now. So, does this mean you’ll meet him?”
“…Yes.”
It wouldn’t be hard to dismiss him after a polite chat over coffee or tea, claiming he didn’t suit me.
“When would you like me to meet him?”
“Four days from now. The arrangements are already made; we just need to confirm the venue.”
With that, Father shuffled off to his study, likely to retrieve the pen and notebook for me.
Given my compliance, he’d probably bring me one with a leather cover this time.
My current notebook, covered in stiff paper, was inconvenient to carry around.
As expected.
Of course, I couldn’t refuse.
I’m a “good child” who doesn’t know how to say no.
Mother might be a terrible parent, but Father wasn’t a bad one.
Just… an inadequate one.
But really, how many people aren’t inadequate in some way?
I must be an inadequate daughter to him.
At the very least, my father cared enough to show love occasionally.;
He’d given me pocket money, pens, and notebooks, and when I was younger, he even hired a teacher so I could draw more often. It wasn’t as if he lacked interest; he was just consumed by work, unable to afford any leisure.
That must be it.
I sat quietly for a while, resting, until my father came to my room and left the new pen and notebook for me.
The servants seemed to have brought out a higher-quality tea to honor the master of the house’s return. It smelled far richer than the usual black tea I drank.
After some time, I went upstairs and tucked away my old notebook in a drawer with a lock that barely worked.
Then, I opened the new leather-bound notebook.
The scent of fresh, unused paper wafted up, sharp and clean.
I buried my face in it for a while, inhaling deeply, before picking up the new pen, which felt slightly too heavy for my liking.
Feeling a little better, I opened the notebook and started writing.
I wrote about dancing with Ernst, my conversation with Aria, and the disappointing encounter with my father.;
I wrote about my hatred for Mother, my disgust for my family, my curses toward the original Emily, and my self-deprecating mockery of my stupidity.;
I wrote about wishing everything would just disappear, my yearning to go back to the way things were, and my musings that maybe this was homesickness.
The first page became so messy with scribbled words that it was nearly illegible.
It felt as though I was looking at a reflection of myself, so I closed the notebook abruptly.
Receiving the new pen and notebook had made me smile briefly. Then the thought of meeting a stranger brought back my blank expression.
The memory of stepping on Ernst’s feet while we danced made me laugh, but my expression faded again when I recalled Mother’s praises.
After a light wash in the bathroom, I finally lay down to sleep.
By dinner, the entire family had gathered.
Father, Fabian, and Mother were chatting warmly.
The younger ones talked amongst themselves.
“…Ack-cough. Ugh, cough.”
At the sound of my coughing, everyone went silent, briefly glancing at me before resuming their conversations.
The metallic smell of blood in my nose grew stronger.
Determined to recover somehow, I stuffed food into my mouth, eating endlessly.
If I ate, rested, and took my medicine, I’d get better.
Not everything in life was unfortunate.
Though it was miserable, things could still improve.
Clinging to such thoughts, I finished eating.
I skipped the post-dinner conversation with Father, where fruit, cookies, and tea were served. Instead, I headed straight to my room.
I tossed and turned, trying to force sleep that wouldn’t come.
After a while, I heard someone walking toward my room.
“Father’s finally home, and you’re not even coming downstairs?”
“…I’m tired.”
Mother and Ellie must be tired too, but they’re with him because it’s been so long.
You’re always so selfish. You never do anything together with us.
Even if you prance around at balls, who’s ever going to like someone like you?
Daniel began to gleefully tear into me.
“Shut up and get lost… ugh.”
Suddenly, I felt a burning sensation in my eyes. A bitter taste filled my mouth, and something began to drip from my nose.
I touched the corners of my eyes—there was a faint trace of blood.
Perhaps it was just a burst capillary from exhaustion.
Looking into the mirror on the table, I saw that it was only a little blood trickling out.
I smiled at Daniel, whose face was frozen in shock, and spoke in a low voice without bothering to wipe the blood from my face.
“Don’t say anything. Just tell them I’m too tired to come down and then leave….”
He won’t say a word, will he?
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            Chapter 23: Reflection and Memories
Calling it “tears of blood” might sound dramatic and strange, but even before I became Emily, this happened often.
When I worked too hard, became tired, or rubbed my dry eyes too much, blood vessels in my eyes would sometimes burst, leaving them streaked red.
So, my body is fine.
It’s just exhaustion, frustration, and dizziness manifesting in this way.
Rather than worrying about bleeding, I was more concerned about dirtying the bed and my clothes.;
I sat on the bare floor in my undergarments, wiping the blood away cleanly each time it dripped, staring at my reflection in the mirror.
If I went straight to the bathroom, the smell of blood might cause a fuss.
I ate so much earlier, yet it didn’t seem to make a difference.
My ribs still jutted out visibly.
The conclusion I drew from observing my body was simple:
Horrible.
I don’t fully understand how my friend used to whine about how they’d die when the last leaf fell, but I think I can now grasp the feeling of despair.
When nothing works out, when your body aches, and when you start wasting away, it’s natural to feel that way.
I’m turning into a useless body, one that struggles even to hold a pen.
Still, as long as I take my medicine, I’ll manage.
No matter how grotesque I become, I’ll keep clawing at life, trying to live just one more day.
Don’t spout nonsense about giving up.
Emily may have thrown this body away like trash, but to me, it’s a treasure.
To breathe fresh air, to jot down random thoughts in a notebook, to notice weeds, flowers, and stray cats on the roadside—
Goodness, even thinking about it fills me with so much joy. How could I possibly die?
I won’t succumb to illness.
I won’t wither away and die in misery.
If I’m to die, it’ll be beautifully or, at the very least, meaningfully.
Taking a shallow breath, I pushed thoughts of death aside.
The bleeding seemed to have stopped.
I crawled into bed, pulled the blanket over myself, and drifted off to sleep.
The air outside must’ve been warm. The windows were locked and couldn’t be opened, yet I felt an odd chill in the night air.
Mother seemed delighted by the idea of me meeting someone, whether it was Ernst or one of Father’s subordinates. As long as they had money, she didn’t seem to care who it was.
The meeting spot was a park not far from the mansion.
I wasn’t walking there alone—Father walked beside me, which made the outing less burdensome.
A street performer had set up a chair and was playing the violin in the busy thoroughfare.
Though the crude performance managed to capture the attention of passersby, it wasn’t particularly impressive.
Father, noticing my gaze fixed on the performer, spoke.
“Do you still want an instrument like that?”
“It’d be nice to have one.”
You were always so interested in instruments, even as a child.
For some reason, you seemed to play better than the teachers I hired for you.
Father’s voice trailed off as though recalling a fond memory.
Of course, I’d been interested. How could I not have been?
I had to surpass my teachers—it was inevitable.
What started as a hobby had spanned over a decade, encompassing various instruments.
Though all I had to show for it were a few shallow trophies from small competitions.
“All of it… because of your mother—”
“There’s no need to continue, Father. It was all my fault, anyway.”
“…All I can say is that I’m sorry.”
Now, I’m stuck in my room, scribbling words into a notebook.
And yet, there was a time when the house was filled with instruments.
The room that is now used as the punishment room was once a sanctuary for my collection.
Violin, some obscure woodwind instruments, trumpet, trombone (though it was too heavy to hold properly), and even a piano—there was nothing I didn’t have.
Perhaps it was guilt.
Father had always treated me kindly, perhaps as penance for once believing I wasn’t his daughter.
Even now, though he’s busier and more exhausted than ever, he still treats me with care.
If I asked for something, he would somehow procure it, even when the household was stretched thin.
And, as always, he greeted me first before anyone else.
Back then, I harbored a deep hatred for waltzes, polkas, or any music pretending to be sentimental.
For reasons I can’t explain, that was my way of rejecting the world at the time.
The music I played was composed by geniuses; it was inherently beautiful.
Everyone in the household was amazed.
Even Mother, who despised me, couldn’t deny it.
At that time, even Emily thought the world would be better off without someone like me.
Of course, things didn’t end well, to the extent that Father still apologizes to me for it.
But it’s not an important story.
“I hope meeting this friend clears away some of that heaviness,” Father said, his tone tentative.
I answered with a faintly reluctant “Okay.”
Then, I reached into my pocket, pulled out a few coins, and tossed them into the tattered hat lying in front of the violinist.
The street performer, thanking me for the coins, threw out remarks that bordered on mockery. A vagabond with no home, though—maybe that’s just how they speak. I let it go.
Father, however, was furious. But when I said, “Aren’t commoners all like that?” he begrudgingly dropped the matter.
The park was filled with families and couples.
Some women shaded their faces with deep-drawn parasols, while others hid in secluded spots between trees and shrubs. A few spread blankets on the grass, eating sandwiches.
They all looked happy.
Unlike me.
Walking along the park path, we came across a man sitting on a bench in a light uniform. He had one leg crossed over the other and smoked a pipe.
The smell was unpleasant, and I furrowed my brow involuntarily.
Noticing us, he stubbed out the pile of tobacco in his pipe on the ground with his shoe and tucked the pipe into his coat.;
Then, stiffening like a soldier greeting a superior officer, he greeted my father.
“This is my daughter, the one I mentioned. Isn’t she lovely?”
“Yes, sir! She’s very beautiful!”
His eyes twitched slightly, betraying nervousness.
Well, I’m just here to drop her off. You two can talk or walk around as you like.
Since it’s your first meeting, things might be awkward with me around, so I’ll leave you to it. Make sure she’s back by dinner.
“Yes, sir. Understood. Safe travels, sir.”
“And take it easy on the smoking around my daughter.”
“Yes, sir!”
With that, Father returned to the mansion.
He’ll probably just drink himself to sleep anyway. Couldn’t he have stayed nearby for a little while longer?
The atmosphere was painfully awkward.
Honestly, being paired up with a stranger like this by one’s parents was bizarre.
And Father, as usual, respected my “freedom” in the most half-hearted way.
Yes, half-hearted.
I didn’t want to be here, but I didn’t let it show.
Father had been so eager about this meeting that my feelings hardly mattered.
“You can smoke if you want. I don’t mind,” I said.
The man gave a sheepish laugh.
“By the way, may I ask your name?”
He didn’t even know my name? And now that I thought about it, I didn’t know him either.
“Emily,” I said simply.
I didn’t bother with my last name.
He surely knew my father’s name, but I didn’t feel like saying it aloud.
It’s not that I hated what I’d inherited from my father.
It’s just… adding that surname made me feel like a product Mother was trying to sell.
“Fritz Mauser,” he replied. Standing around felt tiresome, so I asked, “Would it be alright if I sat next to you?”
He nodded, and I took a seat at a reasonable distance—far enough for another person to fit between us.
For a while, neither of us spoke. I wracked my brain, trying to think of something to say to break the awkward silence.
“I’m sorry about my father. He probably forced this on you,” I said.
He chuckled awkwardly, not denying it.
“If you’d rather head home or go somewhere else, feel free. I’ll just tell Father we didn’t get along and decided to part ways.”
“We’re both being dragged along, aren’t we? Might as well kill some time together.
Sitting alone in a park on a day like this, smoking a pipe, draws too much attention.”
He pulled out his pipe, packed it with fresh tobacco, and lit it with a sulfurous match.;
The acrid smell of burning, moisture-soaked leaves filled the air, and I couldn’t help but grimace.
Noticing, he asked, “If it bothers you, I can put it out.”
“It’s fine,” I replied, and he shrugged.
Crossing his legs again, he resumed puffing on the pipe, watching the people in the park.
“Alright, then.”
I found myself observing the park-goers as well.
What’s so amusing that they’re all smiling like that?
Propping my chin on my hand, I watched them—though seeing couples kissing wasn’t particularly entertaining.
“Do you have any hobbies?” he asked.
“Not really.”
“Since we’ve got nothing else to do, would you mind keeping me company for a chat?”
“And what would I talk about with someone who’s been puffing away on a pipe since we met?”
“If I were a decent man, I’d have run off at the sight of those marks on your wrists. But I’m still here, aren’t I? That’s worth a little conversation, isn’t it?”
I must have propped my chin in a way that made the faint scars visible.
At balls, I always wore thick long sleeves to hide them, but today, I wore a thin, slightly translucent white blouse.
These marks weren’t new. If they were, he’d have called them wounds instead of scars.
Since I had nothing else to do, I decided to indulge him and be his conversation partner.
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            Chapter 24: A Conversation of Discomfort
The man peppered me with questions.
“What do you do at home?”;
“What are your hobbies?”
“How does your father usually spend his time at home?”
I answered plainly, keeping my responses brief.
Of course, Father hadn’t told him that I was treated worse than an ugly duckling in our household.
As I spoke, the man’s expression shifted. Initially, he was smiling, puffing on his pipe, but soon his face grew grim.
And I hadn’t even mentioned the times Mother beat me, tied me to a chair overnight, or drenched my face with water under a towel.
“So, you’re saying you’re locked in a room with barred windows, scribbling in a notebook? That’s not even discipline—it’s like some cult’s methods.”
“Exactly.”
“There must have been others you could’ve married before now. Why stay in a family like that?”
I’d thought about it before.
But anyone I married would expect my love, while Mother would sell me off in exchange for money.
If I married someone who thought they could buy love with money, I’d become their possession.
And I wouldn’t have anything that was truly mine—not their heart, not their money, not even my own body.
I’d always be beneath them, lacking everything.
That’s why I’d rather grow old and die alone than belong to someone else.
At least now, despite being abused by Mother, I’m not her possession.
“Do you think marriage would change anything?”
“Of course! Look at me—ah, but perhaps that’s too forward for a first meeting.”
At that moment, I began to understand what kind of person he might be.
But since we hadn’t spoken much yet, I held off on making any judgments.
“You were out of line. Not that it matters, since I doubt we’ll see each other again.”
“And who says we won’t meet again? Your father brought you to me, after all.”
You don’t like me, though.
I’m covered in scars, have a sharp tongue, and probably wouldn’t listen to my husband if I had one.
I prefer someone who can speak their mind, like you.
Unlike ignorant commoners or uneducated folks who can neither speak nor write.
He was probably only saying that because I was in front of him.
For all I knew, he might have meant it.
“Besides,” he continued, “the biggest issue is that I’m not particularly fond of you.”
“What part, specifically?”
It’s not as though I could change whatever ingrained inferiority or disdain I seemed to carry—it was too deeply rooted.
“What if I said ‘all of it’?”
“Well, then there’s nothing to be done.”
“Regardless,” he said, “we’ll meet again.
You’ll enjoy spending time with me far more than being stuck in that household.”
He sounded like he thought I should be grateful.
“I doubt it….” I trailed off, unwilling to continue.
“Emily,” he said, “I could help you.
I’ve already secured a mansion in the capital, with more servants than you’d find here.”
“And so?”
“In most courtships, a couple spends time together in a drawing room, with the family’s permission.”
“I already told you—I’m not interested.”
He acted as though he were a savior, someone who would rescue me. But anyone who rescues someone will demand payment.
And I have nothing to offer.
What happens to someone who owes everything but has nothing to give?
It probably wouldn’t be pleasant.
“Let’s get dinner. Father said we should eat together.”
The man nodded and stood, apparently trying to be chivalrous. He emptied his pipe’s tobacco onto the ground and offered me his hand.
It was laughable. I brushed his hand aside and stood on my own.
As we left the park and walked toward the busy streets, the street performer who had played the violin earlier recognized me.
“Throw me another coin, miss!” he called out.
“Do you know him?” the man asked, his expression slightly harsh.
It was the kind of look that made me think if I said yes, he might call me a whore on the spot.
“He was performing on the street earlier. Father and I listened for a bit.”
Satisfied, the man pulled out a coin and tossed it to the performer.
The violinist caught it and walked away, humming cheerfully.
“You already gave him something earlier. Was it necessary to give more?”
His question lingered, but I didn’t feel like answering.
He’d just keep pestering us if we didn’t give him something.
Filthy, unskilled vagabonds wasting their lives fiddling with violins… I don’t know why we don’t just lock them all up.
The man’s disdain for the poor, the homeless, vagabonds, and nonconformists was glaringly apparent.
Why he harbored such hatred, I couldn’t say.
“Just fiddling with a violin,” huh?
Is that what violins and other instruments amount to for people like him?
If that’s the case, was that why Mother destroyed my instruments? Were they nothing more than “just instruments”?
We entered a restaurant that appeared quite upscale.
It must’ve been a regular spot for him, as a server recognized him immediately and escorted us to a window seat.
Through the glass, I could see carriages and people passing below.
“…Places like this must be expensive,” I muttered.
“Not at all. Even commoners can afford this if they work hard enough.”
How could every word that came out of his mouth be so insufferable?
I didn’t voice the thought but felt it deeply.
The meal was the usual sequence: appetizers, fish, meat, and a sweet dessert.
I didn’t care about the names of the dishes, the supposed culinary artistry, or the histories behind the ingredients.
But the man, eager to flaunt his knowledge and refinement, wouldn’t stop talking.
When I was absentmindedly crunching on some ice that tasted faintly of fruit, he wiped his mouth and addressed me.
“The meal doesn’t seem to have been to your liking.”
“It was fine.”
Even after leaving the restaurant, his self-aggrandizing continued.
He boasted about his accomplishments, his vast network of influential friends, and how many people called him handsome.
He wasn’t unattractive, but after living next to Ernst all my life, he seemed perfectly average.
“Fritz,” I said, “let’s not meet again.
We were both dragged here against our will, but you and I are too different.”
“…I don’t understand what you mean.”
“I just don’t like you.
You act as if you’re some great savior, someone capable of rescuing me. It’s irritating.
And honestly, I couldn’t even enjoy the meal because I had no idea what I was eating.”
As I spoke, I felt a twinge of fear.
After all, Father had arranged this. Would he be disappointed?
But surely, someone who loves me as much as Father does would understand.
“And unlike you,” I continued, “I don’t hate beggars, commoners, the poor, or vagabonds—people who can do nothing but play their so-called ‘trash music.’”
Because that’s exactly who I’d become if I ran away from this house.
It almost felt like a veiled threat: if I didn’t marry someone like him, I’d end up like those people.
“In fact,” I added, “I admire them.
Despite everything, they keep living.
But you, you act as though such people have no right to exist.”
“So, are you saying I’m wrong?”
“No, you’re not wrong.
Except for the part where your brain’s clearly defective.”
I cleared my throat deliberately as Fritz’s face twisted with anger.
If this conversation continued, I had no doubt he’d strike me.
“So let’s just end this here.
The more time I spend with you, the more your flaws stand out.”
“…Fine. It’s not like you’re the only decent-looking woman out there.”
I didn’t ask him to escort me back.
Leaving the remainder of my icy dessert untouched, I walked out of the restaurant.
The streetlights illuminated the darkened city, casting a soft glow on the cobblestones.
If a thief approached me, they’d probably stab me in the stomach out of frustration at my empty purse and then run off.
When I finally reached home, the house was quiet—everyone had already finished their meals and retired to their rooms.
I went to the bathroom, undressed, and sank into the tub to wash away the lingering scent of tobacco clinging to my skin.
Other households supposedly had servants to assist with bathing, but at least we didn’t have that.
Convenient, maybe, but also awkward.
I sprinkled scented oils and leaves into the water and began washing myself, ensuring no unpleasant feelings lingered in the tub.
After washing my hair and fully immersing myself in the bath, I closed my eyes.
The world is full of unpleasant people.
It would be easier if I could think of them as less than human, but that never works.
I wanted to tell Father that he has terrible judgment in people.
Fritz reminded me of Mother.
Not in appearance or speech, but in how he thought and acted.
Perhaps that’s why Father liked him—or maybe that’s why Father loved Mother so much.
People like Fritz are the hallmark of middling nobility—
Seething with inferiority toward those above them and brimming with contempt for those below.
If I ever married someone like that, I’d throw myself off the highest balcony before the first night ended.
“Conversation partner,” he’d said. What nonsense.
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            Chapter 25: Hollow Thoughts
As I went downstairs for breakfast, the first person I encountered was Mother.
With a face full of expectation, she asked, “Emily, how did things go with the man your father introduced you to yesterday?”
“…I don’t think he liked me much.”
At my response, her expression turned noticeably disappointed.
Well, it’s not like Ernst has ever shown much interest in you either, despite living under the same roof for over ten years.
Isn’t it just inevitable, Emily?
“…I’m sorry.”
Before apologizing, perhaps you should stop giving me things to be sorry about.
Though I suppose that might be asking too much of you. Still, you could at least try, couldn’t you?
“Try?”
Try, huh?
Is it my lack of “effort” that’s landed me in this pathetic situation? A life in a toxic environment, surrounded by beggars, and riddled with illness?
Maybe.
Maybe if I weren’t Emily—if I had been born as someone stronger, healthier, or more desirable—this wouldn’t have happened.
But even so, does she have the right to say that when she’s the one who made me this way?
“Yes, try,” she repeated. “Anyway, enjoy your breakfast. I’ve already eaten.”
Her words left my left hand trembling slightly.
I inhaled deeply, bowing my head slightly to apologize with the utmost politeness.
Right. I have to try.
No matter what, I’ll cling to life, carving out a place for myself in this world.
If all else fails, I’ll find a way Emily never even dreamed of.
Breakfast was bread, butter, and blueberry jam.
I stuffed it into my mouth haphazardly with a glass of milk.
Fabian and Daniel were seated nearby, eating bacon, eggs, and some round bread I didn’t care to name.
They glanced at me occasionally but said nothing, focusing on their meal.
This level of detachment felt just right.
Being near each other but not engaging—a safe, distant relationship.
What a wretched life.
I’m not whining, but anyone would think so.
Having to live every meal listening to this garbage—it’s enough to make anyone’s head spin.
It’s probably why Emily’s mind snapped.
If it happened once or twice, it’d be annoying and end there, but enduring it daily makes you question whether it really is your fault.
No, you don’t question it—you start believing it.
“It’s all my fault,” I thought bitterly.
It’s my fault you’re here. It’s my fault I gave up. It’s My fault Mother hates me. It’s my fault I was born this way.
Ah. Last time, Mother said she felt sorry for simply hating me. And now? Now it’s my fault again?
But of course, how could she not hate me when I was born with white hair, red eyes, and pale skin like a lifeless corpse?
“Stop it,” I muttered to myself.
I am beautiful.
My white hair only looks brittle because of the stress Mother’s caused me, and my dull eyes are just because I’m sick.
When I’m healthy again, my skin will regain its radiance, and my eyes will sparkle like rubies.
I’m not ugly.
I’m not pathetic.
I’m not—
Emily, we’re not at fault.
We were just trapped, alone and miserable.
That’s why you called me, isn’t it?
We didn’t do anything wrong.
But then, what did I do to deserve this?
What crime warrants this punishment?
A terminal illness, a mother who steals and destroys everything I own, a family that sees me as worthless—Father excluded, maybe.
Though even Father might hate me.
If he truly cared, why did the man he introduced me to turn out like that?
No one can save me.
Even if someone were to take me out of this house, I’d still just be enslaved to a different master.
Where do I even go from here?
Should I search for someone willing to leash me with a slightly longer chain?
But who would be kind to a whore?
I’ve never sold my body, never spread my legs, but Mother treats me as though I have.
And if she sees me that way, others will too.
Ah, what a disgusting world.
If only I’d been born as one of those vagabonds.
I could’ve played the violin exquisitely, feeling the richness of music even amidst hunger and poverty.
But no, that wasn’t an option.
That man looked like he loved his life, after all.
To reach the point where you can beg someone to take your life away, you’d have to be as desperate as Emily.
The story of The Ant and the Grasshopper was a bestseller even here.
Some genius must’ve plagiarized it and added it to the literary canon.
The grasshopper, starving to death, refused to collect food, choosing instead to play the violin.
A pitiful end for a lazy street performer—or so the world believes.
But I’d do the same.
If it had meaning.
If it were truly beautiful.
“Emily, what on earth are you—”
“Shut up. I’m thinking, damn it.”
I thought I was eating bread, but I realized I was biting into my hand.
Lost in pointless thoughts, I’d let myself act out in equally pointless ways.
My skin was torn, and a small stream of blood began to flow from my hand.
It didn’t hurt—it just felt numb and tingling.
“…Ah.”
Fabian, his expression startled, was holding onto my arm.
“Fabian, let go. Or are you suddenly trying to act like a big brother now?”
“…You should go to the hospital.”
“Why? Back when I fell and scraped my knee as a kid, you said just wrapping it with cloth would do the trick.”
I couldn’t help bringing up an old memory of when Ernst and I had been running around.;
It felt a little pathetic to mention it, but back then, I’d seriously debated whether to cry or not at Fabian’s dismissive comment.
That was when the original Emily had a stronger hold on me.
I was just stupid and mistook my hand for the bread.
Now go finish your breakfast and leave me alone.
Cupping my injured hand to catch the dripping blood, I walked to the bathroom and cleaned it under cold water.
It stung a little, but it was bearable.
Looking at my reflection in the bathroom mirror, I could see I wasn’t even wincing.
In fact, I was smiling.
No matter how hard, sad, or painful things get, I should keep smiling.
It wasn’t some melodramatic madness or late-onset teenage angst.
For some reason, smiling made me feel like things might work out.
Though, to avoid being mocked, I usually kept my expression neutral.
But I was tired—of everything.
So I forced my lips to curve upward, hoping it might help me recover, both from my illness and from this misery.
Today brought a slight deviation from my usual monotonous routine.
Not that I welcomed it.
A letter arrived in the morning.
It was from Aria, informing me she planned to visit.
Apparently, she’d taken my earlier complaints about her sudden, unannounced visit to heart and had even sealed the letter with her family’s crest.
Though I had no intention of remembering the gesture.
When I mentioned it to Mother, she scoffed.
“There’s no room in our drawing room for such an arrogant child.
Take her to a park or let her host you in her house instead.”
Mother’s dismissive attitude, tossing a few coins my way as if I were a beggar, reminded me of Father tossing coins to the violinist.
The parallel stung.
I wanted to hurl the money back at her, shouting, “Keep it for yourself!”
But of course, I didn’t.
It left me feeling wretched.
After breakfast, I took my medicine.
The supply in the packet was running low—another reminder that I’d need to visit the hospital soon.
I tried to swallow the pill with water, but it stuck in my throat.
Bitter as it was, I bit down on it with my molars and gulped down more water to wash away the taste.
Not long after, a servant came to inform me that Aria had arrived.
I slipped on a pair of black shoes, plain but polished, and stepped outside.
“You’re quick to come out, aren’t you?” Aria greeted me.
“Indeed. So, Aria, how far is your house from here?”
“Why do you ask?”
“Because Mother doesn’t want me stepping foot in our own drawing room.”
“Then why not use your room?”
“The windows are locked with bars, and it’s a tiny room with just a bed, a drawer, and a desk.
If we were to sit there, we’d have to lie side by side on the bed—and it’s far too narrow for that, wouldn’t you say?”
Aria crossed her arms and looked at me with a pitying expression.
The hint of sympathy in her gaze made me want to slap her.
But suppressing emotions was something I’d mastered long ago, so I simply ignored it.
“Let’s walk for now. We can decide on a place as we go.”
Nodding, I stepped through the gates alongside her.
Many people recognized Aria as we strolled—most of them young men.
“It’s exhausting. Whenever I walk around, people keep asking me to dance with them, give them a chance to court me, or go on just one date,” Aria sighed.
“To you, it’s a complaint, but many would consider such attention something to brag about,” I replied.
“I wouldn’t know. By the way, what happened to your hand?”
“I mistook it for bread.”
“…What does that even—”
“Not important,” I interrupted.
Aria nodded, though her face hinted at further curiosity.
Well, if she left it alone, it suited me fine.
“Shall we go to my house, then? Or perhaps there’s a dessert shop nearby that you’d like?”
Why a dessert shop existed nearby, or why she thought I’d care for one, was beyond me.
But I nodded anyway.
This world is difficult to comprehend using logic alone.
It feels like a regressed, tailor-made version of the one I used to know.
Maybe they’ll have Napoleon cake, I thought idly as we headed toward the dessert shop.
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            Chapter 26: Cake
I stuffed my mouth with a dry, sponge-like lump of carbohydrates that this world calls cake, complaining as I chewed. It felt like mashed boiled eggs with whipped cream smeared on top.
Even I could bake something better than this.
Really.
“Whipped cream, strawberries, sugar smeared all over some nameless decoration, or perhaps a mix of fruits. Not even a cheesecake? Is it because it’s too plain?”
I’m quite fond of New York cheesecake, after all.
Not that I’ve ever been to New York.
If I hadn’t taken my medication beforehand, eating this would’ve given me chest pain, leaving me clutching my heart as I died right there.
“You must have liked cake.”
“I used to wonder why anyone would waste money on something like that.”
Sure, it felt like a waste of money, but I did like cake.
Oddly enough, eating cheesecake used to make me feel so good that I wouldn’t even need a cigarette that day.
Now, there’s no cake, no cigarettes.
Alcohol? Not even worth dreaming about.
“That’s probably why you seemed out of touch, like someone missing common sense. Coming from a world where everything was abundant, and yet you didn’t enjoy dessert just because you were a little short on money.”
“Instead, I’m indulging here, aren’t I?”
“On flawed, trashy food, every single one of them.”
No need to keep talking about the horrible cake.
Apart from its decent appearance, it was dreadful in every other way.
A dessert shop, my foot.
It was probably just a place to display pretty-looking models and chat.
I guess I had my hopes up too high.
“Shall we talk about the past a little? Where did you live?”
Aria frowned slightly and hesitated.
“A city? Or should I name a country?”
“If you don’t want to say, you don’t have to. I don’t care if you were a communist or someone who used to dig dirt for food in Africa.”
“…Then where are you from?”
“Who knows?”
“Then I won’t say either.”
“What does it matter? You probably lived in some urban area, got hit by a car, and died. You woke up in this world—that’s it. No need to explain it, right?”
“…Did you bring me here?”
“Unfortunately, I was dragged here too.”
While reading your story, of all things.
And now, you’re looking at me like it’s all my fault. That look makes me sad.
Aria stared at me with murderous eyes.
She must have been born with a face that everyone would adore, showered with love from the moment she arrived in this world. So why did she look at me like that?
When I was born, my father had screamed at my mother, trying to hit me with his fists.;
The person who helped deliver me had taken the blows in my place.
I don’t know about my past life, but at least in this one, I had never once experienced being welcomed.
“When I was young, people used to call me a prodigy. Later, I just studied enough to get into college and started working. That’s all there is to it. So could you stop looking at me like that?”
I took a breath before continuing.
“To put it simply, I lived well and ate well. Everyone loved you, didn’t they? Except for a few jealous women, of course. Oh, but don’t worry—I’m not jealous. I’m just envious.”
If this spiraled into more negative emotions, it’d go beyond envy.
A life where you’re born looking just like your family, loved by everyone around you.
And yet, why do you look like a beaten slave who didn’t meet their quota?
In some places, they even cut off their hands, you know.
Was it really necessary to bring that part of the story here?
No matter how horrific a plantation is, cutting off hands is beyond extreme.
That kind of place probably doesn’t exist anywhere but your world.
“…What’s your problem, anyway?”
“Everything. Everything is the problem.
And that’s why you sought me out, isn’t it?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Don’t worry. It’s just meaningless words spilling out because I’m irritated.”
Just like how people don’t need a big reason to dislike someone.
My mother probably didn’t have some grand reason to hate me. She likely just hated me for being me.
At first, it might have just been resentment, but over time, that resentment must have piled up, turning into anger or even hatred.
That kind of thing builds up when you see someone day after day.
I’m probably the biggest stain on your life.
Even though we’re from the same world, I’m the pathetic woman who stands out for all the wrong reasons.
Seriously, doesn’t it annoy you just looking at me?
All you had to do was be born to the right parents, and even that, I couldn’t manage. It’s disgusting, isn’t it?
That’s why you’re holding onto me, why you sought me out.
Someone like me has no place around Aria, but here I am.
Right in front of her eyes.
I’m not paying for the cake.
Calling this garbage something edible is no kind of hospitality.
“Aria, are you happy?”
“…I don’t know.”
“You were born so beautiful that everyone praises your looks, singing about how lovely you are.
Everyone says they love you.”
I’ve never heard anyone say they loved me.
Not even my father.
Not anyone.
There’s only one person in this world who loves me.
I love myself.
So there’s only one.
No matter how much I deny it or shove my flaws to the forefront of my mind.
Even if I feel like I’m dying of illness.
Even if my throat burns every day, and my body is drained of all strength.
Even when you feel like resenting the very people in front of you who are loved by everyone else, you have no choice but to push it down.
I gently put the cake aside.
It was so cloyingly sweet that I couldn’t stomach it.
Even pig feed would have been prepared with more care than this. What idiot thought dumping sugar on something made it a dessert?
I’d rather eat the dry cookies served at a ball, accompanied by tea so stale it had lost all its fragrance.
At home, at least I didn’t have to deal with this nonsense.
No one would ever serve me expensive desserts there, and at best, I might eat some fresh fruit.
“And what about you?”
“I can say that I’m happy even now. The world we live in is so beautiful.”
“You were just saying all sorts of things about wanting to die, and now this?”
People excluded, of course.
Oh, and I’m excluded too.
I don’t think my family treats me like a person anyway. More like a pet slave.
Though I suppose it’s a relief I’m not a sex slave—ha-ha.
Aria’s expression hardened.
“Smile, it’s a joke.”
“…That didn’t sound like just a joke.”
“That’s why I said to smile. What else can you do?
It’s not like I was born in a place like you were.”
At this point, what’s the point of caring?
Even saying this much, I doubt she’d understand.
And there was no reason to explain it.
In the end, the only thing I hate is people.
Everything about the people who live in this world—their clothes, food, thoughts, books, teachings—everything feels like a mismatched patchwork, full of dissonance.
Maybe it’s because I have nothing.
Just seeing a stray cat, eating some tasty fruit, wandering through the garden in front of my house to see the flowers I worked hard to grow, or gazing at the night sky—those things make me happy.
“…That’s not really happiness. That’s just small, everyday things.”
“Maybe it’s everyday life for you. Even someone loving you is probably just routine.”
Maybe I wanted to mock the tasteless cake.
I poured the cold tea over the cake plate.
But to me, those are huge things.
Maybe they’re nothing to you, but they mean a lot to me.
Life’s easy for you, isn’t it?
When a moment of silence fell, I don’t know why, but I called over a waitress dressed in a maid uniform. I asked her to take away the cake and bring me a cup of coffee without sugar.
The waitress frowned when she saw the ruined cake but, after glancing at us, seemed to decide it wasn’t worth arguing. She obediently took the plate away.
Everything flows the way you want it to. Even if you’re high-ranking, it’s just a stepping stone to something higher.
It must all look insignificant to you. Doesn’t everyone seem like a background character? Including me.
“I’ve never thought that. But you must have.”
I always do.
If I didn’t think that way, I feel like I’d go crazy.
If those people really had ill intent toward me, wouldn’t that be a sad story?
“What do you mean, ‘killing you’?”
“Who knows. Doesn’t the bruises all over my body or the blood I secretly cough up seem like signs I’m dying?”
“…….”
“Anyway, my point is simple.”
I lowered my voice as I spoke to Aria.
“Save me.”
She didn’t say anything. She just stared at me, her eyes filled with confusion.
“…Even if I wanted to save you, what am I supposed to do? And why me, of all people? Ernst is there too.”
He’s just my friend. A very close friend.
I don’t want to lose the only friend I have by asking for something like this.
I’m a loner. I have no one else.
“So what do you want me to do?”
Just take me out like this once a week.
Instead of this trashy dessert, let’s have some decent tea.
And spend the remaining time going to the hospital.
“…I don’t know.”
“What don’t you know?”
“If it were you, and someone who came from the same place suddenly appeared and asked you to save them, what would you feel?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never experienced it.”
“…….”
In the end, I walked out.
The coffee wasn’t good either.
After parting ways with Aria, I went to the hospital, got my medication, and returned to the mansion.
The house was silent, everyone seemingly shut in their rooms, and I felt content.
I set the bag of medicine in my room and decided to wash up. But as I stepped in, I found Fabian sitting inside.
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            Chapter 27: “Seriously.”
;
“Couldn’t you at least ask permission before barging in?”
Fabian ignored my words and spoke as if he hadn’t heard me.
“…You know you haven’t been acting normal lately, right?”
To start with that kind of nonsense… If I had a gun at my waist, I probably would’ve shot him.
Not that there was ever a time I was particularly “normal,” but I didn’t bother to say so.
“I told you this morning, didn’t I? There’s no need for you to concern yourself.”
“Is your hand okay?”
“Yeah.”
“Show me.”
It’s wrapped in a white cloth anyway, so there’s nothing to see.
“Hey, Fabian. How long are you planning to keep coming into my room without permission? Even if you hate me, isn’t basic courtesy the least you could manage?”
“…Sorry about that.”
“Yeah, well, I’m not really fine with it. But since our conversation is over now, can you leave? I’m really fine, so just go.”
“…Stop lying. This morning, you couldn’t even tell the difference between bread and your fingers, and you were biting down on your hand. Don’t act like everything’s okay.”
Fabian threw the notebook he was holding onto the desk.
When I looked inside, it was filled with my conversations with Emily about the best, least painful ways to die.
“That’s just a novel. See? It’s all written as dialogue.”
“You know I’m not going to believe that, Emily.”
“And why were you reading my notebook in the first place?”
“Because you’ve been doing insane things lately, as if it’s nothing!”
You’ve seen the bruises all over my body, haven’t you?
Have you ever been beaten like that in your life?
Living like this, isn’t it normal—
“Karel found out what people have been saying about you and told me. Do you know what they’re saying?”
“I don’t care. And who’s Karel anyway?”
“My fiancée. You met her before.”
“So what? She’s not even worth remembering.”
“They say you’re nothing but a bundle of insults, never seen smiling, and talking to you feels like conversing with a statue.
When you’re alone, you hole up in a corner, stuffing your face with food.”
“So?”
“So fix your behavior if you don’t want these kinds of rumors spreading about you.”
“Hah, give me a break, Fabian.”
“What?”
“Fix my behavior”? You could’ve just ignored that stupid notebook.
Hey, listen. Just because your mother pampered you doesn’t mean mine didn’t treat me like trash. Writing in a notebook is about all I can do!
My emotions flared up.
I usually handle things quietly when I’m about to explode, but today, Fabian was right in front of me.
It felt like he was deliberately getting in the way, preventing me from doing what I normally would.
Or what? Do you hate it when I sing? Or play an instrument? Or when I pick up a pen, trying to study?
When I barely learned to read without a proper teacher? When my mother, lacking any manners or decency herself, tried to teach me? Did you think I’d turn out well?
Everything that could’ve led to a better life was taken from me.
It wasn’t laziness or apathy that made me like this. My entire family shoved me down.
Did Fabian ever tell me to stop practicing the “noisy” violin?
It’s soundproofed. Even if I screamed like a slaughtered pig, no one would hear. So how the hell was I noisy?
Or am I wrong? Is this much not enough to vent?
Now even writing in a notebook bothers you?
Fine, I’ll just destroy it, like my violin. I don’t need this either, right?
I started ripping pages from the notebook.
Conversations with Emily, neatly written ones, music notes on hand-drawn staves, scribbles, even pages stained with what looked like dried blood.
I tore every trace apart and threw it onto the floor.
At some point, my legs felt weak, and I almost collapsed. Fabian caught me.
“Get your disgusting hands off me.”
I tried to push him away, but my strength wasn’t enough, so I just sank down.
I felt like I was being buried—under what, I wasn’t sure.
If I stayed in this sinking mood much longer, I’d probably end up preparing to jump from somewhere high.
Fabian’s presence felt like dirt being dumped on my head as he smirked down at me.
“My hair—old and gray like an old man’s, brittle and dry. My eyes—a cursed red. What, do you hate them so much you want to pluck them out?”
“I never said that. Anyway, Daniel’s the one who—”
“Have I ever cursed you? Treated you as anything less than an older brother?
Have I ever acted like you were filth to me?”
“Emily, that’s not what I’m trying to—”
“Then what the hell is it? Because you’re the golden eldest son, I, this pathetic excuse for a sibling, should just disappear?”
“Just.”
“So, I went out of my way to meet your pathetic, idiotic fiancée and her obnoxious, fake-smiling self, and you act like it’s no big deal? And now you’re telling me this isn’t what it’s about?!”
I really hadn’t wanted to go back then.
The only reason I didn’t reveal who I really was was that I had no desire to meet her.
“That time, she said, ‘Oh, you picked up the wine glass so well! Thank you for helping! Seeing how deftly you caught it, you must have excellent reflexes.’ Then, as if it was some grand advice, she added, ‘But men don’t like women doing things like that. Don’t act like that in front of others.’ What a load of crap coming from some idiotic, pretentious whore…”
Fabian’s face stiffened.
“What’s wrong? Why don’t you respond like usual? ‘Yes, yes, I understand. Sure, if you slap me, I’ll say sorry. I won’t do it again. Yes, yes, I understand. I apologize. I’ll be better. It’s all my fault…’ Ah.”
The words tumbled out of my mouth out of habit.
Words I’d grown used to saying, not just at home but wherever I went.
“It’s all so damn exhausting. You, your mother, our ever-busy father, my siblings, and myself too.”
Looking at the torn notebook scattered on the floor, I felt tears welling up.
The emotions wouldn’t stay in check anymore.
Tears started falling, and as my feelings swelled, so did my body heat. My head spun.
I tried to suppress the cough rising in my throat, clutching the bedframe to steady myself. Fabian reached out to help, but I shook his arm off and sank back down.
I’ll stand on my own if I need to.
If anyone should help me, it should be a passing stray cat or Ernst.
A friend would at least do that much, right?
Or maybe not. Friends probably have plenty of others to lean on besides me.
But it doesn’t matter. I can still get up on my own for now.
I grabbed the pills on my desk and swallowed them without water.
“If you think treating me like this will make me hang myself in my room, you’re wrong. It’s not that I don’t have those thoughts sometimes—but I, I…”
Even if it feels like I’m dying, I’ll keep living by choking down these pills.
Someday, I’ll recover from this sickness.
To hell with the idea of being terminally ill. That’s nonsense.
If I just take my meds and eat properly, I’ll be fine. There’s nothing to worry about.
I can still walk, still run like I did with Ernst. I can still play around, dance with my friends.
Just because my body’s a little battered doesn’t mean I’m broken.
“So shut up and get out of my room, Fabian. And don’t expect me to meet your beautiful, dumb whore again… urgh, ha, ah.”
Fabian stood there watching me.
I sank onto the bed, exhausted.
“Or go and tell Mother. Emily finally lost it! Don’t you think we should beat her back into shape?’ She’d fix me up in no time.”
Maybe she’d drag me off to some asylum, gouge out my eyes, and shove a metal rod into the sockets to stir things around. People say that sort of thing makes patients docile.
If Mother suddenly decided to take me somewhere, I’d have no choice but to resort to my last option.
Fabian, looking like he was about to cry, rubbed his face and walked out of the room.
Not that it matters.
He’s nothing but a weak, bookish idiot with nothing in his head.
All he’s ever done is study alongside his peers. Someone like me? He’d push me to the back of his mind and forget about me entirely.
He’s in no position to help.
What, is he going to knock Mother out for me or something?
When I first ended up here, music was everything to me.
From the classical pieces I loved to the pop songs my friends enjoyed or the jazzy tunes I didn’t care much for—everything was precious.
But what do you call it when this bleak world takes away the only thing that lets you avert your gaze from its misery?
Yes, life. My mother shattered my life entirely, and my father just stood there watching.
Fabian and Daniel cheered, relieved that the noise was finally gone.
They patted me on the back, saying I could always get a new one.
But what guarantee was there that the new one wouldn’t be destroyed again?
That was probably when it began.
Until then, I hadn’t given up on learning things. But slowly, I started wanting to.
In the end, all I’ve done is endure. I haven’t achieved anything.
And now, it feels like I’m just wasting away.
Mother probably wants me to wither and die. It feels like I’ve already fallen ill.
But I won’t let things go her way.
I will survive, somehow, no matter what.
Even if I have to beg Ernst. Even if I have to plead with our dazzling protagonist to save me.
Even if I have to cling to someone else, I won’t let my wretched mother be the one to kill me.
I don’t cry over something as small as a cold.
Yeah, this is just a cold.
;

        
            Chapter 28: “A Greeting.”
A few days passed after Fabian stormed out, but my mother hadn’t summoned me.
I guess he didn’t tell her what I said.
How long will I keep fearing her?
Looking into the bathroom mirror, I noticed my right eye was oddly redder than usual.
Touching the corner of my eye revealed dried blood.
I washed my face and wiped it clean.
I’m falling apart bit by bit.
I needed to do something before things got worse.
After applying light makeup, I put on a modest dress that wouldn’t attract too much attention.
After taking a moment to catch my breath in a chair, I fumbled in my pocket for some pills and swallowed them.
Worried I might collapse on the street, I brought extras just in case.
Out in public, I always had to appear dignified—like someone of high standing.
Even if things were like this at home, I was still treated as a noblewoman.
I started walking again.
Today was the day I was meeting Aria.
“…You’re late.”
“I’m not late. You just arrived early.”
“You were the one who asked me to meet, though. Isn’t showing up five minutes early basic etiquette?”
That kind of rigid thinking is for merchants doing business.
People of our stature should live with at least a bit of leisure, don’t you think?
Aria was waiting for me in front of her house.
Rather than going to a dessert shop, we decided to spend time in the drawing room at her estate.
I wondered if my mother would object, but she didn’t. Aria had a younger brother, and my mother’s actual concern was whether that boy might fall in love with me.
Not my thoughts, mind you—my mother’s words.
She even said it casually while eating.
She always talks as if everything she says is completely normal.
But I doubt it’s normal to frame visiting someone’s home as a calculated effort to seduce their younger sibling.
“Listening to you talk, you really seem like someone born and raised here.”
“That’s not entirely wrong.”
“What does that mean? Didn’t you say you and I came from the same place?”
“Same place, sure. But you had a ring, and I had an apartment.”
“…That’s because I was still a student! I had to live within my means.”
“Maybe this is just punishment for living comfortably back there.”
If it’s that upsetting, hanging yourself is always an option. No need for all the sarcasm.
We chatted as we walked to Aria’s estate.
And there, I ran into a familiar face.
Ernst.
“Aria, did you invite him?”
“…What’s the problem?”
“The problem? There’s plenty. Should I just say it outright?
We’re basically lunatics convinced we were born in another world.”
“It’s not insanity; it’s the truth.”
“Ha.”
Well, Aria might laugh it off, thinking it was just nonsense.
Meanwhile, I’d be mulling over whether my friend had finally lost it and figure out how to get them proper help.
Probably a one-way trip to an asylum.
Tied up so they can’t die, stuck in bed or a chair. Trapped in a padded room, they’d breathe like a corpse until they withered away.
Listening to the sounds of carriages passing by, happy families laughing, and people chatting outside the window.
Over time, they’d dry up, their body and mind both shriveling into nothing.
And no, biting your tongue doesn’t kill you.
Even if you cut it off, it’s just a matter of stopping the bleeding. You wouldn’t die unless you choked on it.
But trying that, even when you’re out of your mind, would be incredibly difficult.
“Ernst, long time no see.”
“Has it been that long?”
“Yeah, after the ball, we just passed by each other without really greeting.”
“So, when did you and Aria become friends? Didn’t seem like you were too fond of her before.”
We’re not friends.
She keeps clinging to me, trying to befriend me.
Maybe it’s a type of unrequited love.
Ernst scratched the back of his head, unable to respond.
“By the way, your sister, Ellie, was it?”
“What about Ellie?”
“Could you tell her to stop sending me letters?
Most people stop after one or two, but since she lives next door, she’s been sending them every other day.”
“…You want me to tell her that?”
“Never mind, I’ll tell her myself if it’s uncomfortable for you.”
For a moment, Ernst’s face darkened.
Noticing the shift in atmosphere, Aria thankfully suggested we head inside.
The estate—what was it called again? Eisenach?
It was beautiful.
Though lavishly adorned, it felt elegant and clean rather than gaudy.
My house, though, was filled with too many old items, making it feel more antique than luxurious.
To put it unkindly, it was a relic.
The portraits on the walls were slightly creepy; it’d be nice if someone moved them, but it wasn’t my house, so it didn’t matter.
The drawing room was as well-maintained as the estate.
The armchairs looked comfortable enough to sit or lounge in for hours. The table was set with sugar and a variety of teas, likely for frequent guests. The jar of sugar looked so inviting I was tempted to take it for myself.
A single item like that could easily buy a house anywhere.
I’ve only ever seen a household casually leave things like that lying around in Ernst’s home, and now there’s one more.
“So, why’d you bring Ernst along?”
“When I told him I meet you once a week, he said he wanted to join us.”
At that, I turned to Ernst and asked bluntly, “Why?”
“…Does someone need a reason to meet a friend?”
Of course, they do. Until now, we’ve barely even acknowledged each other, like passing strangers.
It’s not like we’ve ever cared, so why the sudden interest…?
I trailed off as a wave of dizziness hit me.
“We run into each other all the time, but lately, it feels like we haven’t had a proper chat or spent time together.”
If my mother knew, she’d be so overjoyed she might roll on the floor laughing.
She might even agree to let me slap him just once if I asked.
Not that it would stop her from locking me in the punishment room for days if I actually did it.
“You didn’t look too well, so I thought I’d check on you.”
“It’s just a cold. You don’t need to worry about it.”
“Colds don’t usually last this long.”
“Maybe this one does.”
“…….”
Aria thanked the servant who brought tea and a variety of snacks.
It wasn’t the formal kind of thanks you’d expect from a noblewoman to her servant but rather like she was speaking to a friend.
The two of them exchanged pleasantries and laughed together.
The servant, seemingly pleased, left the room with a spring in her step.
Once she was gone, I couldn’t resist asking a question. Though it might come across as rude—very rude, even.
“So, is she a friend or what?”
“Are you about to say something like, ‘You can’t be friends with someone beneath you’?”
“How can you even call her a friend when you’re the one labeling her as beneath you?
At best, you’re just an employer, and she’s a worker.”
“And what’s wrong with that?”
“There’s a power imbalance.
Sure, friends can be on different financial levels, but it’s hard to truly call someone a friend when they’re your subordinate.
That maid has to smile and answer cheerfully even when she’s in a bad mood if you greet her brightly. But you? You don’t owe her the same courtesy.”
Aria doesn’t need to consider the maid’s feelings, but the maid always has to consider Aria’s.
The closer the relationship, the more dangerous it becomes. If things ever go wrong, the secrets shared in trust become vulnerabilities.
I was just being petty.
Having Ernst dragged along annoyed me, so I lashed out.
At least I waited until the servant left to say it—I’d call that a considerable act of restraint.
As expected, the atmosphere grew cold after such a conversation.
But Ernst, with his ever-placid demeanor, broke the tension by lightening the mood.
More accurately, he soothed Aria’s mood.
As for me, well, I’m always like this, so it’s not like anyone paid it much mind.
The conversation dragged on, filled with trivial, pointless chatter.
I hardly contributed.
While Ernst and Aria talked like a perfectly harmonious couple, I quietly sipped tea, having loaded it with sugar.
Even with a full spoonful, it wasn’t very sweet. I wondered just how much sugar the dessert shop must have dumped into their cakes to make them taste like that.
Probably half sugar, I mused.
Anyway, the two were so engrossed in their conversation they barely noticed me.
My vision blurred slightly.
My cheeks felt like they were burning.
Though my right hand rested on the sofa, it trembled slightly.
Each exhale stung faintly.
Feeling dizzy, I casually pulled some pills from my pocket and swallowed them, pretending nothing was amiss.
The two were still deep in their chat, so I assumed they wouldn’t notice.
But then Ernst spoke up suddenly.
“Oh, by the way, Emily.”
“Yeah? What is it?”
“What was that pill you just took?”
“What pill?”
“I’m not here because I wanted to be.
Aria told me. She said you’ve been miserably sick, silently suffering through it.”
“The so-called arrogant and foolish lady must’ve fallen into some delusional fantasy.”
Ernst glared at me, his face contorted with anger.
Was he upset because I insulted Aria in front of him? Or was it because I was like this?
Knowing him, he’s probably mad because I’m sick. A textbook good guy like him would only get angry over something like that.
“…Hey.”
“Look, Ernst, even lowering your voice doesn’t make you scared.”
I’ve been far more terrified when my mother called my name sweetly before beating me.
What’s he going to do? Hit me once in the face?
And then he’ll come back to apologize later, saying he’s sorry.
I told you before—you don’t need to concern yourself with me.
And I just said it again earlier. We’re barely acquaintances, so why did you even bother coming?
At best, we’re the kind of people who just exchange pleasantries.
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            Chapter 29: “Exchange.”
Aria, the one who’d orchestrated this entire situation, wore an uncomfortable expression, as if things weren’t going as she’d planned.
Maybe she regretted saying anything.
Of course, once my illness was exposed, there was no choice but to let some things slip. Still, just because it was unavoidable didn’t make it less unpleasant.
I decided I’d pay her back later, whether with harsh words to her face or perhaps a slap—something to even the score.
Why do people think sticking others together solves everything?
That only works with people who aren’t already twisted up inside.
And I was thoroughly twisted.
So much so that no matter what anyone said—whether my mother scolded me, insulted me, hit me, tried to kill me, smashed my instruments, tortured me, or cursed me—I’d always interpret it in the most crooked way possible.
Maybe it’s because my desire to live was so overwhelming that I had to become like this.
If I hadn’t twisted those words my mother and family said to me, taken them at face value, I’d probably have gone mad.
Then, I’d be locked up in an asylum, my frontal lobe shattered, slack-jawed and vacant. By my 30s, I’d die of complications, discarded like trash.
After all, I’m powerless, weak, and foolish—a pitiful girl.
“We’re not close?”
“Then you tell me—what kind of relationship do we have?”
Ernst hesitated, clearly searching for an answer.
He wanted to find the right words.
Emily… the original Emily, that is, wasn’t even a proper villain in the story. She just faded out of relevance, forgotten.
But I refuse to let that happen.
It doesn’t matter if it’s as someone else’s memory or even as a loathed figure. As long as I’m remembered, I don’t care.
Whether it’s Emily or me—both are still me.
“Not lovers. Just… friends. Yeah, friends.
The kind of friends who exchange greetings at most, never really hang out.
Maybe close as kids, but now it’s awkward even to hold a conversation.
Also, the kind of friend I distance myself from because it’s painfully obvious my mother wants to marry us off.”
There were never any tender feelings between us.
“Is this really friendship?
It feels more like we’re just acquaintances who occasionally say hello.”
I picked up the teapot and poured tea into the cup in front of me, deliberately overfilling it.
Then, I dumped in some sugar and gave it a careless stir.
The tea wasn’t warm enough to dissolve the sugar, but when I drank it, the crunchy texture wasn’t entirely unpleasant.
“Whatever I eat, whatever I do, whatever I say, or whoever I spend time with—what does it matter to you?
We don’t know a thing about each other.”
I don’t know what Ernst likes, what he enjoys eating, his hobbies, or if he even has a favorite animal.
All I know is that he’s reasonably kind, his name, his family, that he has some wealth, and that he’s pretty clever.
And Ernst probably knows as little about me.
“It’s not like I’ve taken to opium like the failures in the back alleys.
Nor do I spend my nights at the brothel, spreading my legs in the only decent building in the slums.”
If I said that with real emotion, it’d sound pathetic.
Whether it’s true or not, emotional sincerity just makes it miserable and dull.
And thanks to the medicine, I wasn’t feeling much pain. In fact, I was almost calm.
If I could, I’d sit on the ground outside and watch that stray cat I saw wandering the estate last time.
“Or what? Am I supposed to gather a group of girls I barely know to gossip about and bully someone?
Not that I even have a group. The only ones who talk to me are you and Aria.
So, either my words are crap, or everyone else’s words to me are crap.”
When I speak to my mother, it’s barking or growling.
She beats me for barking, and when I growl, it’s as if she’s beating a dog on slaughter day.
And when my mother, Ellie, Fabian, or Daniel talk to me, it’s the same—it all sounds like barking.
Everyone vents their frustrations on me as if I’m some kind of stress relief.
But I’m not a punching bag.
I’m not a dog.
And I’m not some cursed child born into this world.
Ernst furrowed his brow, clearly frustrated, and asked, “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Dunno.”
I shrugged, flashing a deliberately smug expression.
If he got mad, this uncomfortable conversation might finally end.
I hadn’t expected Aria to tell Ernst everything so directly.
The weekly meetings I proposed were just a ruse to squeeze time and money for the hospital out of her.
Just selling that porcelain sugar jar could probably cover a lifetime’s worth of hospital visits.
“Even if I explained, you wouldn’t understand.”
I can’t fathom why someone leading such a perfect life would want someone as flawed as me by their side.
Honestly, I don’t get it either.
Why do peasants protest in the streets when orphanages and soup kitchens are already giving out free gruel—even if it’s crawling with bugs? At least no one starves to death.
“The surface may look the same, but what’s inside is completely different….”
I shouldn’t have even tried.
I was hoping for some sort of reaction, but instead, Ernst stood abruptly and approached me with purposeful strides.
“If I don’t understand, does that mean I shouldn’t care about you?”
“You’ve got it. That’s exactly it.”
Was he about to slap me?
I’d said something insolent, after all.
But no, Ernst isn’t my mother. There’s no way he’d do that.
I’d prefer he just leave the room instead.
But contrary to my wishes, Ernst suddenly grabbed my outer coat and began rifling through its pockets, then tossed it to Aria.
“Hey! What the hell are you doing?!”
“Shut up.”
He leaned over me on the sofa and started searching me, patting down every part of my body.
“Aria, right now in your estate, a young lady is being manhandled by a man! Aren’t you going to… ow! Stop, stop it!”
Aria merely crossed her arms and looked on, doing nothing to intervene.
Eventually, Ernst found the pills I had hidden in my inner pocket. He handed them to Aria, asking her to figure out what kind of medication they were.
“You… You! Why are you doing this to me? What are you going to do if I go out and tell everyone you assaulted me?!”
You can barely hold back your trembling while saying that. Even though you know it’s not believable.
And you’re not going to say anything anyway. You’re too busy hiding your illness from even childhood friends.
The trembling—it’s just the cold.
It’s not like I’m overwhelmed with emotion or anything.
“If you’re struggling, just ask for help.
Stop pushing away people who want to help you.
You were like this as a kid, and you’re still the same now.”
Like asking for help ever did me any good.
You wouldn’t offer me shelter, so what’s the point of your words?
“All this is just your pride talking, isn’t it? You’ve always been ridiculously prideful, even as a kid. Whenever I tried to help or talk to you, you’d just shut me out.”
I felt utterly drained.
I used to be stronger than Ernst—or at least I thought so.
But that must’ve been before puberty hit because now I couldn’t even remember when that had been.
Even with all my effort, I couldn’t shake off his grip on my wrist.
I was left trembling, powerless.
“Remember when we climbed that tree? You got to the very top before I did, but then you slipped and fell.”
I tried kicking him off, but Ernst didn’t budge.
All he did was dust off his clothes with the back of his hand.
I felt a hollow sense of defeat and slumped against the chair, letting my strength ebb away.
Even then, Ernst didn’t let go of my wrist.
At moments like this, it was funny how the chair felt more comfortable than the bed in my own room.
“You broke your leg back then, didn’t you?
But you didn’t cry or even complain. You just said you were fine and walked home.
From your house, all I could hear were shouts.
The next day, you showed up with your leg hastily bandaged with a stick.”
“So what?”
“If you’re in pain, just say it. Do I really need to hear about your suffering from someone else?”
His voice shook, and his grip on my wrist tightened.
“My wrist hurts. Let me go.”
“…Ah.”
My wrist was already bruised.
It might just be because I’m physically weaker now, but thinking back to the arm-wrestling matches we had as kids, the sheer difference in strength was almost laughable.
Right, I’m Emily.
That’s why this is happening.
What would the original Emily do in this situation?
But no voice from within came to guide me.
“So, you’ll help me?”
“If you just say the word, I’ll do whatever I can.”
Then kill my mother.
No, don’t kill her—tie her up in the basement or the punishment room where she used to hit me.
I’ll handle the rest myself.
Fabian? Don’t kill him either—just gouge out his eyes and cut off his fingers.
Let him rot somewhere he can’t use anything he’s learned, slowly fading into nothing.
And when that happens, I wonder if that Karel or whatever her name is will still stick around.
As for Daniel, take his tongue.
Without it, he won’t be able to criticize me or tattle to Mother.
His hands? Cut off his wrists; he used to shove me around with those.
His ankles too—he always wandered the halls making those annoying footsteps, barging into my room without permission.
The youngest? Forget it. I barely even talk to him.
Ellie? Pull out all her hair.
Burn that precious face of hers.
Oh, and since she always mocked me about my chest being smaller than hers, make her the same size as me.
It’s just fat—it’s not like cutting it off would kill her.
“…….”
I started to voice my thoughts, but the moment I saw Aria and Ernst’s eyes, I froze.
They were different.
Maybe I should just bury these thoughts and get along with them.
If I ask, they’ll take me to the hospital and help me.
Ernst would do it, I’m sure.
And Aria wouldn’t abandon someone from her own world.
Taking a deep breath, I adjusted my posture.
I sat up straight with poise, keeping my expression serene, my shoulders relaxed, my movements graceful.
With a calm and collected voice, I finally said:
“…Fine. Help me.”
I don’t know how they’ll help, but if it involves good food and a warm smile, I’ll take it.
Judging by their faces, it looks like they think they’ve already saved someone.
What a joke.

        
            Chapter 30: “Relationship.”
Despite Ernst’s promise to help, nothing much changed.
All it meant was that he accompanied me to the hospital.
Not that it was particularly useful—he couldn’t carry me there, nor did we ride a separate carriage.
“…You’ve been coming to places like this all along?” Ernst whispered, reacting to the screams echoing through the hospital.
“What do you mean, ‘places like this’? When commoners are sick, they don’t call a physician to their house—they come here. And this place isn’t so bad….”
– “Aaaaaah! No, don’t cut it off! It still moves!”
;– “It’s already rotten—we have to amputate. Hey, put a towel in his mouth or something.”
“…Hmm.”
Of course, that’s when a scream like that had to ring out.
After waiting a while in the chair, I went to see the old doctor.
When he noticed Ernst by my side, he smirked like he’d proven himself right about something.
As he examined me for any changes, I turned to Ernst and spoke in a low voice.
“Ernst, can you pay today? I don’t have any money.”
“…Then how have you been managing until now?”
“They said someone would eventually show up to cover my bill, so they’ve just been treating me in the meantime.”
Ernst frowned slightly, looking like he didn’t quite understand, but he reached into his coat, pulled out a gold coin, and handed it to the old man.
The man’s face lit up with a grin wide enough to split his ears. He cheerfully filled a bag with the usual medicine I took and handed it to Ernst.
“By the way, can I have some more painkillers?”
“Miss, if you take more than the dose I’ve already given you, it’ll harm you.
And don’t take it more than twice a day.”
“…Isn’t giving medicine when asked about your job?”
“…….”
The doctor sighed and went back inside, returning not with pills but with some dried, mixed herbs.
“Only use this if it’s truly unbearable.”
I nodded and left the hospital with Ernst.
Feeling lightheaded, I decided to rest for a while on a bench we passed on the way. Ernst sat down beside me.
“…That bag you brought last time, was it all medicine?”
“Why, is that a problem?”
“I didn’t realize and thought it’d be funny to run with it for fun….” Ernst trailed off, sounding deeply remorseful.
But that day, I felt genuinely happy for the first time in a long while.
And the only person who could make me feel that way was my friend, Ernst. He was the only one.
Not my parents, not my siblings, not Aria, whom I’d only recently gotten to know, and certainly not the other young ladies whose names I could barely remember from our idle conversations. None of them were my friends.
If everyone else was like filth I’d gladly see disappear, Ernst was like the stray cat whose gaze I always seemed to meet on the street.
“Me? I had fun. Running for the first time in ages felt refreshing.”
“And then you collapsed on the ground.”
“That was just because I’m out of shape, not because I’m sick.”
“People don’t just collapse like that because they’re out of shape.”
I stood and resumed walking, taking a shortcut to the mansion.
It was an inconvenient path, overgrown with weeds and wildflowers, fragrant with the scent of grass.
In a secluded place like this, it could almost seem like a secret rendezvous.
Though I’d offered to carry the medicine myself, Ernst insisted on holding the bag. As he walked beside me, I spoke up.
“Hey, Ernst.”
“What?”
“You still haven’t answered me. What kind of relationship do we have?”
“I don’t really know how to answer that.”
Neither do I.
That’s why I keep asking.
Some people find joy in discovering what they don’t know, but for me, it’s never felt enjoyable.
Ernst placed the medicine bag down beside a tree.
The distinct, sterile smell of refined medicine wafted through the air.
“But, like I said before, it’s not the kind of relationship you’re thinking of with Aria.”
“What kind of relationship is that?”
“…We’re not lovers or romantically interested in each other. We just… happened to become close, that’s all.”
“You don’t have to justify it to me.
It’s only natural for people to like other people.”
Of course, it has to be with someone “normal.”
And both Ernst and Aria are, by all accounts, perfectly normal people.
Aria is a charming, ideal woman, and Ernst isn’t any different.
Maybe I envy them.
But it’s not jealousy.
To feel jealousy, your opponent has to be in the same league as you.
Even I would’ve been left speechless by Aria if my body had only been what it once was.
She has the kind of face that seems like it belongs in a world more perfect than this one.
If it’s such a bother, just push it to the side and forget about it.
You’ve already done enough by coming to the hospital today.
Besides, the doctor said it—just keep taking the medicine, and I’ll get better.
It felt like I was sugarcoating things for Ernst’s sake.
But maybe I really would get better.
I was doing what that old doctor said—eating diligently and taking the medicine.
Unfortunately, I wasn’t gaining any weight, though.
Ernst suddenly grabbed my shoulders, pinning me against the tree, his voice slightly annoyed.
“Stop saying things like that—it’s not a bother.”
“Like what?”
“Like you’re some worthless person.”
“But it’s true, I—ouch! That hurts! Let go of my shoulders!”
Don’t ask what kind of relationship we have.
Just think of it however you want.
If that’s what you want, I’ll go along with it.
“Even if what I want is the kind of relationship my mother dreams of?”
“Yes.”
He answered with complete conviction.
An awkward silence settled between us.
We sat side by side, quietly gazing at the surrounding trees.
Ernst, perhaps trying to break the tension, brought up a topic.
It wasn’t a particularly pleasant one, though.
“…So, are you hiding this from your parents too?”
“Yeah.”
Who knows what they’d do if they found out?
They might claim my illness was contagious, lock me in my room, and nail wooden boards over the door.
Then they’d leave me to starve, refusing to send food.
I’d die slowly, soiling the room without even being able to use the bathroom.
Without water, I’d wither away in three days.
Yeah, they’d absolutely do that.
Ernst’s face twisted with complicated emotions, so I added:
“Don’t say anything. If you do, all the money you just spent on hospital bills will have been for nothing.”
Ernst walked me back to the mansion.
At the front gate, he scratched his cheek awkwardly and asked, “…If you don’t want to go inside, want to come to my place instead?”
“If you’re saying that to seduce me, it’s the worst. And if it’s out of pity, no thanks. It’s my home, after all.”
Honestly, I didn’t want to go inside.
I was tempted to take him up on the offer.
At least then I wouldn’t have to see my awful family’s faces.
I wouldn’t have to sigh at the tightly sealed windows or linger with my hand on the cold glass.
But what hurt more than all of that was the feeling of being left alone for years.
“…Hey, can you give me a hug?”
At my words, Ernst let out a small laugh and wrapped his arms around me, patting my back gently.
He then pulled a piece of candy from his pocket, slipped it into mine, and headed home.
I stood there, staring at the candy in my hand for what felt like ages before popping it into my mouth.
The slightly sour lump of sugar was far more delicious than I expected.
Once I returned home, I washed up and changed into fresh clothes.
I asked Rin to bring me a cup of tea and sat at the dining table, waiting for the tea and snacks to be served.
A while later, the servant brought over some tea and dry cookies.
The tea was the cheap kind that everyone in the family drank, and the cookies—probably overloaded with butter—were soft yet parched of moisture.
Crunchy, but not bad in their own way.
“Sis.”
“…Ellie?”
Her eyes were slightly red.
I wasn’t sure if it was from crying or from some irritation.
“I saw you earlier, laughing and having fun with Ernst out in front of the house.”
“He’s my friend.”
“…Friends don’t hug, carry each other, or offer to take them home.”
“We’re just friends.”
Was there anything sentimental in the hug we’d shared earlier?
Ernst had said our relationship would be whatever I wanted it to be.
So if I called us friends, then we were friends.
If Ellie misunderstood that, well, it wasn’t my problem.
If she wanted to see it that way, what could someone as lowly as me say to change her mind?
But as her older sister, was this really the right way to treat her?
It felt like I was speaking to a servant from some higher position of authority.
A whirlwind of emotions stirred in my chest.
But no matter how strong those emotions were, I wouldn’t let my face flush, my body tremble, or my voice rise in anger.
That’s how I was taught, and that’s how I lived.

        
            Chapter 31: “As It Should Have Been.”
A moment ago, the cookie tasted fine. Now, it was utterly unpalatable.
Still, it was food, so I stuffed it into my mouth and chewed on it, bite by miserable bite.
Stop lying.
You keep saying friend, friend, friend. Just stop with the nonsense.
Anyone can see you’re doing things only lovers would do!
Ellie was fuming, her voice dripping with irritation.
I couldn’t care less.
“So what?”
“So what?! You probably didn’t even deliver the letter I asked you to give him last time. Bet you just threw it away somewhere!”
“I didn’t throw it away. I delivered it.
Though it might be rotting in Ernst’s trash bin by now.”
Ellie trembled in front of me, her body shaking with fury.
I wasn’t the least bit intimidated.
“…Why on earth would someone like him want to be with someone as pathetic as you?”
“Pathetic, sure. In any other household, a sister who talked the way you just did would’ve earned herself a good slap.”
I thought for a moment about what a “sardonic smile” might look like. Should I smirk with only one side of my mouth while giving off the scent of fish?
Unfortunately, I don’t handle seafood well, and Emily doesn’t eat it at all. It must just be my dislike for it.
“Shut up. A slap? You’re weaker than me, and I’m three years younger!”
“Good for you, being so strong. I’m sure you’ll find a great use for it.
Are you saving it to beat your older sister senseless someday?”
You’re insufferable with that smug, sneering tone!
And you’re ugly to boot—so unpleasant to look at!
“That’s true. My hair isn’t a beautiful golden hue like yours; it’s dry and brittle.
My eyes are creepily red, and my skin is so pale it must be repulsive.”
I gestured animatedly with my fingers, as if weaving some theatrical spell.
In movies, a character might say these lines while holding a cigarette, but neither Emily nor I smoke.
“But Ellie, doesn’t that make you even more pathetic than me?”
Ellie’s expression twisted into a grimace.
“Ernst likes a plain, ugly person who’s worse than you in every way.”
Of course, I meant as a friend, but there was no need to clarify. She’d interpret it however she wanted.
Ellie ground her teeth audibly at my words.
“Ellie, no matter how you look or what you’ve learned, you’re honestly not someone anyone would want by their side.”
“…What do you mean by that?”
She glared at me with eyes that mirrored our mother’s too perfectly.
The only difference was that Ellie couldn’t drag me to the punishment room for saying such things.
Every single thing you do is repulsive and vile.
I know it was you who deliberately trampled on the plants and flowers I was growing.
Your personality is foul, and even if you try to appear knowledgeable, it’s all a façade. Wisdom? You’re nothing but an idiot.
Ellie’s face flushed red.
When I was younger, my mother would hit me even harder if my face turned red while being scolded.
In front of Ellie was the teacup and plate Rin had brought earlier.
A servant is supposed to assist when their master is in trouble, but Rin has bolted instead.
This must be why commoners can’t be trusted.
Although, to be honest, it’s just envy.
I wish I could run away too. Anywhere.
Living as a commoner with money sounds infinitely better than this noble life.
If I were Rin, I’d quit this mansion, use the money I’d saved to travel the world, and die as painlessly as possible.
Ellie picked up the teacup filled with hot tea and hurled it at me.
The cup smashed against my forehead, shattering into pieces, leaving cuts all over my head.
My right eye turned red and blurry.
Though nothing seemed to have gotten into my eye, the cuts above it must have bled into it.
I felt dizzy, but the sensation of bleeding made my mind strangely clear.
Staring at the shards floating in the remaining tea, it felt oddly like gazing into my own red eyes in the mirror.
I started picking out the pieces with my fingers, but the effort irritated me, so I overturned the cup onto the floor instead.
The lukewarm tea soaked my clothes.
Who would ever like someone like you?
At best, our mother and father.
Maybe Daniel and Fabian, if you’re lucky. That’s about it.
Ellie froze, either shocked by the sight of my bleeding or repulsed by me.
I picked up the plate of cookies and slammed it onto the table.
Then I grabbed the shards of glass and pressed them into my thigh, my shoulder, my arm.
Next, I picked up another cup and smashed it against the table.
The cup shattered into pieces, scattering shards everywhere. Only the handle remained in my hand.
With it, I scored lines across my shoulder, chest, hands, and wrists.
It barely left scratches.
Not much pain, either—more like the sensation of slicing paper.
That initial grating feeling was almost exhilarating, though the sting that followed was unpleasant.
Once I was done tearing at my skin, I placed the handle on the table.
Its jagged edge was smeared with blood and bits of flesh.
“Wait, wait—what are you doing?!”
“Ellie, what are you yelling about now?
You’ve already made a mess of me—just sit quietly until someone comes to clean up the glass.”
I should’ve worn white.
The blood would have looked more dramatic.
Sometimes, I’d go to the bathroom, slice my wrists, and let the blood drip into the sink.
It had been years since I last did something like this.
After my mother noticed the marks on my wrists, I realized it would be easier to drink water through my nose than to avoid her suspicions again. I gave it up entirely.
Seeing my own blood again after so long, it finally felt real.
Even earlier, when I was with Aria and Ernst, I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was just some kind of dollhouse play—some childish game of pretend. It was tiresome.
But what could I do when those two were having such a wonderful time?
Feeling an itch crawling under my skin, I picked up the glass handle again and traced lines along the back of my arm like I was drawing.
“I’ll call the physician right away. Stop it! Just stop!”
My dear younger sister, stronger than me in every sense, grabbed my wrist and held it tight.
“Oh, you call a physician when you’re hurt? Don’t fuss over something this trivial.
Surely a brilliant little sister disciplining her stupid older sibling isn’t worth all this commotion, is it?”
I shook off Ellie’s hand, which was trembling slightly.
Brushing off the shards and glass powder stuck to my body with the back of my hand only seemed to worsen the wounds, but I didn’t care.
The physician would pull out the pieces, apply ointment, and wrap them up in bandages.
If it seemed particularly bad, a few stitches would do the trick, and I’d heal in time.
My mother wasn’t home.
If she had been, she would’ve rushed out of her room, filled with worry for her precious Ellie, checking if she was hurt.
She’d look at me and ask, “Wasn’t it your reckless words that caused this?”
Her touch—her marks—covered my body already.
Bruises, scars from beatings, and countless reminders of her discipline.
I wanted to erase them all.
Scratching away with something sharp seemed better than leaving those disgusting reminders.
I didn’t want her legacy etched into my skin.
With that thought, I focused on erasing every trace left on my body.
But something grotesque—a remnant of my mother’s temperament—grabbed my wrist and refused to let go.
It hurt.
Terribly.
“…It hurts. Let go.”
“I-I’m sorry, okay?! Just stop, please, stop! I’m sorry! It’s my fault, so please put that down!”
Ellie didn’t sound genuinely sorry—just scared at the sight of blood.
She couldn’t possibly mean it.
“No, I’m the one at fault. How dare I get along so well with Ernst in front of my brilliant little sister.”
At that, Ellie’s grip on my wrist slackened.
I sat there, looking down at my tattered body.
It reminded me of a worn-out sock—trodden on daily, patched over and over until, finally, it’s thrown away without hesitation.
Maybe I was worth more than a sock, though. I could at least be sold for a hefty price.
Ellie stood frozen, staring at me as if paralyzed.
If she was so concerned, she could go outside and fetch a physician herself.
Though, for these wounds, there was hardly a need.
A clean white cloth and a bit of time would heal them just fine.
Eventually, Fabian arrived.
At the sight of me covered in blood, he screamed for the servants.
The staff came rushing in, fussing and panicking over me.
Ellie, still in a daze, was sent to her room.
The servants began undressing me, carefully revealing the bruises and fresh wounds. Fabian observed, his expression contorted into a mix of anger and pity.
“Hands off.”
My voice was weak, but the servants obeyed, stepping back.
Most of the glass shards had already been removed. Cleaning up the mess would fall to the servants anyway—nothing for me to worry about.
Barefoot, I walked across the grand sitting room, up the staircase, and through the halls to the bathroom.
There, I turned on the water, letting it cascade over me.
The coldness drenched me, washing the blood down the drain.
I heard Fabian’s muffled voice outside, but I didn’t bother answering or opening the door.
Ernst said he would help me.
The protagonist of this story had said so too.
Things would work out.
At worst, I’d die.
The sensation of Ernst’s embrace earlier still lingered.
So I hugged myself under the stream of water, letting the sensations wash over me, silencing my thoughts.
I set aside my worries about life, health, the future, emotions, relationships, people, sadness, and rage.
Ernst had promised to save me.
He said he would help me.
We were nothing more than acquaintances exchanging pleasantries, yet he still offered.
How noble.
Perhaps he’d even save me from my mother, whisking me away.
All I’d have to do is thank him repeatedly for purchasing me.
At the next ball, I’d dance again.
Of course, I’d wear long sleeves.
In the midst of a grand ballroom, we’d clumsily sway, exchanging lighthearted conversation, cracking little jokes.
Another day would pass like that.

        
            Chapter 32: “Get Out.”
I shouldn’t have done it.
Earlier, I had acted out of anger, but now, after rinsing off in the water and wrapping myself in the pristine white bandages Rin had brought, the pain was creeping in.
I swallowed a handful of pills—painkillers Ernst and I had picked up from the hospital—and lay down on the bed, staring at the ceiling.
About ten minutes later, a sense of release washed over me, and the pain dulled just enough to be bearable.
Soon, I would have to act like nothing had happened during dinner.
How utterly dreadful.
A while later, Fabian arrived, his face a portrait of exhaustion.
He knocked.
“Knocking—now that’s a first.”
“…Mother wants you to come down for dinner.”
“Well then, let’s not keep her waiting.”
The creaking floorboards didn’t make a sound as I walked.
Did someone replace them? Or maybe they finally aligned just right in their warped state.
When I reached the dining room, everyone was already seated, looking as though they were biting into bile rather than food.
What a waste.
I’d rather feed all this food to the crows.
I took my seat and began eating, lifting a piece of perfectly cooked meat onto my plate.
As I carefully cut into the meat, Mother’s soft voice reached me.
“Emily.”
“Yes, Mother.”
“I heard you had some kind of… incident with Ellie earlier.”
“…Yes.”
“Can you tell me why you fought?”
“Mother, it wasn’t a fight…!” Ellie tried to interject, her voice trembling.
“Quiet, Ellie. Defending her like this will only spoil her. Even if she’s your sister, she shouldn’t be coddled.”
Coddling? Is that what she thinks this is?
I wasn’t sure, but maybe. It was irrelevant anyway—everything would be my fault in the end.
Getting hit in the head with a teacup? My fault for provoking Ellie.
The shards of glass embedded in the area? My fault for not dodging.
She’d probably say I was clumsy from birth.
And the blood I’d shown? How revolting it must have been for them to see.
A fresh wave of bitterness rose within me.
“Why we fought, you ask?”
“Yes. I’m not one to repeat myself unnecessarily.”
“There wasn’t a fight, so I don’t think there’s any reason to tell you anything.”
“That’s only your version, Emily.
The servants reported raised voices, broken dishes, and shattered glasses.”
“Raised voices, Mother? They happen every time you take up the rod and I grovel, begging you not to strike me. When you’re desperate to survive, you’ll say anything, won’t you? Ha.”
Mother smiled, unbothered, her face an immovable mask.
That smile wouldn’t waver—not unless Ellie got hurt in front of her.
If she’d been present when Ellie threw the teacup, she would have shielded her and scolded me for daring to provoke my perfect little sister.
Mother. Nothing happened.
It doesn’t matter if I was hit in the head, if shards flew everywhere, if dishes broke, or if my body is covered in wounds.
Ellie simply had an accident and broke some dishes, that’s all.
“Is that so, Ellie?”
Mother’s gaze turned to Ellie, who froze completely under the weight of it.
The silence stretched, feeling as though ten minutes had passed, but Mother didn’t say another word.
Ellie began to tremble.
It might seem minor, but the oppressive atmosphere Mother exuded was crushing.
She already knew everything.
If I had truly attacked Ellie, she would have dragged me to the punishment room by now.
There, we’d have one of those charming “conversations” of hers.
Except she wouldn’t be the one speaking.
The chair, the cold water, the fluttering towel, the leech-like ropes tying my wrists and ankles, and the occasional candle would all do the talking.
The only voice would be mine—begging.
“Ellie, you need to answer if you want to eat,” Mother said evenly.
From across the table, Fabian stared at me.
It was a short distance, just a few steps away, but the dining table felt like an impenetrable barrier.
I couldn’t read his expression—just an opaque mix of emotions.
Daniel, as usual, seemed entirely vacant.
He probably wasn’t thinking at all, content to spend his days with his endless riding and ball games.
I stifled a laugh and shoved another bite of food into my mouth.
These days, I ate until I nearly vomited.
Nothing stuck—no weight gained—but it didn’t matter.
Looking around, the scene felt almost comedic.
I ate as though nothing was wrong, Daniel remained oblivious, our bespectacled fourth sibling fidgeted uncomfortably, Fabian watched me intently, and Mother stared at Ellie, waiting for an answer.
What an absurdly horrific family dinner.
“I… I just got mad while talking to her. It was my fault,” Ellie finally stammered.
Mother turned her unreadable gaze to me.
An empty, hollow sensation swept over me.
Maybe she’d been waiting for an excuse to drag me back to the punishment room.
Too bad for her.
If Ellie were truly as empty-headed as she looked, she’d have pinned it all on me without a second thought.
“It’s true,” I said, smiling faintly.
“But I must have made Ellie angry first. I can’t recall exactly what I said. Mother, you wouldn’t want something like this to happen again, would you? Shall I recount our little conversation?”
“Please do.”
Well, Mother, I’m such an easy target, aren’t I?
Your daughter treats me the same way you do—nothing surprising there. She just got a little upset, that’s all.
“…You’re my daughter too, Emily.”
“Of course, Mother. I didn’t mean otherwise.
I only meant that you and Ellie resemble each other so much.
Those beautiful locks, bright blue eyes, and radiant ivory skin—not pallid and ghastly like mine.”
And let’s not forget the smell. Without perfume, you stink like a rat’s nest.
“How kind of you to say,” Mother replied with a smile.
The moment her expression softened, her eyes snapped back to me, sharp and unforgiving, before she resumed eating.
After dinner, I returned to my room.
I almost vomited, but I held it in, sank into my bed, and let my body relax.
Her piercing gaze still haunted me.
I always pretended to be strong, but in truth, I feared everyone.
Even Ernst—what if he abandoned me after saying he’d help?
Even though I know I’m not Emily, I can’t shake the feeling that I’ll meet the same end she did.
People say they’ll help you, but you never know what they’ll do behind your back.
Like that Aria Eisenach—doesn’t she?
If I’d looked like her, my mother would never have treated me like this.
But even as I am, I should feel satisfied.
I’m thankful for this body, yet I know it isn’t enough.
When I was younger, I even wanted to tear someone else’s skin off and graft it onto my own face.
What does skin color matter anyway? It’s all just the same shade of white in the end.
I used to believe those “blacks” were people too.
People, yes. But here? Even commoners aren’t people.
And neither am I.
At best, I’m permitted to pretend to be human when I step outside.
Even breathing isn’t fully my own choice.
The air I long for, cool and fresh, remains out of reach behind firmly locked windows.
And food—I can barely stomach it.
Though it’s always rich dishes and soft bread, every bite comes with sharp glances and Mother’s endless critiques.
I’ve vomited mid-meal before.
Oh, that was a particularly bad incident.
Mother dragged me to the punishment room, force-fed me until I threw up again, and then struck me in the gut.
Right. I had almost forgotten about that.
Should I blame you for all of this?
I used to think I was human.
I used to believe I was free.
I thought I was a proud noblewoman, a proper young lady.
I hoped for a happy future someday, even if Mother tormented me for now.
When you appeared, I thought you’d save me.
I thought someone as extraordinary as you would solve everything.
I dreamed of a life where I’d enjoy the world alone or maybe even end up with Ernst, living a happy life.
But in the end, I was left with this wretched body.
Back when I was locked in that wardrobe, I wondered if I could die by smashing my head against the wall.
So I did. I slammed my head against it repeatedly, and then I passed out.
But of course, I didn’t die.
The fact that I’m even telling you this story means I failed. You already know that much.
“So, what exactly do you want me to do?”
There was no response.
I thought I was holding a notebook and pen, but when I looked down, only my empty hand mimicked the act of writing.
A hollow laugh escaped me as I reached for the medicine packet on the desk and swallowed another pill.
The bitterness was sharp, lingering on my tongue.
As the medicine dulled my mind, I ran my hand over my face, my thoughts spiraling.
What needs to be done, what must be done, what should be done… ah.
There was one last thing. Before bed, I needed to rewrap the bandages with the herb-scented medicine.
Rin had been helping me change them every day, but I preferred to handle things like this myself.
I retrieved the white bandages from the drawer and began unwrapping the old ones.
The hardened blood pulled at my skin as it came off, leaving that distinct stinging sensation.
It felt like just another meaningless day slipping by—
Until the door burst open with a loud bang.
“What the hell did you say to Ellie that made her—”
“Get out. I’m naked. Or should I scream and accuse my brother of trying to assault me?”
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            Chapter 33: “Tomorrow.”
After wiping my skin with cloth, applying the medicine, and rewrapping the bandages, I examined myself.
The torn flesh looked grotesque.
Still, with the medicine applied, it should heal within a week.
Of course, the scars would remain.
Scars always remain.
There were scars from when I tried to open the window, from my conversations with Emily, from resting on the bed, and from the times people carved into me with their words and actions.
At least now, the unsightly, wounded skin was neatly hidden beneath the clean white bandages.
Daniel was probably still standing beyond the door, but I didn’t bother calling out.
Honestly, I wished he’d just leave on his own.
Even the thought of seeing his face made me want to scream.
After about ten minutes, there was a knock.
Daniel actually knocked this time, though he still didn’t wait for permission before entering.
“First time knocking, huh? Must be some kind of special day.”
“…Ellie looked terrified during dinner. What did you do to her?”
“What did I do? How would I know? Ha.”
The room was still littered with the shredded pages of my notebook.
Though I hadn’t turned on the lights, I knew the scraps of paper were everywhere.
I reached for the floor and grabbed one at random, crumpling it into a ball before tossing it at Daniel’s face.
It was just paper; all he did was flinch and close his eyes briefly.
Daniel, why do you care?
No matter what happens, don’t bother coming here again.
Whether Ellie is scared, or Fabian and I get into a screaming match, it’s none of your concern.
It never was, anyway. Why start now?
“Does it make you angry to hear something like that from someone as pathetic as me—someone who’s too disgraceful to even call ‘sister’?”
“Are you mocking me?”
His voice dropped, attempting intimidation, but it wasn’t effective.
What was he going to do, punch me? I doubted even he could kill me with a single blow.
“No, seriously, I’m asking.”
“….”
“Didn’t you say you wanted to be something when you grew up?
A soldier, right? Some high-ranking officer in the army?”
Daniel didn’t respond, but his jaw tightened.
“Wow, sounds perfect for you. Really suits your temperament.”
Mother always called Daniel “hot-headed,” but that wasn’t accurate.
It wasn’t temper—it was entitlement.
Born a noble, he grew up surrounded by so much beneath him that everything appeared trivial.
He was always polite to those above him but treated everyone below with disdain. People like me.
“I can already picture it. Poor, stinking peasants protesting in the streets, and you trampling them under your horse’s hooves or bashing their heads in with a baton.
In wartime, you’d send trembling conscripts to die on the front lines while you stood safely behind, barking orders. Sounds fun, right?”
Daniel had always admired soldiers, even before he started looking down on me.
He called them “impressive.”
To me, they were oppressive, authoritative, violent men.
Sure, some played the role of gentlemen well enough at balls, but I never liked them.
All they did was flaunt their rank and tell “heroic” stories of slaughtering “savages.”
If Mother ever sold me to a soldier, I wouldn’t even last the night.
I’d find the tallest building and jump.
Maybe I’d even leave a note accusing the family of plotting a coup, with me as the first sacrifice.
It would sound like the ramblings of a lunatic, but at least it’d cause a stir.
“And if the recruits step out of line, you can straighten them out by putting a bullet in their heads. That’s what you’d enjoy, isn’t it?”
“You are mocking me!”
He growled, fists clenched so tightly they trembled.
His face twisted with emotion, unable to contain the storm inside.
“Look at you, all ready to throw a punch. See? It suits you perfectly.”
When did we start being like this?
Daniel and I used to climb trees together, sing songs, and I’d play him whatever music he requested.
It must have started after Mother destroyed my instruments. About a month later, he began treating me this way.
“Ellie probably learned this behavior from you. Otherwise, how could that sweet, innocent girl have done this to me?”
Daniel said nothing.
He was like the others—absorbing Mother’s lessons on hating me and excelling at them.
Even Ellie, for all her “cuteness,” was clearly a little slow.
“You wanted to know what happened, didn’t you?”
I rolled up my sleeve and unwrapped the bandages.
The medicine clung to the fabric, sticky and damp, and pulling it off stung slightly.
“You know Ernst from next door, right?”
“…Yeah. What about him?”
“We’re friends, and Ellie decided to treat me the way you do.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“She ignored me, insulted me, acted like she’d be better off if I were dead, and showed zero respect. Sound familiar?”
“….”
“So, our voices got raised.
All because I hugged a friend.
Even if Ernst did like me, what business is that of hers—or yours?”
I peeled the bandage off my head.
The dried blood had stuck to the cloth, pulling slightly at my skin, leaving what felt like little stitches behind.
“Then Ellie threw a cup at me. Or was it a teapot? Either way, it was glass.
It shattered, I got hurt, and that’s all there is to it.”
Whether Daniel was shocked or not didn’t matter to me.
It was as significant as a passing dog reacting to an injured insect. Well, maybe a bit more amusing—seeing a dog startled by a bug would be pretty funny.
“Honestly, Ellie’s too valuable to sell to Ernst.”
Our family’s finest product, crafted with such care and effort.
Sell someone like me—damaged goods with a “childhood friend” title—to Ernst, and reserve Ellie for someone far higher up the chain, as someone’s mistress. Isn’t that right?”
“…You’re talking about marriage like it’s just a business transaction.”
“Because it is. It’s selling, so it’s basically just commerce.
Don’t you think so?”
“Mother’s going to find the best match she can. What’s so wrong abou—”
“That’s what’s wrong!”
My shout interrupted him, laced with profanity, and Daniel seemed startled.
He wasn’t used to seeing me lose control like this. Sarcasm, sure. Snide remarks, absolutely. But never raw emotion.
You get to choose, don’t you?
You could pick up some tramp from the slums, find a passable lady at a ball, or even, one day, betrothed yourself to some much younger girl when you’re in a position of power.
You have so many options, Daniel.
This—this was all I had.
No power to throw punches, no strength to fight back.
All I could do was yell, pout, sneer, and twist my face in bitterness.
But what about me?
I don’t get to choose anything!
I’m stuck with whatever Mother, Father, you, Fabian, and everyone else decide for me.
Good, stable young men, you all say—bullshit.
And don’t even get me started on Ellie.
Even you. Goddammit, even you, standing here like some judgmental prick.
What is this? I listen to all this nonsense, and then what? It just ends here?
When Ernst was around, at least, it felt bearable.
He made me feel like I had a friend.
Someone who worried about me, even if it wasn’t always perfect.
Even with Aria, there were moments of relief.
Sure, when she spread word of my illness without permission, I wanted to smash her face in, but talking with her brought back flashes of my old self.
The person I was before becoming Emily wasn’t like this.
I wasn’t this pathetic.
I had a home. Not a grand estate, but a place I called my own.
No car, but taxis worked just fine.
I’d graduated from a decent university, and though the job was soul-crushing, I managed to find one.
I could see a future then.
Even if I didn’t have a lot of friends, I wasn’t completely alone.
And back then, I believed tomorrow could be better than today.
Here, though? I can’t see any future at all.
No, that’s a lie.
I can see it too clearly.
That’s the real problem.
Mother will force me into a marriage I don’t want.
Then, I’ll have kids I never asked for, sink into depression, and die.
It’s practically set in stone. That’s my life.
Somewhere along the way, my anger at Daniel turned inward, becoming bitter self-loathing.
Because who was I kidding?
I wasn’t the kind of person who could lash out at anyone and make it stick.
I don’t want to die.
I don’t want to live in this place.
I want to escape—to go somewhere free, somewhere happy, where I can see only good things and live peacefully.
But what can I even do?
Nothing. I can’t do anything.
I know that.
Even if I ran to the backstreets, it’s not like some new life would suddenly appear for me.
I’ve never even done hard labor.
Endurance alone doesn’t grant capability.
“And now, when I’m at my lowest, the most detestable person is right in front of me, making it all worse. Get out, Daniel.”
It took him a while—far too long, nearly 30 minutes—but eventually, he left.

        
            Chapter 34: Than Today
The passionate outburst earlier felt unlike me.
If venting my emotions could solve anything, then the day Mother destroyed all my instruments, when I screamed and yelled at her, should have fixed everything.
But it didn’t.
Relying on others is pointless. It’s as useless as relying on myself.
Nothing gets resolved, and all that lingers is a suffocating sadness.
Always. It’s always been this way.
I wasn’t like this in the beginning.
When I first became Emily, I tried to adapt, to improve my circumstances.
And at first, it worked.
Emily had given up on reaching out to others, but I hadn’t.
I approached the other children, played games, and built bonds.
Sometimes, I invited them to the music room and taught them how to play, showing them songs they hadn’t heard before.
But it didn’t take long to realize why Emily had failed.
It wasn’t her fault.
It was Mother who made me this way.
The room once filled with countless melodies in my mind turned into a torture chamber echoing my screams.
The strings I prepared to replace broken violin cords became whips, their vibrations replaced by searing pain.
My most cherished things had become the tools of my suffering.
That’s why I say I’m “sad.”
I could use words like “hellish,” “suicidal,” or “horrible,” but I prefer the softer phrasing.
Saying such things aloud or writing them down makes them feel far too real.
After Daniel left, I started gathering the torn pages scattered across the floor but gave up halfway, tossing them into a corner instead.
The room’s too small for them to go far, anyway.
I need something to hold on to.
Someone to lean on.
Lying here on this hard bed, staring at the ceiling, not even able to breathe fresh air—that’s too cruel.
“…Hahk, ugh.”
Once again, blood gushed from my mouth.
Good thing I didn’t clean up the scattered papers; the blood splattering on the floor wouldn’t ruin anything important.
“Kuhh, hack! Agh… ah, uh, hhrrk…”
The coughing wouldn’t stop, and before long, it turned into retching.
Between the coughs, I spat the pooling blood into a handkerchief and swallowed another dose of medicine from the pouch on my desk.
“…Hah, ugh. Ahhh…”
After a while, the coughing subsided.
The medicine worked, as it always did.
They told me I’d get better eventually—if I ate and took my medicine, I’d recover.
But it’s been a year, and I haven’t.
If this goes on and I’m still alive, I’ll find a gun on the black market and bring it to that old doctor.
Am I pitiful?
Am I wretched?
Am I unhappy?
I am, aren’t I?
But to those around me, I must look like the most pathetic one of all.
And that truth stings.
I hate it because it’s probably true.
When Ernst offered his help, I should have nodded, feeling grateful and accepting it wholeheartedly.
How absurd of a minor character like me to even think of refusing.
My head is always so full of thoughts, so loud and cluttered that they stop me from even sleeping.
I hate it.
I just want to be free of all this, to live simply and happily, without being burdened by endless worries.
If only I didn’t know that others were living better lives.
If only I didn’t know Aria was from the same world as me.
If only my mind were blissfully empty, like a fool’s.
I know these “if onlys” are pointless.
But no matter how hard I try, these thoughts cling to me like a second skin.
When life feels like it has no value, people turn to death.
That’s the truth.
The word “truth” sounds heavy, but all it means is something universal and undeniable.
And ever since the day Mother destroyed all my instruments, I’ve been seriously contemplating that truth.
If anything, the fact that Ernst and Aria reached out to help has made it worse.
This isn’t about whether I deserve their help.
It’s about the fact that I can’t do anything on my own.
I can’t escape this situation, even though a life of shame as a courtesan might still be better than this.
I just sit here, useless, like an idiot.
Yes. That’s the word for me. An idiot.
The self-loathing feels… almost exhilarating.
It paints me as a tragic figure, helpless and pitiful.
And yet, if someone dared pity me, I’d lash out at them.
Didn’t I say I needed something to cling to?
Compelled, I stood up and grabbed the pouch of medicine from the desk.
The herbal smell of the old doctor’s concoction filled my senses as I downed another dose.
For a brief moment, the room spun, and the oppressive sadness lifted.
For the first time in what felt like hours, my head filled with lighter thoughts.
The weight of everything felt unbearable, but I convinced myself to lie back down on the hard bed.
Images and memories flitted through my mind—the stray cat perched on a roadside wall, the fragrant shortcut paths, wildflowers without names, the soft bark of the street trees, Ernst’s promise to help, and Aria, who seemed to care, coming from the same place as me.
As these thoughts surfaced, it was as if I could see them right before my eyes.
So, that’s it.
This world… it’s all so incomplete.
The music, the people, the way of life—everything here feels half-hearted, diluted.
Even the medicine… This isn’t just regular medicine. It must be something else—maybe a drug.
But it doesn’t matter.
For now, I felt good.
I unwound the bandages wrapped around my arms, the distinct herbal scent rising from the faintly damp fabric.
Rin had warned me not to touch my wounds, but who was Rin to dictate what I should do?
I reached for the pen Father had either gifted me or simply handed down, and without hesitation, I began scratching the torn skin of my arm with its tip.
From elbow to wrist, I dragged the pen, carving lines as if cutting paper.
The soft scratching noise resonated faintly, almost soothing.
Perhaps it was the herbs numbing me, but all I felt was a ticklish sensation.
The wounds didn’t gush blood dramatically—most were old injuries reopened, trickling faint streams like warm water over my skin.
The red rivulets fell onto the mess of torn notes and scattered papers, leaving faint trails.
Would ink seep into my body if I pressed hard enough?
Probably not, right? It’s just the surface.
As long as no one sees, it doesn’t matter what thoughts run through my head or what emotions I feel.
Smile.
Stay polite.
Follow the manners Mother taught me.
That way, nothing bad happens.
And if something does go wrong, it’s always my fault, not anyone else’s.
The next morning, I woke up with a pounding headache.
The bedsheets and the floor were stained with dried, brownish blood.
It should’ve been alarming, but the fact that it had dried was oddly comforting.
I couldn’t remember much.
Daniel had been here, shouting, and then… I had sat on the bed and fallen asleep?
“Ah, Miss!”
Rin’s frantic knocking broke my hazy thoughts.
I stayed silent, unsure how to answer, but the door swung open anyway.
I instinctively pulled the covers over my unbandaged arm as Rin stepped inside, wrinkling her nose at the metallic scent.
“I smelled blood and feared the worst,” she said, her face twisting in discomfort as she scanned the room.
Her gaze fell to the stained floor.
“What… what is all this?”
“Rin, leave.”
“But, Miss, there’s blood everywhere—”
“Leave,” I snapped, my voice sharp.
She bit her lip, hesitating. Then, without a word, she pulled back the covers.
Her eyes fell on my arm, raw and mangled.
She didn’t scold me, nor did she scream.
Instead, there was only fear—fear for me.
Silently, she fetched the bandages and medicine from the desk and returned with a damp cloth from the bathroom.
She cleaned the wounds carefully, applied the ointment, and began wrapping my arm with fresh bandages.
“Rin,” I said, breaking the tense silence.
“Yes, Miss?”
“Are you happy?”
She paused, her hands trembling slightly as they secured the final wrap.
Instead of answering, she left me with a quiet plea.
“If you’re going to ask questions like that, please don’t do things like this.”
“I’ll try. Thank you.
Oh, and don’t tell Mother.”
“She wouldn’t care even if I did… But yes, I won’t.”
“Like I said before…”
“A servant should listen and obey without question?” Rin interrupted. “But Miss, who could see your arm and do nothing?”
Fair enough.
I was even startled when I woke up to this.
After an awkward silence, Rin brought me breakfast and left the room.
I spent a long while staring at the fresh bandages on my arm.
Will tomorrow be better than today?
I don’t know.
I can only hope it will be.
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            Chapter 35: It’ll be fine.
Lately, something feels off.
I’m sure something happened, but I can’t remember what it was.
If someone asked if I’d always been strange, I wouldn’t have much to say to that. But regardless, this unsettling sense of disconnect felt unpleasant.
I thought I had been talking to Emily, yet the notebook and pen were no longer in my hands. The cuts that had just covered my arm moments ago had inexplicably multiplied.
I wrapped my arms around myself, trembling slightly, and then took my medicine.
I didn’t take painkillers.
It did hurt a bit, but I thought it might be because of this.
After all, even that old man said to take only one per day.
If that old man ever got sick, he should just invent painkillers that could be taken three times a day.
I stepped into the bathroom, unwrapped my bandages, washed up, and then got into the large bathtub.
Whether water got into my wounds or not wasn’t something I cared about.
It was my body, so I figured it was my business, but either way, it didn’t matter.
At that moment, I just wanted to soak my body in warm water.
The wounds stung, but since my head already felt like it was going to burst, it wasn’t all that hard to endure.
After lightly washing myself, I rewrapped the bandages, loosely covering the wound on my forehead with my hair, and put on a dress.
Today was the day Aria would be waiting for me outside the house.
If she didn’t show up, I’d just lock myself in my room, which wouldn’t be so bad.
Still, since I’d received a letter in the morning saying she’d be visiting around noon, she’d probably come.
Unless she wrote that letter just to tease me.
Some days, you just don’t feel like moving your body, and your legs feel even heavier than usual.
Today was one of those days.
Even so, I dressed in a light outfit for going out, wandered around the garden looking at weeds and wildflowers, and tried drawing.
Lately, it seemed the garden hadn’t been cared for at all, as weeds had grown everywhere.
Maybe because my arm was injured—or perhaps because I had intentionally messed it up—I couldn’t draw well.
The hand holding the pen trembled uncontrollably.
While sketching a petal, my grip weakened for a moment, and the pen dropped to the ground.
Sighing, I bent to pick up the pen, and that’s when I heard someone calling me from behind.
“Emily.”
“…Ah, looks like you’re here.”
It was Aria.
Even though she wore a simple outfit for going out and a hat to avoid drawing attention, her beauty couldn’t be hidden.
In fact, the slight concealment made her seem even more charming.
I stood up, tucked the notebook and pen into my arms, and stepped outside the house.
Mother liked me mingling with people who had considerable wealth, so she didn’t stop me from meeting Aria.
She would prattle on about making sure that girl’s arrogance didn’t rub off on my behavior, though.
Still, it was nice to be able to leave the house.
If I were alone, I wouldn’t have gotten past the garden—the very spot I’d been observing the flowers and weeds.
“…Hey, what’s with those bandages?”
“Don’t worry about it. Let’s just go somewhere far from the house.
Your mansion’s parlor, or maybe your lavish—or perhaps plain—room. If not, even that place with the awful cakes will do.”
“Your words…”
“Let’s just go, please.”
“…Alright.”
Aria nodded with a deeply concerned expression.
As if she were genuinely thinking about this as her own problem.
Do you need this level of empathy to be the protagonist?
For someone like that, though, there were so many men hovering around her.
Not that it was any of my business.
Aria put me in her carriage and took me to her mansion.
Today, instead of the parlor, it was her room.
Why had she called me here alone without Ernst this time?
Considering she seemed to rely heavily on Ernst for any matters concerning me, as she had mentioned my illness before.
“Sorry for telling Ernst about your condition last time without asking.”
“Well, it’s fine. It’s understandable if you were worried.”
“…That’s not the reaction I expected. I thought you’d at least yell at me.”
“I live more according to the emotions that rise up each day than by reason or logic.
And right now, I feel strangely calm. So it doesn’t matter.”
“How convenient.”
“It just seems that way. Living by your emotions is more of a hope than a reality. At home, I was always so suppressed that I was practically crushed.”
The room was tidy.
It was enormous, but it had just the essentials. There wasn’t a single section unnecessarily decorated, making it seem even more beautiful.
How many of my rooms could fit in here?
Probably ten, no—far more than that.
“So, what’s with those bandages?”
“If I said it was nothing, what would you say?”
“I wouldn’t say anything. I’d just take them off and check for myself.”
“……”
“Back where we used to live, there were depressed people too, weren’t there? Not to mention the high suicide rates.”
And yet, I didn’t belong to that category.
I’d been living positively then, just as I do now.
But, you see, I don’t want to die. So I do something similar instead.
When blood drips down my arm, there’s this cold, shivery feeling, and suddenly, I feel alive again.
Or when emotions become too overwhelming…
“Your forehead.”
I tried to deflect the topic, but it didn’t work. Figures—my words aren’t particularly persuasive to begin with.
“You say you’re trying to help, but all you’re doing is interrogating me like some inspector.”
“But if someone shows up with a white bandage on their forehead, what else am I supposed to think besides that something happened?”
“Well, there was a bit of shouting, and as words were exchanged, I got hit by a glass someone threw. That’s all.”
“Who threw it?”
“My younger sibling.”
Aria’s expression stiffened.
She looked like someone who had heard something they shouldn’t have.
Seeing that kind of reaction made me feel a bit hurt.
I’ve been answering everything truthfully so far, going along with the conversation without resistance. So why is she interrogating me like a criminal?
Maybe it’s because I admitted to being hit by my younger sibling.
After all, I’m weak, weaker than a sibling three years younger than me, not to mention I’m not beautiful either.
“…Can I see what’s under the bandages?”
Even as she asked, Aria slowly approached me.
I figured saying no wouldn’t stop her, so I replied with a heavily sarcastic tone.
“So you can run straight to Ernst again and tell him I got hurt like this?”
“Of course I’d tell him! He’s literally next door, and he already said he’d help!”
“What help? Next door is just next door. We don’t live in the same house; we’re just neighbors.”
“But you could stay in Ernst’s room, or at least ask him to let you stay for a day.”
“When a man and woman do that, the woman loses everyone else but Ernst as her ally.”
And my mother would kill me.
She’d probably come up with a thousand better ways to sell me off at a higher price than handing me over to Ernst. Yet here I am, a mere object, daring to decide my own fate.
“Besides, you’ve already figured it out vaguely, haven’t you? That I’m treated like this at home.”
“I didn’t think it was this bad!”
Oh, come to think of it, Ellie never got scolded by Mother.
Anyway, the wound on my forehead would disappear in about a week, and there wasn’t going to be any grand ball during that time.
Mother wouldn’t take me to any small gatherings or social events for networking, saying it wasn’t worth the effort.
“In the end, it’s just getting beaten up a bit, occasionally tied up, locked away, and ignored by my siblings.”
“And you’re saying that so casually!?”
Aria raised her voice at me, as if completely baffled.
“Then what do you want me to dooo!?”
“……”
“What do you want me to do?
Do you think you could solve it if you were in my shoes?
You were born into a perfectly respectable family as a pretty young lady, so maybe my life looks easy to you?”
It might seem worthless and pathetic, but I’ve endured it all.
I’ve tried not to die no matter what. Stop making such a fuss over a few cuts on my arm.
I can just hide them like I always do anyway.
“So, you didn’t bring me here just to talk about this. Why did you drag me out today?”
“…I wanted to listen to you.
When you speak about your worries, sometimes you find solutions. But this…”
“There’s no way this could ever be solved. Don’t worry about me. Even though it hurts, I still make sure to take my medicine every day, and I’m eating well too.”
“…Hey, I’m sorry for speaking carelessly.”
“It’s fine.”
I didn’t know when she had spoken carelessly, but since she apologized, I accepted it.
Not that I understood why.
In truth, she’s the second kindest person I’ve ever known.
She gives me food, a place to rest, and shows genuine concern for me.
As a bonus, she even treats me like a person.
She doesn’t see me as merchandise, not being a man and all.
Things are getting better every day.
Tomorrow will be better than today.
Tomorrow will definitely be better than today.
Tomorrow will be better than today.
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            Chapter 36: Why?
Even though I had raised my voice earlier, it was uncomfortable staying in the same space as Aria. But I still didn’t want to return home, so I remained seated, continually drinking tea and eating snacks.
Noticing Aria’s slightly uneasy glances in my direction, I wet my lips with tea and spoke softly.
“I’m sorry for raising my voice earlier.”
“Oh, no. It’s fine.”
Aria awkwardly looked around, avoiding my gaze, then pursed her lips and hesitantly asked in a crawling voice.
“By the way, how much longer are you going to keep speaking formally?”
“I guess that’s up to me.”
I sipped my tea and answered with a slight smile.
“We’re not close enough for that yet, are we?”
“…Not yet, right?”
“Yes, not yet.”
Though I doubt the day will come when we grow closer.
Aria could speak casually to me if she wanted. After all, she’s much better than me in every way.
She ordered more food through a servant. Drinking tea with fragrant bread that seemed to have no sugar made me feel a renewed desire for life.
After some time passed, Ernst arrived as well.
The atmosphere didn’t change drastically with one more person joining.;
After all, the mood is always gloomy when I’m around.
Ernst observed us for a long while before speaking.
“Did you two have a fight?”
Aria and I answered simultaneously that we hadn’t.
I pulled my sleeves down as far as they would go, avoiding any chance that Ernst might see the bandages. If he did, it might lead to another heated argument like the one with Aria earlier.
“…Your head—did you hit it somewhere?”
“Oh, yes. I bumped into a wall while sketching in my notebook.”
Ernst didn’t seem entirely convinced but nodded nonetheless.
The three of us talked about various things—like balls and family. Of course, I didn’t contribute anything.
Time always passes quickly when eating snacks, bread, or drinking tea alongside idle chatter.
For someone else, this might be a dull and uneventful moment, but for me, it wasn’t painful.
Being around people who cared about me made it a somewhat happy time.
And I could eat as much as I wanted.
As the sun began to set, its light turned red.
The sunset hanging at the edge of the sky felt oddly ominous.
Perhaps it’s because, around this time, I used to be dragged into the punishment room instead of having dinner and locked inside.
While I reflected, the rest of my family enjoyed their meals as I “atoned for my sins.”
Ernst and I bid Aria farewell and left her house.
Seeing the red sunset from outside instead of from inside the house wasn’t so bad, surprisingly.
We took the usual path we walked to get home.
Naturally, this included the shortcut I often ran through when I was younger.
I felt slightly out of breath and figured I should rest for a moment here.
“…Should we take a short break? I’m a bit tired.”
Ernst nodded.
I stretched to shake off the stiffness, though I quickly regretted it.
“Maybe it’s because I sat for so long earlier, but my body feels stiff.”
“…What’s with your arm?”
“It’s just an injury. I wrapped it in a bandage, that’s all.”
“How badly did you get hurt to wrap your whole arm like that?”
“It’s just… a little. No, I don’t want to talk about it.”
I don’t want to lie.
At least not to someone who has shown me trust.
When I tried to brush Ernst’s hand away from my sleeve, he grabbed my wrist instead.
A sharp sting followed, and a trickle of blood seeped onto Ernst’s hand.
“…Ow.”
“……Hey.”
He stared at me.
I couldn’t tell if it was with contempt or anger.
But maybe this is my fault—after all, he did offer to help, yet here I was, doing this.
I’d upset Ernst.
“You said it was just a little.”
“I also said I didn’t want to talk about it.”
“What could you have done to get an injury like this? It’s still bleeding!”
“What—did helping mean prying into every little thing and interfering?”
“Stop deflecting and just answer me.”
“I said no!”
Despite my refusal, Ernst forcefully rolled up my sleeve.
“For now, I’m still a noblewoman, so could you at least show a bit of—”
And then his expression hardened.
The wounds on my arm were visible, with the once-white bandages now stained red.
At home, I would replace them immediately if they felt even slightly uncomfortable, so the traces usually weren’t noticeable. I guess going to Aria’s mansion today had been a mistake.
I tried to lighten the mood with a meaningless comment, but it didn’t seem to work.
“What could you possibly have done to end up with wounds like these!?”
He interrupted me, yelling in anger.
I wasn’t particularly surprised.
Living every day surrounded by people who yell at me, torment me, and slowly kill me, it wouldn’t make sense to be startled by something like this.
If I was, I might as well abandon the name Emily altogether.
“…It’s just, I got scratched by glass.”
“These aren’t just scratches. Take off the bandage.”
“No.”
“Do it!”
“…I said no.”
I don’t want to show him my ugly self any more than I already have, but Ernst always exposes me.
He did it when we were younger, and he’s still the same now.
Maybe he feels like he’s getting to know me better and helping me, but the more he does, the more I want to hide.
I know it’s a pointless sense of pride or stubbornness.
But if my emotions were easy to control, I wouldn’t have been beaten like a dog by my mother.
This damned blood—it hadn’t gone anywhere. I wished Ernst would help me, yet I also didn’t want him to see my filthiness, my shame, my ugliness. These contradictory feelings collided in my mind.
Maybe these weren’t even my emotions—maybe they were Emily’s. As I rationalized it to myself, I eventually let out a hollow laugh.
How pathetic.
Ernst, still gripping my sleeve, simply stood in front of me, blocking my way.
“…Move.”
“Emily, what do you want me to do? Do you want my help or not?
If you don’t show me, I’ll leave right now. And I’ll just stay as that distant, awkward neighborly friend you talked about.”
Truthfully, even though I said that to Emily, I knew I wouldn’t be able to follow through on it.
Emily trembled slightly, biting her lip, and then told me to let go of her sleeve.
She asked me to take a step back from her.
If she had insisted on leaving it at that, I would have forced her hand and looked anyway.
The blood was welling up in long streaks, as if deliberately drawn by someone.
Emily sighed and slowly unwrapped the bandages.
A faint scent of blood, an overpowering smell of herbs, and the stale odor of sweat trapped inside the wrappings—all these mingled unpleasantly, but none of that was what mattered.
Her arm wasn’t merely scratched—it was carved.
Some wounds were long and jagged, like they had been made with something sharp and thin. They stretched across her arm like pen marks, scattered in every direction.
“…These are deliberate wounds. Who did this to you?”
There was no way she could have done this to herself.
“Your mother? Or maybe the eldest son you occasionally curse?”
Emily shook her head.
“Then that sibling of yours, the one who doesn’t make any sense, the one who’s jealous of you?”
She hesitated for a moment before shaking her head again.
Then she spoke softly, barely audible.
“I did it myself. I was already hurt, so I thought… It’s been a while since I’ve done this.”
It’s been a while, she said.
When we were younger, I wouldn’t have known. But around the time she entered adolescence, I rarely saw Emily.
Even if I visited her home, she wouldn’t come out. And when we did cross paths, it would end with her simply bowing her head in silence.
At some point, her gaze had started to look hollow, as if something inside her was decaying.;
It seemed like someone had forced her to behave properly, watching for any misstep. She began greeting me hesitantly, awkwardly.
Then we started talking again. Slowly, we reconnected. And eventually, I heard she was unwell.
Now, seeing her injuries, I understood.
Emily wasn’t just physically unwell.
And I was the only person who could help her.
Her family either didn’t care or were actively harming her.
These weren’t injuries that could be fixed with some herbal paste and bandages.
Even the poorest commoners would scrape together whatever they could to treat scars properly.;
Yet all Emily had were slightly bluish herbal concoctions and plain bandages on her arm.
Emily slowly rewrapped her wounds.
A tear escaped from her right eye.
She must have thought she wiped it away naturally, but it was clumsy. After awkwardly dabbing at her tears, she began to walk.
When I brought her to the front of her house after about five minutes of walking, I reached for her wrist but stopped, remembering her injury. Instead, I held onto her sleeve and spoke.
“If it gets too hard, run away. Even if it’s at night. Stay in my room, or I’ll ask Aria to lend you a room. Anything.”
At that, Emily let out a hollow laugh and replied in a faintly mocking tone.
“Well, thanks. If I could sneak out at night, I’d be sure to do that. Really.”
But she looked so pitiful that I couldn’t say anything else.
Emily walked toward her mansion with a heavy gait, her face stiff. Yet I stood there for a long while, staring at the spot where she had been standing.
The wounds she had shown me wouldn’t leave my mind.
She had called me her best friend.
Her one and only precious childhood friend.
So why hadn’t I spoken to her until she got to this point?
Why hadn’t I noticed?

        
            Chapter 37: Love?
I could feel a gaze on me from behind.
It felt like Ernst was watching me.
I stopped at the entrance of my house and looked back.
It seemed he had already gone inside.
I glanced at the neighboring house for a long moment before letting out a small laugh.
I felt both a sense of relief, knowing there was at least one person who truly cared for me, and a pang of self-reproach because that person wasn’t family.
It feels like the only thing I’ve developed in life is a sensitivity to being watched.
To survive—or for appearances, or perhaps just to avoid being hit—I always had to react with sharp awareness.
As I stepped back into the house, the atmosphere felt oddly cold.
Ellie sat at the dining table, eating fruit with a slightly gloomy expression.
When she heard me enter, she glanced at me briefly.
Our eyes met.
Normally, she would have thrown some snide remark or chattered on about something.
This time, she reached out her hand and opened her mouth as if to say something, then shook her head and retreated to her room.
Still, it was much better not having to see her at all.
I headed toward the stairs and was about to go up to the second floor when I heard a voice calling my name.
“Emily. You seem to be getting along quite well with Ernst.”
I turned my head in the direction of the voice and saw Mother sitting with her legs crossed.
Had she just been chatting with Ellie?
“…Yes.”
At my response, Mother stood from her seat and slowly approached me.
Her expression didn’t seem pleasant, and a learned fear began to take over my body.
I didn’t tremble.
I just froze, paralyzed by the fear.
“Well, marriage is marriage…”
Mother came closer and stroked my cheek.
Then, suddenly, she slapped me hard.
Smack! My head whipped to the side with the sound, but I didn’t make a sound.
Perhaps some of the painkillers were still lingering in my system.
“Why don’t you ever listen to me?”
I looked at her.
There wasn’t any emotion in my gaze.
Lately, you seem like you’re listening, but there’s this subtle defiance about you.
It’s as if you’re arrogant, pretending to be something important.
Just like that time you suddenly asked your father to buy you an instrument.
Was it that she lacked emotions when she looked at me, or did she hate me so much that she couldn’t even vent her anger, leaving only this dry, hollow stare?
You’re nothing until you leave this mansion.
If I say something, you listen. If I hit you, you take it. If I get angry, you beg for forgiveness. That’s your role.
Then she grabbed my arm and pulled me toward a chair, forcing me to sit.
She picked up a piece of fruit from the table—one Ellie had been eating moments ago—and began speaking softly.
Or did you think that now that you’re grown, your father might protect you a little?
That frail excuse of a man didn’t say a word when I smashed those instruments you cherished so dearly. He just stood there watching.
Sometimes I wonder if I’m far too good for him.
“I’m sorry, Mother.”
“You should be.”
Mother placed my arm on the table and pressed down.
The wounds reopened, and blood began to seep through the once-white bandages again.
“You crawled into this world thanks to me, yet you always manage to make me so disgusted.”
Rather than focusing on the pain, I found myself trembling at the thought that she might drag me into the punishment room again.
That was the only thing I feared.
Emily, you looked so close with Ernst in front of the gate.
It’s not because you’re talented, or beautiful, or charming.
It’s because he likes the image of you that I created.
What should I say to that?
Should I explain that Ernst was only worried about me?
Or should I tell her that because she treats me like this, Ernst pities me enough to look my way?
But if I said that, she’d probably just take the credit and thank me sarcastically.
“I’m sorry, Mother.”
“If you’re sorry, you should be punished.”
“But what did I do wrong…?”
“You just talked back to me.”
For a moment, I almost let my expression slip in disbelief.
Mother smirked at me and continued.
And you’re still breathing.
Those disgusting eyes of yours—haven’t plucked them out yet.
And you’ve still left that hair as it is. How can I not be angry?
She was yelling, and I was afraid, but even so, I didn’t lower my head or shed tears.
Maybe it was pride—just a sliver—or maybe it was because Ernst had told me he would help me.
Because of that, I stared back at her quietly.
I kept my face composed.
No matter how much I suffered, how much my body rotted away, or how often Mother tormented me, I had been taught never to let my expression falter.
And now, it seemed that very composure dissatisfied her greatly.
Mother, visibly irritated, picked up a fork.
Since you don’t care for your own body and treat it so carelessly, it doesn’t matter if I treat it the same way.
Seeing as you ignore my words and behave like this, I suppose you think you deserve punishment.
Who would think they deserve punishment?
I certainly didn’t intend to part with my hair or my eyes.
My blood-red eyes and brittle white hair were mine alone.
As for the scratches on my arm, they were nothing more than spilled emotions—just a way to let out what had been festering inside.
They weren’t inherited from that repulsive, vain, and monstrous woman.
Nor were they passed down from my weak, indecisive father, who always let himself be dragged around by his wife.
They were entirely mine.
Mother’s words, though, would follow me everywhere—no matter when, how, or where.
But, well… I suppose I’ll brush them off with the same meaningless responses as always.
Unlike Emily’s self-loathing, I can at least recognize that I’m beautiful.
The world around me is beautiful too, if I exclude this cursed woman.
Oh, and maybe a few others.
Mother smiled faintly as she spoke.
“Ellie told me. She said the wounds on your arm were self-inflicted.”
I couldn’t recall why I had done it. Perhaps it was to erase traces of something, or maybe it was just out of emotion.
I tried to think back, but all that surfaced were scattered, incoherent thoughts.
Still, I didn’t want to offer excuses in front of this woman.
“If the body I gave you is so worthless to you, then I suppose it doesn’t matter if I do this.”
And with that, she drove the fork into my arm.
Not hard enough to cause deep damage, just enough to pierce the flesh slightly.
The fork dangled from my arm in a way that seemed almost pitiful—and oddly laughable.
“I’m sorry, Mother,” I said with a faint smile.
It didn’t hurt, so I could afford to smile.
Mother’s expression cracked slightly before she pulled the fork from my arm.
Blood began to seep out slowly.
“Have the servants replace your bandages,” she said.
“Yes, Mother.”
The crack in her expression quickly faded, replaced by a satisfied smile.
“Oh, right. Speaking of which, at the next ball, you should spend some time with Ernst. You seem to get along so well.”
“I will, Mother.”
And I heard that noisy stray cat that used to prowl around the front of the house ate something bad and died.
It was lying in front of the house, so I had Rin move it to the yard. You should go bury it.
“…”
“Answer me, Emily.”
“Yes, Mother.”
Mother patted my shoulder lightly before walking off to her room.
My vision blurred for a moment.
My instruments, my studies, my books, the plants and flowers I’d grown—and now, even the stray cat.
My lips quivered slightly.
Before going to bury the cat, I grabbed the fork and walked into the bathroom.
I scratched at the spot on my shoulder where Mother had touched me.
“Ah… ugh… ngh… ugh, ngh…”
I clenched my teeth and cried.
Sitting on the floor, I cried silently, biting down hard to muffle any sound as I scraped at my shoulder with the fork.
I clawed at the area on my arm where Mother had touched me earlier.
The feeling of scraping my flesh with a fork was strangely unique.
I had expected it to feel like my skin was tearing in four directions at once, but the sensation was singular, concentrated.
It didn’t hurt much.
Perhaps because of the painkillers.
Though I don’t think I took any today.
I had been trying to cut back, hadn’t I?
Maybe I was mistaken.
After all, with blood spilling like this, there’s no way it doesn’t hurt.
Does this even mean anything?
That thought froze my expression instantly.
At least the crying stopped; I suppose that was fortunate.
I wanted to make myself some coffee to deal with the pounding in my head, but the atmosphere didn’t allow for it.
Besides, the only coffee in this world seems to be the watered-down, bitter kind, nothing satisfying.
I got up and looked at myself in the bathroom mirror.
I didn’t look pathetic.
My hair wasn’t like that of an old man, all brittle and dry.
My eyes weren’t ominous, blood-red ones.
No, they were like jewels, vibrant red, with pure white hair that shimmered faintly in the light.
My face didn’t resemble either Mother’s or Father’s, and it was beautiful.
There’s no way someone like me could be hideous.
There’s no way anyone could wish for me to die.
If such a person existed, they wouldn’t be human.
Those who don’t love aren’t human.
The reason I’m human is because I love the world.
And those who aren’t human but pretend to be…

        
            Chapter 38: If Not
After cleaning up most of the blood splattered in the bathroom, I stepped out.
There was no need to clean the stains on my clothes—those would get dirtied by the dust and dirt anyway.
Everyone in the house was staring at me.
I had no idea what they were thinking.
If it was a pity, that wouldn’t be so bad in its own way.
Still, I couldn’t help but feel unpleasant.
It felt like I was being treated worse than those mere commoners.
Without bothering to put on shoes, I stepped into the garden.
I turned my head to look toward Ernst’s mansion.
“Hah, seriously…”
Even now, am I trying to lean on Ernst?
The thought struck me as utterly pathetic.
The cat was dead.
Examining it casually, it didn’t seem like it had eaten anything bad. Its neck looked like it had been strangled.
Perhaps it had scratched at someone while being choked, as bits of flesh clung beneath its claws.
I sighed and began digging into the ground with a small gardening trowel.
None of the servants came to help me.
Of course, it was only natural, given that Mother had ordered them not to.
I dug deep, ensuring the cat would never surface again.
Gently, I laid it down in the hole and covered it with plenty of dirt.
-Meow.
As soon as I finished burying it, I heard a cry. A kitten, resembling the black cat I had just buried, was crying from a corner of the garden.
When I approached, I realized it wasn’t alone.
Several kittens scattered, leaving just one behind.
I extended a finger toward the remaining kitten, and it let out a soft purring sound as its nose brushed against the tip of my finger.
A smile crept onto my face.
I carefully picked up the kitten by the scruff of its neck, walked out of the house, and rang the bell at Ernst’s mansion.
The butler with the white mustache opened the door. The moment he saw me, he rushed over.
“What happened to you? No, wait—please, come in…”
“Just tell Ernst to take care of this little one,” I said, handing the kitten over to the butler before heading back to my house.
I walked up to the second floor, took off my clothes, and washed myself thoroughly.
It stung a little.
I wondered if it was my skin or my heart that hurt, but I decided it didn’t matter.
How much more will they take from me?
While burying the cat earlier, I had fleeting thoughts of dying. But when I saw the kitten, those thoughts vanished instantly.
That’s why I left it at Ernst’s house.
I don’t want it to die.
If they find it troublesome, they might throw it out.
If that happens, there’s nothing I can do about it.
In the end, it’s not me who needs to disappear. It’s those who wish for my disappearance.
At least if my family were gone, life would feel so much simpler.
When the blood finally stopped flowing from my wounds, I dried myself off with a towel, threw on a dress, and went back to my room.
Instead of lying on the bed, I sat at the desk, resting my fingers on the table as I began to move them idly.
And my thoughts continued.
Inside this house are Father, Fabian, Daniel, Ellie, and Doan.
The fourth one, Doan, is always holed up in his room reading books, so he’s not much of an issue.
Father, being absent from the house more often than not, doesn’t require much thought either.
Besides, if asked whom he truly loves, the answer would undoubtedly be Mother, not me. He isn’t particularly reliable.
Fabian and Daniel… I don’t know how to deal with them yet.
Ellie? Our strength is still evenly matched for now. If I took enough painkillers, I could probably manage something.
And Mother… What should I do about her?
How do you handle someone who has tormented you so relentlessly for years?
Is she even human?
She doesn’t seem to love her husband or her children; she merely seems to possess them.
But that’s not important.
What I’m considering isn’t revenge—it’s more of a release.
The things rotting inside me have long since numbed me to anger.
What’s left is a faint sense of fear, some lingering terror, regret, and sadness.
Could I even kill her?
And after I do, then what?
The reason I haven’t fled this house is that I know full well that a far worse future awaits me if I try.
Even if I endure this treatment here, I understand what it means to carry a noble’s name in this wretched world.
If an ordinary girl walking the streets is kidnapped, no one cares. The only people who might search for her are her family.
But if a noblewoman is kidnapped or assaulted, the surrounding thugs and gangsters would all be rounded up—whether they were involved or not.
After all, they’re easy targets for uniformed men who carry batons in one hand and guns in the other.
That’s the kind of world we live in.
In a better world, I would have run far away already, finding a place to play instruments or work in a tavern.
There was a knock at the door.
I told them to come in without turning my head.
Whoever it was, whatever they had to say, I wasn’t in the mood to listen.
My head felt like it was burning slightly.
Judging by the maid’s uniform, it seemed to be Rin.
She undressed me and began applying ointment and wrapping bandages over my battered body.
There’s no extra pay for this, so why bother? Wouldn’t it be easier to huddle with the other servants and gossip about me?
People worship money like a god.
They think it can accomplish everything, so they dedicate their lives to it.
But money is nothing like a god. It’s not omnipotent, just useful. It doesn’t grant blessings or grace.
Servants usually perform acts of devotion or service either in the hope of earning more money or in the rare case when their employer is male and they themselves are attractive women, aiming for something more.
But Rin? She’s none of that.
Does she pity me? Is this her way of showing cheap sympathy?
If so, should I be grateful?
Would it be right to accept that with gratitude?
Nothing in this world feels right.
Things like altruism or love don’t seem to exist at all.
And the reason I keep circling around in my thoughts—I think I know it all too well.
Knowing Too Much Is the Problem
Of course, I am this clever—brilliant, even.
That’s why Mother was afraid to send me to school.
That’s why Father fought so hard against it, insisting I should just grow up to be someone’s kept woman.
It’s the same reason Fabian laughed when I said I wanted to learn what he was learning.
And Daniel? He’s nothing but a stupid fool.
Ellie? She reminds me too much of him.
I noticed Rin’s arm.
It bore deep scratches, as if clawed by a cat—a stray, judging by the jagged marks left by untrimmed nails.
Of course, Rin wouldn’t have wanted to do it.
Who would want to strangle such a sweet, adorable creature to death?
But being the youngest and the easiest to bully, Rin had probably been tasked with the job by the other servants.
“Rin.”
“…Yes, my lady.”
“There are kittens wandering the streets now, motherless and alone.”
At my words, Rin began to tear up.
It seemed she understood what I meant. Her breath quickened, and she began to hiccup.
“Hic… Yes.”
“I hope you won’t kill them. Of course, if Mother orders it, you’ll have no choice but to obey.”
They’ll likely starve to death anyway, without their mother.
If they’re lucky, someone like me might take them in. If not, they’ll end up eaten by something else.
“…Yes, my lady… hic.”
Rin is young.
Perhaps even younger than I am.
Or maybe we’re the same age.
I wouldn’t know; I don’t care enough to find out.
Either way, I wonder if I should ask Ernst or Aria to help Rin find work at another house. It would certainly be better than staying here in this madhouse.
She’s probably supporting someone—there’s no other reason for someone so young to endure working here.
It’s far too cruel to make a child work in a place like this.
Rin sniffled for a long time before finishing applying ointment to my wounds, wrapping them in fresh bandages, and leaving my room.
I kept tapping my fingers on the table, letting my thoughts wander.
“Hah, who’s worrying about who?”
It was so absurd that I burst into laughter.
I clenched my teeth to muffle the sound, laughing so hard that tears streamed down my face.
But these were tears of joy.
It must have been because I’d heard something so amusing for the first time in a long while.
Hours passed, and I went downstairs for dinner.
As if nothing had happened, I finished my meal and returned to my room, taking my medicine.
I slept. I passed the time.
I ate breakfast, washed my body, changed my bandages, took my medicine, ate, washed, changed my bandages, took my medicine, changed my bandages, washed, ate, changed my bandages, nodded at Mother’s words, obeyed her commands, said agreeable things to match the moods of Ellie, Fabian, and Daniel, took my medicine again, ate, washed, changed my bandages…

        
            Chapter 39: A Human…
I suppose I’ve been far too passive until now.
Tossed around by others, crumbling when things didn’t go my way, and resigning myself to despair without putting up a fight.
But that was unnecessary, wasn’t it?
When practicing piano, who stops playing altogether just because they hit the wrong key?
There’s still so much passion left within me.
Even now, I imagine the sound of an instrument I can no longer play, sketching out sheet music in a notebook and placing notes on staves.
I felt a slight need to move forward for once.
Fortunately, I’m surrounded by people.
Sure, they killed the cat I adored, but there’s at least one servant who helps me—perhaps out of guilt.
I still don’t know her name. Rin? Ren? Ran? Lin? I have no idea. But when I call out “Rin,” she comes, so Rin it is.
Then there’s Ernst: wealthy, tall, and impressive in every way.
And of course, there’s that beautiful friend from the same place I came from.
That makes three people.
Three is enough.
I’m going to kill Emily’s mother.
Whether it’s socially, physically, or mentally, I just need to destroy her somehow.
This isn’t a new thought, though you might think it just occurred to me now.
But if you’re dragged into the punishment room and beaten every day, these thoughts tend to wither.
Then, when your body is covered in wounds, coughing up blood, they resurface again.
Mother is not my mother.
She has never once told me she loves me.
Father, at least, even with his hollow words, has said that he loves me. It wasn’t heartfelt—it lacked any soul—but he still said it.
And since no parent fails to love their child, that means Mother isn’t a parent to me.
She’s just a bad person who shares my blood.
Perhaps she isn’t even human.
A person would at least love the child they gave birth to.
If possible, I’d like to make her so miserable that she can’t even tell day from night or control her own bodily functions. Unfortunately, I don’t have the means to do that.
I’ve even wondered if she might show some reaction if I flayed her precious Ellie alive right in front of her. But Ellie hasn’t done anything that terrible to deserve that, has she?
Perhaps just pushing her in front of a carriage or cutting her legs off would suffice—just enough to make her unable to walk.
Is Ellie even my family? When we were little, I told her I liked her and loved her countless times.
I really did adore her when we were young. But as she grew, she began to push me away, hurl insults, and constantly belittle me.
It’s the same for you, isn’t it?
But still, it’s not a sin worth dying for.
She’s just swept up in Mother’s influence.
A moderately miserable life would be punishment enough.
“Big sister, you seem to be in a good mood today…?”
It was a ball day again.
Ellie, helping lace up my corset, glanced at me with a slightly worried expression.
“It’s because I get to leave this wretched mansion.”
Her expression darkened slightly, so I decided to say something to cheer her up.
“Ellie, how about this: I’ll arrange for you to meet Ernst. After six songs have been played at the ball, go to the terrace on the far left.”
“Ernst likes you, not me.”
“Still, you should meet him at least once. You can’t keep sending letters forever.”
“…Is this what you want, sister?”
Lately, she’s been calling me “sister” quite often.
She used to look at me like one might look at a passing cripple, after all.
“Yes, it’s what I want. Ugh…”
As I spoke, the servant yanked the corset strings tight, as if she didn’t want to hear another word.
I was already thin enough; why did I even need to wear this?
Dressed in my gown, I climbed into the carriage. Mother was already seated inside, unlike usual.
“Emily, do you remember what I told you last time?”
“Yes, Mother. I’ll do as you said.”
I smiled brightly, as if truly happy to comply.
“You’d better. You always should.”
Mother nodded and added:
And when we return, I hope you’ll behave yourself and continue to listen like usual.
Every time you come back from a ball, you get so full of yourself. It’s infuriating.
“I’m sorry, Mother.”
“You always are. Perhaps the problem is that you, as a whole, are fundamentally flawed.”
Mother continued berating me.
For hours, as the carriage rolled along, she didn’t stop even once.
On a normal day, Ellie would have chimed in with her cheerful agreement, but she seemed tired. Her eyes were closed, pretending to sleep.
Her chest wasn’t rising and falling, so I suspected she was faking it.
I wouldn’t know for sure—I’ve never seen her asleep up close.
At the ballroom, the same tedious routine began: drinking meaningless tea, exchanging veiled insults with people whose names I didn’t know, and waiting for evening to arrive.
Aria eventually came to find me.
“…I’ve been busy lately, so we haven’t seen each other much. How have you been?”
I took a sip of tea, raised an eyebrow, and replied:
I’ve been doing well, of course.
You don’t need to be so concerned. I’ve managed quite well on my own so far.
Really, there’s no need to worry.
“Hmm, if you say so. But how’s your illness?”
“I’m not coughing anymore, am I? Lately, I’ve been feeling much better—ugh—overall.”
Even when the coughing starts, I can swallow it back down now.
Spitting up blood tastes metallic and bitter, after all.
The pain is secondary to that.
Since my insides have always been torn up, it doesn’t bother me much.
“…You don’t sound convincing.”
“Then trust me, would you? Haha.”
“Anyway, how about going to see Ernst for a bit?”
“Well, you’re going to see Ernst once the ball starts anyway, aren’t you?”
“Even so, for a while, you’ll have to talk to people, greet them, and all that.”
“That’s something for you and Ernst to do.
I’m not exactly in a normal position, so there’s no need for me to bother with any of that.”
“…Hmm.”
“Don’t look at me with that pitying gaze. It’s subtly unpleasant.”
“Sorry.”
There’s no need to apologize.
Anyway, today’s going to be a wonderful day.
“A wonderful day…?”
“Yes. I get to leave that wretched house and wander around freely for once.”
Speaking of which, when I meet Ernst, I should ask how big the kitten has gotten.
If Mother were gone, maybe I could keep one at home too.
Anyway, I spent some time exchanging meaningless banter with Aria before we eventually parted ways.
Once the ball began, music filled the ballroom.
Normally, I hated the clumsy waltzes they played, but today, for some reason, the tunes sounded cheerful and lively.
It must be because the music awkwardly shifted between polka and waltz—neither here nor there.
If that’s the case, they might as well play jazz; it’d be less grating.
Time continued to pass.
Perhaps because I was unusually cheerful today, many men came to ask me to dance, but I declined them all.
There’s no reason to cling to each other and twirl around when we’re not even friends.
Afterward, women began to approach.
They said they’d never imagined they’d see me smiling like this, always so stern-faced and lifeless-looking as I was.
They came forward with such remarks but quickly stepped back when I treated them like idiots.
Most of them were fools or low-ranking nobles, so there was no need to pay them much attention.
I don’t need to surround myself with people like that.
When five songs had passed, I went to the terrace on the far left.
There, a couple was embracing, their lips locked in a kiss.
They seemed on the verge of going much further.
The man noticed me and froze.
“…What are you doing here?”
“Leave. I have someone to meet here.”
When he asked who I was waiting for, I replied, “Ernst.”
He nodded and left.
I’d memorized the faces of the important guests here, so I knew there wouldn’t be any fallout from chasing him off.
Sure, I might be a fool, but Ernst isn’t, so this was fine.
I chewed a pill and a painkiller dry, without water.
And that herb-scented medicine the old man gave me—I took that too.
It was disgustingly bitter but not unbearable.
After another song ended, Ellie entered the terrace.
“Sister…?”
“I’ve been waiting for you.”
“Where’s Ernst?”
“Hmm, he’ll be here soon, I suppose.”
Ellie nodded and leaned against the railing by the window.
It felt a little premature, but I spoke up.
“Ellie.”
“What?”
“Am I really your sister?”
“Well, of course. You’re my sister.”
“That’s not what I mean. I’m asking if I deserve to be treated as your sister.”
“…I suppose I’ve been pretty harsh on you.”
“I thought so.”
“I’m sorry…”
“It’s fine. I didn’t care that much.”
“It’s just that, when we were younger, I envied how you were better than me at everything…”
From there, Ellie started rambling about this and that—how things had been since childhood, all the petty grievances she’d held onto.
I didn’t pay much attention.
I just nodded occasionally and smiled.
When Ellie finally began apologizing again, I moved closer and hugged her.
Come to think of it, I’ve never heard Ellie tell me she loves me.

        
            Chapter 40: I
If there’s one thing we both know, it’s that we’ve never been normal sisters.
Sure, we’re not normal.
What kind of sister looks down on her older sibling, or sides with their mother while she torments her?
I thought there was nothing I could do.
Mother had persistently brainwashed me into believing I was worthless, that I had no value.
But I’m not worthless.
It’s just that I’ve lived as if I were for so long that it seems impossible to escape this miserable reality without taking drastic measures.
Not that I’m talking about something like suicide.
Even if I’ve questioned whether life has meaning, I still want to live.
To give up on wanting to live would be the true end.
I need hope.
Hope that things will get better from here.
But I don’t want my happiness to depend on others.
If I did, I’d have clung to Ernst or Aria a long time ago, begging them to help me, to let me leech off their lives.
“Uh, sister!?”
“Do you not like being hugged? If you don’t, I’ll let go right away.”
“No, it’s not that. I was just surprised because you hugged me so suddenly.”
“Then that’s a relief. Truly, I’m relieved.”
As I held her, I whispered in her ear.
Ellie smelled of something sweet—flour and sugar, like cake.
There was also a faint floral scent, probably from some kind of perfume extract, adding a subtle sharpness to the sweetness.
What kind of expression was I making?
What was I thinking at this moment?
I could only see the ground at the edge of the terrace.
In the garden below, couples were holding each other, kissing, pressing their bodies together.
Did Emily ever want something like that?
To meet someone, to become close to them, to love them like that?
I don’t know.
And what about me, now that I’ve become Emily? What is it that I want to be?
I’ve lost faith in the basic truths: that people love people, that parents love their children.
“Ellie, do you hate me?”
“No, I told you, it’s fine…”
“Not hugging. I mean, do you hate me—Emily Reichten?”
“…I don’t hate you. Actually, I… like you…”
What a load of crap.
This isn’t one of those stories where people bully someone because they like them. What kind of nonsense is this?
If I pushed Ellie off this terrace, would she die?
Probably not—she’d just break an arm or a leg. That’d be it.
“Well, that’s a relief. Truly.”
I exhaled, slowly, once, twice, and murmured softly.
“But what if I did something unforgivable?”
“W-why are you asking me that all of a sudden!?”
“It’s not like you haven’t before. You once threw a glass at me over a letter I gave to Ernst.”
“I didn’t mean to…”
Even if it wasn’t intentional, the scars remain.
Maybe they’ve been building up inside me, little by little, since childhood.
I hugged Ellie tightly.
Not tightly enough to hurt her, though.
I guess there’s nothing I can truly do with my strength alone.
After all, Emily’s body isn’t very strong to begin with.
Even stepping on piano pedals to play a piece would probably be difficult with a body like this.
Hmm… maybe giving up on her legs would be enough.
I tried to push Ellie off the terrace, but my body wouldn’t move, no matter how much strength I tried to muster.
Was Ellie heavy like a pig, or was I just weak?
“Sister? Why are you leaning on me all of a sudden?”
“Oh, it’s nothing. My arm just got tired while hugging you. Sorry if it made you uncomfortable.”
“No! It’s fine. Really.”
“This reminds me of the first time we met.”
“…The first time?”
The first time after I became Emily.
Not that you’d understand even if I told you.
I understand very well why Emily fled this damned world.
I let out a hollow laugh.
Ellie, if you didn’t hate me…
You could’ve helped me a little.
You could’ve chosen not to join Mother in tormenting me.
“…Tormenting you?”
“Oh, so you don’t even realize. Or maybe you’ve just inherited her madness.
You’re so much like her—exactly like her. You’re the spitting image of Mother.”
The hair, the eyes, the nose, the mouth, the chin, the ears, the brows, even the slight wrinkles on the neck—there’s not a single feature you don’t share.
“Father thought I was someone else’s child and wanted to throw me out.”
Am I saying this out of inferiority?
Or is it because I still want recognition from that wretched woman?
Maybe it’s not me.
Maybe it’s the faint part of Emily still lingering in me that craves her approval.
But then again, what good would that recognition even do?
It’s horrifying.
Horrifying enough to drive me mad.
I can’t even imagine her smiling, stroking my hair, or praising me.
Since childhood—ever since I became Emily—she’s always looked at me as if I were trash.
That’s the same look she gave everything I cared about.
Music is beautiful.
The music in this world is less so, but it doesn’t matter—I carry the most beautiful pieces within me.
I used to share that beauty through performances, and my family seemed satisfied by it.
If it had been Ellie or Fabian performing instead of me, Mother probably would have seen it as beautiful.
But it was my performance—something associated with me—and so she looked at it with disdain, with hatred.
Yet I still sought her approval.
Emily longed for her praise, to hear her say she was proud to have Emily as her daughter.
“S-sister.”
“What? Nothing. Just the kind of thoughts I usually have.”
“Did you really ask me to meet Ernst just to talk about this…?”
“This? It’s an important topic for me, in its own way.”
Come to think of it, I’ve teased Ellie plenty of times before, but I’ve never outright said, I really hate you.
I suppose now’s the time to do it.
“Important? How?”
Ellie seemed slightly irritated.
Why? Hmm. Is it because she didn’t get to see Ernst? Or because I tricked her?
Because someone like me tricked her.
A smile crept across my lips.
Was it a mocking smile or just a self-deprecating one?
Either way, it didn’t really matter.
“Ellie, you said you didn’t hate me. But I really hate you.”

Honestly, isn’t that fair?
When you ordered me to run errands, I ran them. When you told me to crawl, I crawled. When you hit me, I took the blows…
“……”
“I don’t wish you were dead or anything. But I wouldn’t mind if you tripped over a doorstep and fell flat on your face.”
I stepped back slightly as I said that, leaning casually against the terrace railing.
And it’s not like you haven’t tormented me either.
Don’t try to deny it. You always ridiculed me, belittled me, humiliated me…
I trailed off, realizing I could go on forever if I didn’t stop myself.
I took a deep breath in and let it out slowly.
I needed to calm down.
If I let my emotions spiral out of control, I might lose myself and jump over the railing then and there.
Anyway, all that talk about Ernst was a lie.”
…Then I’ll leave. Don’t call me for nonsense like this again.
“Don’t go. I think I’ll feel a little sad if you do.
“……”
Ellie sighed, looking at me as though I was being a nuisance.
Still, there was something different about her movements—they seemed careful, almost considerate, as if she were worried about me.
It felt strangely unfamiliar.
If she suddenly starts acting like this, I can’t even have fun messing with her properly.
“You said you didn’t hate me, right? You even said you liked me, hah.”
“Yes, I like you. Now please, get down from there…”
I took a deep breath.
When you say something like this, it’s important that your voice doesn’t tremble.
Emotions tend to make it shake otherwise.
“Do you really like me?”
“Yes, so please! Just come down!”
“Heh, no.”
Ellie started moving toward me cautiously.
So, I decided to act on what I had resolved.
“Everything’s just so damned awful. I think it’s about time I did things my way.”
Ellie asked me what I meant by that.
I climbed onto the terrace railing, perching there, though I didn’t stand up.
Standing would attract too much attention.
I didn’t want to ruin the mood of the couples kissing in the garden below. That would just be rude.
“…So now it’s not just your arm—you’re planning to die in front of me too?”
“I don’t know. You’re the one who left scars on my arm, so would you be the one to push me this time?”
Jumping from here probably wouldn’t even kill me.
“P-please, hic, just… just come down.”
Ellie was either overwhelmed with emotion or trying to seem pitiful.;
She was crying as she pleaded with me to step down.
She continued inching closer to me.
“Ellie, does your bedroom window open easily?”
“……”
“I’m just feeling a little stifled. Why are you crying? Haha.”

        
            Chapter 41: Just Like That
If I think about it in terms of the old world, it’s around the age when someone might be in middle school.
Come to think of it, Ellie seems to fit perfectly into that age group.
Arrogant, ignorant of her own limits, pure in some aspects, and wicked in others.
She might actually like me as family.
Because of puberty, though, she’s unable to admit it openly, constantly deflecting my words and putting me down.;
At some point, even that behavior probably became a habit.
“Don’t come near me. Stay away. Or I’ll just push you off.”
Not that she’d really push me.
If she leaned back far enough to fall, at most, she’d hit her head on the way down.
And if that happened, my head would stop being a head.
It’d probably splatter everywhere like a slightly crushed watermelon, pink chunks flying all over the place.
Ellie, with a stupid expression on her face, nodded and backed away from me as far as she could.
Watching her, I smirked, climbed off the railing, and stepped onto it instead.
Balancing on that narrow space like a tightrope walker, I swayed back and forth.
Feeling giddy, I lifted my toes and even bounced up and down.
There was no one around to see me anyway.
It wasn’t like I was making any noise.
“Ah.”
Then, I momentarily lost my footing.
Even that felt amusing, and the smile on my lips didn’t waver.
It’s probably similar to people in the old world going paragliding or bungee jumping. Except, I didn’t have any safety gear.
Safety gear? That’s for cowards. It’s actually pretty fun to move my body however I want.
I’ve never been able to do anything entirely my way—not breathing, learning, walking down the street, taking a stroll, or even growing a single weed. Never my way.
Ah, now… Now, for the first time. Finally, I might actually be free.
The one thing I truly own—my body, my life—might end if I use it like this, but isn’t this the very moment I finally live freely?
What a pitiful life that must be. And yet, probably a very common one.
Why? Every morning, people in carts come by the tower to clean up the bodies. Prostitutes, lovers whose parents opposed their union, debtors, young runaway kids who made extreme choices, gamblers who lost everything, married couples shattered by infidelity, those who found life so dull they’d rather die, and the hopeless fools who might have wanted to live but couldn’t find a way.
Fortunately, since they fall from such high places, it’s enough to gather their remains and load them onto carts. The rain will take care of the bloodstains eventually.
And if it gets too unbearable to deal with the smell, the people around here will take care of it on their own.
Ellie was staring blankly at me. My body tipped backward.
For a moment, the sensation of falling gave me chills. That distinct, tingling feeling in the back of my knees—it was that.
Of course, I wasn’t going to land headfirst.
It’s not like this was some massive tower or a building with ten or twenty stories. At most, it’s just three stories.
Who could die falling from the third floor? I guess someone might.
As my body leaned halfway back, Ellie’s face stiffened, and she reached out toward me.
Her outstretched hand seemed almost mocking. She must have incredible reflexes.
I was too weak to push her away. We really aren’t blood-related, are we?
Anyway, Ellie grabbed my wrist.
“Hey, Ellie. Even if I fall, I don’t think I’ll get seriously hurt.”
“Are you serious? Why are you doing this in front of me!?”
“It’s hard to hold on. My wrist hurts. Let go, will you?”
To be honest, I didn’t even want her fingers touching me.
“I told you I hate you. It’d be fun if you got into a bit of trouble.”
“It’s not like anything bad will happen. Ellie, do you think Mother would even scold you if she thought you pushed me?”
My wrist ached.
The lack of circulation was making it numb.
“Ugh! What—what are you doing?!”
I clenched my fist and struck Ellie’s wrist as she held onto mine.
She didn’t even flinch.
Maybe I should start exercising once I’m better. My body is absurdly weak.
It’s not like I suddenly don’t want to fall anymore. It’s not like it’ll hurt that much anyway.
At least, it won’t hurt as much as having my whole body shredded by shards of glass.
Anyway, Anyway, Yeah, what was I trying to say? I tilted my body slightly, catching a glimpse of the sky, and forgot.
It must not have been important if I forgot it so easily.
Anyway,
It’s not that high, so even as I tipped backward, I ended up falling feet-first.
Three stories, that’s all.
I hit the ground.
My shins and ankles hurt quite a bit. Judging by the fact that I couldn’t stand, they’re probably broken.
Feeling oddly refreshed, I sat on the ground and chuckled for a while.
It’s not like anyone died, so nothing major happened. Other than Ellie looking a little shaken, nothing will be said about it back at home anyway.
But her expression earlier was absolutely priceless.
The kid who parroted everything Mother said, bossed me around, and always looked down on me—making that face.
I know very well that this is a petty, lowly emotion.
But I’ve lived as a garbage bin for feelings like this.
In the end, is this all I can do?
Even so, I don’t want to let these thoughts and feelings eat me alive, ending up dead and alone like so many others.
I still love myself.
Unlike the common folk, I won’t succumb to self-loathing.
“Ow, this hurts.”
It wasn’t enough to bring me to tears. I just kept sitting there.
People began gathering around me, but most of them left when they saw I was fine.
Since I wasn’t crying from the pain, I must’ve seemed fine enough.
Well, I guess watching someone fall is more entertaining than couples making out.
Still, it’s not very amusing if the person doesn’t get seriously hurt.
Some people pointed at Ellie, whose face was peeking out from the terrace.
Murmur, murmur.
The buzzing of whispers surrounded me.
“Didn’t they just throw themselves off?”
“But I swear I saw that girl push them just now.”
“What on earth happened to make them fall?”
“Are they crying?”
“Wait, so they pushed them and now they’re crying about it?”
Well, Ellie did push me.
She shoved me, probably hoping I’d just die on impact. But by some miracle, I landed on my legs.
Murmur, murmur.
The chatter around me sounded like that in my ears, though it’s possible they weren’t actually saying those things.
When I looked up, Ellie’s face peeked out from the railing.
I squinted, and her crying face came into sharper focus.
For some reason, she was covering her face and sobbing loudly enough for me to hear her clearly from down here.
“…Excuse me, are you alright?”
A woman approached me, holding a fan in one hand and locking arms with her lover. She spoke in a tone that seemed genuinely concerned.
“I’m fine, thanks. I fell by accident while fooling around.”
At my response, the crowd gave Ellie and me a look as though we were lunatics.;
Then, they slowly drifted back to their corners to resume whatever they’d been doing—probably gossiping and making out.
Honestly, I wasn’t pushed. I just couldn’t muster enough strength to push her back, so I decided to fall for the hell of it.
How much could she have eaten to make herself so impossibly heavy to budge?
After some time, Aria—not Ernst—arrived.
“Could you help me up? Or, better yet, carry me?”
“…I heard you fell from up there. That’s a lie, right?”
Aria stood with her arms crossed, looking at me like a teacher confronting the class troublemaker.
“Ah, no, I did fall.”
“Then why the hell are you so fine…?”
“Oh, should I start bawling and whining instead? ‘It hurts! It hurts so much I could die! God, this hurts like hell!’ Would that suit you better?”
I shrugged and planted my hands on the ground.
“If you don’t believe me, well…”
The moment I tried to stand, my ankle gave out, and maybe because it hurt so badly, I collapsed right back down.
“Ahh…”
With my face smacking the ground in such a pathetic display, Aria rushed over, startled.
She hiked up her skirt to check my ankle.
It wasn’t red so much as tinged with a faint purple hue.
Aria stared at me for a long moment before lifting me up in a bridal carry.
She placed me into a rather luxurious-looking carriage.;
Though my leg throbbed slightly, the soft cushioning made me feel oddly deflated.
“Hey, can you put me down now?”
“…Be quiet.”
“Loosen that frown a little. If you keep scowling like that, it might ruin your pretty face.”
At worst, she’d just become one of those sharp-featured beauties.
Though right now, her expression had a slightly gentler vibe.
“Where are we going?”
“…To the mansion. You’ve been visiting cheap clinics since you won’t even call for a proper physician.”
“There’s nothing wrong with that.”
“…The medicine there is cheap.”
“Aria’s maid friends and even those well-off commoners all use that cheap medicine, you know. Brilliant Lady Aria.”
“Why are you so snarky!? Can’t you just stay quiet for once?”
I struggled and squirmed, trying to sit back down on the ground, but of course, it was a futile effort.

        
            Chapter 42: Living
Aria had loaded me into the carriage.
It felt a lot like being kidnapped, but apparently, she’d sent someone to the ballroom where my family was and obtained permission beforehand—with a little compensation to sweeten the deal.
Maybe she slipped a gemstone into the letter. Permission, huh. I’m not sure what to make of it. Am I some kind of object?
Like one of those things that, if you send enough money along with it, no one bothers worrying about where it ends up.
I closed my eyes. Still, it felt like something lingered in front of me.
Just earlier, dancing on the railing had been so much fun. Maybe the rush of excitement had loosened me up.
My leg throbbed relentlessly—does the word “throb” even do justice to this kind of pain? Still, the ache seemed to bring a strange drowsiness with it.
“…Why did you fall?”
Why did I? At first, I hadn’t even thought about falling. I’d been more focused on pushing Ellie off.
But, amusingly, I lacked the strength.
I’m not talking about background, status, or money—I mean actual physical strength.
It’s so ridiculous, it’s laughable.
I’d called her out intending to shove her, but when I couldn’t muster the strength, I ended up falling myself. What a mess.
Even the most uninspired clown couldn’t stage such a boring farce.
Maybe I should get myself a gun.
Aria’s gaze was starting to sting, so I mumbled a half-hearted excuse.
“Well, maybe Ellie pushed me. Probably.”
Hearing that, Aria began pressing me for an explanation.
Too tired to deal with it, I leaned back, closed my eyes, and fell asleep.
When I opened my eyes, I was greeted by an ornate ceiling.
It wasn’t unfamiliar, but it certainly wasn’t my dreary room.
The ceiling was dome-shaped, decorated with gleaming glass and various embellishments. Honestly, this wasn’t just a mansion—it was closer to a palace.
I turned my head toward the window. It was still dark outside.
“Oh, you’re awake,” a voice said.
I turned toward the sound and saw a man in a uniform, reading a book.
“You’re lucky you weren’t seriously injured. We’ve applied ointment to the swelling.;
As long as you keep the splint on and avoid putting pressure on your leg, you’ll recover in no time.”
Recover in no time, huh. Even illnesses don’t heal that quickly.
I felt a cough coming and held my breath to stifle it.
I was annoyed to feel a nosebleed trickling down instead.
The man offered me a handkerchief, but I ignored him and took one out of my pocket to wipe the blood away.
Aria had brought me here.
What was she doing now, leaving me in this room?
“Where’s Aria?” I asked.
“She’s likely resting in her room,” the man replied.
For some reason, the bleeding wouldn’t stop.
I kept wiping at it, but soon my handkerchief was stained entirely red.
Seeing this, the man took my handkerchief and handed me a clean white one from his pocket.
“I’ll call for the young lady. She was terribly worried about you.”
“…Don’t bother.”
“Regrettably, I am employed by the Eisenach family.”
What was that supposed to mean? Doctors were supposed to bow their heads, take their pay, and follow orders, weren’t they?
Oh, right. I don’t have money.
Even a back-alley prostitute could afford a meal, yet here I was.
The man left, and shortly after, Aria entered the room in her nightclothes.
Her face was slightly tear-streaked. Since when were we close enough to worry about each other like this?
“I heard your leg’s broken,” she said.
“It’s not too painful. I’m fine.”
“…You can’t be fine if it’s broken.”
When you’re hit, abused, or lightly waterboarded on a daily basis… Well, it still hurts.
You just get better at enduring it.
Or maybe you just get used to it.
“Has anyone in my family come looking for me?” I asked.
Aria’s expression turned slightly sorrowful as she shook her head.
“Not even one person?”
She nodded—only one.
Ellie, of course.
“Maybe I shouldn’t have done it.”
Watching her cry had felt strangely satisfying, but now a faint sense of guilt was starting to creep in.
Honestly, it wasn’t guilt. Ellie only got upset—she didn’t lose anything.
I kept muttering to myself.
My throat felt a bit dry.
I made a request to Aria.
“Tea, coffee, water, alcohol—anything’s fine. Could you bring me something to drink?”
No one had died, and no one had killed anyone.
In about three days, people would laugh at this ridiculous, pathetic farce and move on.
At most, it’d become the kind of story people tease Ellie with now and then.
Why not? After all, nobody died.
There wasn’t anyone to complain about Ellie either.
Mother would likely have tried to cover up the whole thing, regardless of whether Ellie pushed me or I jumped myself. Or maybe she wouldn’t even want to know.
For her, it would just be a case of Emily daring to upset Ellie.
Anyway, the people at the ballroom wouldn’t know what happened.
Ellie’s crying and my pathetic fall would’ve been drowned out by clumsy waltzing.
Nothing worth telling others about, really.
Sure, it ended boringly and insignificantly, but… I hoped it wasn’t so boring and insignificant for Ellie.
If it was, then what was the point of my dramatic leap?
If Ellie was truly shaken, then breaking both legs was a price I could live with.
Aria eventually brought me a cup of coffee.
When I asked why she hadn’t had a servant do it, she said it was too early to wake them.
She’d also brought sugar, though I wasn’t sure why. Pinching a bit with my fingers, I popped it into my mouth before slowly sipping the warm coffee.
Aria then asked me a question.
“Uh… this might be a little impolite, but…”
“Say it. Since when has politeness been a thing between us?”
At that, Aria let out a dry chuckle.
“…Did your sister really push you?”
“What do you think?”
“…What do I think?”
She looked confused.
Honestly, this was the kind of moment where picking a villain and throwing stones at them felt right.
But I didn’t want to lie to someone offering me help or pity.
“Do you think Ellie pushed me? Or that I jumped myself?”
“You could’ve died, you know. Why would you—ah.”
“Go on, say it. No, wait. What do people think?”
“…Most people think your sister pushed you. I thought so too, up until a moment ago.”
“Then Ellie pushed me. How could someone as frail as me jump from such a high place?”
“…”
The look in Aria’s eyes shifted slowly, moving from pity to something else.
I didn’t know what that something was, but whatever it was, it made me uncomfortable.
“And when I return home, I’ll be the strange one. Mother will lock me in the punishment room, whip me a bit, and I’ll go back to being a normal child.”
Aria opened her mouth to speak but closed it again, repeating the action as if unsure what to say.
“Suddenly feeling like the person you wanted to protect and care for is a bit… off?”
“Why on earth…?”
“I told you, you wouldn’t understand. Last time, too—you practically forced me to accept your help.”
She even took my medicine away back then.
I drained the coffee in front of me. It jolted me awake, though not in a pleasant way.
“…You said you’d help if I was struggling. But why would you do things like this when you’re sick? Is it because you hate your sister?”
“Hate her? No, it’s not hate. It’s just dislike.
Honestly, she’s like a bug. Watching her crawl around is gross. Ahaha.”
“That’s not something you say about family…”
“What would you know? That’s not family.
If that’s family, then I suppose all of Don Corleone’s associates who kissed his hand would be considered friends.”
“What are you even talking about?”
“The Godfather. Haven’t seen it? Well, no surprise there. Someone who skips out on cake because it’s too expensive probably wouldn’t spend much on cultural experiences either.”
I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath to calm myself.
This wasn’t about what I should or shouldn’t say. Bringing up a family in front of me in the first place was… No, wait. That would make it seem like I’m venting, wouldn’t it? Maybe I am venting.
Not that it matters. If I want to live as I please, venting should be fine too.
“I don’t need help, nor pity. Not that I find it unpleasant, but I just don’t need it. I can do anything on my own.”
Except running.
I can barely run for ten seconds before I’m gasping for air like I’m about to die.
Physical activity isn’t my strong suit, but falling off railings? That I’m good at.
Not many people can say they’ve done that, so I’d call it a specialized skill.
“…You’re too sick to move properly. You realize you’re acting like a madwoman, don’t you?”
At her words, I inhaled deeply. And then, very slowly, I exhaled.

        
            Chapter 43: Madwoman
The word hit me hard.
It lingered in my mind, demanding denial—yet I couldn’t immediately dismiss it.
“That’s…”
After some thought and mental acrobatics, I finally came up with the perfect response.
“I’m the sane one. It’s the rest of you who are strange.”
Madwoman, what a ridiculous notion. The real madwoman is my mother.
Would a sane person do such things to her own daughter, all because she had red eyes and white hair?
The madman is my father. Sure, at first, he pushed me away because he thought I wasn’t his daughter.;
Fine. But even after learning the truth, he treated me with reluctance, offering material support but withholding affection.
If he truly thought of me as his daughter, he’d treat me like Ellie.
Or maybe, as Mother says, it’s because I’m ugly. Ha.
The madman is Fabian. He joined Mother in tormenting me, and now that I’m breaking down, he doesn’t try to fix me. Instead, he tries coaxing me, like I’m a fragile toy he still wants to use.
What a vile person.
The madman is Daniel. I’m his sister, yet the way he treats me is unbefitting even for a servant, let alone family.
To him, I’m a toy—a stress reliever, nothing more.
The madman is the fourth sibling. I barely even remember their name. Some shut-in, holed up with books, socially inept.
And the madwoman is Ellie. After treating me like garbage, she now claims she doesn’t hate me. She even cried when I fell.
If Ellie had been the one to fall, I would’ve laughed, wondering what the hell she was doing.
So, clearly, I’m the normal one. It’s my surroundings that are the problem.
I moved toward Aria, who stared at me as though I were something alien.;
My broken leg slowed me down, but she was just sitting in a chair by the bed.
“Do you think this world is normal? This patched-together mess, cobbled from scraps of the world we used to live in?”
I grabbed her wrist. Her skin was warm.
Maybe this warmth is normal. My fingertips were always icy, whether due to poor circulation or because my body was just cold.
Aria flinched slightly at my touch. Though I lacked strength, when I tugged lightly, she let herself be pulled toward the bed.
I stared at her face for a long time.
Still breathtakingly beautiful. If I were still a man, I might have acted on my desires by now.
“No matter how miserable this body may be, I can still achieve anything. I could write a book for factory workers, miners, or farmers, and turn this world upside down.”
This world lacked the fiery propaganda that could hypnotize the masses back home.
“In my mind, I hold countless beautiful melodies from the geniuses of the paradise we left behind. And my head is filled with all sorts of random knowledge.”
“What does any of that have to do with you throwing yourself off a terrace?”
She spoke with pointed logic, as though trying to reason with me.
But logic and reasoning are wasted on someone who’s deeply down.
And I was profoundly down.
Maybe it was because of my broken leg. Or because I realized my fall had been utterly meaningless.
That’s why I didn’t call for anyone after falling. Even though I knew my leg was broken and in excruciating pain, I just sat there, grinning.
I wanted to be alone.
I was tired.
“Hmm. It doesn’t have anything to do with it.”
I slid my hand down from her wrist, entwining my fingers with hers. One by one, I laced my fingers through hers. Aria didn’t pull away.
“But you don’t have anything to do with me either.”
“…We came from the same place. Didn’t we agree to be friends?”
“Friends, friends. Sure, it sounds nice. Feels nice. But we’re not friends.”
I leaned in closer. My chest brushed against hers—it seemed larger than I’d expected.
“No matter how many times we hold hands, talk, hug, or even have fun together.”
“…Why?”
Her voice carried a faint edge of irritation. I hugged her, patting her back soothingly.
Resting my chin on her shoulder, I whispered softly, though the posture felt awkward—likely because I couldn’t move my legs freely.
“I don’t need help. I can handle everything myself. Has Ernst—or you—ever truly helped me?”
The room seemed to spin slightly as I spoke.
“You two—happily saving the pitiful lunatic! Sickly, filthy, ugly, strange, cutting herself all the time—but you’re such good people, so you’ll save her!
Even though she’s mentally ill, even though she’s always carving lines into her arms, you’re such saints to help someone like her! Hah.”
This wasn’t what I wanted to say.
I didn’t want to vent like this. So why were these words spilling out?
“I’m just angry. That’s it. Angry, and blurting nonsense…”
I cut myself off mid-sentence.
“Listen. My life was perfect. I got a lucky break, landed a job paying twice the average salary, and despite retaking a year after slacking off, I went to a prestigious university.
During that year, I even dodged active-duty military service and served as a reservist instead.
When I was younger, my mind was sharp, and I absorbed all sorts of knowledge like a sponge.”
Wanting to Be Saved
“Love life? Ha. God, what am I even talking about…”
Faint memories began surfacing, as though obscured by clouds.
I worked slowly, bought a house, watched movies, read novels, played the piano, and the violin.;
Sometimes I’d mess around on the drums, blow a trumpet, or pluck at the contrabass.
I didn’t like jazz much, but everyone around me seemed to love it. It was an ordinary, typical life.
If you asked whether I was happy, I probably wasn’t. But I was content.
It was enough to feel like I was leading a normal, decent life.
“Back in our world, the standard for ‘normal’ was ridiculously high. Here, the peasants feel accomplished if they can manage one meal for their family.”
I slowly started unraveling my story. Aria was the first person to hear this from me.
Although, her real name probably wasn’t Aria.
“I’m not… I’m not this pathetic. I’m not some wretched lunatic. I don’t even use polite speech. That’s something my wretched mother forced onto me.”
A trembling sensation crept over me. It wasn’t Aria who was shaking—I was.
“This isn’t me. If this is who I am, isn’t it just too pathetic? I was perfect. I’d prepared for a perfect life.”
The thought of being someone with no control over anything—it was too miserable to bear.
But that’s all Emily is. Not me, but Emily.
I’m not Emily Reichten. I don’t have brittle white hair, nor these red eyes. My skin was a healthy yellow. Back there, I was a mocked ‘monkey’—an Asian.
Now, it’s this pale, ghastly shade. Not even white—just pale.
It’s disgusting. I’m—I’m not Emily. I’m not!
“…If you’re not Emily, then who are you?”
“Exactly. Who am I, then?”
I nodded, thoughts tumbling over one another. No answers came.
After mulling over it for a while, I shifted the subject. I didn’t want to dwell on it anymore.
I used to tell myself I wanted to live. But honestly, I’ve always wanted to die. Today, tomorrow, yesterday—I’ve always wanted to die.
But every time I try, I start seeing beautiful things.
The words I’d buried deep inside were surprisingly easy to dig up.
Aria, have you ever seen stray cats in the streets?
Even the rats scurrying near the sewers are kind of cute, as long as you don’t touch them.
When I see weeds or wildflowers growing by the roadside, they remind me of myself. It’s comforting in a way.
I coughed several times, spitting out words that scratched my throat. I dirtied the expensive blanket with my blood.
“When I want to die, I start noticing these things. But when I want to live—oh, God. Why did my cat… why did my cat have to die?”
Suddenly, I hated Rin.
What was that cat thinking as it suffocated, leaving its kittens behind? Maybe it wasn’t thinking at all—it was just an animal.
Or maybe, because it was an animal, it thought of its offspring more than a person ever could.
“I don’t want to die miserably, wasting away.
I want… you know, a meaningful death.
Like sacrificing myself heroically for a great protagonist or dying tragically for a noble cause.”
I loved movies like that. The protagonist survives, but the supporting characters—charismatic and compelling—die in memorable ways.
I wanted that.
I knew I wasn’t the protagonist, after all.
Aria pulled me into a firm embrace and began patting my back.
I buried my face in her chest and stayed like that for a long time.
“Save me.”
The words weren’t mine.
But they came from my mouth.
Maybe Emily said them. But I was Emily.
So who spoke those words?
After pondering for a while, I simply pressed my face deeper into her chest and stopped thinking altogether.

        
            Chapters 44: Just That
Unfortunately, among my neighbors, there is no grumpy old German painter with a full beard.
Nor am I afflicted with some strange, melodramatic depression like the one that makes people weep about dying when the last leaf falls.
I can’t deny that I’ve said I wanted to die. Other people, too, casually blurt it out when a bit of misfortune interrupts their otherwise happy lives.
Maybe it’s just a part of me.
But on second thought, I realize that I want to live. No one truly wants to die.
This back-and-forth, this dizzying uncertainty—it’s probably because I haven’t been taking my medication.
One thing’s for sure: I want to get out of here. I don’t want to stay in this lavish, pristine mansion anymore.
It’s not something that should have been given to me.
“I think I misspoke earlier. I’m sorry, Aria.”
“…Forget it. Just stay in bed. Your leg is in that state, so why do you keep trying to get up?”
I tried to rise but fell again, pain surging through me. Aria caught me, startled, but I pushed her away and began crawling toward the door.
It’s been a while since I crawled like this—it was oddly amusing.
Until Aria effortlessly picked me up and placed me back on the bed.
“Do you pity me?” I asked.
“…Yes.”
“Is that so?”
“Aria, I have a favor to ask.”
“Tell me. If I can, I’ll help.”
“If my cough gets better, or if I feel like I’m about to die…”
I trailed off mid-sentence.
“…Maybe you should stop talking about dying.”
Instead of replying, I asked her a question.
“Why are you doing all this for me?”
I asked hesitantly, knowing full well that I was a worthless person—neurotic, sickly, and useless. Helping someone like me is a waste of time.
“Because I consider you a friend.”
“We’re friends?”
Aria said yes, with conviction.
I covered my face with my hands, rubbing my eyes furiously. It made me feel a little better.
“Ernst said he’d visit, didn’t he?”
“He’s busy, so he probably won’t come today.”
I nodded, unsure what could possibly keep Ernst busy. Still, friends, huh.
I don’t get it. A friend is someone you know well, someone you’re close to. That’s all. But I don’t think I fall into that category.
“Is there a musical instrument in the mansion?”
“There’s a piano, and I have an old violin from when I was young.”
“When morning comes, lend them to me. You’ve given me a drink, a fine room, and splints for my leg. I’ll repay my friend with a performance.”
Aria looked puzzled.
“Ellie’s Perspective”
Ellie claimed—whether it was an excuse or the truth didn’t matter—that Emily had fallen.
She said Emily had been dancing on the railing before it happened.
Did my youngest daughter expect me to believe that?
It didn’t matter. What mattered was that Emily must have upset Ellie somehow.
She always did.
Even now, I can’t forget the humiliation she caused me.
Though I had never been unfaithful, everyone accused me of sharing my bed with a nameless man behind my husband’s back.
They ridiculed me—my parents, my in-laws, my friends, everyone.
But I swear, the first man I kissed, the first man I slept with, the only man I’ve ever been with, is my husband.
Now it’s almost laughable, but my husband still feels guilty and uncomfortable around me because of it. He avoids coming home, claiming he’s too busy.
As far as I’m concerned, a woman belongs to her husband. A man so easily shaken by something he owns isn’t much of a man. But I’ve benefited from it.
Thanks to his absence, my children obey me without question. Daniel, Ellie—they listen to me perfectly.
“Mother, Emily can’t move because she’s hurt! Shouldn’t we send for a physician?”
Ellie’s pleading made me smile as I stroked her head. Ah, my lovely, obedient daughter, so much like me.;
She’s nothing like that strange creature with red eyes and white hair—so different, so alien.
That girl has always been a thorn in my side, and she’ll live her life burdened by guilt for it.
Even now, she has the nerve to lift her chin as if she’s done nothing wrong, ignoring the generosity of food, shelter, and even medical attention I’ve allowed her.
She needs to learn where all these things come from.
“Is it really necessary to send for someone? If she fell on her own, as you said, she should handle it herself.”
Ellie looked shocked at my response, so I quickly embraced her, soothing her.
“Ellie, as I’ve told you before, your sister only exists to make things difficult for you. She called you there to upset you, knowing she wouldn’t have the courage to seriously hurt herself.”
“But, Mother, she fell from there! She’s definitely hurt!”
Nothing but Another Incident
Not many people had gathered. At most, a few couples strolling through the garden stopped by to watch for a moment before leaving.
So, it would remain a trivial incident, not something to occupy people’s conversations for long. It would fade away, forgotten—unless Emily had fallen headfirst and broken her neck.
“You said it yourself, didn’t you? That she was just sitting there laughing below. Let’s just take the carriage back, the two of us. That child needs a good scolding.”
Because I’ve lost everything. Because of her, I lost it all.
Ellie and I locked eyes.
“Well? Answer me.”
“…Yes, Mother.”
When Ellie calls me “Mother,” it feels genuine. But when she calls me “Mother,” there’s always an air of distance, of hesitation.
Perhaps this feeling grew stronger from the day she suddenly asked me to buy her musical instruments. She acted like she’d become a completely different person.
That child wasn’t particularly intelligent. She wasn’t particularly talented.
When I scolded her, she used to beg for forgiveness, pleading that it was her fault. But one day, though her mouth still said the words, her eyes began to carry a chilling look.
Even her appearance was nothing like mine—there was always something unsettling about her. It must have been those wretched red eyes.
There was a time when I tried to stop hating her.
Once, I even thought locking her in the wardrobe after punishing her was too harsh.
But in the end, that child doesn’t feel like mine. She must be a devil—or a demon—that devoured the baby meant to be born and took its place.
She may share my blood, but she knows too much. She knows things she never learned.
Even after reading just one letter, she could read the same books as Fabian, who had been tutored by excellent teachers.
So I stripped her of everything. Everything she was inexplicably good at, I took from her.
“Ellie, if your sister upset you, why don’t you rest in the parlor for today?”
Ellie nodded and walked off to the parlor.
As expected, Emily is nothing but trouble for this family. She’s ruined the once-happy, harmonious home we had from the very moment she was born.
I should have let my husband throw her away when she was just a baby.
The lively music from the ballroom filled the air again. Dancers formed circles, spinning endlessly.
Ernst, the young man from the neighboring mansion, seems to have taken quite a liking to Emily. Perhaps I could sell her to him for a fair price.
It’s only natural for a son-in-law to offer his mother-in-law a thoughtful gift, after all. And given Ernst’s wealthy family, I expect a thoughtful gift to be quite impressive.
If it doesn’t meet expectations, I could always marry Emily off to some rich old man instead.
At one point, I considered handing her off to the young friend my husband introduced me to. But Ernst is clearly a more valuable match.
I dropped hints to Emily about this, speaking lightly of reality and the situation she’s in.
Whenever I broach the subject, her desperate clinging to Ernst, as though she’d rather die than end up under some bloated old man, is laughable—even to me.
When I was young and forced into an engagement with my husband, my mother said something I’ll never forget:
“Children are the rightful property of their parents, so they must obey.”
Back then, I hated those words. But now, I can’t think of anything more agreeable.
Before Emily spirals completely out of control, she must be dealt with.
Once, she ruined everything I held dear. So, it’s only right for her to be ruined as well.
But since I plan to sell her, she must at least resemble a person.
Because no matter how I look at her, that unsettling child is not my daughter.

        
            Chapter 45: Normal
Morning had arrived.
Aria was slumped over asleep beside me, while I sat half-reclined, barely propped up.
“Wake up.”
“…Mm, ah, it’s morning already.”
I felt sticky, uncomfortable.
“Can I use the bathroom?”
“The bathroom?”
“I’ve been sweating a lot.”
“…And how exactly do you plan to wash up with that body?”
“I’ll manage somehow.”
Aria seemed to think it over for a while before scooping me up without warning.;
Hoisting me over her shoulder like I was being kidnapped, she started walking somewhere.
“Come to think of it, I could just help you wash.”
She carried me into the bathroom. As she began slowly undressing me, her face reddened for some reason.;
It wasn’t that kind of embarrassment—it was the kind that comes from irritation or frustration.
“Your body…”
“My arms? Oh, that was Ellie. The rest? My mother, who put her heart into beating me. Even bruises don’t heal anymore. Maybe I’m just… broken.”
I chuckled faintly as she finished undressing me. Before stepping into the bathroom proper, I let myself go limp, leaning entirely on her for support.
Aria carefully washed me, her hands moving gently over my skin. She kept her clothes on the whole time.
Even though a pretty girl was bathing me, it didn’t feel remotely suggestive. Was it because of my body?
My mind screamed that I was still a man, but all it left me with was a deep sense of melancholy.
I closed my eyes. Then I reopened them.
Nothing had changed. My body remained the same. I guess waking up as someone else only happens in stories.
“…Does it hurt?”
“No, it doesn’t. Just wash me properly, okay? By the way, don’t you usually have a servant handle this sort of thing?”
“You were an adult who bathed yourself. Asking someone else to do it now feels… strange.”
“You could just think of me as a slightly malfunctioning, self-operating showerhead. Convenient, right? Even if some models don’t work properly.”
“Did your mother tell you that?”
“Maybe. Or maybe it’s just something I came up with.”
Once she had washed me off lightly, Aria lowered me into a massive tub—one so large I hesitated to call it a bathtub.
The warm water stung my skin. I didn’t let it show.
“Aria.”
“What?”
“If I asked you to get me a gun, would you?”
“…No.”
“Why? Afraid I’d blow my own head off?”
“Yeah. Look at your arms.”
“This? It’s because I want to live.”
“Who cuts themselves because they want to live?”
“When my head feels like it’s about to burst, watching blood trickle out clears it up—like drinking a cup of really good coffee.”
I missed good coffee.
There used to be a little shop near the subway that sold Americano for 1,300 won. I never went back after trying it once, but now I feel like I could drink it and call it amazing.
At least it wasn’t poured by someone stacking paper filters one after another. And the grounds wouldn’t settle in a clump at the bottom of the cup.
“I don’t want to go back to that place I have to call ‘home.’”
All I had there was a bed, a tiny table, a chair, and a set of drawers. Even that room was so cramped it was nearly impossible to move around.
The mansion is enormous, yet my room was like that. Probably a repurposed storage closet—they hadn’t even bothered to clean out the musty smell.
“I don’t belong there. Where I should be is a six-pyeong chicken-coop apartment I managed to snag with a bit of luck.”
Now that I think about it, I used to have a cat. A black one—I just called it “Blackie.” I thought it was a clever name at the time.
I wonder if it starved. Or maybe someone came to my place and helped it.
What about my car? I used to pay 200,000 won monthly for a parking permit.
It wasn’t an expensive car—a secondhand one I bought from my uncle—but now I can’t help wondering.
I don’t know. I really don’t know.
Why am I living like this? Why am I still wearing Emily’s skin?
Why Can’t I Get Angry?
“…Stay here for a while. I’ll write to your family, tell them you’ve hit your head and can’t get up.”
“Heh. This isn’t the place for me, either.”
“Then what?”
“This is where you find love, where you’re destined to be happy with someone else. It’s all been decided. I’m just a blemish in your story, muddling everything up.”
What am I even doing? Am I being ungrateful to someone who’s taken me in, spouting nonsense instead of showing gratitude?
I don’t know. I don’t know why I’m alive, why I breathe, or why I feel relieved by the fact of living despite constantly questioning it.
No, maybe I do know. I think I’ve started to understand my role, what’s been given to me, and what’s likely to come.
I’m an impurity. Something you wouldn’t notice up close, but from above, anyone could point out as wrong, out of place.
Everyone shines, but I’m the one sunk deep, dark, and murky.
“When someone offers help, I shove them away with useless pride. I wallow in misery alone, making myself the pitiful clown people laugh at. You should be clutching your stomach, marveling at where this ridiculous jester came from.”
If I embarrass myself, you could easily laugh and go on to live a happy life with Ernst. Eventually, I’d fade from your memory. So why do you care so much?
That’s why I’m an impurity. Because if you don’t clean me up when you can, I’ll leave a stain.
Maybe that’s why I feel so strongly that I’m not Emily. Emily should have been forgotten.
But I’m not forgotten. I can’t be.
Pure white is clean and pretty, but filthy red leaves a stronger impression.
“I swear, I never understand what you’re talking about. We’ll be having a normal conversation, and then you say something completely out of nowhere.”
“So what? Just get me a gun. That’s all I need. You said you’d help, didn’t you? Save me?”
Maybe it was the heat from the bath, but my head felt foggy.
“I haven’t fired anything but a rifle before, but I’ll figure it out! I’ll blow my own brains out, or kill Ellie, or shoot my mother…”
“Why does it always come back to this kind of talk with you? We were talking about where you’d stay, and then—ever since I met you, it’s been the same! Every normal conversation turns into something gross and unsettling!”
Aria’s voice rose, her fists clenched and trembling.
Our eyes met. It was a familiar look.
The expression I see when I look at myself.
Specifically, the look I get when I view myself as Emily. It was also the expression Mother made just before she started beating me.
Contempt. That’s what it was.
For a moment, I couldn’t breathe.
I’ve seen that look countless times, but for some reason, seeing it from Aria filled me with dread—a deep, rising fear.
I don’t even want to live like this. So why do I keep twisting every word, every thought, into sarcasm and negativity? Is it just the way I’m built?
Was Mother right? That I’m weak, pathetic, and stupid, and that’s why I live like this?
I told myself I’d stop the pointless self-loathing. But if there’s meaning in it, isn’t it worth continuing?
To become better, to be a proper human being, you chip away at yourself—flesh and blood, figuratively speaking. Though for me, it was often literal.
“I’m just… anxious. Sorry for saying such unpleasant things.
Could you please lower your hand? I’m sorry. Really, I am.”
I was trembling all over.
Aria’s face softened, guilt flashing across it. She looked at me the way someone looks at a child they feel obligated to care for.
It left a bitter taste. All I could feel was self-reproach.
My life has been perfect. Why did it turn out like this?
Not without its blemishes, sure, but still… perfect.
Before I realized it, I’d clenched my teeth, instinctively bracing for a hit. I adjusted my posture automatically to avoid breaking anything when the blow came.
It was reflexive. Learned. Terrifying how effective conditioning is.
Even when it’s not Mother standing before me, it ensures compliance.
Mother’s ancestors must have been slave traders. The kind who trained captives to sell them as obedient merchandise.
The thought made me hate myself even more.
Or maybe that’s just my imagination.
No—it’s not.
I love myself.

        
            Chapter 46: Perhaps
;
Aria stared at me for a long time before muttering an apology and leaving the bathroom.
She said she would wait outside, but saying that made me feel like I had to hurry and finish washing.
Once Aria left, I rose from the bathtub and quickly cleaned myself off.
All I had done was clench my fists tightly and press my hand over my chest, yet… she wouldn’t hit me. No, she wasn’t someone who’d ever hit me in the first place. So why?
Why did I do that?
We don’t resemble each other at all.
Even our hair colors are different.
How do I cut this off?
Was it a mistake to suddenly ask her to get me a gun in the first place?
But without a gun, I feel like I can’t accomplish anything.
My mother’s words, actions, violence, emotions, expressions—they’re all etched into my mind and will never disappear.
Even if I don’t die of illness but grow old and die of old age, they will still linger.
If I ever got dementia, I’d probably mistake a passerby for my mother, sobbing and begging them to stop hitting me.
That would be too, too painful.
Not that I want to live long enough to lose my faculties, but I doubt I’d even reach that age.
Still, it feels like I could escape, even just a little.
If I could live my life without ever seeing her face again, that would be enough.
I’ve never held a gun before.
But it’s a gun—once it’s loaded, you just pull the trigger, right?
It’s much more practical than carrying a kitchen knife or some odd blade.
If I brought one of those, I might not even get the chance to swing or stab before my mother, barehanded, would kick me down and overpower me.
It’s not like such a weapon is particularly large anyway—barely the length of my hand. At best, it would draw laughs from people rather than fear.
If I ran around waving it, I’d probably collapse after coughing a few times.
My body was just that weak.
Maybe that’s why I felt so miserable.
My eyes began to burn slightly, and before I knew it, tears were streaming down my face.
I wanted to claim it was just soap getting into my eyes, but unfortunately, I’d had them closed the entire time.
Honestly, isn’t this world made not for Aria, but for me?
A story where, after enduring endless oppression, I escape this absurd life with a frail arm holding a single gun.
Of course, who escapes this absurd life remains uncertain.
How unfair.
It’s not like I asked to be born as Emily.
It’s not like I’m unattractive.
If I were where I originally belonged, my face alone could probably ensure I’d never have to worry about money.
Ha.
Why does my mother, so high and mighty, expect so much from me?
In the end, this is the only way, isn’t it?
And yet, the person who promised to help me kept delaying the surest solution and looked at me with that face.
That face my mother made when she looked at me like I was trash!
And she claims to be my friend.
Maybe I really am trash.
Living, breathing food waste.
Not easily burned and left to rot with time.
Suddenly, a happy thought crosses my mind.
Aria eagerly finds and hands me the gun, and the next day, I return to the mansion.
As always, the family eats together.
Maybe even my father will be present at the dinner table, and I’ll hide the gun under my clothes.
None of them ever pay attention to me anyway, so they won’t notice anything odd.
After some idle conversation, I’ll say or do something my mother dislikes.
Or I could hurl curses at her.
And when her face twists in anger and she tries to drag me to the punishment room, that’s when I’ll pull out the gun.
I’ll probably tremble uncontrollably—not just from fear, but from joy!
Even imagining it now fills me with delight, so how ecstatic would I feel in that moment?
Who should I pull the trigger on first?
Daniel will undoubtedly be beside her, insulting me for my audacity.
Yes, let’s start with him.
Meals always begin with an appetizer before moving on to the main course, don’t they?
But when my blissful fantasy ends, all that’s left is the pitiful sight of myself.
No matter how much I drench my mind with thoughts of my greatest desires and dreams, the wretched girl in front of me doesn’t disappear.
Grabbing my neck tightly, I held on for a moment.
Since it was my own hands, the grip simply caused my breathing to hitch a little before my strength naturally gave out.
I stared at the marks left on my neck, forcing my dismal expression into a bright smile and shaking my head.
After washing my face and cleaning the scars on my arms, legs, and hair, I left the bathroom.
When I opened the door, I saw Aria sitting by the door, looking slightly downcast.
“All done? That was quick.”
“…Yeah.”
“Shall we head for breakfast?”
I nodded instead of replying.
Aria slowly rose, supporting herself against the floor, and brought me some clothes.
It was a long outfit that covered all the scars on my body.
“Oh, my mother and father will be at the table, too, but don’t feel too pressured. I’ve already told them you’re a friend.”
“…That’s still plenty of pressure.”
“There’s no helping it. By the way, the clothes look good on you. They didn’t look this nice when I wore them as a child.”
“When did you wear these?”
“Probably around when I was twelve?”
The clothes fit me perfectly, clinging from the sleeves to my chest, waist, and even down to my ankles.
If I’d been able to eat well and sleep soundly, I might have grown to be like Aria…
No, there’s no point in thinking like that.
Aria led me through a long hallway to a warm, inviting space.
The room was filled with the aromas of food, tea, coffee, and fruit.
In the center was an elegant oval dining table with twelve chairs around it.
Sitting at the table were a middle-aged couple and, for some reason, a servant sharing the meal.
I stood there awkwardly, unsure what to do, until the middle-aged woman noticed me and spoke.
“So, you’re the girl named Emily.
I’m so grateful that my daughter’s only friend has come to visit the mansion.
Breakfast is simple, but there’s plenty of delicious food. Come, take a seat.”
“Yes, yes.”
I was welcomed.
Stammering like an idiot, I quickly walked over and sat down.
Aria, sitting beside me, couldn’t seem to stop giggling for some reason.
The middle-aged man, likely Aria’s father, gave me a brief nod before continuing his meal.
That kind of simple acknowledgment was easier to handle.
After all, in this setting, I was the subordinate.
Still, seeing a servant eating at the same table was… unusual.
“Mom, doesn’t this outfit I used to wear look great on her?”
“It does. The girl’s so pretty; that must be why.”
Aria and her mother were deep in cheerful conversation.
Their casual and warm interactions made me feel out of place.
So this is what a conversation between parents and children looks like—lighthearted, saying whatever comes to mind, without calculations or restraint.
I found myself envious of them, a realization that surprised me. Shaking the feeling away, I resumed eating.
Just as Aria’s mother had said, the food was delicious.
It was tasty, though it didn’t lift my gloomy mood.
Still, I needed to take my medicine—the one kept at the mansion.
If I told Aria, she’d probably help me find something suitable.
I placed a slice of smoky, firm cheese on my bread, spread a bit of jam over it, cut it into bite-sized pieces, and popped one into my mouth.
Then, the man across from me—Aria’s father—spoke.
He was gazing at me with a look of concern or perhaps worry.
“You’re from the Reichten family, I hear.”
“Yes, that’s correct.”
“You don’t resemble the others in your family much, do you?”
“Maybe my mother picked up someone else’s seed along the way.”
The words came out sharper than I intended.
Was I too frazzled to maintain even basic courtesy? Or had I simply grown tired of pretending?
Perhaps it was because I found the sight of servants, parents, and children sitting together to eat unfamiliar—so strange, in fact, that I lashed out.
If I were myself and not Emily, I’d probably think this was a more proper world.
The atmosphere turned cold.
Aria had stopped her conversation with her mother, now looking at me with a slightly troubled expression.
This wasn’t a place I belonged.
“That’s not how I meant it,” Aria’s father said, his tone calm. “But it seems I upset you.”
“I’m sorry. I—”
What was I supposed to say?
That I was in a bad mood?
That I acted out because I thought I could get away with it, seeing someone unfamiliar?
No matter what I said, the truth remained: I had made a fool of myself.
While I scrambled to find a response, Aria’s father spoke again.
“I’ve heard from Aria that you’re not in the best health, and it’s made you sensitive. My apologies, child. If you wish, I can summon a physician at once.”
I was fine.
I wasn’t even that sick.
What was he going on about?
Aria and her mother didn’t look at me with disdain or pity for being unrefined. Instead, their gazes were filled with something akin to compassion, as if I were some poor, unfortunate creature.
I stuffed another bite of food into my mouth and silently waited for the meal to end.
Once Aria’s parents left the table, Aria approached me, her face full of things left unsaid.
Before she could start, I spoke first.
“Aria, I think I’ll just go back to the mansion. I’m sorry for causing such a scene.”
“…Do you realize there’s blood on the corner of your mouth right now?”
;

        
            Chapter 47: Abnormal
I wiped my mouth.
“It must’ve been some jam that got smeared while eating.”
“…Don’t say such ridiculous nonsense.”
The blood on the back of my hand wouldn’t come off.
I hated it so much that I closed my eyes for a long time, and when I opened them again, the blood was gone.
Did I unknowingly wipe it on my clothes?
“Just let me go. You say I shouldn’t ask for help, but then you say I can’t leave either. Do you want to control me as thoroughly as my mother does?”
At those words, Aria shouted furiously.
To be honest, it scared me.
I didn’t show it, though.
Was it because my body was in this condition?
Or because I was tormented by paranoia?
Everything around me felt terrifying, so much so that I wished it would all just disappear.
“That’s not what I mean! Even if you went back, all you’d get are cheap, ineffective medicines that barely work!”
Cheap medicines were enough for me.
After taking them, my coughing lessened, my fever almost disappeared, and painkillers made me feel lethargic, numbing the pain.
It was much better than asking my mother to call a physician only to end up locked in the wardrobe without treatment for daring to say such a presumptuous thing.
Was it wrong to take those cheap medicines?
Maybe someone like me wasn’t even supposed to be alive in the first place.
Unbidden, negative thoughts welled up, crowding my mind.
Cheap. Yes, that’s right. Cheap is all I have.
And it suits me perfectly. Cheap things fit me best.
That’s exactly what I am. I guess I was born to be this way.
Born to be crushed underfoot by some successful protagonist, only to disappear forever—a piece of garbage created for that sole purpose.
Maybe I was born to be discarded, so the story could move on without someone as unpleasant as me.
No matter who Aria ends up with, someone like me wouldn’t be part of the epilogue.
One breath, then another—my emotions wouldn’t settle. I took a third.
I closed my eyes, plastered on a smile, straightened my back, clasped my trembling hands together, and spoke.
My feelings are cheap, and my behavior is downright disgusting.
I can’t even muster the courage to be angry at my mother, yet here I am whining to you, begging to be let go.
Even a streetwalker who charges the price of a loaf of bread doesn’t flip-flop this much.
“…For now, I’ve already gotten the medicine, so just stay here,” Aria said.
“You got me expensive medicine? Wow, how generous.”
I knew that wasn’t what she meant, but I couldn’t help myself.
“My family couldn’t care less if I live or die, yet here you are, a stranger, trying to help.”
“A friend can do at least this much. Now, calm down and go to your room—”
“Ha, how touching. But my pretty young lady, my dear sweet young lady, this isn’t the kind of help I’m asking for.”
What I wanted wasn’t to cure the illness in front of me but to eliminate the direct cause.
Honestly, it doesn’t matter if this sickness doesn’t go away.
If I can achieve what I want, I don’t care if I die bleeding out.
People might think the causes are starvation, cold, unsanitary conditions, stress, a cramped room, or abuse, but in the end, it boils down to one person.
If I could just get rid of that one person, everything would be resolved.
You don’t die from a mere cold.
It’s just a damn cold. What I need isn’t a cure for myself but a way to deal with the people killing me.
But no one would ever acknowledge me.
Because that person gave birth to me.
That person gave birth to me.
Not me, but Emily. Yes, goddamn Emily.
It’s not me. I’m not their child.
What makes me is my parents.
Not the damn Reichten family, but my parents… who were they?
I can’t even remember their faces, names, or how much they might have loved me.
“I thought I was special, but I’m not.
If I had lived under the delusion of being special, maybe I could’ve been happy. But someone pulled me down to reality.
If that person disappeared from the world, I think I could finally be happy.”
“So, you want to…”
“They’re not my family.”
“…”
“They’re not my family. Family is what you just showed me—people laughing and chatting together.
All I have are terrible people I share blood with.”
“And why are you suddenly calling me ‘young lady’?”
“Because a flower-filled head, or perhaps an empty one, is best addressed as ‘young lady.’
Go a little further, and you might be a princess, but calling you that might be treason.”
“…Are you mocking me?”
Probably not.
I genuinely thought Aria was that kind of person.
“It’s not a mockery. It’s just the truth.
Just let me go. I don’t need your medicine, your help, or anything else.”
“Ernst will be here soon—”
“What does it matter if Ernst comes?
That idiot who calls himself my friend doesn’t even know how I’ve lived in that damn house for the past few years. What does he matter?”
Was “idiot” too harsh?
Maybe I should’ve softened it to “oblivious friend.”
I took a deep breath.
I wanted to yell, but I couldn’t.
It was like my strength had drained away, forcing me to stay calm, which only made me feel more miserable.
“I’ll leave. Should I return these clothes?”
“…I said I’m not letting you go.”
I gently pushed Aria aside and tried to leave the room.
But she grabbed me, and with the servant who had been lingering by the wall, they carried me back into the room and shut the door.
I struggled to escape, but Aria crossed her arms and stood firmly in front of the door.
The room had a chair, a bed, a table, and a window.
It was neatly arranged, the perfect size for one person—a room Aria must have prepared in advance.
I walked to the window and touched it without much thought.
The latch on the window was securely fastened, locked tight.
Had Aria anticipated that I might break the window and escape? At some point, she silently moved to stand beside me.
I let out a hollow laugh and sat down on the bed.
It was large and ornate, but fundamentally, it didn’t feel much different from my room.
What’s the point of having a spacious room?
What’s the point of being born into a bloodline with just enough prestige to avoid outright dismissal?
What’s the use of knowing how to play countless instruments or memorizing endless movies and novels?
For some reason, I can’t even remember my parents’ faces anymore.
“Are you going to keep me locked up here and raise me like this?”
“Just until your body is well enough. You should rest here.”
“Fine, whatever. That works.”
I spent the time sitting on the bed.
Aria, seemingly neither bored nor occupied with other tasks, kept watch over me like a hawk.
When lunchtime came, I didn’t go to eat.
Aria had a servant bring the food to my room, then personally fed me.
Afterward, she forced me to take some bitter, nameless medicine.
I tried keeping my mouth shut, but she pried it open and shoved the medicine in.
When dinner came, I didn’t go again.
Once more, Aria had the servant bring the meal to the room, and she fed me again.
And once again, she shoved that same bitter medicine into my mouth when I tried to resist.
I don’t know if it was laced with a sedative, but I felt incredibly sleepy afterward.
The last thing I saw before drifting off was Aria’s concerned face.
***
The next day arrived.
I stayed in the room, doing absolutely nothing.
Aria, for once, seemed to have other matters to attend to and was nowhere to be seen.
It was a refreshing morning.
Though I couldn’t open the window to enjoy the morning air.
But then, what can’t be done?
If you try, everything is possible.
I can do it.
Lifting the chair, I hurled it at the window.
The sound wasn’t quite a shatter—it was more of a thud-crash sound.
Regardless, the glass broke.
Despite getting a few minor cuts here and there, including on the soles of my feet, I managed to climb over the window frame.
I heard the door open behind me, followed by the sound of commotion.
Looking back, I saw startled, perhaps horrified, servants talking amongst themselves.
It was only the second floor.
Though it seemed higher than the third floor of the ballroom, jumping down wasn’t anything new to me.
Looking at the ground below, I spotted Ernst, his face painted with surprise.
I, too, felt a bit flustered and scratched my cheek, waving at him.
“Hey, Ernst! I’m jumping, so catch me!”
I spoke softly; maybe he didn’t catch my words.
The servants were clearing the broken glass from the window frame and preparing to climb out after me.
I didn’t want to be caught and dragged back inside.
It felt a bit rude, considering this wasn’t even my house, but Aria was the one who locked me up, so it wasn’t entirely my fault.
If I landed headfirst and Ernst failed to catch me, I’d probably die.
But surely, he’d catch me somehow.
I stepped onto the edge of the roof, then launched myself toward him.
I let my body go slack as I leaped.
And just as I expected, Ernst caught me with ease.
“Knew you’d catch me,” I said with a smirk.
Our eyes met.
“Why do you look like that? It’s no big deal.”
“…I wasn’t expecting to catch a girl jumping off a roof this early in the morning.”
“Well, that must’ve been shocking.”
“Yeah… incredibly shocking.”
His response struck me as amusing, and I burst out laughing while still in his arms.

        
            Chapter 48: Optimism
There’s a peculiar person I’ve come to know.
With crimson eyes and snow-white skin, her hair matches mine in color, and when she flashes a light smile, she looks incredibly adorable.
Though, it seems she doesn’t think highly of her own appearance.
She’s someone who comes from the same place as I do.
Perhaps someone slightly unhinged.
Someone whose circumstances evoke an unavoidable sense of pity.
A person who’s irritable yet fears inconveniencing others.
Someone who places others on an impossibly high pedestal while viewing herself with deep cynicism.
All of these words describe Emily.
She appears to have lived a rather successful life, unlike me.
I lived in an orphanage.
As a result, I never had school friends. The orphanage was small, and there wasn’t a single other child my age.
Looking back, I can talk about it casually now, but at the time, it felt like a deep, festering wound.
After all, I was ostracized at school.
Not severely bullied, but enough to notice—books slightly tattered, graffiti on my desk.
Words like “orphan,” “empty-headed,” “born this way,” “idiot,” thrown around casually.
Still, I think the school lunches were pretty good.
In any case, time passed, and I got into a reasonably okay university in a reasonably okay major.
It was the kind of school where people might recognize the name, but ask about its job prospects, and the answer would be, “Well, it’s hard to say.”
Unsurprisingly, given I got in through rolling admissions.
If you ask whether my life after leaving the orphanage was happy, the answer would be no.
I didn’t starve, but eating three proper meals a day felt like a luxury.
Most days, I bought cup noodles or rice balls from convenience stores.
Premade lunchboxes cost over 4,500 won, so they were out of reach.
When I didn’t feel like eating, I’d nibble on army biscuits.
If I was lucky, I’d find a bakery about to close and buy soon-to-be-discarded loaves or dried-out bread at a discount.
I thought I’d make friends in college, but I didn’t.
I wasn’t bad-looking, but people always said after talking to me, “You seem a little… off.”
Eventually, the only people who approached me were men.
And back then—just as I do now—I longed for love.
Not just the kind you read about in novels but the kind that could happen in real life.
In romance novels, a perfect prince often rescues a helpless but beautiful woman.
And I thought, maybe that could happen to me too.
It was a ridiculous notion, but when you’re eating cheap, dry rye bread three times a day, your mind starts to wander like that.
To be honest, the taste wasn’t great, but it was enough to fill my stomach.
Anyway, all of that is irrelevant now.
After scraping by, I didn’t die from a car accident but was instead hit by a motorcycle delivering food.
My last memory was of being struck by that motorcycle, so I’m pretty sure that’s how it happened.
Maybe a car ran me over while I was lying there—but that doesn’t matter.
After all that suffering, perhaps as a reward, I was reborn in a new world.
A world just like the ones I used to read about in novels.
I wasn’t unhappy here.
My parents loved me, didn’t restrain me like some others might, and let me do whatever I wanted.
Buy land, open a shop, host my own balls, meet new people, learn things I’d always wanted to try…
It might sound obnoxious to say, but even the slight changes to my appearance didn’t bother me.
After all, I was born this way here, and I wasn’t exactly unattractive in my previous life.
I felt like my future was set—one where I’d fall in love, have children, and live happily surrounded by them until I died of old age.
Here, I wasn’t just some useless girl with a pretty face.
I was a unique person, perhaps a bit eccentric, but that was all.
Though I didn’t have many same-gender friends, I was born into a good family, wasn’t tormented by anyone, and even made a few close friends.
Yes, I had everything I’d ever wanted:
Parents who loved me.
Even though Emily said servants couldn’t be friends, I believed I had some.
And besides the servants, I had Emily.
And a group of genuinely amazing people who admired me.
A sprawling mansion, an endless supply of money, a bloodline that commanded respect.
Until I met Emily, I thought I had it all.
At first, I couldn’t understand her.
How could someone who escaped such a horrible world be unhappy in this perfect one?
But that was before I understood anything.
For Emily, the pain hadn’t ended when she came here.
Could I help her?
Could I make her see this world as beautiful?
She asked me to get her a gun.
If I gave it to her, she would use it to kill those “family members” who always spewed hateful words at her.
Should I stand by and let her do it?
I was pondering this while asking the butler where one might acquire a self-defense pistol when a new maid came rushing in with urgent news.
Ernst apparently hurt his shoulder catching me.
Even though he hadn’t complained about it at the time.
Now he was being treated by the physician at Aria’s mansion.
As for me, I pulled the glass shards out of my body and was locked back in the room.
This time, there weren’t any sharp or dangerous objects around.
It seemed they had cleared away all the sharp objects in such a short span of time.
What is this, a mental asylum?
I pressed against the door, but the servants on the other side were using their strength to hold it shut.
What brazen commoners.
It’s no wonder their heads always end up smashed by mounted officers.
Feeling my mood grow colder, I sat in a chair at the table.
I sipped the now-cold coffee in front of me.
I hadn’t expected even the coffee cups to be blunt and sturdy.
They didn’t seem like something I could break with my strength.
After some time, Aria entered the room, her face tense and on the verge of tears.
“Why did you jump?”
“Because I trusted Ernst would catch me.
And he did, didn’t he?”
“What if he hadn’t caught you? You could’ve been hurt…”
Not just hurt—I would’ve died.
I hadn’t meant to say it, but the words left my mouth before I could stop them.
“Not hurt—dead. And if I survived with a cracked skull, that’d be its own kind of misery. Anyway, can’t you just let me out of here?”
“How can I, when I don’t know what else you might do!?”
“Then tell me, what do you think I’ll do next?
If locking me up were a real solution, why not tie me to a pillar and leave me there like my mother did?”
Though I’d been slightly cut by the glass, the injuries weren’t severe. I had roughly applied some ointment and covered the wounds with white bandages.
They stung a little when I walked, but it wasn’t unbearable.
“That’s not what I mean…”
“Aria, you seem… really happy with your life. It’s nice to see how positive you always are.”
“What are you even talking about?”
“I’m saying that sometimes, your view of this world and mine don’t align.
But, well, I do think this world is beautiful. That’s why I want to live.”
“If you want to live, then—!”
“What I mean is, living isn’t just keeping your heart beating and lungs working.
Right now, I’m as good as dead.”
For a while, I avoided looking at her, unwilling to confront these thoughts. But Aria forced me to face them.
That day—when my mother smashed all my instruments and no one stopped her. That day, yes, I was already dead.
I had tried to stop her, flailing and pleading, but a mere child can be easily kicked away.
As I stood there, helplessly watching the things that made up my identity be destroyed, I began to die inside.
So my mother is a murderer.
She’s already killed me, in every way that matters.
If I were to shoot such a person, would it even be considered a crime?
I’m not free. I’m rotting away, dying slowly.
Ignored so naturally, dismissed as cheap, incomprehensible.
And yet, I’m not demanding those things from you.
“If you just stay alive… somehow, eventually…”
Aria started to speak but faltered, breaking into tears.
There must have been a story, some reason behind it, but I didn’t particularly care.
We weren’t close enough to delve into such matters.
To her, being alive must mean clinging to mere physical existence.
Would she consider someone lying immobile in bed, unable to move, relying on others for everything—even for basic bodily needs—still “alive”?
“That’s… not right, is it?”
I took another sip of coffee.
The beans must’ve been switched because the bitterness was more pronounced.
Yet it left a pleasant, fragrant finish that added sweetness.
It was satisfying in its way.
Now that I think about it, there was something I was supposed to do this morning.
I can’t quite remember what it was.
It was probably nothing important.

        
            Chapter 49: Childish Thoughts
Ernst returned, but nothing seemed to improve. There were no meaningful exchanges of words, no lifting of the mood.
All Ernst did was glance at me with a troubled expression, sit down, and sigh.
“…The doctor said your body is so weak that even taking medicine must be done with caution.”
“Who said that?”
“The physician who prescribed your medicine.”
“Quack. I’m walking around just fine and even jumped off a roof. What about me seems weak?”
“……”
“So, when exactly are you going to let me leave?”
“At least stay until the scratches on your body heal…”
“Sure, whatever.”
For someone who had seemed ready to imprison me forever, that was surprisingly acceptable.
“So, how long do you think we can keep this up?”
“Keep what up?”
“I’ll go back to the mansion, and another identical day will begin.”
“…Still, I’ll help you. Over time, things will change, even if only a little. And Ernst is right next door, too!”
I didn’t understand why they wanted to help me, but I suppose something might change.
Even if it does, though, it’ll all still be the same at its core.
Even so, nothing will truly change.
The fundamental problem remains unsolved.
I told you the solution, and you refused it.
Ernst, oblivious to the context, asked Aria what the solution was.
Aria, sniffling and teary-eyed, couldn’t even answer.
What… What do you expect me to do?
I’ve never even seen your mother’s face, so I don’t know. But still, she’s your parent—that has to mean something, right?
I was surprised.
I thought Aria would bring out some universal moral principle to crush me, being the upright person she is.
“Well then.”
“And… if you do that, what happens to you? What will you do?”
“I already told you. Living like this isn’t living.”
Aria looked at me, her face conflicted.
I couldn’t quite place her emotions.
If I could understand feelings like that, I’d have opened a fortune-telling shop by now.
An albino running a fortune-telling business.
That’d make me the perfect target to be pelted with garbage for being a witch.
Ah, but they wouldn’t burn me. Only barbarians do that.
“Anyway, nothing’s going to change.
Isn’t that right, Ernst? Nothing’s changed so far.”
“Well…”
I cut him off and started reciting my own dismal story.
It was as if I were narrating someone else’s life.
“So, let’s see… My room is about half the size of the space you’d give your pet.
In the morning, I’ll fiddle with the window, sigh, and then prepare my bedding.
Breakfast? That starts with choking down some shriveled rye bread and water.
That’s how the day begins.”
At least, when I was younger, they used to fry me a slice of ham and an egg occasionally.
Lately, I’ve been having a lot of nightmares.
In these nightmares, it turns out that someone as perfect as me is actually Emily Reichten—a dumb, pitiful girl.
And not just any girl, but an albino one at that.
I mean, if there are people who ride horses, of course there’d be people who ride—ugh, never mind. Just a joke, really.
“…That’s not funny. It’s just unpleasant.”
Of course, it isn’t funny.
Hate is rarely something pleasant.
The remnants of empty people turn into malice, spewing hatred for the sake of it.
And maybe I’ve become a little strange myself.
Before I became Emily, I used to think hating, scorning, and belittling others was inherently wrong.
But now, I do it as if it’s the most natural thing in the world.
“That’s me.
I was born as a joke, and the people around me do nothing but mock me.
Even you, Aria, and Ernst—you don’t see me as anything but pitiful, do you?”
I don’t want to be someone who needs protecting.
I’d rather bear the duty of protecting someone else.
But even so, I don’t know.
What do I want?
What do I wish to do?
So, every day, I get swept away by my emotions, drifting aimlessly without direction or rules.
I tell myself this life isn’t so bad, but it’s hard to ignore the bad things around me that constantly influence me.
Someone always seems to be there, unable to leave me alone when I appear remotely happy, burdened with a need to ruin it.
Anyway, I leave the room, walk down the hallway, and head to the bathroom.
If I run into a servant along the way, I throw out a nasty comment for no reason.
If I meet a sibling, I bite my tongue, suppress my curses, and endure their barbs.
Then, I clean myself in the bathroom.
I wash away despair, anguish, or bad luck—whatever it is.
Though I feel like I’m also washing away any remaining good fortune, that’s just something I have to accept.
If I had a clear goal, I wouldn’t be in this mess.
Ultimately, this is all my fault.
I should have escaped long ago, even if it meant dying or facing misery.
Or I should’ve knelt before Ernst and begged him to save me.
Blaming Emily isn’t fair.
I’ve never truly made a choice in my life.
I just delayed decisions and cursed the time as it came, lamenting my situation.
Sometimes, I used to cut my arms or wrists in the bathroom.
But lately, I’ve been feeling slightly better, so I haven’t done that there for a while.
Probably because I no longer feel the need to see blood directly.
With just a single cough, thick blood splatters from my mouth. Why bother dragging a blade to my wrist when the evidence of my frailty is already so visible?
“You always said nothing was wrong when I asked,” Ernst said, his tone laced with frustration.
I had hidden it intentionally. Wearing long sleeves to cover my arms, stepping away when Ernst got too close—it was deliberate.
Thanks to that, we weren’t much more than acquaintances, exchanging polite greetings when we saw each other. It wasn’t the kind of bond you’d call childhood friendship.
Ernst, you only just found out that I’m sick, didn’t you?
Not that I’m blaming you; I’m just stating the obvious.
Ernst looked like he wanted to argue, but he closed his mouth instead, wiping his face with a weary hand.
Maybe he thought any words he said would just make me twist things and label him the strange one instead.
“You were kind enough to talk to someone like me just because I looked a little pale, and I responded like most people would when approached—politely, that’s all.”
When someone as insignificant as me speaks, poor commoners quake and act grateful as if they’ve been bestowed a royal blessing.
It’s the same thing here.
When Ernst speaks to me, I should quake and act grateful in return.
When people of high status show kindness, those below them feel burdened and avoid them.
And even now, I feel incredibly burdened. I’m pretending not to, but the truth is, I don’t need your so-called help.
Unless someone comes riding a white horse to pluck out my mother’s hair, simply dragging me out of the mansion won’t solve anything.
If that were enough, I would’ve run away a long time ago.
I’d have become a prostitute, or a tavern server—basically the same thing—or maybe gotten a job handling books, given that I can at least read and write.
The point is, I’m not strange.
I’ve always been like this, just hidden it well.
It might seem stubborn, maybe even absurd, but I believe in untangling things that are negatively tied. That’s the right answer.
And I’m tired of putting things off, tired of hiding, tired of pretending I’m fine.
What’s the point of helping me?
The tangled mess between my mother and me could be solved simply.
It’s crude, sure, but when a knot is too messy, the best solution is to cut it.
Unfortunately, I don’t have the strength for cutting, so I need a gun.
A weapon for the weak, a friend to the powerless—a single pull of the trigger is all it takes to solve everything.
“All I ever do is respond with ungrateful sarcasm, mock you, and laugh at your efforts. So why bother?”
Aria and Ernst’s attempts to help me, giving me comfort here, only hardened my resolve.
Even if my body is at ease, if my mind isn’t, the peace won’t last.
It’s contradictory, but that’s the truth of it.
I know how to resolve this.
I believe in it with an eerie sense of certainty.
It will solve everything.
Things will work out somehow.
Tomorrow will be happier than today.
And even if tomorrow doesn’t come—still.
A sudden sting in my throat.
I coughed. Blood.
The two of them looked at me with trembling, worried eyes, running around to call for a physician in a frenzy.
I told them it wasn’t necessary, but they wouldn’t listen.
Maybe they genuinely pity me, truly feel sorry for me, and perhaps they even think of me as a friend.
But believing that to be true felt too pathetic.
Friendship can only exist between equals.
Just like I told Aria—masters and servants can’t be friends.
It’s not that I don’t want friends.
But if I’m to be a friend, I’d need to break free from this life of being dragged around like a dog on a leash.
Yes.
To be a friend.
That’s a good excuse.
I couldn’t help but smirk, feeling a strange, giddy excitement.
Even though my throat felt like it was on fire, I was happy.

        
            Chapter 50: Shedding Everything
It seemed like I had been here for about two weeks.
During that time, not a single letter had arrived from home.
I hadn’t expected one, though I did briefly wonder if my father might write.
In any case, I had been diligently playing the role of a clingy doll.
Wherever I went, Aria followed, even insisting on accompanying me to the bathroom despite my protests. My objections were easily dismissed.
And when Aria wasn’t around, that so-called “friend” of hers, the servant, was always glued to my side.
I had hoped I’d gain a bit of freedom during the ball being held in the mansion, but the servant seemed to think they were Aria herself, constantly monitoring me.
Walking around at night, staring at a fork for a bit too long, or even standing close to a window—everything prompted a question or a warning.
I didn’t resist much.
After all, it wasn’t out of malice but concern—concern for me, or perhaps for Aria, who worried about me.
I don’t dislike people who are committed to their jobs.
Of course, that depends on my mood that day.
The coffee at the mansion was quite good, and it helped calm my oscillating thoughts.
And truthfully, I didn’t hate the attention Aria was giving me.
If I truly hated it, I’d have been left bruised and battered by now.
Just like back at the mansion.
It was precisely because of this, though, that I felt I had to leave.
I needed to distance myself from her—and Ernst too.
Someone like me, always ungrateful and spiteful toward those who cared for and helped me, didn’t deserve their kindness.
Eventually, I had to escape this cage on my own.
I had to.
I wanted to be someone of value.
Doesn’t everyone? At the very least, I wanted to be treated with enough respect to be called a person.
Right now, I was essentially no different from a slave.
And so, because of that, because of everything—
Today, Aria was at the ballroom, mingling with guests and engaging in conversation.
That left me wandering the halls, a nervous servant trailing behind, allowing me a small taste of restricted freedom.
I never imagined walking inside such a grand building at night could feel so liberating.
While wandering, I encountered a face I recognized but wasn’t particularly familiar with.
It was Aria’s father.
Instead of offering a verbal greeting, I straightened my posture, met his eyes, and offered a polite bow.
He didn’t simply brush past me. Instead, he looked at me for a moment before speaking.
“Would you mind having a word with me?”
I paused to gather my thoughts, then nodded and said, “Of course.”
The servant beside me seemed nervous, fidgeting and wringing their hands, even ignoring my earlier request to give me space.
Aria’s father led me to a parlor—an ideal place for a private conversation.
He opened the door and dismissed the servant, telling them to return to their quarters and rest. He ushered me inside alone.
The room was adorned with ornate paintings, lavish decorations that screamed wealth, and softly glowing fixtures on the walls.
He called for the butler, who brought a bottle of liquor. Filling a glass with ice, he poured an unidentified spirit generously and downed it in one gulp.
“Would you like some?”
“No, thank you.”
He poured another glass, stared into it, and then spoke.
My daughter… asked the head butler to acquire a weapon.
Something simple enough for a woman to use… like, say, a small pistol capable of killing someone.
For someone so adamant in their disapproval, why had he allowed her to go through with it?
If I weren’t so detached, I might have embraced Aria on the spot and told her I loved her.
I let you stay here despite your rather discourteous words because my daughter insisted you were her only friend.
But this matter seems too grave to overlook, so I feel I must hear your explanation.
Not to threaten you, of course, but if my daughter has befriended someone unsavory, it is my duty as her father to address that.
“Well.”
If I smoked, I would’ve lit a cigarette at this point, savoring the moment. But in my current condition, smoking wasn’t an option.
Maybe I’d take it up once I recovered, though I wouldn’t care if I didn’t.
“The parents I know don’t act like that, so I must be confused.”
She’s an unmarried young lady. I can’t fault your misunderstanding.
Regardless, I want to hear directly from you why you asked her to acquire such a thing.
Once I know, I’ll decide whether to let you be or to leave you at the mercy of your illness tonight.
“Hah. You’ll probably end up extorting my mother for money. Demand an earnest apology about how a beloved daughter was left to die. Who knows, you might even succeed.”
“……”
He looked at me with visible discomfort.
“Listen, I didn’t approach Aria. If anything, you, sir—your excellency, your grace, your lordship—what should I call you? It’s confusing. Anyway, Aria came to me first.”
“…I hesitate to say this directly, but… what value do you even have?”
“Beats me. I don’t know either.”
I shrugged, and his brow twitched in irritation.
The scene felt surreal—a count, late at night, in a closed room, threatening a girl who wasn’t even betrothed.
It clashed so starkly with my understanding of propriety that it was almost laughable.
Still, I know quite a bit.
For instance, the current emperor is supposedly a cuckoo bird, your wife’s lineage is allegedly the result of inbreeding, and your head butler used to be an assassin.
Just useless bits of information, really.
This place felt like a patchwork of every sensational and cliched trope imaginable.
It was the perfect setting for a romance novel, had I not been here to disrupt its flow.
And yet, none of that mattered.
Even if I told him I was a reader thrown into this world from a book, who would believe me?
I’d be lucky not to end up in an asylum.
The man before me, though, seemed genuinely startled.
He didn’t say a word, merely staring at me in silence.
Feel free to dispose of me if I make you uncomfortable.
No one will care.
Aria might grieve a little, and my childhood friend might feel a bit down.;
My family will probably be pleased to pocket some money, and me… well, I’ll just have an insignificant ending, nothing more.
“…You spin rumors as if they’re facts.”
“If your voice shakes even slightly, the credibility of your words crumbles.”
He already knew.
He had to.
He must have seen it—though I wasn’t sure which part or when.
Frankly, it’s absurd for characters thrown into a novel to remember every detail perfectly while navigating the world.
Maybe if I were exceptionally smart, but I’m not.
And who memorizes novels line by line anyway?
Unless something truly memorable sticks with you.
What are you, exactly?
Aside from belonging to a family with a history of minor administrative work, there doesn’t seem to be anything remarkable about you.
I couldn’t answer him easily.
“Who knows?”
He seemed to take my silence as a refusal to answer.
In truth, it wasn’t that I wouldn’t—it was that I couldn’t.
Would I eventually be found here with blood smeared across my mouth?
The cause of death? They’d make something up.
Given my constant frailty, it wouldn’t even seem odd.
Any excuse they came up with wouldn’t feel out of place.
He studied me for a long moment before speaking in a low voice.
“Just tell me one thing. Will you harm my daughter or not?”
I tapped my fingers as I thought before replying.
“Probably not. As long as your daughter isn’t sad when I disappear.”
Aria’s father, the Count of Eisenach, drew a pistol from his coat and handed it to me.
Along with a pouch filled with bullets.
I took the pistol, opened the chamber to check its emptiness, and slid it into the waistband of my trousers.
Now that my business was done, I had no reason to stay in this mansion any longer.
Being with me was more draining for Aria than enjoyable, like some form of emotional labor she was forced to endure.
I knew that well enough.
Someone like me didn’t deserve help.
There was no reason for anyone to care about me or invest any emotion in me.
I’m a worthless person.
I didn’t start out that way.
Someone else made me like this.
I want to be someone with value.
I want to be loved by someone.
I want to love someone else—not for any calculated reason, not for any gain, but just because.
And so, because of that—because of all of that.

        
            Chapter 51: Brushing It Off
It was dawn when I left the mansion.
A few servants followed me, but it seemed the friend who would have stirred up trouble without Aria’s permission had already gone to sleep.
Or maybe it was because I had this conversational “helper” in my hand.
This magical piece of iron was undoubtedly humanity’s greatest invention. It sent away those who didn’t want to talk and educated those who didn’t communicate properly.
Thanks to it, we just exchanged glances for a while. When they didn’t open the door for me, I climbed over the fence.
I wondered if this was really okay, but I figured it wouldn’t matter.
After all, I couldn’t live here freeloading forever.
The night air was quite refreshing.
It was dark, barely visible, and for some reason, it felt as if everything was weighed down.
At least for me, it felt refreshing.
Even if I happened to run into some strange people while walking, it wouldn’t matter much.
After all, I had a pistol with loaded bullets tucked inside my coat.
When I looked up at the sky, the moon was a pale blue.
They say you should always make a wish when you see a blue moon.
I wasn’t sure about everything in jazz, but I’d always loved Billie Holiday’s “Blue Moon.”
Her drowsy voice, the sudden interruption of piercing brass instruments, and the subtle support of the contrabass behind it all — with the piano weaving everything together — I liked that feeling.
Humming the melody, I walked forward.
Maybe it was a mistake for a woman to be walking alone, humming at such a late hour.
A group of people in tattered suits, hands shoved in their pockets, were leaning against the wall, staring at me.
Since it was late at night, I hadn’t thought much of it. But when I glanced around, I realized I was on a street where the slums and the ordinary residential areas blended together.
They were quite the cliché characters.
Just like me, Aria, and Ernst.
Their appearance screamed “thieves” or “men preying on women’s bodies.”
“Miss, it’s pretty dangerous to be wandering around this part of town at night…”
I heard them say something, but the words didn’t reach me clearly.
Beeeeeeep
A high-pitched ringing filled my ears.
To keep from losing my mind, I recited the drum rhythms I had memorized from watching Buddy Rich videos.
I might have looked a little crazy doing that, but I felt like I’d lose my mind otherwise.
Anyway, these were people who would trample over others’ reasons for living or happiness the moment the opportunity presented itself.
So I figured it was fine.
I slowly pulled out the pistol, fumbling a bit as I clumsily fit the creaking chamber into place and pulled back the stiff hammer.
For some reason, my hands were trembling. Gripping the pistol with both hands, I aimed it at them and pulled the trigger.
Bang!
No, it was more of a boom than a bang.
It sounded like a bomb had exploded right in front of me.
Because of the recoil, I fell backward, landing on my backside. My wrist was numb from the impact.
The only light was from the fire burning inside the rusty barrel. I didn’t get to see what expression the unlucky man who got shot was making.
Sitting there on the cold ground for a while, I took a few deep breaths. Then I got up, brushed off my pants, and headed back to the mansion.
A cough escaped me.
Maybe it was because the night air was a little chilly.
My throat stung a bit, but strangely, I wasn’t in pain. It must have been because of the odd thrill coursing through me.
Humming a waltz, I moved forward.
If only there had been a piano. Even a tiny violin would’ve been enough.
Then maybe things wouldn’t have ended up like this.
This wasn’t my fault.
None of it.
Now I can finally be free.
How many years have I been crushed under it all?
Taking a deep breath, I exhaled slowly, repeating it over and over again.
If, on your way back from a ball, you spotted a woman standing under a streetlamp wearing a white dress soaked in blood, holding a pistol in one hand, how many people would be able to stay calm?
And if that woman turned out to be the childhood friend from next door, you’d be even more stunned.
As soon as I spotted Emily, I jumped off the carriage and ran toward her.
“…Weren’t you supposed to stay at the mansion?”
“If you think about it, this is a mansion too.”
“Quit the wordplay.”
“Come on, I just came back to where I’m supposed to be. What’s the problem with that?”
Emily said that as she glanced at herself.
Droplets of blood were clinging to her face. Something had trickled from her lips down her chin, probably after coughing.
Her loose white dress, especially around her chest and stomach, had been stained red.
“Ah.”
Emily scratched the back of her head with the handle of her pistol before tucking it into her waistband.
“This probably looks pretty scary, huh?
Hey, Ernst. Mind lending me a bathroom and some clothes? Actually, never mind. I’ll just wash them myself.
Doesn’t sound like a bad idea, does it?”
“……”
What am I supposed to say?
Should I ask if she shot someone?
Or should I ask if she really just got blood on herself from coughing?
I knew that wasn’t the case, but the innocent childhood friend I used to know was long gone.
It happened so gradually.
Bit by bit, her expression grew darker as the days went by.
The girl who always wore sleeveless tops or short-sleeve shirts suddenly started wearing long sleeves, even during the scorching summer.
Why hadn’t I noticed?
Was it because Emily hadn’t said anything to me?
Or was it just that, as childhood friends do, we’d grown distant over time?
Or was it because she didn’t go to school?
Maybe I got so used to seeing her every day that I grew numb to it.
“…What are you staring at me for?”
“…Just come inside.
The bathroom is two doors to the right of my room. Take off your clothes and leave them outside the door. The servants will come to wash them.”
“So, what am I supposed to wear in the meantime?”
“Wear my clothes or something.”
At my words, Emily blinked for a moment before breaking into a sly grin, shrugging her shoulders.
I’d felt it for a while, but something about her gestures didn’t match someone our age.
“Not a bad idea.”
Emily casually walked past me, stepping through the front door.
The butler, upon seeing Emily drenched in blood, froze with a shocked expression.
I pressed a finger to my lips, silently signaling him to stay quiet. He quickly hid his reaction.
The butler stared at the pistol in Emily’s hand for a long time.
With a sigh, Emily handed it to him.
Then, she headed toward the bathroom I’d mentioned.
While she was gone, I returned to my room and prepared things for her — a cup of coffee with a pleasant aroma and some snacks that weren’t too sweet.
I snacked on one of the savory little treats as I waited.
The taste was rich but left a slightly salty aftertaste.
For some reason, it made me feel gloomy.
It felt like everything that had happened to Emily was somehow my fault.
I know all too well that no amount of self-reproach will solve anything.
But even so, the heavy feeling lodged in one corner of my heart showed no signs of easing.
Especially whenever I remembered that we hadn’t really spoken properly for the past few years.
We’d only spent a few months close to each other, but it felt like I was gradually fading while being pulled deeper into Emily.
Whether I was speaking, idling my time away, meeting Aria, or attending a ball, Emily’s presence constantly surfaced in my mind.
It felt like I was being tossed around at her whim.
Yet, I couldn’t bring myself to resist.
Even when she lashed out at me with words, suddenly approached only to pull away, or outright pushed me aside.
She didn’t ask for understanding.
“It’s because I’m in pain.”
“It’s just how my personality is.”
“It’s your fault for not being able to accept it.”
Those kinds of words.
Emily, having washed up and now wearing my clothes, entered the room.
The pleasant scent of soap lingered.
We’d used the same soap, yet somehow, it smelled much better on her.
It left me quietly surprised.
“Every time I see it, I can’t believe how big this room is.”
I almost replied, “Isn’t this just a normal-sized room?” but I stopped myself when I thought about Emily’s circumstances.
Any time I tried to say something like that, I was always reminded of the harsh reality she’d been through — one far worse than anything I could have imagined.
That time, when she cried and said, “Isn’t it only natural for parents to love their children?”
“Hey, why are you just staring at me like that?”
“…Where did you get that gun?”
“Who knows.”
Emily let out a small snicker, pulled out a chair, and sat down, crossing her legs.
She placed her hands on the desk and started tapping her fingers rhythmically.
I wanted to ask the person in front of me something.
Was I so unreliable that you couldn’t even ask me for help?
But I didn’t ask.
Because I knew Emily wasn’t the type to avoid the question. She would’ve answered with a simple, “Yeah, that’s right.”
I was a coward, stupid, and slow-witted.
Even if that wasn’t true, the moment I failed to notice my childhood friend falling apart right in front of me, that was the moment I became that kind of person.
If I didn’t return the gun to her, nothing would happen.
But that wasn’t a choice I could make.
Because if I did, this friend sitting right in front of me would really die.
Up until now, it had felt like everything was somehow working itself out — like there were no hardships, no troubles.
“…Hey, Emily.”
“Yeah?”
“From now on… let’s just act like none of this ever happened. You and I, we…”
I was going to suggest something outrageous.
“Let’s get married.”
But when I saw her blank, expressionless face, the words caught in my throat.
“…Go on, keep talking,” she said.
What… What was I supposed to say to her?
What could I possibly say to you right now?

        
            Chapter 52: Brushing It Off
What a bland person.
Ernst, that is.
If he doesn’t say anything, I won’t know anything.
No matter how much he might already know, if he doesn’t speak it aloud, then I remain in the dark.
But, in the end, there was nothing surprising about that.
“Just for one night. I’ll sleep here. That’s fine, right?”
“I’ll call the butler to have a room prepared for you right away, so just wait a bit—”
“I’ll just sleep on that sofa.”
Ernst tried to say something else, but I let it go in one ear and out the other. I walked straight to the sofa and plopped down on it.
The elaborate decorations on the ceiling, the bright light whose source I couldn’t even guess, and the various paintings all over the walls made me let out a hollow laugh.
The ceiling in my room is just rotting wood, soaked with dampness, giving off a putrid stench.
Maybe I was more exhausted than I thought because, as soon as I lay down and closed my eyes, I was fast asleep.
***
Morning arrived quickly.
Though, judging by the bright sun outside, it didn’t feel like morning anymore.
Regardless, since it was when I woke up, I considered it “morning.”
“Did you sleep well?”
“…No, not really.”
“Well, that’s unfortunate.”
Seeing the dark circles under his eyes, I couldn’t help but snicker.
“The clothes you wore have been washed and dried by the servants, so you can put them on whenever you want.”
I muttered a word of thanks and accepted the basket Ernst handed me.
I pulled out the dress and undergarments from the basket. They smelled faintly of oak, like they’d been dried over a campfire. I draped them over the back of the sofa for now.
The clothes I’d slept in were folded neatly, and I put on the fresh, crisp outfit.
As expected, the faint scent of oak wafted up.
I didn’t dislike it.
I like the smell of wood.
“…Hey, where’s the gun?”
The basket didn’t have the gun. The bullet pouch was missing too.
“I left it with the butler.”
“…Why aren’t you giving it back?”
“…If I do, you’ll just shoot someone.”
He didn’t specify who I would shoot.
Maybe he didn’t want to put it into words.
“…You gonna stop me?”
“…I don’t know.”
“Honest, huh.”
I stood up, grabbed one of the savory snacks Ernst had prepared for me yesterday, and popped it into my mouth.
Maybe it had gone stale since half a day had passed. It was damp, and the floury texture clung to my teeth.
“Hey, what do you think is more important — the mind or the body?”
Philosophical, huh.
I don’t really like complicated stuff like that.
People who go around pondering the essence of humanity are all a little insane, in my opinion.
That’s why philosophy-lovers were the ones who started two world wars.
And while they were at it, they decided to clean up the stinking Jews by turning them into soap.
There are a lot of people like that around here too.
My mother, my siblings, those noble scumbags.
Ah, I guess I should include myself in that category too.
Anyway, it’s all exhausting.
All of it.
The endless thoughts swirling in my head, coming up with schemes to go back to that mansion and endure the miserable life awaiting me.
But in the end, the conclusion is simple.
Just send them all away.
“…If you can’t answer, well, whatever. It doesn’t matter.”
I tapped my temple lightly with my finger.
“For me, what’s in this head of mine is the most important.”
The dull throb in my head worsened, so I decided to stop tapping.
I swallowed down the headache creeping up, stretched out the last syllable of my words, and continued.
“That’s why I have to crush the people who tried to kill me.
When you read fairy tales or novels, the heroine in distress is always saved by some prince or a handsome, rich guy.
But unfortunately, I’m not one of those lucky girls.”
A cliché story. A cliché ending.
A cliché…
That’s the kind of life I wanted to live.
An ordinary, simple, happy life.
Yeah.
Just like Aria’s.
People would probably scoff and say, “What part of that is ordinary?”
But to me, it seemed like the most ordinary life imaginable.
There wasn’t a single new or unfamiliar thing about it.
“Maybe that’s why nobody helps me.”
“I did say I’d help—”
“Forget about fancy meals, grand mansions, and beautiful clothes.
I don’t want any of that.
You know what I really want.”
All I want is freedom.
It’s not some grand, lofty goal. It’s exactly what it sounds like.
I’m not like those people who shout about “freedom” while demanding lawlessness.
I just want to breathe freely, love who I want, and walk wherever I please — all without fear.
If that’s too much to ask for, then it’d be better to just die.
“…”
“I can do anything.
I’m not someone who deserves to be treated the way my family treated me.
You think so too, don’t you?
How could a girl who barely learned to read be this clever?”
“…Even if I don’t go back home, as long as my mother is alive, I’ll always be trash.
I’m a misfit, a failure, someone who’s helpless without a parent to hold their hand.
I’m a useless wreck with no skills, no purpose, and no future!
But I’m not that kind of person.
I’m smart — way smarter than that.”
For someone who claims to be smart, I sure get swept up in my emotions a lot.
Even so, compared to others, I don’t think I’m particularly lacking.
That, too, might just be wishful thinking.
“Ernst. I could’ve done so much more.
I’m not just some commodity waiting to be sold off. I could’ve done so much more, you know?”
Honestly, I should have grabbed a kitchen knife and stabbed my mother ages ago.
Though, knowing her, she’d probably kick me away before I even got close.
“You wouldn’t know this, but I’m really good with instruments.
Not like those pathetic idiots at the ball who play those sloppy, brainless songs. I’m way better than them.
I can dance too — not that boring, spinning-in-circles nonsense. I know other dances too.
I’ve forgotten a lot of it lately, though.
And I have so many stories inside my head.
Most of them are tales created by other geniuses, but since those people don’t exist in this world, I can just borrow them like they’re mine.
On top of that… yeah. No matter how much I try to list everything I can do, it’s never enough.
That’s right. I bet I could solve problems better than most mathematicians in this world.”
“…What are you even trying to say?”
“Nothing, really. It’s just a shame, that’s all.
Sometimes I think, maybe I could’ve lived like Aria.
No, not ‘maybe.’ I could have done more. I could’ve done more, met more people, and lived a better life.
I could’ve had a perfect life.
Yeah, I’m sure it would’ve been perfect. Even if it wasn’t, I could’ve made it feel that way.
Like the kind of life you’d read about in a storybook.”
I wouldn’t have had to torment myself with thoughts like these.
Even if I’d pursued nothing but shallow desires like the empty-headed fools who only care about indulgence, I would’ve been fine.
Sure, I might’ve ended up locked away in a convent, but in that case, I’d just hang myself or escape. Simple.
“If, and I mean if —
If I gave you back your gun, and you returned to that mansion, and, well, you did it…
What will happen to you after that?”
“That doesn’t matter.”
It doesn’t matter at all.
What’s important is that I get away.
“Not even a little. Not one bit.
Every single night, in every single dream, no matter who’s lying next to me, it just spins and spins in my head.
My mother’s words, her actions, her attitude toward me…”
This isn’t about running away. It’s about solving my problems with my own two hands, and freeing myself from the things that trap me.
“If you’re only doing this out of concern for avoiding some ‘incident,’ and you’re not planning on giving me back my gun —
Then just kill me right here.”
The plate on the table was beautifully decorated.
Its round edge was adorned with all kinds of delicate patterns.
I picked up a cookie from the plate, put it in my mouth, and then tilted the whole plate, letting the rest of the cookies scatter onto the floor.
Then I slammed the plate against the desk, shattering it.
“Ah, and if you’re going to kill me, make it flashy.
I don’t want to die like a dog.
I don’t want to die meaninglessly, either.”
Ernst didn’t even flinch.
He just looked at me with a troubled face, as if trying to figure something out.
I picked up the sharpest shard of the broken plate and placed it in his hand.
His fingers closed around it, his grip tightening, and blood began to drip steadily from his palm.
It probably hurts quite a bit.
But it probably doesn’t hurt that much.
I would know.
I’ve cut myself before.
“And if you don’t have the guts or the will to do it, then just hand me back my gun.
Stuff some candy in my mouth, say something sweet and meaningless, and send me on my way.”
Ernst glanced at the jagged shard of glass in his hand.
Then, with a lazy flick of his arm, he tossed it aside and left the room.
After a little while, he returned with a gun and a pouch of bullets.
Something felt off, so I checked.
Of course.
All the bullets had been removed.
I loaded the bullets into the chamber, one by one, until it was full.
Then I pulled back the hammer.
My whole body started trembling uncontrollably.
I hugged Ernst tightly and gave him a light kiss on the cheek.
Then, slowly, I walked out of the mansion.
My face… was probably stiff.
Anyway, what should I do next?
What do I do after it’s all over, like Ernst said?
Maybe I could blow my head off in some spectacular fashion.
Or I could hang myself from a rope.
Then again, there’s got to be something a little more unique, right?
I’m not going to cause a scene as soon as I arrive.
I slipped the gun into the wide waistband of my skirt.
Then, slowly, I walked toward the one place I hated more than anywhere else.
The one place where I didn’t even want to breathe.
The place that made me feel like I was dying a little more every day I spent there.
But right now, at this moment, it was the one place I was so desperate to enter that it was driving me insane.

        
            Chapter 53: Only Now
There was no one inside the mansion.
If I borrowed my mother’s words, she’d say that commoners aren’t “people,” so technically, there was “no one” here.
The only one who ran up to me with a bright smile, shouting “Miss!” was Rin.
The child clung to my side, chattering away about this and that, but nothing she said was of any interest to me.
I nodded here and there for about five minutes before letting her words drift past me.
My body was already clean, and I didn’t have any particular injuries.
But there was still this lingering sense of incompleteness, a jittery restlessness, and an odd burning sensation in my throat.
So, I decided to head to my room.
No one had touched my room — not even to clean it. The dust on my desk had piled up like snow.
I pulled out a packet of painkillers from the dusty desk drawer and swallowed one without water.
A little while later, the pain began to subside.
For some reason, I wanted to clean the room.
It was already a small room, and with all this dust, the air felt suffocating.
Maybe it was because I’d just spent so much time in the high-quality room Aria had provided me.
When I shook out the blanket, a cloud of dust rose into the air.
I coughed for a while and tried to open the window…
But the window was still locked.
I pulled out the pistol from my waistband and smashed the lock with the handle.
At first, it didn’t budge.
But after a few solid hits, it started to break.
It wasn’t a steel lock, just a cheap, flimsy one. With a loud clang, it fell off.
The window frame had taken a bit of damage, and a small crack had formed in the glass, but it didn’t shatter.
That much was good enough for me.
For a moment, I thought about smashing the whole window, but since it was already open, there was no need.
When I opened the drawer, I saw the torn-up papers I had thrown on the floor.
The dried bloodstains on them had gone from brown to nearly black.
They were stacked together along with a fresh notebook that my father had given me.
I picked up a pen and held it for a long time.
Out of nowhere, I felt like I could hear Emily’s voice in my head, so I threw the pen aside.
A strange sense of disgust washed over me.
Not disgust toward murder, but toward the idea of killing “family.”
Does Emily still consider those people her family?
Or, if this is all just some mental illness, does that mean I still consider them family?
I didn’t want to keep pondering it.
I didn’t want to keep saying, “I don’t know.”
I couldn’t just keep not knowing forever.
Once everything is done, I have to tell myself that none of it can hold me down anymore.
Only then will I be able to believe it’s really over.
To truly say goodbye to all the nightmares and despair, I need to make a decision.
A decision with no room for regret.
The only one who should be feeling regret is my mother — for not dropping me on my head and killing me the moment I was born.
After some time, I heard the front door open.
The hinges must have been old because I could hear the faint creak of it from all the way up here.
Someone had arrived.
But it didn’t bother me much.
Maybe it was because I had the window open and the fresh air was flowing in.
I had placed the pistol on my bed earlier, but that was careless of me.
I slid it back into my waistband and covered it with my loose top.
This stupid, cumbersome outfit…
I used to hate it. I really hated it.
But now I’m starting to think the whole point of this outfit was to let me hide things inside it.
Even with a pistol tucked in, it didn’t show at all.
Not that it felt great having cold steel pressed against bare skin.
“…Why is this door closed—”
“Long time no see, Fabian.”
“Ah… oh, uh, when did you get back?”
“Let’s see, maybe two hours ago?”
Fabian’s mouth opened and closed like a fish gasping for air.
“Why are you just standing there like that?”
“Are you… feeling okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. I walked back all on my own.
The gracious Lady of House Eisenach even sent a proper doctor to check on me.”
“…That’s good to hear.”
“Sure is.”
Our conversation fizzled out.
Or maybe there was something he wanted to say but couldn’t bring himself to.
He just stood there, fidgeting, his lips pressed together, his hands curling and uncurling.
He shifted his feet, glanced around, closed his eyes, then opened them again.
Finally, Fabian spoke.
“While you were gone… Mother…”
“What? Did she finally pick someone for me?”
It was obvious.
I’d figured this would happen.
The guy she picked would probably be some pot-bellied pig of a man.
A commoner, arrogant, uneducated, with nothing but bad rumors surrounding him.
That kind of thing was always so predictable.
There’s no such thing as a rich, good-looking commoner with a bad reputation that no one dares approach — not like in those romance novels.
Guys like that only show up around Aria.
The only things that show up around me are garbage family, a garbage world… and me.
…Right.
I’m not in any position to criticize others.
If I’m trash, then it makes sense that I’m surrounded by it too.
I guess I’m like one of those idiots who never cleans their room but still whines about how dirty it is.
No, it’s not just that.
It’s because I’m trash.
Everything is my fault.
Everything went wrong because I was born.
…But so what?
I’ll just have to endure it.
And if I can endure it, I’ll overcome it.
I’ve already prepared for it.
Not that there’s much to prepare.
I’ve got a magic wand right here in my hand.
A single pull of the trigger, and it’ll all be solved.
All I have to do is take a deep breath, stop pacing around, and wipe away my nightmares.
Fabian fidgeted, looking uncomfortable.
He kept muttering that this was too much, and for once, he even criticized Mother.
It wasn’t much, but it made me feel a little better.
Normally, he’s a jerk, but it was nice to hear him say something like that.
It made me feel like I could offer him a tiny bit of consideration in return.
Is he my brother?
Honestly, I’m not sure.
He’s never acted like a brother, and I’ve never played the role of a younger sister.
When we were kids, Fabian always had a bit of an inferiority complex toward me.
I wasn’t Emily. I was someone brilliant.
But in the end, I became Emily.
That’s what this family, and maybe even this whole world, wanted me to be.
They all desperately wanted me to become a fool.
But I endured.
I held out.
So can’t I be a little happy now?
“Hey, Fabian.”
“If I can stop it somehow, you should just go next door and beg that friend of yours to propose.
Otherwise, you’ll have no options left. Sneak out at night and roll around with him if you have to—”
I ignored Fabian’s rambling and spoke quietly.
“During dinner tonight, why don’t you stay out of the way?”
“That’s…”
Who said this before? I can’t quite remember.
In any case, Fabian shook his head.
One of the many bullets I have will probably end up lodged in his arm or leg.
If he’s unlucky, he’ll die. If he’s lucky, he’ll live.
Since I had the misfortune of being born here, I figure the people living in this mansion deserve to experience some misfortune too.
“Why are you…?”
“Just because.
If you say you don’t want to, Mother might start raising her voice.”
“I’m the eldest son. How am I supposed to avoid it?”
“True. You’ve got a point.
Then just sit still.
If things go south, you can always just die, right?”
Fabian, probably not knowing how to respond, ignored my words and gave me the information I needed.
“…Everyone went to the lake to play, so they’ll be back around dinner.”
Perfect.
He stared at me for a long moment before finally leaving the room.
His footsteps echoed through the house as the old wooden floorboards creaked slowly.
Was it hard to lift his feet with each step?
With a shake of his head, he was gone.
Once Fabian was out of sight, I pulled the gun from my waistband.
I opened the chamber, lightly tapped one of the bullets with my finger, then loaded it back in and cocked the hammer.
After a moment’s hesitation, I placed the barrel into my mouth.
Is this how you’re supposed to do it?
…No, even if I pull the trigger from this angle, I don’t think I’ll die instantly.
I pressed the muzzle against my palate, feeling the cold steel scrape against it as I tried to figure out the best angle.
Not that I was actually planning to pull the trigger.
But, still, I realized I probably wouldn’t be able to do it.
If someone else pointed a gun at my head, I’d have no choice but to accept it.
But doing it to myself?
I don’t think I could.
I closed my eyes and pulled the barrel out of my mouth.
The saliva smeared on the gun looked gross, so I wiped it off with my clothes before tucking the gun back into my waistband.
Then, I just sat there, staring blankly ahead.
I sat there, blaming myself for being a person who couldn’t even kill themselves properly.
Time passed by faster than I expected.
Then again, sitting blankly on a bed passes the time much quicker than screaming for help while locked in a wardrobe.
“It’s over.”
Evening had come.
I heard the sound of the front door opening.
The cheerful voices of people returning from their outing echoed through the house.
Ellie, Daniel, Father, Mother — all of them chatting away noisily.
Blah, blah, blah. This and that.
I wasn’t even curious, yet I could hear every word of their pointless conversation from here.
“Yeah. Everything. All of it.
Only now.”
I pressed my hands together in a silent prayer.
Not to the sky.
Not to a god.
Just a simple, quiet wish.
Because, in the end, the one who will make it happen is me.

        
            Chapter 54: At Last
;
The bullet pouch was in my left pocket, and the pistol was tucked into the right side of my waistband.
Since the hammer was already cocked, if I accidentally pulled the trigger, it would be hilarious — I’d shoot my own leg and get caught red-handed with the gun.
Fearing that absurd possibility, or maybe just enjoying the thrill of it, I stood up.
What should I say for my greeting?
“It’s been a while. After I failed to push Ellie off and ended up jumping myself, quite a lot of time has passed, hasn’t it? How have you all been?”
I didn’t want to say something like that.
I took a deep breath, bracing myself, then opened the door.
Gripping the railing of the hallway, I leaned over to look below.
The family who had just returned from their outing all looked up at me.
Some of them looked shocked, one looked disgusted, and another was filled with fear.
Not a single person had a positive reaction.
That was enough to make me feel annoyed.
Look at them.
How is that the way you look at “family”?
That’s how you look at a cockroach scurrying around the house.
I let go of the railing, but for a moment, I felt dizzy.
I decided to head back into my room for a bit.
From the medicine pouch, I took out almost ten painkillers and tossed them into my mouth all at once.
My vision spun a little, but soon enough, I felt a hint of excitement, a subtle joy, and a tingling sensation all over my body.
What do I need right now?
Nicotine. Heroin. Morphine. Meth. Cocaine. Marijuana. Ecstasy. Ketamine. Codeine. Thebaine. Oxycodone. Etorphine. LSD. Amphetamines.
I can’t pick. I can’t pick.
I forced myself to smile softly, straightened my back, and walked with grace.
I kept my posture elegant, my hands neatly at my sides, my shoulders relaxed but firm.
I kept my head still unless I had to turn it for conversation.
I breathed only through my nose, making sure my chest didn’t rise or fall noticeably, just enough to keep breathing.
My gaze remained forward, and my body moved perfectly.
Flawless.
No problems at all.
When I stepped forward, I made sure my center of gravity was just a bit behind me to avoid wobbling.
I moved quietly, making sure that not even the sound of my clothes rustling could be heard.
But still, there was one problem I couldn’t figure out.
How do you quiet the sound of a pounding heart?
Maybe that’s why women in love always end up exposing themselves.
They can’t stop the sound of their hearts.
Right now, I felt like I had fallen into some strange kind of love.
Mulatto. Albino. Mosquito. Libido…
Why am I suddenly remembering song lyrics from way back?
I didn’t even enjoy that song all that much when I first heard it.
Back then, I just thought, “What kind of nonsense is this? Some psycho wrote this, right?”
But maybe it’s because, like the singer of that song, I’m also wobbling in a drugged-up haze, on the verge of blowing my head off.
Even so, I used to play that rhythm a lot. I liked it.
Well, it’s all over now.
I might rot in prison or get locked up somewhere else.
Maybe some pig of a man will like my face, and after serving a year or two, he’ll suggest I come live as his “kept woman.”
But in the end…
I think I know how this ends.
I’m going to blow my head off.
I’ll leave behind a trace of myself for the world to see.
Even if Emily was a fool, she still left her mark.
That’s the perfect finale for a pathetic family like this.
“If that’s how you see it, then I have no choice but to accept it.
I won’t get in your way.
It’d be laughable for someone who ran away to come back and interfere now.
But please, don’t mock my hesitation.
Unlike you, I… I still, I still, I still think of those people as family.
Really, I do.
Which is probably why I’m such a fool.
Like you keep saying.”
“But I have one request.
After I kill the people I’m not even sure I love anymore, forget about me.
Just think of it as some mental illness and move on.
Let’s say that you were Emily from the start, or that after you became Emily, I simply stopped existing.”
“Emily, I heard you were badly hurt. Are you feeling okay?”
Mother spoke with a bright smile.
“Yes. Thanks to the kind care of Lady Eisenach.”
“Oh dear. Poor Ellie had such a hard time because of you. But I’m glad to hear you were doing so well.”
“I’m sorry.”
“What for? You have nothing to be sorry about.
After all, all you did was get drunk, cause a ruckus with Ellie, and fall over, didn’t you?”
Is that what happened?
Or did Ellie tell the truth, but Mother twisted the story?
“You’re growing up now, so it’s time to stop letting you run around like a wild girl.
Your father and I have finished our discussion.”
“…About what?”
“Emily, I told you to stop dragging out your words.”
Mother’s heel pressed down hard on my foot, and then she kicked me in the shin.
I didn’t flinch. I stood still.
Father, looking annoyed, had already gone back to his room.
Daniel and Ellie stared at me, while Fabian watched from the second floor.
The youngest sighed and scurried after Father.
“There’s so much to talk about at dinner, so look forward to it.
I’m sure you’ll have lots of joyful, happy things to hear.”
With a smug smile, Mother walked away to her room.
My right hand trembled uncontrollably.
I wanted to blow a hole in the back of her head right then and there.
But… that probably wasn’t the right move.
So I closed my eyes tightly and ran a hand down my face, wiping it dry.
Daniel, lingering nearby, muttered something to Fabian before the two of them disappeared.
The only one left by my side was Ellie.
“…What, are you here to laugh at me?”
“N-No, that’s not it. I just…”
“Right. You don’t know what to say, huh?
Nothing’s decided. No clear feelings.
Just…
Yeah, I don’t know either. I almost messed up just now.”
“…Sorry. For everything up to now.”
“That so?”
It was probably something I had desperately wanted to hear a long time ago.
So why did it feel so empty now?
Ah, maybe it was during that awkward, emotional stage of adolescence.
Back when my thoughts ran wild and I got swept up in my feelings.
Not that it mattered.
Back then, my body was never free.
Even if I wasn’t physically bound, I was always getting hit with a switch or something else, leaving me too beaten to go anywhere.
I felt so tired.
Completely drained.
I didn’t say anything more and just returned to my room.
Standing by the door was Daniel.
His arms were crossed, and he was leaning against the frame.
“Come out.”
“Ellie didn’t say anything, but it’s obvious something happened between you two.”
“So what?”
“Mother talked to Ellie too, and then she looked like she had a headache or something.”
“So what do you want me to do about it? Want me to kneel before you like a slave serving his mistress and confess everything I did?”
I clutched my throbbing head.
If I just go inside and take a few more painkillers, I’ll be fine.
Sure, my stomach might burn a bit, but one little painkiller fixes everything.
“Not that it’s surprising, but I’m sure if I ended up dying from an illness, you’d just stand there with your arms crossed like this.”
And I’d laugh myself to death.
I wiped away the grin that was about to creep up and drained all traces of joy from my voice.
Then, with the sweetest tone I could muster, I spoke.
“Hey, Daniel. Living like that until you grow old and die… that’s gotta be exhausting, right?
It takes up so much mental energy, it makes you angry, and sometimes that irritation just bubbles up, doesn’t it?
Here, I’ll help you end it.”
“…What the hell are you suddenly talking about?”
“Just get out of the way.”
Daniel stared at me, shaking his head several times.
But when our eyes met, he flinched. His body jolted, and without another word, he stepped aside.
I walked into my room and took a deep breath.
What can I even do?
Other than saying, “I’m sorry,” what can I actually do?
What am I supposed to say to them?
They’re all watching me.
They’re watching and laughing.
They’re enjoying it.
They’re happy watching me become a fool.
But I’m not.
I’m not like that.
So why is everyone smiling while watching me?
Why are they so happy?
I sat at my desk and, with that mocking laughter still echoing in my head, I began writing a letter with all the politeness I could muster.
Tears dripped down, or maybe it was sweat — I wasn’t sure.
Either way, the paper grew damp, and soon, the contents of the letter began to twist into something I didn’t like.
It wasn’t that I had any qualms about killing people.
It’s just that people in this world don’t value life all that much anyway.
This makes it seem like I’m the one about to do something wrong.
But I haven’t done anything wrong.
Not a single thing.
So, I ripped off the bottom half of the letter and stuffed it into the drawer.
There was no reason to write out an explanation for killing those people.
There’s no need for any justification.
They’re people who deserve to die.
Not that they necessarily have to die.
If only they could live like me.
If only they could live a life where, every single day, they had to tell themselves, “I want to die.”
If only they could all end up like me.
That’s all I want.
Only now, only now…
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I tossed the pen aside and stood up from my chair.
In the distance, I could hear slow, steady footsteps approaching.
It was probably Fabian or a servant, coming to tell me that dinner was ready.
A knock echoed through the door.
When I opened it, I found Rin standing there, her face filled with fear.
She looked like someone who knew exactly what was about to happen.
“Hey, Rin.”
“Y-Yes, Miss…”
“Go outside.”
“…Pardon?”
“I said, go outside. Go wait in my room, or head out of the mansion and buy something.”
As I spoke, I rummaged through my coat.
I pulled out a gold coin — the allowance Aria had given me — and pressed it into Rin’s hand.
“T-This is too much! They won’t even have change for this kind of coin!”
“Then buy the most expensive candy you can find.
Now get out.”
Rin nodded hesitantly, then slowly walked down the stairs.
I watched her back until she completely disappeared from view.
Only then did I start moving.
Step by step, I descended the staircase.
Each time my foot touched a step, the floor let out a loud, creaking squeak, squeak.
This sound is disgusting no matter how many times I hear it.
Maybe I should just burn it all down.
It’s wood, after all. It’d burn easily.
Once I reached the first floor, I headed toward the dining room.
My “family” was already gathered, chatting away as if they were the happiest people on earth.
They were probably talking about the outing they’d gone on earlier in the day.
From my pocket, I heard the soft clinking of bullets knocking against one another.
The others glanced at me, looking uncomfortable, but none of them seemed to notice.
“Emily, what are you standing there for? Come and sit down.”
“Yes, Mother,” I replied with a bright, cheerful smile.
The table was already filled with food, but new dishes were being brought out one by one.
I glanced toward the kitchen and noticed that the person preparing the food had changed.
This one had a certain elegance about them — someone with a refined, noble look.
Did they hire someone new?
The dishes on the table were glossy with oil, all made from ingredients I didn’t recognize.
Fabian stared at the food with a strange look on his face.
He was staring at it like it was something disgusting.
There was a slight tension in the air.
Or maybe it was excitement.
How should I put it…
Back then, when this kind of food was served, it always meant something had happened.
Sometimes it was after Mother and Father had made up after a fight.
Other times, it was after they’d done something to trap me, or after something “good” happened to one of the other family members.
Dinner began.
They all started making small talk, but the atmosphere felt awkward.
Then, Mother decided to speak.
“Oh, that’s right, Emily. There was something I couldn’t tell you since you were gone for so long.”
She took a sip from her glass.
Her face flushed slightly, so it was probably wine, not water.
“While you were away, a most charming gentleman came to visit us.
He said he had fallen in love with you.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes, he even went so far as to seek our understanding before he met with you.
Such a polite and respectable man.”
“Must be rich.”
“Of course! He’s got enough wealth that you’ll never want for anything.
The mansion he lives in is said to be five times the size of ours.”
Ah, so that’s it. You’re hoping you won’t have to see me anymore.
Even as I threw out that sarcastic jab, Mother didn’t flinch.
She just kept smiling.
“Then what about Ernst?”
“Well, we’re sorry to him, but you can’t let childish feelings control your future.
You have to make the smarter choice.”
“That’s unfortunate.”
I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the table, and smiled sweetly.
“Unfortunate, because I already rolled around in bed with Ernst, and now I’m pregnant.
What should we do, Mother?
Your grandchild is already squirming inside me.”
Father and Daniel spat out their food at the same time.
These are the people who’d lectured me day and night about “manners” and “etiquette,” and now look at them.
Mother’s calm, smug expression cracked like broken glass.
Even Ellie, always so composed, was staring at me in shock.
“When do you think the wedding should be, Mother?
We should probably do it before my belly starts showing, right?”
“…What nonsense are you spewing?”
“But you were the one who said it, Mother.
You told me to offer up my body to Ernst, didn’t you?”
“I never told you to act like some filthy whore!”
Wow, she really has no limits, huh?
Well, I guess she can say that since she doesn’t see me as her “child.”
I tilted my head and grinned.
“Ahaha, if anyone’s a filthy whore, it’d be you, Mother.
After all, you’re the one who slept with another man to give birth to me, right?”
Her face twisted in an instant.
Father’s face did too.
These people, who always had something to say, who always stood beside Mother and tormented me — now, all of them were silent.
They glanced at each other, unsure of what to do.
It’s hilarious.
When it really counts, they can’t say a word.
So why did they always have so much to say to me?
“Ah-CHOO!”
I sneezed. It was kind of cute-sounding.
But what came out wasn’t cute at all.
Blood.
Blood came up.
Maybe it’s because I only ate painkillers before coming here, but my insides were wrecked.
The blood wasn’t bright red.
It was almost black.
Whatever.
Like hell I’m going to lose to some disease now.
Not when I’m finally about to break free of these chains.
“Mother, sit down.
Do it while I’m still willing to call you ‘Mother.'”
The person who’d been about to yank me by my hair stopped in her tracks.
Instead of moving, she just stood there, looking at me with a face full of disbelief.
“How much did you sell me for?
I’m still from a noble family, even if it’s not the most prestigious, so I bet the price was pretty high, huh?”
“You… What kind of tone is that to use with your mother?”
Daniel jumped in, his voice sharp.
But I wasn’t looking at him.
I was staring directly at Mother.
“How much did you get, Mother?
You must’ve made quite the profit.
Go on, tell me.
How much is a ‘daughter’ worth these days?”
Her eyes narrowed like a snake’s.
But I didn’t look away.
I ignored her.
Mother, too, ignored me.
Father rubbed his temples like he had a headache and let out a long sigh, as if everything was too much trouble for him.
For a moment, I thought, “Maybe I should feel sorry for the two of them.”
But then I remembered — these bastards were just like Mother.
They sided with her to torment me.
No, I don’t have to feel sorry for them.
I’m under no obligation to.
“…How long has it been since you conceived the child?”
What nonsense is she spouting now?
“About a month, I guess? We had so much fun after dancing together in the garden, you see. Ehehe.”
“A child born out of sin will never be accepted by society.”
Ellie looked at me, her face full of concern.
But she didn’t need to worry.
If anything, she should be the one worried.
I didn’t ask for her pity.
It wasn’t pleasant to receive it, either.
“Sin? What sin?
If a child is born from the love of a man and a woman, how could it be considered ‘sinful’ at all?
If you want to talk about illegitimacy, I suppose it’s me who’s the real proof of it.
After all, I’m the only one here with white hair and red eyes.
So, Mother, who’s my real father?”
I reached into my coat and pulled out the gun.
It was obvious from the look in her eyes that Mother was about to charge at me.
But I was already prepared for that.
No one else noticed because I was sitting under the table.
This was all I could do.
This was all I had left.
This was all I’d ever been able to do.
You’re the ones who drove me to this point.
I’ve done nothing wrong.
Not a single thing.
What else was I supposed to do?
What else could I have done?
Father and Daniel began shouting at me.
I glanced at them, but I didn’t bother responding.
Neither of them dared to approach.
They were counting on Mother to handle it.
How pathetic.
How thoroughly disgusting these people are.
It’s astonishing, really — that people like this can even exist.
Their voices soon blurred into ringing.
Beeeeeeep.
The world turned red.
My eyes itched.
I wiped them with my hand and felt something wet.
Blood.
Tears of blood.
I used to think “tears of blood” was just a metaphor people used.
But it turns out it’s something that really happens.
This wasn’t the first time, after all.
“Emily, it’s clear that having you was a mistake.”
“Ahaha, if I’d known I’d be born into this trash heap of a house, I would’ve stayed a clump of blood in your womb.”
“Get up right now and head to the punishment room.”
“Screw that.
Did you think I’d follow your orders forever?
Even force has its limits.”
“GET. IN. THERE. NOW!”
Mother’s voice was sharp as a knife.
She leaned back against her chair, legs crossed, and glared at me like I was a misbehaving dog.
“Don’t make me drag you there by your hair.
Get up and walk on your own two feet.”
…Was I afraid of this?
“Mm, no thanks.
I don’t take orders from a whore who sleeps around with other men.”
“You wretched brat! Your filthy illegitimacy is—”
Mother stomped toward me.
Her eyes burned with rage, and she was shouting so loud that spit flew from her lips.
I shifted my aim.
Daniel, who was standing next to Mother, was glaring at me with bloodshot eyes.
He was yelling something, but I couldn’t hear it.
I aimed the gun at him.
And I pulled the trigger.
BANG.
No, not “bang.”
It was more like an explosion.
A loud, boom-like sound.
I couldn’t hear it properly because the ringing in my ears was still going strong.
The world was quiet and muffled.
“Ugh.”
That was the only sound I could hear.
Children love their parents, right?
Isn’t that how it’s supposed to be?
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“Come on, what are you doing? Sit down.”
Daniel had a bullet lodged in his shoulder.
I’d aimed for his head, but it missed, and that was annoying.
“Not going to sit down? No?”
Mother just sat there with a stony expression, silently glaring at me.
So, I adjusted my aim and pointed the gun at Daniel’s neck with both hands.
Then, I pulled the trigger.
Daniel, who had been clutching his shoulder and stumbling around, grabbed at his neck.
But the hole in his neck wasn’t going to close up just because he held it.
Like a faucet left running, blood gushed out of him.
The thick, dirty blood sprayed all over the table, soaking the greasy, expensive food, drenching Ellie and Father along with it.
Father squeezed his eyes shut.
He doesn’t want to believe this is real, huh?
Ellie wiped her face with her hand, looked down at her blood-soaked fingers, and started screaming.
“Shh, shh. Ellie, be quiet.”
I raised my left index finger to my lips while keeping the gun steady in my right hand.
“Quiet, Ellie.”
But she didn’t stop screaming.
With a sigh, I aimed at her and pulled the trigger.
I had aimed for her chest, but just like before, it hit her shoulder instead.
My aim is really something, huh?
At least she stopped screaming. That’s something.
“Why are you all staring at me like that?”
Everyone was frozen in place, too stunned to move.
Perfect.
I opened the chamber and reloaded the gun, taking fresh bullets from my pouch.
Click. Clink. One by one.
Then, I cocked the hammer.
I wonder if they think this is their chance.
The fourth sibling — I can’t even remember his name properly anymore — came charging at me.
I didn’t have to aim carefully. I just swung the gun in his direction and pulled the trigger.
BANG.
The recoil made my wrist tingle, but it wasn’t bad.
The fourth sibling crumpled to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut.
I could hear it now.
Hic hic.
Gasping breaths.
Shivering lips.
The gnashing of teeth.
The bitter stench of blood.
The savory smell of warm food.
And, strangely enough, I felt free.
I’d been waiting for this for so long.
“Mother, have a seat.
Better yet, sit on top of Daniel.”
“You… You… What are you thinking?! What have you done?!”
“Just Daniel isn’t enough, huh?”
At my words, Mother swallowed hard, her throat bobbing.
Her body trembled, but she slowly sat on top of Daniel, who was still bleeding out.
She tried to press down on the gash in his neck with her hands, hoping to stop the flow.
But then I fired a shot at the ceiling, and Mother froze.
Her whole body shook like a leaf.
“It’s a joke, it’s a joke.
Why are you freaking out, huh? Hehe.”
Piss.
The smell of urine hit my nose.
It was coming from Ellie’s direction.
For a moment, I considered blowing her head off, but I sighed instead.
She’s still my sister, after all.
“Now, where were we?”
“You… you…”
“Ah, right. You were going to ‘erase the child,’ huh?
Relax, Mother. There’s no baby.
Still a virgin here! No damage to my ‘market value,’ as you like to call it. Ahaha.”
“Emily, I… I’m sorry. Just put the gun down for now…”
Oh?
She dares to mouth off like that?
I fired the gun again.
How many shots had I fired so far?
I opened the chamber.
Only two bullets left.
I took my time reloading, letting each clink echo loudly in the silence.
Click. Clink. Click.
No one dared to move.
Maybe they remembered what had happened to the fourth sibling.
Or maybe they were all just cowards.
These are the people who let me rot like this.
They had let me rot while living in comfort.
“None of you have the right to tell me what to do.
Don’t even bother apologizing.
I’m not here to kill anyone.
How could I kill my family, after all?”
But children aren’t family.
A baby isn’t a family.
Even if it doesn’t exist.
For years, I’ve been dying slowly in this world that these pathetic people built for me.
I have so many complaints.
But I won’t have enough time to return all of them.
Still, I can leave them with something unforgettable.
This isn’t some noble act of vengeance.
I know that.
I tried to justify it to myself.
I told myself it was “justice.”
But looking at Daniel, bleeding out like a fish on a chopping block, I realized it wasn’t.
And that’s fine.
Maybe they don’t deserve this.
But it’s enough for me to know that I suffered.
I don’t care anymore.
I just hope they suffer for the rest of their miserable lives.
“Mother, you told me to go to the punishment room, didn’t you?
Let’s go then.
Everyone, get up.”
They hesitated, but they stood.
They always listen when they think they’re in danger.
“Wh-What about Daniel…?”
“Shut up, Fabian.
Learn to read the room.”
Fabian was shaking like a leaf.
He probably thinks, “Does this really have to happen?”
Maybe it doesn’t.
But I suffered like I was dying every day.
So who cares.
One by one, the family members stood up from the dining table and slowly walked toward the punishment room.
I followed behind them, gun pointed at their backs.
There was a distance between us, just enough to give me time to react if one of them tried something.
My wrist was still tingling from the recoil.
As we were leaving the dining room, someone grabbed my clothes.
Who?
I turned and saw Daniel.
He was bleeding like a slaughtered pig, but somehow, his shaky hand had managed to grab the hem of my coat.
It irritated me so much that I slammed the butt of my gun right into the bridge of his nose.
Thud.
But even with his face bashed in, his hand didn’t let go.
Everyone was watching me.
Do they have hope?
Maybe they think it’ll all be over if Daniel somehow stops me.
Fools.
Maybe they’re hoping I’ll suddenly have a change of heart and let them go.
Fools.
I’m petty and pathetic, so they don’t have to worry about that ever happening.
Daniel’s hand, stained with blood, kept gripping my coat.
His other hand, limp from the bullet wound in his shoulder, trembled as it reached for me.
I pressed the barrel of the gun against his forehead.
Our eyes met.
His eyes were filled with all sorts of emotions, but I wondered if emotions like his had any value at all.
Who cares?
I pulled the trigger.
His head didn’t just get a clean hole through it.
It split open like someone had hacked it with an axe.
Blood splattered everywhere.
Some of it got on my face.
It felt sticky.
The sensation was so uncomfortable that I wiped it off with the back of my hand.
Daniel’s body collapsed to the floor, and I fired two more shots into his corpse.
I had to make sure they wouldn’t be able to “fix” him when they cleaned up the body.
His eyes had popped out.
One of them rolled along the floor, bumping into chair legs and bits of broken tableware.
I kicked it.
It felt grossly soft, so I stopped and pressed down on it with my foot instead.
Squish.
It burst.
Warm liquid shot out as the eye crumpled under the weight.
Pfft.
A chuckle slipped out.
How fitting. He lived like a fool, and he died like one too.
I won’t die like that.
I’ll never die like that.
“So, what are you all waiting for? Get moving. To the punishment room.”
“A-Ah… D-Daniel, my… my child…!”
Mother’s voice was trembling.
I shot Daniel’s torso once more, then reloaded.
Still plenty of bullets left.
I’m not sure if I should thank Aria for that, or Count Eisenach.
Whoever it was, they did a great job.
Back before I became “Emily,” I never understood why people preferred revolvers when they could use modern semi-automatic pistols instead.
But now I get it.
It’s the feeling.
There’s something so tangible about it.
When you pull the trigger, you feel it.
When you reload, you hear it.
And when someone dies, it’s like your senses come alive.
I can feel every detail of it.
The family members stumbled toward the punishment room — the same room where I’d been dragged by my hair more times than I could count.
They’re moving on their own now.
Not surprising.
Not surprising at all.
There’s nothing to be surprised about anymore.
I felt no sadness.
My heart didn’t ache at all.
I was just a little shaken, that’s all.
My wrist was sore from the recoil.
“Mother, why don’t you take a seat on that chair over there?
The rest of you can sit next to her or behind her.”
“On the floor…?”
The floor was filthy.
Of course, it was.
No one cleaned it.
I’d spat on it, bled on it, puked on it, and sometimes, yeah, I’d wet myself too.
The floor reeked.
But when I twitched my finger near the trigger, Ellie stopped complaining.
She sat down without another word.
Guns really are humanity’s greatest invention.
They help you have such productive conversations.
Everyone gets a chance to speak.
“Alright, now that we’re here…
Anyone have something they’d like to say?”
I glanced at Mother.
She was still glaring at me, so I decided to be generous and offer her a chance to speak.
“You… you…
You killed my child…
YOU killed my child, you worthless wretch!”
She rose from her chair, her whole body trembling with rage.
I sighed and spoke calmly.
“I’m your child too.
At least for now, right?”
Am I?
Or am I not?
I don’t know.
There are too many things in this world I don’t understand.
But it’s too annoying to think about it.
“Sit back down, Mother.
Unless you want me to shoot your ‘friends’ sitting next to you instead.”
Mother’s head turned slowly, her eyes darting toward Ellie and Fabian.
Her face crumpled.
She lowered herself back into her seat and burst into tears.
“Don’t cry too loudly, Mother.
I’ll shoot you if you do.”
Her sobbing turned into soft hiccups.
Her body shook as she tried to stifle her tears.
“Ah… I’ve imagined this moment every day.
And now it’s finally happening.
I’ve always wanted to have a nice, friendly chat with my dear family.
I waited for the right moment, wasting day after day, but now, finally, we can talk.”
“This is a ‘chat’?! What kind of insane conversation is this?!”
“Oh, so what would you call it then?
This is exactly how you all used to ‘talk’ to me.”
A cigarette would be nice right about now.
This was going to take a while.
A long, boring, annoying story.
But I was so used to it.
I was too used to it.
It felt so familiar that…
Ah… ahh-choo!
I sneezed.
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Sitting in front of me, I see people trembling with fear.
“Shall we share a little story from the past?”
The blood splattered earlier from Daniel was itching now, making the spot uncomfortably tingly.
Yawning, I scratched my head with the muzzle of a gun.
I felt so tired.
“Hmm, it should be around here somewhere.”
I found a box.
Inside it were ropes, whips, metal skewers, scissors, candles, matches…
Basically, a lot of miscellaneous items.
“S-Sis, I… it hurts so much…”
“Endure it.”
Ellie whimpered behind me.
“If it’s really too hard, I could help.”
At those words, Ellie shut her mouth.
Anyway, most things in the box didn’t seem necessary.
The metal skewer and whip should suffice.
The scissors, though… They looked a bit too dirty.
Ah, well, I don’t have to handle it myself.
For now, I tossed the rope to Mother.
She caught it and looked at me with questioning eyes.
“Tie Fabian’s wrists with that, please.
Just like you tied mine before. Remember? When I was locked in the wardrobe, my wrists were so tightly bound it was unbearable.”
There was only one rope.
If someone had to be tied, it made sense to bind the younger Fabian.
But seeing how loosely she tied it, I was annoyed.
Gripping the trembling gun with both hands, I aimed at Fabian’s hand and pulled the trigger.
Ellie shrieked again, screaming like a skunk releasing its stench, while Father collapsed, trembling, and placed his hands on the floor.
The more I shot, the more it felt like my shooting skills were improving.
“I told you to tie it tightly.”
I wondered when the authorities might show up.
At this hour, they were probably all asleep.
Even if someone came, it would be morning by then.
The night was long.
Mother, clutching her trembling hands, eventually steadied her breathing, picked up the rope, and began tying Fabian’s wrists.
This time, tightly—just like she had done to me.
Soon, his fingertips began turning slightly purple.
If they had to be cut off later, well, so be it.
“Fabian, didn’t I tell you to stay out of trouble tonight? What am I supposed to do about this?”
“…Was this your intention all along?”
“Yes, exactly this.”
“And when I return, what will become of me?”
“You’ll be someone lucky enough to survive. You’d even inherit the family estate. It’s a shame, really.”
“You think doing this will get you even a penny of the inheritance?”
“This isn’t about money.
If I cared so much about money, I would’ve left ages ago, like Mother, selling my body on the streets.”
Earlier, calling her a prostitute made her shake with anger. Now, she had no words.
“Fabian, you know what kind of person I’ve been in this house.
Hell, they even tried to sell me off to some pathetic fool.”
“Then why not just ask that neighbor boy for help…?”
“Why should I? From the start, I’ve never been anyone’s property.
Look at me now. I’m standing on my own two feet, firmly planted on the ground.
I can go anywhere, do anything.”
I was never Ernst’s property.
Getting closer to him was one thing, but I never wanted to belong to anyone.
Likewise, I never wanted to own anyone either.
That’s why I despised servants.
Slaves, employers—all of it. I hated it all.
I wished they’d all just disappear.
If someone paid me fairly for my work, maybe I’d reconsider, but I still didn’t think being a servant suited me.
And if I were to marry someone other than Ernst, I’d just become a mere ornament.
A decorative jewel for a man to use when he felt like it, dressing me up in fine clothes and parading me at events.
“What I’d like to see is the face of that bastard who bought me with such a hefty price.
After forking over all that money, how would he feel seeing this mess, huh?”
“…”
“Mother, cut it with this.”
“…What, what exactly do you mean?”
“Anything. As long as I’m satisfied, I’ll spare everyone.
If that doesn’t spark your motivation, I can even help by letting you blow my head off as a reward.”
I tossed the scissors.
Mother stared at them for a long moment before picking them up with trembling hands.
“Come to think of it, Ellie has said some truly cruel things to me.”
I glanced at Mother and smirked faintly as I spoke.
Her response was simple.
“N-No. Not my daughter. My daughter is off-limits…”
“But your son is okay?”
“…Ah.”
Mother’s hesitance made me take action, aiming at Fabian’s leg this time and pulling the trigger.
With his wrists bound, he struggled and flailed but couldn’t avoid it.
It only hit his foot—surely not too painful.
Mother wiped her dry face with her hands before approaching Ellie.
What followed was a pathetic comedy.
The lines were so awful, I thought I’d go insane.
Don’t, Mom. “Daughter, we have no choice if we want to survive,” she pleaded.
“Sis, please save me! I’m sorry!” Ellie begged.
“Ellie, stay still. If you’re the only one to make a sacrifice, your brother, yourself, and your mother and father can all live,” said Mother.
“No! Don’t do this!”
“Do you have any idea how hard it’s been raising you all this time? Can’t you even do this much when our lives are at stake?”
A scream followed: “Aaaaah! Don’t, don’t!”
The sound of quick footsteps echoed as someone rose from their seat and darted off.
Mother glanced at me, seeking permission, and then went to grab Ellie. Grabbing her by the hair with practiced ease, she pinned her to the floor and forced her mouth open.
“Guh… Ugh!” Ellie gagged.
Blood began pooling on the floor, and the smell of urine mingled with muffled sobs. Mother had cut her own clothes to press against the wound on Ellie’s tongue.
The result? Ellie, spitting blood from her mouth, and Mother trembling, scissors still clutched in her hand.
“That’s it?” I asked.
Mother froze at my words.
In her right hand was a small chunk of Ellie’s severed tongue, cut by her own hands.
“You, you! I-I cut Ellie’s tongue! I cut Ellie’s tongue, and yet…”
“I didn’t ask for that. I just said she had said some cruel things to me before. Like what you used to do—just a little scolding would’ve sufficed.”
Mother collapsed to the floor.
“Mother, do you remember how much I hated your fingers back when you held the whip and hit me? I can’t forget it even now.”
At those words, Mother dropped the scissors.
The blades were stained with blood.
“Ellie, pick them up.”
Ellie only glared at me, refusing to move.
So, I created another hole right next to the one already in her shoulder.
Only then, sobbing and hiccupping, did she bend down and pick up the scissors.
“She won’t ever be able to speak again, so shouldn’t she at least try to express her resentment?”
Ellie shook her head.
What good would it do to hate the person who cut out her tongue?
Now she was sobbing outright, tears streaming down her face. Such touching familial love—if only they had shown it to me before.
“E-Ellie, calm down for a moment…”
Mother’s words were drowned out by the sound of a gunshot.
I reloaded the chamber and cocked the hammer again.
The last thing I wanted was to hear the empty click of the trigger when I pulled it.
Such foolishness wasn’t something I intended to allow.
Ellie held the scissors in her hand.
When Mother tried to resist, I aimed at her shin and pulled the trigger.
Rather than creating a hole, the impact was more like striking the area with a thin baton, cracking it.
With a scream, Ellie tightly closed her eyes and attempted to cut off one of her fingers with the scissors.
She snipped, but only halfway. The finger was left mangled, dangling loosely.
Who would’ve thought she’d fail so miserably at even that?
“Father, you’re just watching again today?” I asked.
“What could I possibly do?” he replied.
“I don’t know either.”
“If you stop now, I’ll only send you to a convent. I’ll let it end there.
I’ve cared for you, raised you with love—not like your mother treated you!”
“But not once did you ever show me any attention… No, never mind. What’s the point of talking about it with you?”
Continuing to speak or trying to justify myself would only make me look more pathetic.
Judging by the situation alone, if anyone were to stumble upon this scene, I would undoubtedly be the villain.
“Emily, please, just stop here. Stop here, or even Heaven won’t forgive you.”
“Heaven, you say?”
Heaven. Was he talking about family ties or the church he dutifully attended?
I couldn’t care less.
It was laughable. That so-called God who supposedly sat high above had never done a thing for me, yet for the mere act of venting some frustration, I was supposed to face divine punishment?
Ridiculous.
As if He even cared about me.
Still, his words left an irritating aftertaste.
“In any case, as thanks for your nonsense, I’ll spare you from anything too difficult.”
I heard a faint plea, “Let’s talk this out,” but it was faint.
That father of mine, who sometimes ignored me out of convenience and other times blamed me when Mother scolded him, was now sprawled on the floor, trembling.
The sight of a middle-aged man in such a state was pathetic.
To spare him from further disgrace, I offered a little “help” to keep the conversation brief.
I remembered watching so many movies before.
Scenes where characters got shot but still carried on a conversation.
Others where their bodies writhed for ages before finally succumbing.
Realizing now that it was all fiction, I felt a twinge of disillusionment.
Cinematic license was one thing, but this was absurd.
Who would’ve guessed they’d drop limp like a powered-down robot the instant they were hit?
Unless, of course, it was because I aimed for the head.
In that case, I could understand.
Three left.
;

        
            Chapter 58: Here
;
Mother was cradling Father’s lifeless body, sobbing uncontrollably.
Did she love him?
The same man who scorned her, treating her as invisible, all because she bore children with a different hair and eye color?
I couldn’t comprehend it.
And so, I chose not to try.
There was no benefit in understanding someone I intended to harm; it would only dull my hatred.
“Please, please, just kill me and end this. I’m begging you.”
“Do you even feel sorry for what you’ve done to me?”
Smiling, I picked up bits of trash from the floor and hurled them toward her—scraps of paper, the shattered remains of my old instrument, and other random debris.
Even in this situation, Mother trembled, perhaps feeling humiliated, before muttering in a low voice:
“…Go to hell.”
“Oh, come now. You’ve already created hell right here; where else is there to go?
I’m sure anywhere else would be more livable than this.”
Cutting her tongue didn’t feel right.
There were still things I needed to say.
As for Ellie, there wasn’t much worth discussing with her.
“Ellie, this time it’s two fingers.”
Mother glared at me, her trembling hands reaching out toward Ellie with a hardened resolve.
Ellie sobbed as she desperately tried to cut off two of her fingers, while Mother shrieked in horror.
It seemed neither had enough strength; in the end, both fingers were left half-severed, dangling grotesquely.
I could have asked Fabian to do it, but what if he used the scissors to attack me?
I wanted to live a long, healthy life.
“Heaven or hell, either way, I’m sure people manage just fine.
They’re all just places where people live, and they can’t be worse than this mansion.”
If this were to repeat itself, though, that would be dreadful.
“I’m your parent. These children share the same blood as you.
You’ve killed your own kin, Emily. You’ve killed your family.”
Family? I didn’t know what that meant.
Not yesterday, not a year ago, not even several years ago—I had no idea.
What did “family” mean to these people?
To me, the Eisenach household was the closest example of what a family should be.
But this? This was just a collection of people bound by shared blood.
I didn’t care much, but still…
“Have you finished speaking?”
“How can you be so calm!?”
“Who knows? Maybe because I’ve been imagining this moment for years.”
I sighed.
“It was so hard, but now that it’s finally over, it feels surprisingly good.
I should have gone to the back alleys and bought a gun ages ago.”
I continued talking as I rummaged through the floor.
This place, where I had been dragged to and beaten day after day, where I’d been thrown out after passing out—it had been so long, yet I barely knew what was here.
Old memories surfaced.
Ellie used to mock me, pinching her nose whenever I came out of here after a beating.
Daniel muttered that I was filthy.
Then I’d head to the bathroom, crying as I washed myself, the sting of the water making me cry even more.
Back then, I cried so much.
I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d cried.
“Because we’re family. Because maybe, someday, you’d finally look back at me.
Maybe you’d pity me, maybe you’d help me one day…”
At the bottom of a drawer, I found the broken remains of my old instrument and, oddly enough, a flute that looked intact.
Perhaps it was so small that no one had touched it.
Still, it was so worn that the wood had rotted through; no sound would come from it now.
“But no one helped me.
You all mocked me, used me, mistreated me.
You never saw me as a person—all of you.
You even sold me to some rich pig while I wasn’t around…”
Still, I reached out and picked it up.
“Mother, you’re a horrible person.
Oh, this feels like something that a clown might say. But don’t worry, it’s not plagiarism.
That guy pulls the trigger right after speaking because he can’t control his emotions.”
Bang. Blood splattered again.
The recorder I had just picked up was stained with blood, though it didn’t get much dirtier since it was already ruined.
“You could have waited just a little longer.
Before I made this decision, you could have shown me just a bit of consideration.
Why didn’t it occur to you that hitting me would make me hit back eventually?
Anyway, If you had thought of me, even just a little…
I didn’t expect you to treat me like Ernst or Aria.
But as my so-called family, you could have done something…”
Dizzy for a moment, I sat on the floor before standing up again.
“I wanted to talk for a long time.
To sit down like this and have a nice, warm conversation.
This really suits our family. This is what family conversations are like, right?”
Where had all the servants gone?
Surely one of them could have come to help, yet they all seemed to have fled.
Earlier, When I Killed Daniel
The expression on the servant’s face when I killed Daniel earlier was priceless.
It twisted in shock before the so-called loyalty dissolved, and they abandoned their employer, fleeing for their life.
“Say something. If I talk to myself, it’s not a conversation.”
“So, is this your way of getting revenge?”
“Not quite. Who seeks revenge in such a wholesome manner?”
Mother glared at me with disdain, as if mocking my nonsense. But I was generous enough to let it slide. After all, it wasn’t contempt in her eyes—it was fear, and fear didn’t intimidate me.
“Now, suddenly, I’m your daughter?
You always said, ‘You’re not my daughter.
There’s no way something like you came from me.
Having something like you is my mistake.
You’d be better off finding a good man and leaving this house.’
Blah, blah. Or that dying under a carriage by accident wouldn’t be the worst outcome.”
I opened the chamber of the gun out of idle habit.
“You said not to make a fuss even if my bones were broken. When you stomped on my foot with your shoes and ripped out my toenails, you said not to cause a scene.
When you threw hot food at me, beat me, locked me up, and beat me again—was that supposed to be familial love? Parents? No way.”
I took out the bullets, then reloaded, repeating the process.
“Is that something you say to your daughter?
There’s no way someone like you could be my mother.
Parents are supposed to love their children. Isn’t that right, Emily? Right? Not sure why you’re quiet, but whatever.”
With that, I loaded the chamber fully and cocked the hammer.
“Wait, wait, Emily, hold on—”
“Shut up, Fabian.”
I tried to say it, but the words didn’t come out.
Puzzled, I looked down to find the barrel of the gun in my mouth.
Letting out a dry laugh, I pulled it out, triggering a gag reflex as it brushed my uvula.
I almost died like this.
I could have lived if I had let it go, so why did Fabian stop me?
Did he think of me as his sister?
If so, he should’ve helped sooner. Much sooner. Or at least followed my warning to stay out of the way tonight.
“Don’t take it too seriously.
I’m not.
It’s just… venting. Less revenge, more like a child throwing a tantrum.”
I was angry, but I didn’t scream.
Mother had taught me that, and I’d lived my whole life that way.
Always quiet, smiling faintly, internalizing everything like it was my fault.
I’d probably live the rest of my life like this.
Even when angry, even when struggling, I wouldn’t raise my voice. I’d just smile faintly, wallow in self-pity, and eventually die slowly.
Like now.
I should be the angriest person here, but I can’t even let my emotions explode.
“I can’t repay everything that was done to me.
I guess I’m not heartless enough to go that far. Hah.”
A laugh. A composed laugh. Not frivolous, but faintly unsettling nonetheless.
“Why aren’t you saying anything? Ellie, you want to respond?”
Ellie didn’t answer.
I aimed the gun at her and pulled the trigger.
My wrist ached from the recoil.
Blood spurted like a fountain from Ellie’s forehead.
I wiped my face dry and sat down again.
I hadn’t intended to kill her, but every time a memory surfaced, it transformed her into someone I had to kill.
Pathetic and strange—that’s what I must be.
It’s what Ellie always said.
“Big sister is pathetic, stupid, disgusting, and gross,” she’d sneer.
Mother was sobbing uncontrollably, making choking noises, clenching her fists.
Not that it mattered—two of her fingers were only half-severed, so she couldn’t clench properly anyway.
When she tried to lunge at me through her tears, I offered a faint glimmer of hope.
“There’s still one left. Sit down.”
She let out a guttural sob as she collapsed.
Just as I once clung to the hope that I could escape this house and live happily,
Perhaps now I could help Mother slowly let go of hers.
Because love surely lingers here.
We’re family, after all.
We’re family.
Radio, telephones, movies—these things fade over time. Fantasies fade over time.
But even so, my love will remain here.
I hummed an old song I used to listen to often, with slightly altered lyrics, as I strolled around the room.
;

        
            Chapter 59: It Remains
;
“Should I tell you two to make a child?”
I scratched my head, but no other thoughts came to mind.
“Fabian, your whole family is dead. Do you still want to live?”
“…And you?”
Fabian looked at me with a vacant expression.
“Emily, please, please spare Fabian, my firstborn! If Fabian dies, who will carry on the family name?!”
“Shh.”
Even with her shin shattered, Mother crawled toward me and grabbed my ankle. I kicked her head with my foot.
My kick was weak, so she didn’t fall, only staggered slightly before slipping on the blood pooled on the floor.
I landed on my rear with a slight ache, still clutching the pistol in my hand.
Mother, seeing her chance, grabbed the scissors and rushed at me.
Her fingers, half-severed and useless, didn’t make her attack hurt much.
A shallow cut ran from my left shoulder down my arm, beads of blood welling up from the wound.
It didn’t hurt.
After all, when something happens every day, it stops hurting after a while.
I shoved her away with both hands. With her broken shin, she collapsed on her own.
Approaching her fallen form, I pressed the barrel of the gun to her wrists.
One shot to her left wrist, another to her right, then one to each ankle.
While I reloaded, the foolish woman alternated between crying out in pain, begging me for her life, and cursing me, only to beg again.
Maybe the pain had driven her mad.
At this point, she could barely move, only writhing on the floor like an insect.
How pathetic.
That I had been at the mercy of someone like this…
It was a thought that crossed my mind often, yet each time, it enraged me anew.
I repeatedly struck her philtrum with the handle of the pistol.
Fabian mumbled something but fell silent.
The battered area turned red, then blue, then black before her upper teeth fell out.
One tooth dangled, so I grabbed it with my fingers and yanked it free.
The screams of a woman on the brink of death were truly unbearable to hear.
“Why… Why did I ever have to endure this from someone as pathetic as you?”
“You’re… you’re the curse God laid upon me!”
“How fitting. You’ve been the same to me.”
If she hated me so much, couldn’t she have just put me in a basket like those Somalian friends do and tossed me to the hyenas?
Or handed me to some voodoo priest to turn me into an aphrodisiac like an albino?
“Emily probably didn’t want to be born from you, either.”
“Who… Who are you?”
The woman asked as if she truly didn’t know.
I made eye contact but didn’t answer.
Who am I? The answer would always be Emily.
But somehow, it never felt right.
That’s why I didn’t know who I was.
This wasn’t some adolescent search for identity—what was this?
Did it matter?
Not in the slightest.
The only thing that mattered was that it was finally over.
“Anyway, I won’t kill you.
You didn’t kill me, after all.
Sure, you tried to sell me to some pig, but that’s worth no more than a couple of limbs.”
“So, is this all because I tried to arrange your marriage?”
Even without her teeth, her pronunciation was impressively clear.
I guess it’s just teeth, after all.
“Do you still think this is about that?”
I exhaled deeply and asked her a question.
“Did you ever, even for a single moment, even for one second, love me? Even at the moment I was born?”
When she didn’t answer, I fired a shot toward the ceiling.
“Not even for a single moment. Not even for one second. From the moment you were born, you’ve been nothing but filth to me.”
Her answer was brutally simple and precise.
At least, for me.
“Aaaaaah! Please, please, Emily, just shoot me! Shoot me instead!”
I aimed the gun at Fabian.
His weak gaze met mine.
Mother twisted her body, crawling toward me again.
The sight amused me, so I stomped on her head, rolling it underfoot like a child playing with a soccer ball.
I hadn’t planned on going this far, but leaving her alive now seemed pointless.
“Emily, do I… Do I need to apologize to you?”
“Who knows.”
“Did I deserve this? Did I do something to warrant this?”
“Not really. That’s why I gave you a choice—to leave tonight.”
“But if I left and came back to this, then I…”
“You’d inherit the family quickly, get married quickly—it’s not all bad.”
“What you said earlier…
Did Mother really say those things to you? Did she really do those things?”
“I softened the words a bit, but yeah, more or less.”
“…We ignored you, sure, but who could’ve expected it to come to this?”
“Too bad, isn’t it? Hah.”
Fabian took a deep breath and asked quietly,
“Do you hate me?”
“Not really.”
“Then, Ellie?”
“I don’t hate her either. If anything, I might like her. I’m her older sister, after all.”
“Daniel, Father, and Regen?”
Regen was the fourth sibling, right?
“I don’t hate them. I just think they’re… disappointing people.”
He shouted, “Then why?!”
I kicked the head of the woman sprawled on the floor and answered.
“Because she loves you all. And I’ve lost so many things I love.
Honestly, if there had been even one piano left, maybe none of this would’ve happened.”
“Because of that instrument?”
“That instrument,” I scoffed, “is far more important than you. It’s more important than all the humans living in this world.”
I tapped my head lightly.
“Do you even understand how much is stored in here?
You, who marvel at waltzes while calling them worthless, need to understand your place.”
In the end, Mother’s favorite child was Fabian.
Her firstborn, the heir to the family, the one who always upheld the household.
He was the only one taught about family affairs and, ultimately, the only one who could handle it.
Even during tough times caused by me, she claimed that Fabian brought her comfort.
I didn’t respond to Fabian’s earlier remark.
I thought of an answer but couldn’t come up with anything appropriate. Scratching the back of my head, I aimed the gun at his stomach and pulled the trigger.
With a groan, Fabian crumpled forward. He was still breathing, though.
I walked over to Mother, who was now gasping, tears streaming down her face and forming a puddle on the floor.
I stroked her head as I spoke softly.
“Mother, Fabian is dying because of you.
Fabian is dying because of you.
If it weren’t for you, he would have inherited the family estate, married someone he loved, had children, and lived a happy life.
But because of you, another decent person is dying.”
No, it was all me.
I killed him.
I was just angry, and I snapped. I shot him because of it.
Because I wasn’t special.
I wanted to be, but I wasn’t.
So I pulled the trigger.
Everyone will call me the bad guy.
After all, who else in the world grabs a gun and shoots everyone in their family just because they were bullied at home?
What could I have done?
“You can still save him.
I aimed for his stomach on purpose.
If you call for a doctor right now and they arrive in time, he might survive.”
Mother slowly started crawling.
Her wrists and ankles were too damaged for her to stand, but she dragged herself across the floor.
Since she couldn’t leave the punishment room, I kindly walked over and opened the door for her.
When I turned back, Fabian had lifted his head, wheezing and looking at me.
I couldn’t tell if he was laughing or crying, but tears streamed down his face.
Perhaps it was both.
It must have seemed ridiculous to him—such a meaningless death.
Fabian had to die meaninglessly.
So did Ellie.
And Father.
Daniel, even more so.
They had to die like that so that Mother would grieve.
If she bled out and died, that would be regrettable, but even that wouldn’t be too bad.
Like a maid, I opened the front door wide for her to leave.
Mother crawled so slowly, painfully dragging her body.
But just to make sure she didn’t actually get away, I stepped on her back.
Whenever she tried to move, I stomped on her wounds.
Watching her squirm and attempt to crawl again was nothing short of amusing.
Even if she ran at full speed, it would take ten minutes to reach the hospital. How did she plan to make it crawl?
By then, Fabian would already be dead.
I reloaded the gun, pointed it at my temple, then decided against it.
Maybe seeing Daniel die like that left me disinterested in a gunshot to the head.
Instead, I aimed at Mother’s ankle and pulled the trigger twice.
Reload. Fire. Reload again. Fire again.
Until her limbs were nearly severed.
When there were five bullets left in the cartridge, her hands and feet were barely attached, dangling grotesquely.
I poked one with my finger, and it swung loosely.
“Did you really never love me, even for a single moment?”
Mother flailed, trying to answer.
I stepped on her head, cutting her off.
Then I shut the door.
The curses, the jeers, and the condemnation faded behind it.
Feeling exhausted, I wiped my face dry and went to the bathroom.
I washed myself, dried off with a towel, and changed into fresh clothes.
Then I walked to the kitchen, brewed a cup of coffee, grabbed some fruit, and moved to the dining table.
The faint smell of blood lingered, but it seemed to complement the aroma of the coffee.
I hummed a tune softly, letting time pass.
Having brought the story of this family to its conclusion, it was now time to decide my own ending.
“Surely, our love remains here♫.”
Humming the altered lyrics of an old song, I nudged Daniel’s corpse with my foot, matching the rhythm.
The fresh dress I had just put on was stained with blood. Oh well, I could always wear something else.
Parents are supposed to love their children.
I simply returned the love Mother had shown me.
Love lingers here, doesn’t it?
In the bloodstains on the floor, in the punishment room where I was beaten, in my memories, and in my room…
;

        
            Chapter 60: What Have I Done
;
Gunshots echoed from next door.
Over and over again.
Each time I heard them, I closed my eyes.
The sounds were relentless.
What have I done?
I said I would help her.
Screams, shouts, the horrible sounds people make before they die, sobbing, gunshots.
What have I done?
Emily is… Emily is shooting people.
Her own family.
Maybe she doesn’t see them as family, but to everyone else, they are.
And it’s all because of me.
When Emily was struggling so much, when she was dying from illness, I should have been by her side to support her.
I called myself her friend, yet I did nothing.
If anything, Aria—she probably helped Emily far more, and better, than I ever did.
I didn’t do anything.
All I ever did was stand in her way, tease her unnecessarily until she bled or vomited, fail to notice when she was sick, and dance around obliviously.
It’s all because of me.
I could have saved her.
When Emily started distancing herself from me, I thought she just didn’t like me anymore.
That’s why I didn’t push Aria away when she came closer.
While I was dreaming about the future, Emily was dying.
Bang. A scream. A wail.
The cacophony continued.
Clutching my head, I collapsed onto my bed, burying my face into the mattress.
I want to see her smile.
That small, subtle smile of hers—it’s so beautiful.
What will happen once this is over?
I only hope Emily doesn’t blow her own head off.
If she does, I’ll be devastated. Words couldn’t even describe it.
Right now, I want to get up and stop her.
But it’s already happened.
What could I do at this point?
It’s too late.
The moment I failed to notice her pain, failed to understand why she pushed me away—it was too late.
I could have helped.
I liked her so much when we were kids.
But I couldn’t reach her, and now…
If only earlier in the day—before Emily headed to the estate—I had asked her to marry me. Would things have turned out differently?
No. She probably would have laughed at me, called it nonsense, and brushed it off.
Just thinking about it gives me a headache again.
Time passed.
The gunfire stopped.
Maybe ten minutes later, another shot rang out.
By now, even the smallest sounds had faded away.
I stood up.
My heart pounded so loudly I could feel it echoing through my chest with every step I took.
Thump, thump. It was deafening, even as I walked.
Is Emily alive, or is she dead?
Please, let it be the former.
Straightening my coat, I headed for the front door.
On the way, the butler gave me a worried look, as if pleading for me not to go.
But I had to.
I had to see with my own eyes what had become of Emily.
I approached Emily’s mansion.
At the front door, blood was seeping out, pooling at the threshold.
The stench of blood hit me, making me grimace.
I opened the door and saw someone writhing, their body jerking weakly.
Looking closer, I recognized her—it was Mrs. Reichten. Someone I’d seen around occasionally.
Did Emily do this?
I didn’t want to think about it.
For now, I prioritized Emily’s safety above all else.
The woman begged me to open the door and let her out.
I didn’t care.
If Emily’s words were to be believed, Mrs. Reichten had been slowly killing her for years.
The story was disgusting.
How could a parent treat their child like that?
Only a monster would do such things.
In this house, Emily was the only person who mattered to me.
I felt no pity for the woman.
Her pitiable state clashed with the image of her I had in my mind—whole and unharmed.
Still, she was the one who had silently, insidiously caused Emily so much suffering.
Ignoring her curses, I stepped past her and into the house.
The smell of freshly brewed coffee wafted through the air, but as I followed the scent, another odor emerged.
Blood. And something else. Something worse.
Stopping in front of a large door where the coffee smell was strongest, I opened it.
The stench of guts and rot assaulted my nose.
Inside were scattered, unidentifiable human fragments, blood, and the unmistakable stink of urine.
On the floor lay headless corpses, their chests still oozing blood.
It was the first time I’d ever seen such raw, unfiltered death.
And in the middle of it all was Emily, sitting calmly, sipping coffee.
“Oh, I was waiting for you.”
***
;
“You’re finally here,” she said.
“…Emily.”
Ernst’s voice trembled with concern as he looked at me.
He must have passed the horrifying corpses and Mrs. Reichten’s writhing body on his way here. Yet still, he was worried about me.
“Sorry for all the noise in the middle of the night. Everyone’s probably trying to sleep, and I must have disturbed them.”
“…”
“I thought I’d try making a joke, but I guess it wasn’t funny.”
Ernst didn’t respond.
He seemed stunned, staring at the corpses strewn across the floor.
“What happens to me now?”
“…”
“I did all this in a fit of rage, but now I don’t know what to do.
Hey, Ernst. I can’t see the way forward. I thought that once I killed them all, once I got rid of these people in front of me, something would change. But I was wrong, wasn’t I?”
The gun was still in my hand.
I felt like blowing my head off.
At least then, the headache pounding in my skull might finally stop.
What was it I wanted to do?
I’d planned to just maim them, spare their lives—except for Mother.
But what had I done?
I didn’t regret it, but there was this strange, lingering aftertaste I couldn’t shake.
“Nothing will happen,” Ernst said, breaking the silence as he walked slowly toward me.
“I’ll make sure of that.
People will believe a disgruntled commoner, angry at society, came in and killed your entire family.
You’ll be seen as the unfortunate girl who returned home from staying with me to find everyone she loved dead.”
“Really? You think that’ll work?”
“Who’s left to say otherwise? The only witnesses were the servants.
And no matter what rumors the commoners spread, the truth is whatever I say it is.”
“Ernst, when did you become so authoritarian?”
“Why? Don’t you like it?”
“Who knows.”
“You’ll hold a simple funeral, inherit everything here, and marry me.
Since I’m only marrying you for your wealth, just follow along and say what I tell you to—”
“Ernst. When you lie, you blink too much and your breathing quickens. No one’s going to fall for it.”
I stood up.
Draining the rest of the coffee in my cup, I headed for the front door.
Mother was still squirming, struggling futilely to open the door.
I kicked her side, crouched beside her, and yanked her head back by the hair, pulling her face close to mine.
“Did you hear?
Thanks to you, I’m going to marry Ernst, and we’ll live happily ever after.
I’ll take this house, all the jewelry, clothes, and wealth you hoarded, and everything that should’ve gone to Fabian.”
Mother screamed.
But the sounds weren’t words anymore—just animalistic howls spilling from her mouth.
“I love you. Probably.
And Emily still loves you.
The love we shared will stay lodged in my mind forever, never disappearing.”
The words didn’t matter.
The emotion behind them was clear.
More vivid than any other choice of words could have conveyed.
“It’s all because of you.”
Disgust swelled within me. I aimed the barrel at her head and pulled the trigger.
I wished there would be nothing left of her.
So I kept pulling the trigger.
Five shots.
The revolver was empty.
I tossed it to the floor, grabbed a chair from the dining room, and began smashing it down on her already lifeless body.
By the time Mother, like Daniel, had been reduced to something resembling minced meat, I stopped to catch my breath and collapsed onto the floor.
“Ernst, can I borrow your bathroom?”
Ernst bit his lip and didn’t answer.
Shrugging, I climbed the stairs, undressed, and began washing myself.
The filth of the people who had slowly been killing me, the filth of the world itself, started to wash away with the water.
I dried myself thoroughly with a towel, put on fresh clothes, and returned downstairs.
Ernst was sitting at the dining table, rubbing his face dry with his hands.
;

        
            Chapter 61: Present
;
At that moment, I grew tired, stumbled, and collapsed on the spot.
I considered asking for help, but Ernst seemed to be dealing with his own complex feelings, so I decided to leave him be for now.
I coughed. Blood poured out.
It didn’t hurt much.
My head felt slightly dizzy.
And yet, for some reason, I felt strangely happy.
Was it the effect of the medication?
Or perhaps it was simply because the person in front of me was worried about me.
Ernst was.
He picked me up, carried me to the mansion, and screamed at the butler to bring a doctor immediately.
In the Reichten household, I was not considered a person.
I was more like an expensive pet kept locked away.
Here, though, it felt like I had become someone worth saving, and that made me genuinely happy.
Ernst laid me down on the bed and gently stroked my cheek.
He seemed to be crying.
My vision blurred slightly, and that was all I could think of.
“Just a moment ago, you were moving around just fine! Why are you suddenly like this?!”
I tried to answer.
My lips moved, and my tongue tried to form words, but the critical issue was that no breath escaped my lungs.
I tried desperately to inhale and exhale, but blood spilled out instead.
Regrettably, I dirtied Ernst’s face with it.
Someone I didn’t recognize came in and started examining my body.
Before long, my mind began to fade.
It felt as though everything in the world around me was trying to steal everything I had, as if my relatives, who called themselves my family, were desperate to kill me. And so, I dreamed of escaping this place.
Just a happy dream.
The name of Emily’s dream was me.
By now, I couldn’t remember my own name, what I liked, or how I ended up in this world.
Emily brought me here because she had no knowledge and wanted someone who did.
Emily longed for freedom, but having never experienced it, she brought me, who had a faint understanding of what it might be.
Emily desired happiness, but having never felt it, she brought me, who had lived a happy life.
Emily yearned for love but had neither received it nor given it to anyone, so she brought me, someone who had loved and hated others in turn.
And eventually, I became Emily.
A person who is neither free, nor happy, nor loved, nor capable of giving love.
The master had passed on the burden, after all.
Still, I granted some of Emily’s wishes.
Even if the outcome wasn’t exactly what she wanted, it wasn’t malicious, like something from the Monkey’s Paw.
I simply lacked the ability.
I couldn’t grant her wish for her family to love her, so I killed the family members who could never love her.
I couldn’t grant her wish for her mother to love her, to look back at her, so I killed her mother.
Though, in a way, I think I fulfilled her desire to love her mother.
After all, a parent not loving their child is unthinkable. Surely, everything her mother did to her was an act of love.
So, I merely returned it in kind.
And with that, I was free.
Free from all shackles.
A faint sense of euphoria washed over me as my vision cleared.
I must have dozed off for a moment.
When I opened my eyes, I saw Ernst standing with his arms crossed, a man with a stern expression and an irritable air sitting with one leg crossed in a coat, and Ariana nervously biting her nails.
I turned my head to look for the window and glanced outside.
It was still night.
“Ernst, how much time has passed?”
“Since you fell asleep?”
“Yeah.”
“Three days.”
At those words, I scratched my head.
To think that just floating in nothingness and then waking up meant three days had passed.
“No wonder I’m hungry. Could you bring me something to eat?”
“Miss, isn’t there something you should address first?”
I ignored the man’s words and spoke to Ernst.
“Ernst, could you send Ariana out for a moment?”
Ariana hesitated and mumbled something about not wanting to leave, but when I smiled and waved, she stared at me for a long time before slowly walking out of the room.
She truly had a beautiful mind, enough to be angry at seeing me like this.
Once Ariana had left, I slowly began to speak.
“First, you should state your name. Not everyone is going to notice the badge you lowly, uneducated folk wear so proudly.”
“Do you even understand your current situation, to speak like that?”
“My situation? Who knows.”
When I glanced at Ernst, he didn’t seem inclined to stop me.
It should be fine to act as I said I would.
“And it’s particularly unpleasant when a rootless commoner without even the courtesy of a crest dares to speak to me unbidden. Apologize, will you?”
The man looked at me in stunned disbelief, unable to respond, when a servant knocked on the door and entered, bringing me something to eat.
It was nothing more than a piece of bread with butter and syrup on top, along with a glass of milk.
It wasn’t exactly the ideal meal for a stomach empty for three days, but it tasted fine.
I felt a bit repulsed looking at the powdered medicine next to it, though.
I hoped I wouldn’t have to be the sick person anymore.
I didn’t want to slowly die of illness, nor did I want to find comfort in the thought that someone might mourn me when I was gone.
With all obstacles cleared away, I wanted to start living a happy life.
So, I simply swallowed the medicine.
It was slightly bitter, but bearable.
The man with the mustache, sitting in front of me, had surely come to either imprison me or separate my body from my head.
“So, what brings you here, Inspector?”
Despite the mustache, the man looked quite young, probably in his mid-20s at most.
He’s probably some fool who inherited a decent position from his father, drunk on power, and meddling wherever he pleases.
Otherwise, he wouldn’t have come to me.
If he came, it would have to be as an inspector.
If time passed, he’d likely settle into a superintendent role, taking bribes and living comfortably, but luck wasn’t on his side.
Anyway, this country is pathetic.
It feels like a patchwork quilt hastily stitched together to make nonsensical things appear logical, even now as I think about it.
Come to think of it, in the place I originally lived, there was a similar country a long time ago.
I consciously erased the memories that came to mind and gave a faint smile.
“They say you woke up after three days, and yet suddenly acting like this is problematic.”
There are police officers, but among those arrested as criminals, the only ones who receive proper punishment are commoners without money to bribe or those arrested simply because they happened to be nearby when a crime occurred or were loitering on the streets.
If they claim they’re not criminals, I wouldn’t have much to say, but commoners walking around outside should be prepared to accept such injustices.
Judges are typically impoverished or unlucky nobles.
People like that wouldn’t do their jobs properly.
If you don’t like it, just grab a gun and kill everyone in charge.
“No evidence, no power, and nothing you can do about it, right?”
“The firearm found at the scene…”
It’s not something an ordinary person could acquire.
Not my fingerprints, though. They don’t check fingerprints yet, do they?
“That wasn’t me who fired it.”
The man flared up, ready to snap at my words.
Has he never dealt with nobles before?
“Ernst, where’s that gun?”
“It’s probably with the man standing right in front of you.”
“Why is this guy even here? You could’ve just kicked him out or buried him at night.”
At that, Ernst shrugged his shoulders and replied.
“Isn’t that too pitiful?”
“Just return my gun already.”
“What nonsense are you spouting now…”
When the man began yelling at me, Ernst lowered his voice and spoke in an uncharacteristically threatening tone.
“Return it. If you’d like to return to your family.”
The man’s face showed a flustered expression.
Perhaps he was stiff with fear, or maybe his stubbornness kept him from moving.
Ernst approached the man, reached into his inner pocket, and pulled out a gun wrapped in a white cloth.
Then he handed it to me.
The man looked like he wanted to protest but seemed to realize none of the people around him were on his side.
It wasn’t a pretty sight, and it seemed Ernst had ensured no servants were present to witness this scene, likely to prevent loyalty from evaporating on the spot.
In any case, I reclaimed the gun that had helped me find my freedom.
Opening the chamber, I saw there was one bullet left.
I had thought I’d emptied it when I shot my mother, but maybe I lacked the strength to fire the last round.
I set it into position so it would fire with the pull of the trigger, then cocked the hammer.
“Excuse me. Why did you kill my beloved family and try to pin it on me?”
No response came.
He was trembling, paralyzed with fear.
The mustache didn’t suit him at all.
“Ahaha, don’t be so scared. I’m not cruel enough to torment someone who can’t do anything.”
But you should know your place. The only people you can wield power over are commoners like you.
Pfft.
“And certainly not someone like me, who is of a higher station than you.”
How disgusting.
People like me are just…

        
            Chapter 62: I wonder
;
Was it unfair?
All I did was shoot those beastly excuses for humans, and yet I’m the one being chastised for it!
At least my family was from a middling, insignificant noble line, which was fortunate.
Everyone in my family was among those I’d shot.
There was no one left to claim the inheritance or contest its validity.
That’s all that mattered to the higher-ups.
Sure, they’d be furious if some mere woman inherited what might otherwise be theirs. But if that woman was destined to become the Lady of the Eisenach family, then she wouldn’t be just anyone.
Of course, if Ernst were to abandon me, I’d probably have to decide whether to end up with some potbellied man or a widowed old fellow—until I inevitably blew my head off.
Still, I doubted Ernst would abandon me.
“Instead of wasting your time sitting here, go grab some petty thief from an alleyway or a random vagrant and throw them in prison.
Then ship them off to some godforsaken place or play target practice with them in the square. Isn’t that what you usually do for fun?”
The coffee was surprisingly good.
After asking Ernst for another cup, I finally started feeling like myself again.
“It’s rude to speak so arrogantly at first, but ignoring someone’s words is just as rude, you know.”
The man with the mustache sat blankly for a long time before leaving the mansion.
I wasn’t sure if he’d given up after realizing there was nothing he could do or if he left to figure out another way.
Frankly, it wouldn’t matter much even if what I did were considered right.
Even if I were dragged into court, I could claim my punishment was unfair, forcing them to spend years proving otherwise.
And it’s safe to say no judge would work that hard for years.
I could always die wandering the world before any verdict was reached.
Ernst, arms crossed, sat in a corner of the room, his legs jittering for quite some time.
Eventually, he looked at me and spoke bluntly.
“My parents don’t want you in this house. They said you should be grateful they’re letting this slide as much as they are.”
“I am grateful enough.”
“At first, Father wanted to take the sword from the house and kill you himself. He kept asking how a child could kill their own parents.”
I could easily imagine him grabbing a cavalry saber and coming at me with a furious face.
“Well.”
Would anyone believe that was just a lively family discussion for us?
“So, are you going to kick me out?”
“If you’re thrown out, what would you do?”
“…Not sure.”
I tried to think of the things I wanted to do.
“Maybe I’d wander around. I’d visit all the places I wanted to see.”
Surprisingly, not many came to mind.
There used to be so many things I wanted to do, but it felt like those desires had disappeared along with my family.
“A big lake in the north, the sea, a mountain covered in snow—those all sound nice.”
Dying alone in the middle of a deserted mountain didn’t sound so bad either.
Everyone would point fingers at me now.
They’d call me the crazy person who murdered their family for an inheritance.
They’d warn others not to approach me or even speak to me.
If they had the chance, they’d try to kill me or get rid of me somehow.
No one would back me up, not that I could see anyway.
I just wanted to live.
But to others, it wouldn’t look that way.
It was probably the same for that mustachioed inspector.
I must’ve seemed like one of those arrogant, oppressive nobles who committed crimes and still carried themselves with entitlement.
I didn’t have a defense, but something about it felt unfair.
The irony of despising oppression and yet behaving the same way now wasn’t lost on me.
I felt a pang of self-loathing.
People like me should just die.
At least I would die as myself.
Emily would die as Emily.
Until then, it had been a meaningless death.
Worse than a rat in a gutter—no one would remember me, and no one would mourn.
But now, it seems to have gained some value.
At least words would be exchanged, and some curious people might investigate why I died.
Maybe Ernst and Ariana would mourn.
No, they would mourn. Believing that made me feel happier.
“And when you’ve been everywhere you want to go?”
“…Why ask something so troubling?”
“When you’re done, when you seem relieved, when you look like you’re about to leave for somewhere else—what do you think I’d feel?”
“You’d wonder if the place I’m leaving for is heaven or hell.”
“…You know me well.”
“Hey, Ernst. Even after taking the medicine, the coughing won’t stop.
Do you think wasting away slowly or just blowing my brains out would make much of a difference?”
“The doctor said as long as you pour enough money into it, you could live miserably for the rest of your life.”
“I just want to live healthily and die all at once.”
“…Forget it.”
I didn’t respond.
Ernst rummaged through his belongings and tossed a small box at me.
The fancy-looking box was wrapped with a ribbon.
When I opened it, I found a cleanly designed ring with a gemstone set in the center.
I didn’t know what kind of stone it was.
I never paid attention to those things.
“What about Ariana?”
“She’s just a friend.”
“Hmm, but friends don’t usually stroll through the garden alone together.”
“That time, it’s because you were…”
“You’ll regret it. Do you even like me?”
“If I hated you, I wouldn’t care if you lived or died.”
“But that doesn’t mean you love me. I don’t love you either.
I just think of you as a friend. A close friend. Someone who doesn’t always understand me but still helps me.”
“…Isn’t that enough?”
“It’s not enough.
Husbands and wives should love each other.
Parents should love their children and teach them what’s right.
Mothers and fathers must be perfect beings.”
At least, I didn’t think I’d be capable of doing any of that.
There wasn’t even a hint of composure in me.
“But I can’t imagine it.
I can’t picture myself ever sharing love with someone else, ever loving another person.
Even if I were to marry, I’d probably end up doing the same awful things as the person I killed with my own hands.”
While people rarely marry for love, I still believe that even if it doesn’t start that way, love must come eventually.
That’s what makes a couple, and that’s what makes a family.
“The truth is, you’re only doing this because you pity me.
It’s fine. There’s no reason to feel sorry for me anymore.”
The people who tormented me were all dead.
I was the only one left.
So, that’s it. It’s all over now.
There’s no longer any reason for Ernst to pity or care about me.
I knew that human emotions didn’t work so simply, but staying with me would surely corrupt him over time.
He’d become someone negative and cynical, pretending to be indifferent while secretly clinging to hope—a contradictory kind of person.
“Do you really think I’m doing all this out of pity for you?”
“It’s not just pity, of course. But it’s there.
I’m not saying I dislike it. Just… maybe take some time to sort out your thoughts.
If you still feel the same, then we can talk about it later.”
Ernst looked confused, scratching the back of his head before leaving the room.
“Like it could ever be fine.”
I stared at the ring for a long time.
I didn’t put it on.
But I didn’t put it back in the box either.
I just looked at it.
I, too, had complicated feelings.
“Is a psychic spy from China here to steal the happiness in your heart~?”
“What on earth is that ridiculous song…?”
At some point, Ariana had entered the room and was sitting inside.
“I don’t know. I don’t even remember whose song it is anymore.”
Answering vaguely, I sang the lyrics as I recalled them.
“…Are you okay?”
“Are you asking if I’m okay physically or scolding me for being fine after shooting my family dead?”
“…Clearly, I’m asking if you’re okay physically.”
Since I was only teasing her, I didn’t answer.
I let the conversation pass lightly.
“Hey, Ariana. Do you remember?”
“Remember what?”
“My previous life. My memories of it are fading little by little.”
“It doesn’t matter. The more I think about it, the more I wonder how I even lived that life.”
“Ahaha, I see. You and I really are opposites.”
“…Still, there were a lot of fun things back then.
There was so much I couldn’t do because I didn’t have money, though.”
“I can’t relate to that at all since I had more money than I knew what to do with.”
At this point, it was a meaningless conversation.
“You’re supposed to be the protagonist of some novel, and Ernst is supposed to be one of the people who loves you. Do you think all of this happened because we disrupted that predetermined story?”
“What do you mean by that?”
I couldn’t explain it.
Ariana didn’t seem to think I was being serious anyway; she probably thought it was just one of my usual nonsensical remarks.
“Ernst says he wants to marry me.”
At that, Ariana shrugged casually and replied lightly.
I wasn’t sure if she spoke lightly because it wasn’t her concern or because she genuinely thought it wasn’t a big deal.
“Then just do it.
Don’t you both like each other?”
“…”
After a long pause, I asked Ariana a question.
“What about you?”
“Me? Well, we’re just friends. If his parents insist, I can’t really stop them, but Ernst already likes someone else. It’s not like I could stay by his side anyway.”
“Ernst likes me?”
“Probably.”
“There’s a big problem with that.”
“What is it?”
“I hate myself. I hate myself so much.”
What on earth was I doing?
Was I running away?
But still, just for a moment.
Couldn’t I rest, just for a moment, instead of running?
;

        
            Chapter 63
;
Ariana made a complicated expression after hearing what I said.
She let out a long “Hmm…” and seemed to think for a while before speaking.
“I might feel the same way. Maybe not as much as you, though.”
After taking a deep breath, she continued.
“Even so, you know…
You’ve always said there’s no one around you who loves you, but at least two people do.”
“I don’t know. It’s not like I’m a lesbian or anything—wait, or am I? Anyway, I’m pretty sure I’m not.”
“…That’s not what I meant.”
“It was just a joke.”
“Anyway, honestly, I can’t say what you did was right. But I can’t say it was wrong either.
It’s a bit awkward, but that’s how it’s always been from the start.”
“That’s a little hurtful, you know.”
“From the beginning, you looked at me like you already knew everything about me. You gave me those resigned, unpleasant looks…
And then, when I came to check on you because I was worried, you were coughing up blood, and when I tried to help, you snapped at me instead.”
“…”
Come to think of it, I didn’t really have much of a rebuttal.
If I wanted things to change, I couldn’t keep brushing everything off like I always had.
So, I didn’t make a sarcastic remark this time.
“I’m sorry. For everything up until now.”
“…Are you in a lot of pain?”
“What am I supposed to say after gathering the courage to apologize like that?”
“There’s nothing to apologize for. It’s just that a lot of unfortunate things have happened, that’s all.”
Most of it could be written off as unfortunate, and I suppose that wasn’t entirely wrong.
Maybe that’s all I’d ever been capable of doing—writing things off.
“Just don’t overthink it. At least not right now.”
“Alright.”
The atmosphere grew a bit awkward, but it wasn’t like the unbearable awkwardness of the past.
About 20 minutes passed in silence before I suddenly blurted out something I was curious about.
“Hey, Ariana.”
“What?”
“About us—our relationship, I mean.”
“Mm-hmm.”
“Are we friends?”
“If we weren’t, I wouldn’t have helped you this much.
I didn’t even get mad when you secretly took that gun from my father—or rather, your father.”
Ariana gave a slight smile, as if stating an obvious fact.
“Yeah, we’re friends. Otherwise, I wouldn’t know what else to call it.”
How many people in the world could truly love themselves?
A lot, probably—a huge number.
Even someone living in a worse place than me, like a homeless person in an alley, might love themselves more than I do.
It wasn’t surprising that I felt this way, but I had still hoped that someday I’d get better.
Could I be okay before I die?
This lingering gloom didn’t feel like it would disappear anytime soon.
I looked at the ring again.
A clean gemstone was set in the center, and the band was made of thin, twisted gold without any ornate decorations.
Do I hate myself?
That’s absurd.
If I hated myself, would I have gone through all this trouble just to survive?
Who else loves me as much as I do…?
The answer came easily, without hesitation.
I really do hate myself.
I hate being Emily.
Sometimes I even wonder why I didn’t just kill my family sooner.
I could have ended it all, just like this, a long time ago.
But I was scared. I ran away. I hesitated, unable to do anything, and ended up in this mess.
Even now, I’m running away, scared.
Nothing happened.
Nothing at all.
I made it that way with my own hands.
It’s an undeniable truth, but it’ll eventually fade into the background, become a forgotten rumor as people’s attention shifts elsewhere.
Yet, in front of me stood someone who firmly declared they were my friend.
So maybe, no matter what happens, it’ll be okay.
I could visit her sometimes, talk to her, share tea or cookies without any particular reason, maybe have a meal together occasionally.
And someday, if we both had children, we could introduce them to each other.
If that’s the case, maybe it’s fine if I stop worrying about everything.
What does it matter if Ernst’s parents disapprove?
My tormentor of a mother’s so-called “education” had already been appropriately revised through a few conversations, and there was nothing left to fear.
There was no reason to keep agonizing over it anymore.
I used to have no one, but now I have two people.
That was much better than having no one at all.
It was absurd that out of the people I could lean on, none were family.
The thought made me let out a hollow laugh.
Still, realizing this gave me an odd sense of relief.
I looked at the ring and slowly slipped it onto my ring finger.
Now that I think about it, “Emily Reichten” doesn’t really have a nice ring to it.
By the way, what was Ernst’s last name again? I’d called him “Ernst” so often that I seemed to have forgotten.
I think it was Altenburg.
“Emily Altenburg” didn’t sound particularly pleasant either.
Ariana, her face slightly flushed, explained how close our friendship was. Then, perhaps embarrassed, she nibbled on some snacks before leaving the room, saying she was heading home.
As time passed, the sun began to set.
Ernst came into my room to take me to dinner—or rather, to invite me, though it felt more like being taken there.
Before he could speak, I held up my hand to show the ring and smiled.
“Hey, doesn’t it suit me pretty well?”
“Of course, it does. I picked it, after all.”
“Aren’t you supposed to just say it suits me in moments like this?”
“Let’s go eat. My parents are waiting downstairs.”
“Now that you mention it, I don’t feel like going anymore.”
Ernst shrugged.
“Can’t be helped.”
“Still, shouldn’t I freshen up first?”
At that, Ernst approached and sniffed the air around me.
Annoyed, I flicked his forehead, but he didn’t seem to react much—it probably didn’t hurt since I didn’t put much strength into it.
“Ah, well. I can’t tell, but if you feel grimy, go ahead and wash up.”
I’d been lying in bed for three days, so of course, I probably smelled.
Then again, maybe I didn’t.
Or maybe I’d just grown used to it.
A servant guided me to the bathroom.
The mansion was enormous, but the bathroom wasn’t much different from the ones at the Reichten household.
If anything, it was slightly smaller and simpler.
I didn’t mind it, though.
My body still bore scars.
Most of them had turned dark and scabbed over.
I picked off the scabs one by one.
The stinging pain was mild, accompanied by a faint itchiness. But the idea of dried blood clinging to my skin reminded me of the bits of brain matter that had splattered on my face when I smashed Daniel’s head. It was disgusting.
“Ugh…”
A wave of nausea hit me.
In hindsight, the grotesque sight that followed the rush of excitement was just a horrifying memory now.
Back then, my blood had been up, my vision slightly blurred by exhilaration.
It was like how wearing a corset too tightly dulls the pain of a knife pressed to your chest.
Now, with the tension gone and the feeling of slowly being strangled fading away, all I could think was how filthy it all was.
I didn’t want to attach any emotions to my family anymore.
Not hatred, not resentment—nothing.
If I did, they’d haunt me endlessly.
After lightly washing up, I dressed and headed to the dressing room—a hallway-like space—where a servant awaited me.
Though I’d visited Ernst’s mansion often, I didn’t recognize her. She must’ve either worked in this area exclusively or been hired during the time we’d grown distant.
She seated me, dried my hair, and tidied it up nicely.
Once I was properly groomed, I stepped out to find Ernst waiting for me.
It felt like I was being led to the gallows, but running away at this point seemed impossible.
I really needed to work on my habit of diving into things without thinking.
Following Ernst to the dining room—if you could call such an enormous space a “room”—I saw two people seated at the large table, their meals before them.
I slowly crossed the room and sat across from them.
“Do young people not greet their elders first these days?”
The man looked stern.
He had wrinkles and a beard, giving him a grumpy air that reminded me of Ernst.
“I’m Emily,” I said.
“And your family?”
The question had a teasing undertone.
“Well, they’re all dead, so I’m not even sure if I still have one.”
He frowned.
I half-wondered if he had a gun hidden somewhere.
If things went poorly, this cantankerous old man might kill me right here.
That wouldn’t be the worst outcome.
At least it would be a fittingly theatrical end to the comedy of my life.
;

        
            Chapter 64
;
The world ultimately runs on humor, on being something to laugh at.
And the man in front of me seemed to lack even the barest sense of humor.
You know the type—his mouth perpetually downturned, his eyes sharp, and his demeanor exuding irritation for no reason.
Ernst’s father, Count Altenburg, didn’t seem to like me very much.
I couldn’t blame him. If my child brought home someone labeled a family murderer as their lover, I wouldn’t be thrilled either.
“I heard quite the commotion in the night.”
“There were things breathing that shouldn’t have been alive in the first place.”
“This isn’t the time to stand there with your head held high, looking at me insolently and running your mouth.
You should be on your knees, begging me to let you stay in this house. Are you out of your mind?”
“I’m tired of begging.
For years, my daily pleas were, ‘Please spare me, please at least give me a room smaller than a doghouse.’
Honestly, I think I’d rather die than go back to that life.”
At my words, he furrowed his brow and walked over to a wall where a large sword was mounted.
It was hung slightly above his height, and seeing him hop up to try and reach it wasn’t exactly a dignified sight.
Ernst sighed and ran his hands through his hair, while the woman who seemed to be his mother continued her meal unfazed, as if used to this sort of display.
The irritable man, in contrast to how he had just spoken to me, called a servant over politely and asked them to retrieve the sword.
The servant scratched their head before heading off to fetch something.
They brought back a chair to help, but the count seemed to change his mind and dismissed the servant again.
“Ernst, does it have to be her?”
At his father’s words, Ernst nodded.
The count sighed.
“I don’t understand. But if it’s what you want…
Go talk to your mother about it.”
With that, the count silently continued his meal.
Rather than dining like a noble, it was more like he was mechanically refueling himself. Once done, he practically fled the room.
However, the countess didn’t leave.
She directed the servants to clear the table and bring out tea and pastries.
“It’s no wonder my husband gets so riled up.
He probably imagines that if we take in someone like you, you might one day kill Ernst—and then all of us.
He’s a fearful man, despite appearances.”
Though her tone was calm, her words felt sharper than the ones her husband had hurled at me earlier.
Of course, that was probably just my imagination.
There was no blade in sight—only people who might conveniently dispose of me under the cover of night.
The countess nibbled on a pastry, then looked at me and spoke in a low voice.
“I don’t mind.
You wouldn’t dare think of taking a lover, nor would you bring in some strange child from who knows where.
Out of gratitude to Ernst, out of a sense of debt—or maybe because you genuinely love him—you’ll likely have a child and raise them properly.
Or so I think.”
She sipped her tea, as if to compose herself, and continued.
“You’ll inherit everything from the Reichten family, but the one who will be scorned is you, my dear.
And that’s quite convenient for us.
As long as no one stirs up trouble, you’re the only one left.”
Her voice echoed faintly in the vast room, which was far too large to simply be called a “room.”
“So, I want to know.
Why did you do it?”
“I didn’t do anything,” I replied.
“You can say that if you like.
Though I imagine your happy married life will last about a week.”
At that, Ernst lowered his voice and spoke warningly.
“Mother.”
“Ernst, this is when you keep quiet.
After all, marriage isn’t something you can decide on your own.
The girl beside you—whether or not she committed any grave acts—drags around a storm of ominous rumors wherever she goes.”
The countess dismissed her son’s protest as little more than childish whining.
Was she trying to discipline a son blinded by idealism and sentimentality? Or was she simply reveling in the role?
Either way, one thing was clear: there were far better candidates for Ernst than me—better in every way but love, emotion, and time.
In my previous life, those things were everything.
But here, they were worthless, like garbage.
“It’s a very important matter, deciding who to spend your life with.
And this girl doesn’t seem like someone who would support you. Rather, you would have to support her.”
“…That’s—”
“Wrong, isn’t it?”
“Then it’s very wrong.”
“What should I call you?
Mother? Countess Altenburg? Hmm. Those are the only two I can think of.”
“Call me Countess.”
I still had a gun hidden on me.
It was only loaded with a single bullet, but that was enough.
I pulled it out.
Both Ernst and the countess looked startled at first, then curious.
I held the muzzle and offered the handle to her, but she didn’t take it.
Shrugging, I placed it on the table.
“I’m a frail girl with no family.
But I have plenty to my name.
Not much cash right now, but if I sold off the jewelry my mother once wore, I could probably live comfortably for the rest of my life.”
“That’s the one thing I said I liked about you from the start.”
“As someone who raised Ernst so well, you must have lived an upright life yourself.
As a noble, you must know the proper etiquette, decorum, norms, and behavior… Though they’re all the same, really.”
“Child, are you mocking me now?”
“Who knows. I’m just like this.
If you think I’m being sarcastic, then it’s sarcasm. If you think I’m just talking, then I’m just talking.”
“You sound just like some self-proclaimed scholar holed up in a room with no grasp of the real world.
I’ve never heard that you’ve studied anything, though.”
“That’s because there was never anyone who could teach me.
Countess, when I look at you, you seem like nothing more than an uncivilized savage.”
“It seems to me that you’re the more savage one, spouting words without regard for your situation or proper etiquette.
You’ve murdered your entire family, and instead of bowing your head in shame, you sit here before me spewing such insolent nonsense.”
The countess paused, as if to compose herself, then continued.
“Child, you have no idea how much patience I’m exercising right now.”
“Don’t hold it in. If you do, you might end up like me.
Countess, I held it in until I rotted away. In the end, my family was buried beneath the dirt and rotted along with me.”
Though perhaps my mother’s corpse wouldn’t rot.
It was so filthy that not even insects or microbes might want to touch it.
“And it’s not nonsense; it’s the truth.
They weren’t family. Do nobles consider their servants to be family?”
“Listening to you, it sounds as if you’re saying you were no better than a servant.”
“Oh, it was worse than that. I was just a thing.
A possession with a bit more value than the ring on my finger.”
“But I wasn’t treated as a noble. Whether noble or commoner, I was raised as a commodity to be sold off to anyone with enough money.
So if you speak of me as if I were a thing, I won’t feel offended.
Because it’s true.
And there’s even a word to describe someone who is little more than an object.
But I won’t say it out loud.”
In this cursed world, it’s horrifying no matter where you run.
But keeping my mouth shut and staying here felt like it would recreate the life I had in the Reichten household.
“Am I being insolent?”
“Extremely so.”
“Do you wish for me not to be by Ernst’s side?”
“Yes, though Ernst doesn’t seem to feel the same way.”
“Have you ever hurt someone, Countess?”
“The world isn’t full of people like you, so most haven’t.”
“That’s fortunate.”
Because hurting someone with words doesn’t count, right?
Then again, sometimes words…
“And I won’t be kind.
It would be better to take all that wealth and bring in a proper commoner with at least a respectable appearance than to…”
For a moment, my mother and this woman overlapped in my mind.
When, I wondered, would I do something so wretched again?
If Ernst and I had a child, I could end up treating them the same way.
Someone like me shouldn’t exist.
The hammer was probably already cocked. All I had to do was lift it and pull the trigger.
Impulsively, I reached for the “conversation helper” on the table, intending to blow away my insolent, loathsome, and accursed head.
Unfortunately—or perhaps fortunately—Ernst twisted my wrist with all his strength, causing me to drop the gun.
Not that it mattered. I probably wasn’t serious about firing it anyway.
Wait, was I?
No, I don’t think so. Either way…
“…Ow, that hurts!”

        
            Chapter 65
;
Happiness, maybe.
My twisted wrist didn’t throb with pain as much as it probably should have.
I knew I shouldn’t get used to things like this, but maybe it had started back then—after I killed Ellie.
It felt like my senses had gradually dulled since then.
Whether I coughed up blood, drank hot water, twisted my wrist, or even choked myself, it all felt strangely muted.
Even pain no longer felt vivid.
But when I talked with Ernst or Ariana, it was different. At those times, I felt like something was still there.
Emotions, energy, a reason to keep breathing—maybe even a faint tether to this world.
I didn’t know what that something was.
But it didn’t matter.
There were always too many things I didn’t know.
This thought made my lips curl into a smile.
Ernst, having wrenched my wrist hard and thrown the gun somewhere, was now yelling furiously at me.
He was worried about me.
He wanted me to stay alive.
I wasn’t some worthless thing, a slave to be sold to the highest bidder, better off dead.
Ernst was proving that to me.
“What the hell was that insane stunt!?”
“Ernst, your mother doesn’t seem to want me here.”
“And so you pulled that crap just now!?”
Ernst yelled at me, his voice filled with anger.
So, I didn’t bother holding back the cough that bubbled up.
Eputch.
It wasn’t so much a cough as a weak sound, accompanied by something decidedly not weak spilling from my mouth.
Maybe the dizziness I’d been feeling lately was because of this.
The pressure on my twisted wrist eased.
I tried to move it gently, but it wouldn’t budge—it had been bent in a direction it shouldn’t have.
Sighing, I scratched at the itchy spot on my throat and answered Ernst.
“It’s the quickest way to get rid of an eyesore.
I was just giving your ignorant mother a small lesson.”
“…You know that what you’re saying is nonsense, don’t you?”
“Then, does your mother think I really killed my family?”
“…”
“What was I supposed to do? What should I have done?”
“I… I…”
“You didn’t know, either. That’s why you just left me alone.
At every turn, I find the solutions, and if people just follow what I say, everything gets resolved. At least the problems do—the problems always do.”
The problems were my mother, father, Ellie, Daniel, and that fourth sibling whose name I’d forgotten.
If I couldn’t even remember their name, maybe I should’ve let them live.
But that thought felt repulsive.
If I’d spared them, my mother might’ve clung to some shred of sanity and refused to die.
In the end, killing everyone had been the best option.
It was already done, so I’d leave it at that.
It hadn’t even been a few days, but I already wanted to forget.
The memory of impulsively killing Ellie and Fabian wasn’t exactly pleasant.
My life had always needed to be either joyful or absurd.
There was no room for tragedy. No one wanted a pitiful, miserable end.
“Countess, since you’re so wise, would you lend me some of that wisdom?”
The countess was trembling slightly, though she tried hard to appear calm.
Since I’d grown numb to the value of life—my own or anyone else’s—maybe I just wanted to think of her as insignificant.
That way, it’d be easier to speak.
“What should I have done?
You don’t know the details of my situation, but you’re wise enough to ignore such trifles. Surely you know what I should’ve done.
Oh, and pardon my improper posture—my wrist is a bit twisted.”
The countess didn’t answer my question.
She only looked at me with a mix of worry and anger. Perhaps she was stunned to face someone who had just tried to blow their own head off. Or maybe it was the sight of my twisted wrist.
“Don’t you love Ernst?”
Her question carried a hint of fury.
“I don’t see why you’d ask that.”
“You tried to kill yourself right next to the boy who loves you.”
Perhaps it was a natural thing to say.
Her son wanted to marry someone like me. How could she not feel heartbroken?
Even if she had slaved away only to hand everything over to a dog, it wouldn’t feel this futile.
For the record, I wasn’t trying to kill myself.
Pulling a trigger isn’t exactly difficult.
“Well, I consider him my closest friend, but honestly, I’m not sure if I love him.
If I had to prioritize people, I’d put myself first, then Ernst—that much is clear.”
That was a lie.
In truth, no matter who came along, I’d always put myself at the bottom, followed by Ernst, then Ariana, and then a long list of unnamed people.
I just didn’t want to look pathetic.
Maybe that’s why I, who truly was pathetic, clung to that desire.
“And I only trusted in one thing—that Ernst wouldn’t let me die.”
“…”
“My… my Ernst wasn’t raised to keep someone like you by his side…”
“And yet, the only place I seem to belong is by Ernst’s side.”
Being near Ariana was… too overwhelming.
Spending time with someone so utterly different, someone who wasn’t just unlike me but my complete opposite, felt like an environment designed to drown me in inferiority and self-loathing.
But next to Ernst, as always, I didn’t have to cling to my habitual self-deprecation. I could just be me.
Just Emily, Ernst’s childhood friend.
At least when I was by Ernst’s side, I didn’t have to worry about being called a murderer.
Killing my parents—was that such a big deal?
Well, it was, but somehow, in my heart, it didn’t feel like much.
I had simply pushed aside the things that had been weighing me down.
The method was just a bit extreme.
If it hadn’t been extreme, I wouldn’t have been able to push them aside at all.
Really. There must have been another way.
That servant… What was their name again?
Right, Rin. If I had just sent everyone outside during dinner and done it then, it might have been fine.
But I…
It was all my fault.
I’d already decided to accept that.
In any case, the countess truly loved her child.
As a parent, she gave Ernst the emotions a parent is supposed to give their child.
“Ernst, are you sure? Truly, absolutely sure about this?”
“…If it’s not Emily, I think I’ll feel empty for the rest of my life.”
“I’m still opposed. But if this is what you want, I’ll try to accept it.”
“…Thank you.”
Countess Altenburg nodded, her fingers twitching slightly, her expression conflicted.
“How touching,” I quipped.
“Just be quiet at times like this,” Ernst retorted.
I mimed zipping my lips shut as a joke.
“Emily is here because of me…” Ernst began.
“No, it’s not because of you. I just couldn’t hold out on my own and tried a slightly different method, that’s all.”
“When my mother is speaking, could you just listen for once?”
“I have to stick to the facts.
Listen, Ernst. Even if you ignored me completely, I wouldn’t wither and die like a plant deprived of sunlight.
It’s just… it’s harder knowing I don’t have anyone beside me.”
“Still, seeing you struggle like this—”
“I haven’t struggled.”
I grabbed my wrist and twisted it back to its original direction.
A loud crack sounded as it popped back into place, though it still refused to move.
This is why movies are so misleading. I tried to imitate what I’d seen, and it didn’t work at all.
Regardless, I continued speaking.
“I haven’t struggled.”
***
;
The conversation ended there.
My wrist wouldn’t move after being reset, and blood trickled from my mouth after another cough. It wasn’t a situation where continuing the discussion felt feasible.
Not that I cared.
The countess had said plenty to tear me down, but she seemed to be a rather soft-hearted person.
Ernst brought a doctor to tend to my wrist. He personally wrapped the bandages after the doctor applied something to it.
“Both Mother and Father told me to do what I wanted.”
His voice was filled with anger, though it carried a hint of sadness.
“So stop pulling these insane stunts.”
“I only do them in front of you.
You’ll save me.
Even if it weren’t me, even if it were some random stranger, you’d save them.
But you’ll save me, too. That’s why I’ll only do things you can stop.”
Every time the Reichten household crossed my mind, I felt an almost reflexive urge to blow my head off.
Sometimes, if I didn’t let those urges out, I felt like I’d collapse.
Whether it was morals, ethics, self-love, or affection—it didn’t matter.
“Tell me something to reassure me. Tell me you like me.”
Saying “I love you” felt too uncomfortable.
It was too uncertain.
I wasn’t even sure if I really loved Ernst.
But I was sure I liked him.
Who doesn’t like their friends?
Ernst was my friend.
He was my best friend.
“Yeah, I like you. Even if it wrecks the family’s mood or shakes the entire house.”
Hearing that, I hugged him.
That was enough.
It was enough to know someone cared about me.
Maybe I was a happy person after all.
Maybe. Possibly.
Or…
;

        
            Chapter 66: Just
;
In the end, my life wasn’t particularly amusing, nor was it all that exciting.
It was dreary and drained of energy, and it didn’t seem like it would change anytime soon.
Ah, but of course, I was still one of the “highborn,” and so was Ernst.
Maybe someday, in my grandson’s or great-grandson’s time, commoners will be so desperate to cut off the heads of nobles that they won’t be able to contain themselves. But that’s a story for the distant future.
It’s not like it’s about my children anyway.
That kind of thing is for people higher up and far more capable than me to handle.
The engagement was sealed with the ring Ernst had given me when I was feeling despondent.
And the wedding—if you could even call it that—was so small it felt embarrassing to use the term. Not that I minded.
Ernst seemed to find it oddly out of place, but really, what more do you need than two people saying they’ll spend the rest of their lives together?
The ceremony took place in a modest church near Altenburg’s villa. I wore a decent dress, and the priest officiating was respectable enough.;
Attendees included Ernst’s parents, Ariana, an elderly doctor who had been kind to me, and for some reason, Rin, a servant from Ernst’s household.
Oh, and Ernst’s friends showed up too. But instead of congratulating us, they only glared at me like I was some kind of monster before leaving abruptly.
And that was that. The wedding was over.
As for the first night… Well, it’s not something I’d like to dwell on.
A kiss, some effortful movement, coughing up blood, and ruining the mood—that’s not exactly a delightful story to recount.
I apologized to Ernst that night.
I begged him not to cast me out, pleading that it was fine if he met someone else, so long as he didn’t abandon me.
I’m not sure why I did that.
Maybe because Ernst was the only thread I had left.
If even that thread were cut, there’d be no reason for me to keep living in this world.
Sure, I had a reason to live growing in my belly, but I hadn’t seen its face yet.
Sometimes, I think about it.
What if my body weren’t like this?
What if I had been just a little healthier?
What if I hadn’t thrown up my meals in the bathroom after feeling a pang of sadness or emotion?
What if I hadn’t been born into the Reichten family?
Could I have lived a normal life, loved someone, and been happy?
Probably not.
I’m like most people—an insatiable creature who doesn’t know satisfaction.
Even so, I suppose this could be called a happy life.
I avoided Ernst’s parents by staying at the villa, barely seeing anyone. My belly grew steadily larger as I lived alone.
But at least no one was trying to kill me anymore.
Wasn’t Mozart’s music supposed to be good for unborn children?
Sitting at the piano Ernst had obtained for me, I spent my days playing the keys. When I got bored, I’d switch to the violin, and when that too grew tiresome, I’d sit in a padded chair and write down every piece of music I could remember onto sheet music.
If anyone asked why I hadn’t written my will yet, I’d say that was a task for later.
Perhaps the music I was leaving behind was my best will—not in words, but as my legacy.
The reason I hadn’t written a formal will yet was that my remaining time felt uncertain.
If I was unlucky, I’d have ten years. If I was lucky, I might live to see my first child fully grown.
And if I was very lucky, I could hope to grow old and die alongside Ernst after a long, quiet life.
Though I doubted I’d last that long.
Even now, when I closed my eyes to sleep, my mother, Fabian, Regen, Daniel, Ellie, and my father appeared, their bodies twisted grotesquely, slowly approaching me.
They’d stare at me for what felt like forever, always holding a gun in their hands.
My mother’s and father’s distorted faces were the easiest to deal with. Daniel, even with his head smashed in, would groan and approach me.
Pulling the trigger fixed everything.
Just as it had in reality, it worked in my dreams.
The gun didn’t make a sound in the dream, but the scene played out exactly as it had before—the same deaths.
Fabian and Ellie were the hardest to face.
They walked toward me, perfectly intact, without saying a word, simply staring at me.
Sometimes their expressions changed—usually when I taunted them, asking why they hadn’t gone to hell yet.
But they never answered.
Even my dreadful mother would curse me.
The worst part was that sometimes, even when I wasn’t asleep, I’d see them in front of me.
One day, after somehow finding a gun and trying to blow my head off, Ernst grabbed my arm and locked me in my room. He searched the entire house for every weapon and hid them somewhere.
He even assigned a servant to keep an eye on me.
That servant, of course, was Rin.
For some reason, I found it difficult to treat Rin harshly, even though I used to look down on her as a mere commoner.
Maybe it was because I’d spared her that day.
The visions of the past were nothing but burdens and pressure.
And I had no talent for enduring such things.
At least I hadn’t yet reached the point of confusing dreams with reality.
“…Ah.”
When I sat up in bed, I noticed the sheets and the dress I’d slept in were soaked with sweat.
The weather was cool, so why?
Moments like this always made me inexplicably angry.
I wandered over to the piano again but stopped before pressing a key.
I remembered the guitar Ernst had recently acquired for me and decided to fetch it from the music room.
Since I couldn’t strain my belly, I set it on a nearby table and plucked at the strings aimlessly.
It didn’t matter if the chords were perfect—just hearing them was enough.
Humming snatches of songs I used to hear, I filled in the forgotten lyrics with whatever came to mind.
Eventually, I got bored and laid my head down on the desk.
That was when Rin came running toward me, holding a broom as if she’d been sweeping moments before.
“Miss, there’s a visitor!”
“Mm…”
It sounded exhausting.
Rin said she liked working at Altenburg’s estate—it paid well and wasn’t too difficult—but I couldn’t bring myself to care much.
After all, only one person could possibly be visiting.
Ernst had said he’d be out today and wouldn’t return until evening, maybe tomorrow.
If he came back, it’d probably be with a slightly apologetic face, and that would suit me just fine.
I had told Ernst before:
When he eventually got sick of me or started finding me bothersome, he could just leave me here and find another woman.
It’s not like I’m in good health, and I can’t even properly handle bedroom matters.
Though he probably wouldn’t do it, I don’t think I’d be upset if he did find someone else.
Honestly, someone like Ernst is far too good for someone like me.
Besides, it’s practically standard in this era to have one or two mistresses.
As long as I wasn’t abandoned entirely, that would be enough for me.
In the meantime, chatting away to pass the time didn’t sound so bad.
You see it a lot in movies or dramas, don’t you?
Women gathering together to gossip about this and that, wasting time, and doing nothing of consequence.
In the drawing room, where visitors were typically received, Ariana was already comfortably seated, as if she belonged there.
She had even brewed tea and was already pouring it!
“Just sitting here like this is a bit dull. Shall I tell you a story or something?”
To this, Ariana gave a slightly unexpected reply.
“When are you going to stop being so formal? I thought we were pretty close by now.”
“Well, to me, you’ll always be a proper lady.”
“…What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing’s really changed. A few things around us disappeared, that’s all.
I’m still Emily, and you, Ariana… Let’s stop talking about this. It’s only going to make things awkward.”
Ariana glanced briefly at my belly before replying, “Alright.”
“By the way, how’s Ernst these days?
Before the baby, he was practically glued to your side all day long.”
He was, quite literally.
“Just the usual.
He studies during the day, then sometimes visits the house when he gets bored. Occasionally, he spends the whole day here, or he goes out for a bit and comes back.”
“You’re… managing, at least?”
She trailed off before finishing the question.
Ernst, even if he were to have an affair, would probably tell me about it first.
He’s not the type to lie, and I’ve already given him permission, so what could I say?
It’s not his fault my body is the way it is.
Back when I was living in the Reichten household, with my mother, I had once thought about breaking a window and running away to survive by whatever means necessary. But looking back now, that had been completely unrealistic.
I probably wouldn’t have lasted more than a few days.
“I’m the one who told him it’s fine, so… epuch—”
I coughed mid-sentence, hastily covering my mouth.
“I told him it’s fine.”
“…I hope you recover quickly. Are you feeling alright?”
“It’s just a cold. I’m perfectly fine.”
I smiled brightly as I answered.
;

        
            Chapter 67: This much is must
;
One thing I made sure to do was share music from my old world with Ariana.
From songs that were considered classics to popular tunes that were trending right before I left that world.
However, Ariana hardly recognized any of them.
Unless the songs had played during a subway transfer, featured in a famous movie, or had become a nationwide phenomenon, they were completely unfamiliar to her.
For her, it seemed clear that the present world was much more enjoyable than the old one.
I couldn’t understand that at first, but perhaps due to having more time to think or because of the child growing inside me, I started to understand her perspective a little.
Only a little.
Anything beyond that was impossible.
I had never experienced poverty so deep that it stripped away all sense of security, so I could never fully comprehend her.
For me, even if food prices went up a little at a restaurant, my reaction would be limited to something like, “Huh, it’s gotten a bit more expensive.”
I’d lived a privileged life.
I had the background and abilities to sustain that kind of life.
And for a time, I had taken it for granted—until life decided to teach me a harsh lesson.
Though I managed to overcome it, the memories still weighed me down, as if holding onto my ankles, refusing to let go.
If only they didn’t show up every night, maybe I could sleep peacefully.
Then again, after the baby arrives, I won’t have much time to sleep anyway, so maybe it’s for the best.
“I heard that one in a mattress commercial,” Ariana said, her voice as composed as her perfectly upright posture as she sipped tea.
I paused, surprised by her statement, and tried to recall. She was right—I had seen that song used in a commercial once.
“A mattress commercial… I think I might’ve heard it there too.”
“What’s the name of the song?”
“I think… Gymnopédie? But I don’t remember the composer or which number it was.”
I hadn’t written that one down in sheet music yet.
Judging by how vividly it lingered in my memory, it must have been one of the most famous pieces.
A sudden sharp pain in my head made me press my temples and shake my head.
Ignoring Ariana’s curious gaze, I rushed off to the study.
“Rin, get me some staff paper! Quickly!”
At first, Rin seemed flustered but soon returned with the paper, as if accustomed to my eccentric demands.
I grabbed a pen and began scribbling down notes.
Whenever my head throbbed like this, something always disappeared—completely, with no faint traces of memory left behind.
Reading back the notes I’d written often felt like discovering something new.
Ariana eventually walked into the study, munching on a cookie.
This was the same room where Ernst often studied, with her occasionally keeping him company.
She said nothing, having grown used to my odd behavior, and simply watched me.
Watched as I etched fragments of an old world into a sheet of five-lined staff paper.
What was she thinking as she observed me?
I couldn’t turn to look at her face—doing so might disrupt my flow, and then I’d lose the memory forever.
It took about two hours to finish transferring the piece to paper.
Carefully retracing the melody I had just played to ensure I remembered it exactly.
Strangely, once the notes were all written down, it felt like I’d never played the song before.
I titled it Gymnopédie, though I didn’t write the composer’s name or the piece’s number.
Had I forgotten it even back then?
Or had I just not wanted to write it down?
A familiar yet bitter sadness welled up inside me as I realized something precious had slipped away again. Slowly, I read through the sheet music.
“…Why are you crying all of a sudden?” Ariana asked.
“I don’t want to forget. That’s all. My eyes are just dry.”
Tears welled at the edges of my eyes.
When I closed them, my dry retinas felt momentarily refreshed, though my eyes also stung and turned red.
“When the baby is born, people might call me crazy someday. But I’ll tell them about the world I came from.”
“If you start young, they’ll believe you. Kids believe anything their mom says.”
“It’s not a matter of belief. It’s the truth.”
“Well, others won’t think so.”
“I don’t give a damn. If it comes to that, I’ll just tell them to kill everyone like I did.”
“…I don’t even know how to respond to that.”
“Honestly, this world is horrible, except for you and Ernst.
Oh, and Rin. She’s been great lately.”
“As I always say, I think this world is beautiful.”
“Exactly. The opposite of my perspective.”
Sometimes, I wished a meteor would fall from the sky and wipe out everyone except the four of us.
Maybe food, water, and entertainment would fall from the heavens too.
I still remember that animated movie where food rained from the sky.
Though I don’t recall the plot, I vaguely remember watching it on TV while eating shrimp ramen and thinking it was delightful.
Anyway, even though this world is horrible to me, I have to make it feel like Ariana’s world for this child.
Could I really do that?
“Do you think I can love this child properly?”
“You already do. You stroke your belly every day and whisper how much you love them. Why, is something worrying you?”
“On the first night, Ernst said that if I didn’t conceive, his parents might bury me somewhere, and then he… Well, he forced himself on me.
I don’t think of this baby as one born out of that, though.”
I hadn’t been ready—not emotionally or physically—but I hadn’t expected him to push so aggressively. Ernst likely hadn’t expected me to collapse, coughing up blood, either.
“This world is terrible.
But if I keep thinking that way, this child will end up feeling the same way.”
“…”
“What do I need to do? What should I do, who should I meet, how can I learn to love?
You and Ernst already love me.
You helped me escape that hellish mansion.”
“Do you remember what you told me once?”
“What did I say?”
“When you left the mansion, you said that the wildflowers growing along the roadside were beautiful.
And that when dandelion seeds from your garden sometimes sprouted flowers, it tickled you and made you happy for no reason.”
“…Did I really say that?”
“You did.
You also told me about a cat that always meows at you.
You said you liked it because it felt like the only thing in the world that truly liked you.”
“That cat was killed by the servant who gave us cookies and tea.”
“…”
“Sorry. I don’t mean to ruin the mood, but that’s all that’s ever on my mind.
The point is, I want to fix this about myself.”
It’s like a sickness.
Until I could rid myself of the words Fabian had last hurled at me, I needed to fix it.
He had called me a lunatic.
I hadn’t been able to argue against it.
I had no reply, so I simply pulled the trigger.
I wanted to forget.
There was no way for those memories to remain as good ones.
The only time I’d felt anything remotely satisfying was when I shot Daniel and my mother.
Even Ellie, whom I had hated so much, made me think I should have hesitated more before killing her.
Though, truthfully, I hadn’t hesitated at all when I pulled the trigger.
The kind of regret that makes you gasp after pulling the trigger.
“Ariana, parents must love their children.
A parent who can’t give love might as well not exist at all, don’t you think?
So, before I blow my own head off, tell me—what should I do?”
“Well, listen.”
“Yes?”
“You’re already loving them, aren’t you?”
Ariana smiled faintly as she spoke.
“Look at yourself—you’re constantly worrying, terrified that the child might hate you. You always stroke your belly, whispering how much you love them, and you’re endlessly concerned. If that’s not love, then what is?”
“…Maybe it’s just obsessive-compulsive behavior.”
“Then the word love comes before obsession, doesn’t it?”
Ariana spoke gently, as if she were teaching the alphabet to a clueless child.
I didn’t know what she was thinking, but she must’ve thought I seemed foolish.
She even looked at me like I was absurd for asking such a question.
I wasn’t entirely convinced, but for once, I didn’t feel like I was sinking into the usual pit of despair.
“You don’t need to think that you have to change.
Just try looking at the world a little more positively, and you’d be perfect.
Even before you came here, I’m sure you were an amazing person.”
An amazing person. Maybe that’s enough.
An amazing mom, a mother.
Mother—I don’t like that term.
I’ll insist that they only call me Mom.
This, at least—this is something I’ll make sure of.
;

        
            Chapter 68: Speaking
;
The months had passed, and my belly had grown.
It wasn’t surprising—nine months had gone by, after all.
Still, I couldn’t help but feel a deep sense of fear.
What if I died during childbirth without ever telling my child I loved them?
Having a child was such a terrifying thing.
And yet, even though they hadn’t been born yet, I didn’t dislike these feelings that some might call maternal instincts.
Not even the fear.
Sitting by the fireplace, I gently stroked my swollen belly and spoke quietly to Ernst, who was watching me.
“Ernst, can I ask you something?”
A thought had suddenly come to mind.
“If I die, please don’t blame the child for it.”
It was a common story.
A husband, deeply in love with his wife, turns his grief into resentment for the child when she dies in childbirth.
If I had killed my mother by being born, my father would have thrown me away without a second thought—whether I became a mangled corpse or a wretched soul, it wouldn’t have mattered to him.
I wanted to erase him from my mind.
Memories of music, my old world, even the longing I once felt—those were fading bit by bit.
Yet memories of that man lingered, as vivid as ever. Why couldn’t they disappear too?
In that sense, I felt my actions had been justified.
If this child were to have been raised among those who once called themselves my family, they would have been treated like trash.
“Instead of saying such unlucky things, focus on taking your medicine and not overexerting yourself,” Ernst said.
“I will, if you promise me.”
“I won’t promise. There’s no need to, because you’re going to live.
The doctor already told us—you’ll be fine, at least until the child grows up.”
“…Right. I guess I have to stay alive.”
“But why say something like that all of a sudden? Did Ariana say something to you?”
“Do you think Ariana would bring up something like this?”
Ernst scratched the back of his head, a little embarrassed.
“Not likely, but she’s the only person you spend time with.”
“It just crossed my mind.
I wondered what would have happened if my mother had died giving birth to me.
My father would’ve hated me, wouldn’t he?”
It might’ve been difficult for him to abuse me more cruelly than my mother did—anything more extreme would’ve been outright murder. But it wouldn’t have been much better.
“This child must always be loved.
And we must always give them love, unconditionally. No ifs, no buts.
It has to be absolute, unquestionable, the most natural thing in the world.”
“When the baby is born, I’ll love them just as much as I love you.”
“I don’t know when you started saying such cheesy things so easily, but you’ll probably end up loving them even more than me.
That’s what children are—a kind of blessing, maybe even a miracle.”
Every time the baby moved, sometimes even kicking inside me, it hurt—but it also reminded me of the living being I was carrying.
There was a sense of fulfillment, maternal affection, and perhaps happiness in it.
Which only made my mother’s actions all the more incomprehensible.
I couldn’t understand her.
I couldn’t accept her.
I could only feel revulsion.
Why?
Why me?
Why did she do that to me?
When it’s this lovely, this joyful, this beautiful?
I closed my eyes, trying to push the thoughts away.
But instead of darkness, I saw the faces of Ellie and Fabian, just as they had looked when they died.
“It’s all your fault. You had your chances,” I whispered to myself, so softly that even Ernst couldn’t hear.
If those I saw were truly spirits, what would they think as they stared at me?
Would they be plotting revenge, pitying me, or sneering that I’d never find happiness?
Not that it mattered. It wasn’t worth my concern.
When I opened my eyes again, Ernst was reading a book.
I turned to him and, as if seeking confirmation or declaring an undeniable truth, said, “Living really is a blessing, isn’t it?”
“Of course it is. Why ask something so obvious?”
“Because it’s so obvious, I wanted to hear it.”
Ernst closed the book with a soft thump and got up, moving to the chair right beside me.
“Can I put my hand on your belly?”
I nodded, and Ernst placed his hand gently on the bump.
The baby kicked where his hand rested, as if annoyed or trying to identify who it was.
For me, it was painful enough to knock the wind out of me, but Ernst just smiled brightly, marveling at the sensation.
I flicked him lightly on the forehead, but without much force, so it didn’t seem to mean anything to him.
“What should we name the baby?” Ernst asked.
It didn’t seem like this place had the tradition of giving babies nicknames before they were born. For now, the child inside me was just called “the baby.”
“If it’s a boy, Felix. If it’s a girl, Felicia.”
“I didn’t know you’d already decided. Is there a reason?”
“I’m… well, I’m not exactly lucky, am I?”
“…I don’t even know how to respond to that.”
“That’s why. I want this child to have all the luck in the world.
Even if they never feel love, I want their life to be filled with fortune.”
Even if the world curses you, even if everyone mocks you as a fool, I’ll still wish you good fortune.
And while Ernst and Ariana would never turn against you, if it ever came to that, I’d still take your side.
Those were my thoughts, though I kept them to myself.
We sat quietly for a long time, warming ourselves by the fireplace.
I held the child close within me.
***
The baby’s name was decided: Felicia Altenburg.
There were some elaborate titles added in the middle, but they weren’t worth remembering.;
So when Ernst’s parents cooed those grandiose names while holding the baby, I let their words drift in one ear and out the other.
They now saw me as part of this family.
I understood why they had tried to push me out before.
It was all because of me.
But my pride wouldn’t allow me to accept their apologies, no matter how remorsefully they approached me. I could only step back when they came closer.
“…We’re sorry about before—about trying to ruin the wedding and separate you from Ernst.”
For the sake of politeness and to keep the atmosphere civil, I muttered something like “It’s fine” or “Is that so?”
The conversation eventually progressed to the main topic.
“So, we were thinking… isn’t it time for you to leave the villa and return to the main estate?”
“I’ll raise the child myself.
I’ll teach them myself, and when they’re ready, I’ll send them to school.
A school for commoners, yes—but one where smart children gather.
To be honest, your family is a bit too… unintelligent.”
“You’re still saying things like that, I see.”
Her tone shifted to that of a lecture.
Unlike before, she wasn’t emotionally lashing out; instead, she seemed determined to convince me.
I suppose she thought it was too late to undo anything now that I’d given birth.
“When one is born into noble blood, one must act accordingly.
Commoners talk about reason, logic, and freedom—those incomprehensible ideals—but they’ve never achieved anything in reality.
All they do is try to tear down what we’ve built every day.”
Whether it was her age or simply the way she was raised, her thinking was rigid.
Not quite as much as mine, though.
I, after all, had seen the answer sheet for what happens when this patchwork world unravels at the seams. That’s the only reason I could say such things.
But now wasn’t the time.
Maybe in a hundred years.
That’s why I could afford to let this slide.
“So, are those born into such privilege really as exceptional as they claim?”
“Of course, they are. Didn’t you think so while watching Ernst?”
“Then, what happened to my extraordinary family?”
I answered with a wry smile, and she didn’t respond.
“I was always forced into the ways of nobility.
To be dignified, to have impeccable manners, and to act accordingly when some insignificant wretch dared to challenge me…”
Simple. So simple.
Getting emotional might negatively affect the baby.
I wasn’t trying to raise a crazed noble hunter, after all.
I hoped for a simple life—one where my child could live peacefully, grow old, and die content.
But I also wanted their life to be surrounded by fortune.
Maybe they’d find some money on the street to buy bread, or meet a lovely lady while walking through a garden, or be born exceptionally intelligent.
Their name itself, Felicia, was a beacon of luck. I wished for them to be blessed with all the good fortune life could offer.
“And those pathetic fools forced a pathetic life upon me.
So, I simply returned the favor by giving them the aristocratic something they loved so much.
That wasn’t murder—it was a punishment.
Yes, I was doling out justice, wasn’t I?”
I took a breath and spoke firmly to the lady.
“This child will be free.
Free enough to demand freedom for themselves and others.”
When the child is old enough, I’ll make sure to tell them this.
No—I’ll tell them no matter what.
I’ll hold them close, wrap them in my arms, stroke their head, and say it, even if they don’t understand.
“I love you.”
;

        
            Chapter 69: I want to,
;
The child was born.
Her name is Felicia.
Felicia Altenburg. The name’s rhythm might feel a bit clunky, but it’s still beautiful—because I chose it.
After all, they’ll be called by their name anyway.
To be honest, I don’t remember much about the moment she was born.
There was no overwhelming pain or rush of happiness when the child came into the world.
I was unconscious the whole time.
Because of that, she was delivered via cesarean section.
I was left with a scar, but since my limbs are already marked with knife wounds, what’s one more? It doesn’t add to my sadness or change anything.
I do remember the moment I met my child, though. My body still felt numb when I was forced to sit up. I reached out to touch her and whispered, “Your name is Felicia.”
Then I fainted again.
When I came to, I saw Ariana crying quietly while Ernst stood beside her, his face stiff with worry.
If I had died, the doctor probably would’ve had an unfortunate time explaining it.
“…Can I get some water?”
“E-Emily?”
Ariana, forgetting her tears, looked shocked before lunging at me for a hug.
The sudden motion made me feel like my whole body was shaking.
Instead of saying anything, I leaned in close and whispered in her ear to get me some water. Only then did she pull away.
A servant brought me a cool glass of water. After drinking it, I caught my breath and managed to speak.
“Did I faint again?”
“…Yeah.”
“For how long?”
“Three days.”
“That’s… quite a while. Where’s Felicia?”
“Rin’s taking care of her.”
“…Ah.”
I tried to get up, but my strength gave out, and I slumped back down.
It took another six hours, along with a meal, before I could start moving my legs again.
Once I could walk, I went to see Felicia, who was peacefully sleeping.
She looked so adorable, breathing softly as she slept. I wanted to kiss her forehead, but the thought of possibly passing something onto her made me hesitate and step back.
Ernst, noticing my hesitation, asked, “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing… I just thought it wouldn’t be good if she caught something from me.”
“The doctor said as long as you take your medicine, there’s no risk.”
“But I haven’t taken it in three days.”
“I gave it to you.”
“…Thank you. Still, I feel uneasy.”
Ernst walked over to the baby, carefully picked her up without waking her, and placed her in my arms.
Her face was scrunched, her lips thick like a toad’s, and her overall appearance not exactly beautiful—but newborns are always like this, so it didn’t surprise me.
I reached out to stroke her, then stopped, thinking I wasn’t clean enough. I placed her gently back in her crib, which had been surrounded by protective barriers that made it look more like a fenced-off bed than a traditional cradle.
After staring at Felicia for a while, I felt a cough coming on and stepped out of the room.
Leaning against the corridor wall, I coughed up blood. Despite that, a smile stayed on my face, thanks to the overwhelming fulfillment swelling in my heart.
For now, I was undoubtedly the happiest person in the world.
***
;
Just as the doctor predicted, I was still fragile but recovering.
Four years had passed since Felicia was born, and if my condition stayed like this, I might live for quite a while.
My memories were fading.
It was a small hope.
The memories were warping strangely now—Ellie, whose face I could no longer recall, appeared like a zombie, while Fabian always showed up holding the whip my mother used to terrify me.
Whenever they came near me, they melted away, leaving behind an unpleasant stench.
That smell… It was the same metallic reek from when I smashed Daniel’s head.
It wasn’t just the smell of blood—it was worse, more nauseating.
“Mommy! Rin didn’t give me candy!”
Felicia ran up to me with her adorable, wobbly steps, clinging to my chest and burying her face as she whined about her tiny troubles.
“Oh dear, why didn’t Rin give you candy?
Should Mommy go scold her for you?”
Felicia hesitated, pouting before saying, “N-no. If Mommy talks to her, she gets all scared. Poor Rin.”
“…I see.”
Well, Rin did tend to overreact to anything I said.
She was probably still haunted by old memories—though I wasn’t one to talk, still being shackled by my own past.
“When’s my little sibling coming, Mommy?”
“Maybe in a few months, if you go to bed early a hundred times.”
“Then I’ll go get candy!”
I didn’t know what candy had to do with her future sibling, but I patted her head, admiring her cute dress, and got up.
Holding her tiny hand, I walked with her down the corridor to the kitchen, where the servants looked startled before bowing to me.
“Excuse me, but where’s the candy?”
“The young lady’s favorite candy is always carried by the head maid!”
“The head maid? Oh.”
Rin. I’d appointed her as the head maid after constant nagging about filling the position.
“Where’s Rin now?”
“She’s likely working in the far-left room on the first floor!”
Hopefully, she wasn’t slacking off.
Descending to the first floor, I made my way to the room and knocked before opening the door.
“A-ah, my lady!? And the young miss too?”
“Felicia said you didn’t give her candy.”
“But she already had three pieces today! If she eats any more, it might be bad for her health!”
“Hmm… whether she eats three or four, it’s not like she’ll start coughing up blood.”
Not being able to eat something you want is a sad thing, isn’t it?
But that memory belongs to the times when I was hungry, so I turned to Felicia and asked her directly.
“Felicia, are you upset because you’re hungry?”
“No! I just wanted something sweet!”
“Then, let’s hold off for now. You can have more candy tomorrow.”
“…Okay.”
“Oh, Rin. Give me one to try as well.”
Rin hesitated but eventually handed me a piece of candy.
Felicia stared at me with wide, betrayed eyes.
As expected, the candy wasn’t neatly hardened sugar but a roughly shaped clump of fruit-flavored sweetness.
I broke it in half while it was still in its wax paper.
“Felicia, open up.”
I let the sweet treat tumble into Felicia’s open mouth, then popped the other half into mine.
“See? We only ate half each, so it’s fine, isn’t it, Rin?”
“…If you keep doing this, I won’t give you any more next time.”
“Oh, that’s a bit troublesome. Just give me one more.”
Rin reluctantly handed over another piece of candy.
Removing the wrapper, I held it out and gently placed it in Rin’s mouth.
It seemed to surprise her—maybe because it was the first time I’d ever given her anything like that.
“There, now we’re even. Consider it my way of apologizing.”
“But Mommy, why do you talk informally to Rin?
Everyone else calls her Head Maid! Head Maid! and speaks so politely!”
“Because that’s how we’ve always been.
Ever since I was… well, just a nobody.”
“…I don’t understand.”
“You don’t need to.
And I’ll make sure you never have to.”
I patted Felicia gently as I spoke.
Even now, I find myself questioning:
Am I giving this child the love she deserves?
Am I truly making her happy?
Am I upholding what it means to be a family?
I know for certain that I love her.
That much, I am sure of.
But as I thought about it, I realized that I’d never actually said it out loud to her.
While holding her hand during a walk in the garden, I suddenly felt compelled.
Though it was difficult, I lifted Felicia into my arms, holding her close.
There was something I wanted to say.
No—it was something I had to say.
Words that, in the past, I might’ve mocked as sappy or ridiculous, I now spoke earnestly and with all my heart.
“Mommy?”
“Felicia.”
“Yeah?”
“I love you. More than anything else in the world. More than myself, more than anyone.”
“I love you too, Mommy,” Felicia said, wrapping her little arms tightly around me.
I wondered: does she truly understand what these words mean?
Does she really love me too?
Rather than dwell on those fears, I chose to believe.
Closing my eyes briefly, I smiled.
I am loving, right now.
Love resides here, with me.
Where once I sang songs drenched in the metallic tang of blood, now I sang surrounded by the warmth of a child’s scent and love.
“Love resides here?”
Felicia, still nestled in my arms, beamed at the unfamiliar song, saying she loved it.
Come to think of it, I’d never sung it to her before.
The melody, once a cherished favorite, had been buried under layers of grim memories.
But now…
It was time to let go.
The memories would remain forever, but the emotions tied to them didn’t have to.
For a moment, it felt as though the scent of blood that clung to me had faded ever so slightly.
;

        
            Chapter 70: I love you.
;
Come to think of it, I didn’t need to feel guilty or fret so much.
They’re people who have no connection with me.
I just need to raise my children well.
Differently from them.
A cough escaped my lips.
It wasn’t like before when I’d bleed uncontrollably, but the handkerchief was faintly stained red.
I stared at the increasingly soiled handkerchief for a long time, then smiled faintly and shook my head.
***
;
Life is always leisurely.
From the start, there was never any reason to struggle for money, and there weren’t any desperate people around me, frantically trying to make a quick fortune.
Money is good to have, but as long as there’s enough, that’s all that matters.
Ah, that’s right. A child was born.
Since it was a boy, I named him Felix this time.
Ernst’s parents grumbled about both Felicia and Felix being such commoner-sounding names, but honestly, what even is a “commoner-sounding” name?
I thought it was rather nice.
Better to live comfortably and happily in modest abundance than to one day inherit a crumbling empire under a dazzling palace.
Still, if he ever has aspirations, I’d have to support him.
Thankfully, Aria—though I suppose I shouldn’t call her Aria anymore—is now the Empress.
If I go to her and call her by name, asking for what I desire, she’ll grant it.
Calling her “Miss” doesn’t suit her anymore.
Or does it? Rin still calls me “Miss,” so teasingly referring to her that way might not be too bad.
She did say we were friends.
Not that I desire much to begin with.
I just plan to ask her to make sure Felix can advance as far as his abilities will take him without being held back.
It’s not like I’d ask her to secure him some lofty position. Felix should rise on his own merits.
With just me and Ernst, our backing isn’t terribly weak, but compared to the Emperor, it might as well be nonexistent.
If he lacks talent, I’d simply hope for him to meet a sweet, lovely girl somewhere quiet and live a happy life.
No grudges, only goodwill—earning favor from everyone around him.
Though it does feel strange to hope for anything from a four-year-old.
Oh, that’s right. Felicia is eight now.
She’s at that age where she looks utterly adorable when dressed in a fluttering dress.
Though she attends school, I opted not to hire a tutor and chose to teach her myself.
As much as possible, I focus on subjects that are simple and fun.
Arithmetic—if she can manage multiplication and division, that should be enough for a girl.
I’ve been writing down and adapting stories from the old world and teaching them to her.
That’s my essence, after all.
I wanted to pass on everything good I had to my child.
Of course, only the good things.
And as for etiquette or manners, I’ve only taught her the basics.
At the very least, I didn’t want to see Felicia weighed down by the cursed habits that clung to me and wouldn’t let go.
Even though Mother was gone, this rigid posture of mine showed no signs of fading.
Probably because it had been drilled into me over nearly a decade with punishments for the slightest deviation.
It was inhuman.
This world seems to love such inhumanity, but I prefer what’s human.
Killing someone, humiliating someone, trampling someone…
I hate it.
That much, I can say for sure.
***
;
“…How’s your health?”
“I’m fine. I mean, it’s not like collapsing from coughing is new, so why worry so much?”
“It’s not like I wouldn’t worry when you’re spitting up blood and collapsing.
Even when Felicia scrapes her knees running around, you make such a fuss. Do you hear yourself?”
But when Felicia scraped her knee, it felt like I was the one who was hurt.
Felicia, on the other hand, had just laughed cheerfully.
“…Well, I guess you have a point.”
“So, how are you really? No numbness or stiffness anywhere?”
“No, nothing. You know it’s just a sore throat and then it’s over.”
“You’ve got to live a long life. At the very least, you need to see your grandchildren.”
“It’s a bit early to be talking about that, don’t you think? We’re both still so young.”
“You’re constantly frail and unwell, that’s why I’m saying it.”
“You know as well as I do that it can’t be helped.”
Laughter echoed faintly from the hallway, accompanied by the sound of small feet running.
Glancing toward the sound, I saw Felicia darting about, wearing the top and pants I had bought for her, a stick in hand as she played.
Moments later, Rin—who, by now, seemed more like a lady than a girl—entered the room Ernst and I were sitting in, breathing heavily.
After briefly glancing at Ernst and greeting him, she turned to me with a pout.
“Miss,” she began, exasperated, “please do something about those two!”
“What’s the problem?”
“They’re running all over the estate!”
“Well, isn’t it great that they’re so healthy and full of energy?”
“They’ll get hurt again like last time!”
“They’ll heal quickly enough with some spit and a little care. And besides…
I wanted to run around like that, too.
How could I stop my daughter from fulfilling my dream?”
Running was impossible for me. Even walking quickly would get me kicked back then.
“…I’ll handle it.”
Rin rolled up her sleeves and trudged back out.
Perhaps because chasing Felicia around in proper shoes was impossible, Rin had taken to wearing simple, practical footwear more suited for running.
“Rin still calls you ‘Miss.’”
I replied with a chuckle.
“She met me back then. I don’t think she could ever forget it.
You’d probably be a little startled, too, if you went out to buy candy and returned to find everyone in the house dead except for yourself.”
“A little startled? I’d be terrified.”
“Anyway, I just… I hope they grow up healthy… No, honestly, I want so much more than that.”
It would be a lie to say I only wanted one thing.
The truth is, I want too much.
If they ever fall in love, I hope they meet someone wonderful and kind.
It wouldn’t matter much if that person were a commoner—we have enough wealth and status as it is.
If their rank really becomes an issue, I could always pull some strings at the palace.
And I hope their lives are free of suffering.
I suffered.
Probably.
Meeting Ernst and Aria brought me happiness in the end, but that happiness was only possible because I took the necessary steps to rid myself of my wretched family.
I hope my children never see me as a useless person, one who makes their lives miserable, and cast me aside.
That kind of ending leaves a bitter taste.
Though, at the moment, the act itself does feel exhilarating.
Afterward, however, the emptiness sets in, and the exhaustion of thinking, Why did I live so pathetically when all it took was pulling the trigger once? overwhelms me.
“I want my children to love the songs I play for them.
I want them to remember the melodies I share.”
“They already do. Even when you’re not around, they hum your tunes.”
“I want them to love me. Maybe not as much as I love them, but enough.”
“They already do.”
“But I can’t be sure. I don’t know if I’m okay, if I’m truly loving my children, or if they truly love me.”
“That’s not something you try to confirm. It’s just… natural.”
“Then, am I loving them naturally right now?”
Unless I consciously control myself, I sometimes find my emotions surging uncontrollably.
It feels less like something natural and more like something artificial, almost rehearsed.
“Don’t overthink it. You’re doing fine as it is.
Unless… Did someone say something to you?”
“Who would dare criticize me?”
“…That’s true.”
Even though I might be creating my own worries, it feels like I’d suffocate if I didn’t.
I’m probably the only noble who lives in constant fear that some random stranger might pull a gun on me during an ordinary walk.
Though there might be others like me.
Somewhere out there.
And those people are likely illegitimate children plucked from some slum or inherently flawed individuals by nature.
Would anyone else face such persecution just for having red eyes and white skin and hair?
I didn’t want to die, so I killed those who tried to kill me. But after the fact, all I wanted was to die.
The only reason I’m still breathing is because someone saved me, kept me from giving up on life entirely.
***
;
“Hey, Ernst.”
“What is it?”
I spoke quietly, just loud enough to rise above the faint crackling of the logs in the fireplace.
“It’s just… I feel like I need to say this.”
I realized I’d never said it out loud before.
The thought made me self-conscious, and the redness of my face wasn’t from the firelight but my emotions.
“I love you.”
Instead of replying, Ernst stepped closer and embraced me.
We stayed that way for a long while, and when he finally pulled away, the air felt noticeably warmer.
There was something ticklish rising inside me.
It wasn’t the kind of happiness that suddenly changes your life, makes everything seem beautiful, or fills you with boundless joy.
It was just… peaceful.
I felt certain that it was okay for me to be here.
***
;
Because of my illness, I might not live a long life.
I might not get to share all the songs still lingering in my mind.
I might fill part of my children’s childhood with sorrow.
But somehow, I didn’t think that would happen.
After all, it’s just a cold.
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