
            Prologue
;
I look at the words written on the desk.
I don’t bother reading the content.
After all, it’s something I wrote myself.
Folding the paper neatly into a square, I bring it close to the lamp illuminating the room.
The flames latch onto the edge of the letter and burn fiercely.
When it’s about halfway burned, I place it on the floor and stomp on it with my bare foot.
Guess I forgot to wear slippers.
“Ugh.”
As if the pain in my foot wasn’t enough, my neck and head were already throbbing horribly.
Even crying out felt like too much effort, so I just muttered to myself.
If someone were to ask me how it feels to realize the world I live in was created for someone else’s amusement, I could now answer them perfectly.
It feels like nothing at all.
Just dull, dry, and utterly meaningless.
Especially if this place—and I—hold no value.
It’s not as if I particularly liked this world. I wasn’t some crazed fan leaving long-winded comments about it. I was just idly passing time with an otome game.
I’d only tried it because people said it was fun and even had a yuri route that might appeal to male players.
Unlike those capable protagonists who suddenly realize they’ve reincarnated and conveniently stumble upon events or items that change their mediocre lives, I knew nothing that could transform my insignificant existence here.
Even if I did know, it’s been years. Who remembers things like that for so long?
And as for the place I was born into—it’s a game, sure, but in truth, it’s closer to a novel with multiple-choice options.
Pick this choice to save someone, pick that choice to save someone else. That kind of game.
But it’s not really that important.
How long would a villain even survive, anyway?
Or maybe it’s all just a coincidence.
After all, it’s not every day you see a world with two moons sharing the same name.
I walk over to the wall and pull the lever to summon a maid.
The creak of the spring is followed by the faint sound of a bell ringing in the distance.
Are they still not awake despite hearing the bell?
Annoyed, I keep shaking the lever.
Creak, creak, and the distant sound of the bell continues.
Judging by the crash followed by frantic footsteps, it seems she fell out of bed. She’s probably putting on her clothes and socks right now.
About a minute later, there’s a knock at the door.
“Miss, it’s Looney.”
The maid, looking groggy, bows her head in greeting.
“Could you make me a cup of black tea? Two spoons of sugar and lots of milk.”
I don’t usually like sugar and milk in my tea.
But since my body changed, so have my tastes.
“Of course, Miss. Yawn…”
She nods and, assuming I can’t see her, lets out a big yawn as she turns to leave.
When the maid returns, she sets a cup of black tea and some light snacks on the table.
I wave her away without speaking, signaling her to leave, and she bows before quietly exiting the room.
I nibble on a sweet snack, then sip the tea to cleanse my palate, repeating the process.
The lightly roasted aroma of the tea pairs well with the sweetness of the snacks, as always.
Though the milk in the tea seems a bit off, leaving a sour aftertaste.
I glance out the window.
It’s night.
Two round moons hang in the sky.
It’s not a sight I care to keep looking at, so I turn my gaze away.
It starts with a faint cough.
Then, one cough after another, until a deep, violent fit racks my body.
It feels like my lungs might come out of my chest.
Struggling to catch my breath, I rummage through a drawer and pull out a bottle of medicine.
It’s supposed to be the latest innovative painkiller and sleep aid, popular in the capital these days.
In truth, it’s just whiskey mixed with opium and syrup.
But there’s nothing better than this.
Other medications leave my head pounding when the effect wears off, waking me from even the lightest sleep.
I down the bottle and stare at the label, which features a kind woman cradling her child and feeding them the medicine.
The strange taste lingers in my mouth, so I rinse it out with water before lying on the bed.
Whether in the slums or here, it all feels the same. I thought the medicine was sweet, but my mouth feels dry and bitter.
;

        
            Chapter 1: When I Was Young
;
When I opened my eyes, the place I found myself in was, to my surprise, a brothel.
The brightest, most dazzling building in the slums, one that didn’t even need directions.
A place where women, poor and insignificant but still clinging to their looks, would walk towards.
Of course, at first, I didn’t realize it was a brothel. I just thought it was a fancy building.
Not that I had the luxury to ponder such things at the time.
Strangers surrounded me, speaking words I couldn’t understand, and my body was completely devoid of strength.
What could you possibly expect from a newborn baby?
That I woke up in a brothel doesn’t mean I lived a life of spreading my legs for men.
It simply means I was born there.
Wrapped in a pristine white blanket, I was held by a tearful woman gazing at me with love, singing me a lullaby as I let out a soft wail.
That’s when it sank in—I had died.
At first, I thought I might’ve been reincarnated into nobility.
After all, the women who held me wore elegant dresses, and priests in tidy robes received me and wrapped me in the blanket. The room I glanced at was extraordinarily luxurious.
But the truth revealed itself soon enough.
Time passed, and yet no figure resembling a father ever appeared in my life.
My mother, however, loved me dearly.
Even after long, grueling days at work, she nursed me, held me close, patted my back, and told me comforting old stories.
You wouldn’t expect an ordinary one-year-old to understand such things, but I was far from ordinary, and those days became unforgettable memories.
Except for the faint, smoky taste of tobacco on her nipple, it was a satisfying life.
As time passed, I was weaned, learned to talk, and began walking.
My mother always—well, almost always—spoke kindly to me.
Unlike the other women in the brothel, who laced their speech with curses, she spoke as if she were a noblewoman herself.
Occasionally, though, her demeanor would change. She’d call out some unknown man’s pet name with a sharp edge, grab my collar, and slap my cheek.
But that was a minor detail.
By the next day, she’d be tearfully apologizing, treating me better, and feeding me something delicious.
On days when money was abundant, she’d even buy me a new, pretty outfit.
Though I’ll admit, the times she choked me were difficult.
Not just because I couldn’t breathe, but because the sensation of her well-manicured nails digging into my neck sent chills down my spine.
As I grew a bit older and started walking instead of crawling, I began learning to read from the brothel’s manager.
I once wondered why I couldn’t just get a tutor or go to school, but then dismissed the thought.
What tutor would come to a brothel? And what school would accept a slum kid?
In a place overflowing with illiteracy, the only one who could teach me was the manager, who smoked cigarettes, crossed his legs, and read the newspaper.
The brothel’s real owner was some nameless noble, of course.
No noble would stoop to managing a filthy brothel themselves.
So, the manager’s job was simply to collect money, occasionally oversee the women, and maintain a token presence as a representative.
He had plenty of free time and was bored, while I wanted to learn to read.
It seemed like a one-sided benefit in my favor, but he seemed satisfied enough to have a way to pass the time.
Perhaps he had ulterior motives.
At first, he taught me the alphabet out of curiosity, but when I memorized it quickly, he got more enthusiastic and started teaching me more fervently.
Sometimes he’d ask me to tell my mother how kind he was, which made it clear he wasn’t entirely altruistic.
Not just the manager, but all the women close to my mother were kind to me.
It wasn’t something I was particularly proud of, but my mother was apparently the star of the brothel.
An “ace” who only a select few nobles could have.
That didn’t mean everyone liked me.
Some of the other children in the brothel hated and envied me.
One day, they dragged me off somewhere and, with their soft little hands, ganged up on me and hit me.
I screamed and flailed, crying as loudly as I could, until they were dragged away by their mothers and punished thoroughly.
After that, they simply glared at me from a distance, radiating hatred.
The boys were less hostile, but the girls looked at me as if I were some grotesque, alien creature.
Not that I cared much about what went on in the brothel.
I didn’t think it was the life I was destined to live, after all.
Unlike those kids glaring at me from afar.
Thanks to my mother, life was comfortable.
I ate three meals a day, and unlike the residents of the nearby residential area, I had a roof that didn’t leak and a soft bed to sleep on.
Sometimes, a nameless noble who spent the night with my mother would slip me some pocket money, which I’d stash with a grin.
But it also left me a bit melancholic.
If I ever left here, I’d probably just be known as the daughter of a prostitute, ridiculed wherever I went.
I quickly erased the thought, feeling it was disrespectful.
So I focused on learning to read and dreaming of a better future, flipping through cheap romance novels and the occasional fairy tale I found in the brothel.
I thought if I at least learned to read and picked up some skills, I might find another job someday.
Back then, I hadn’t yet realized the kind of world I’d been born into.
One day, when my mother took a rare day off, claiming she was unwell, she awkwardly held my hand and took me to a lake.
It was my first time leaving the slums.
She rented a carriage and brought me to the lakeside, carrying a basket of sandwiches as we sat on a grassy field.
Spreading out a cloth on the ground, we ate sandwiches while gazing at the breezy lake.
The outing was delightful.
We made rings out of wildflowers, decorated my hair with blooms, and stared at the bright sky, lost in thought.
As the sun dipped close to the lake, painting the horizon red, my mother laced her fingers through mine and spoke.
Her tone was serious, and for a moment, I wondered if her eyes had turned wild and she’d brought me here to drown me.
Just as I was about to run, she said something unexpected.
“My daughter, my beloved daughter. I love you.”
I answered with the cutest smile I could muster.
She looked at me, but I knew she was seeing someone else in my place.
“I love you too, Mom.”
Though my mind was grown, I played the innocent child, clinging to her and acting spoiled.
Or maybe I just wanted to bury my face in her embrace.
The faint smell of tobacco stung my eyes slightly, but I didn’t mind.
“…And I’m sorry.”
Pressing my face into her chest, I heard the rapid beating of her heart.
Her voice didn’t waver, and her expression was calm and kind, but her heart thudded violently.
“There should’ve been a father for you. I’m sorry.”
I was curious about my father but never asked.
Asking a woman who sold her body about her husband felt less like curiosity and more like cruelty.
Had I been an ordinary child, I probably wouldn’t have shown such tact.
“When I became a lady’s maid, all I saw was a happy future ahead. Maybe marrying the sweet boy from my hometown or the hardworking farmer…”
She trailed off, meeting my eyes, and the hopeful tone in her voice faded.
Then, shedding a single tear, she hugged me tightly and whispered in my ear.
“After being cast out, I resented you. I’m sorry for that.”
I shook my head and comforted her as she quietly wept.
Her sorrowful cries seemed endless.
“Just… I’m sorry for everything.”
As the moon rose and its light illuminated the sky, she handed me a necklace.
It was a simple piece, adorned with a small, roughly cut gemstone.
The stone glimmered faintly, worn smooth by countless caresses.
I accepted it and replied with a bright smile, thanking her.
She must have felt uneasy living with a child who didn’t act like one, but she always gave me her love and did her best for me.
I’ve never lived in a normal neighborhood, so I wouldn’t know what that’s like. But even in this harsh place, unlike the other children, I was able to learn to read and find a future worth pursuing—all thanks to her.
Saying “I love you” and “thank you” is something you’re supposed to do.
But if the person is gone, you can’t say those words anymore.
Maybe they’ll hear it from heaven, but I’d never know for sure.
About a year after our trip to the lake, my mother began to weaken.
Despite her condition, she didn’t stop working, and her health continued to decline.
And then, she passed away.
Though she had been well-regarded, her body received no better treatment than any other prostitute’s corpse—it was sent to the incinerator behind the brothel.
All that was returned to me was a small ceramic jar she had once purchased with her own money.
It still held a faint warmth.
There was even a bit of her ashes inside, which meant the money hadn’t been entirely wasted.
Most were burned without leaving a trace, not even ashes.
These were the thoughts that crossed my mind.
Maybe it was because I didn’t want to cry. Or maybe it was because I didn’t want to accept it.
That she was really gone.
It wasn’t until a few days later, after receiving the jar, that I finally cried.
Burying my face in my knees, I sobbed quietly, stifling the sound as much as possible.
I thought to myself that if someone heard me, they might mistake it for the sound of someone trying not to laugh.
I buried the jar beneath the large tree near the lake.
With my small hands, I dug a hole and placed a stone engraved with her name on top.
By the time I was done, night had fallen, and two moons hung in the sky, giving me an odd sense of déjà vu.
In this world with two moons, I found myself longing for a cup of Yirgacheffe coffee—something that didn’t even exist here.
;

        
            Chapter 2: When I Was Young
;
After my mother passed away, I don’t know if I should call it luck, but someone took pity on me.
The brothel manager took me into his home, saving me from either starving to death on the streets or ending up in an orphanage.
For a while, at least.
Looking back now, I wonder if going to an orphanage wouldn’t have been better.
Anyway, during my time at his house, I was fed, taught to read, and learned about this strange world I didn’t understand.
How to handle thugs up to a certain point.
What kind of lives normal people outside the slums lived.
How he ended up in this stinking slum, dealing with scum who came to buy the services of prostitutes.
How revolting and wretched this neighborhood really was.
Having spent my early years in my mother’s embrace within the brothel, I guess I’d only seen the brighter side of life in the slums.
Now, even a glance out the window revealed things I never noticed before.
A thug and a prostitute having intercourse on the street.
A skinny young man licking the floor to recover the drugs he’d dropped by mistake.
A woman slapping her child so hard they fainted, then tossing them aside.
A thug beating a prostitute like a dog because he thought her price was too high.
A mugger stabbing a passerby out of frustration when their wallet turned out to be empty.
This trash heap, where all of life’s failures gathered, was far filthier than I’d imagined.
If the manager hadn’t taken me in, I’d have grown up in the brothel, starting a life of spreading my legs far too young.
If I’d been lucky enough to end up in an orphanage, it might’ve been a few years later, but the result would’ve been the same.
There was no doubt I’d have suffered, regardless.
Most of the children here were living such lives.
Looking back, the children at the brothel always stared at me with a mixture of envy and resentment, even when they were bullying me.
The reason I didn’t suffer the same fate was simple.
Upsetting my mother would’ve dampened the mood of the high-profile clients frequenting the brothel, so they figured it was best to leave me alone.
And maybe my cute face, inherited from my mother—or perhaps even my father—helped.
But the thought that I might’ve been sold off to someone who found me “cute” made me feel sick.
The manager reassured me that nothing like that would happen while he was taking care of me.
And, indeed, it didn’t.
At least not yet.
The human heart is fickle, so I couldn’t completely let my guard down.
Unlike my mother, who was bound to me by blood, the man raising me had no such ties.
The meals weren’t as good as the ones I had with my mother at the brothel, but they were still decent.
I often pulled random books from his shelves and read them to pass the time.
Once, I accidentally scratched the cover of a book I dropped, but he didn’t get angry.
“It doesn’t affect the contents,” he said calmly.
He even started teaching me more formally.
Not the half-baked answers and explanations I’d gotten at the brothel, but real lessons with a small blackboard he’d brought in.
The best part was that he never hit me.
He never cursed at me, either.
“Children shouldn’t be raised like that,” he often said.
Contrary to my initial pessimism, life with him was peaceful.
Sometimes, it was a bit awkward when he told me to call him “Dad” since he was raising me, but I never took it seriously.
What kind of dad tells you to call him that without even being married?
One day, curiosity got the better of me, and I asked why he took me in.
No matter how I thought about it, there was no reason for him to treat me so well when we weren’t related by blood.
As my life grew more comfortable and our relationship gradually felt like a real parent-child bond, the question nagged at me more and more.
After some hesitation, he answered, as if it was hard to say.
He said he liked my mother.
It didn’t seem like something you’d tell a child, but he admitted they’d been intimate once.
And since she passed away without a word, he thought he might be doing this out of lingering regret.
I didn’t push him away or get upset.
He wasn’t projecting my mother onto me or treating me like a replacement; he simply let me live freely in his house, like a pet he’d adopted.
He answered any question I had, and if I said I wanted something to eat, he’d cook it himself whenever possible.
He was a learned man, skilled in many things.
He performed what looked like impressive magic, and his mind was filled with knowledge that most ordinary people wouldn’t even understand.
It was as if he had been a teacher somewhere, answering all my questions when I encountered confusing things in books.
So one day, I asked out of the blue:
“You don’t seem like someone who belongs here. Why are you working as the brothel manager?”
His answer was simple.
“For the money. And because I do belong here. I may be smart, but only moderately so.”
I tilted my head, not fully understanding.
He chuckled and explained.
“If I had a special lineage or extraordinary talent, I could’ve been taken in and put to good use somewhere.
But I’m just mediocre. I’m not smart enough to outshine scholars or researchers from places like magic towers or laboratories.”
He seemed to feel a bit bitter, lighting a cigarette and puffing smoke into the room without opening a window.
The white wallpaper had turned yellow over time.
He continued, saying he ended up here because it was an easy job that let him make money while studying on his own.
But if anything went wrong, he’d be the one thrown in jail, possibly killed.
It’s a common story here—thieves broke into the house one day, stabbed him, and stole everything they could find.
It was a tragic, yet typical event in this place.
Watching him die was the hardest part.
Afterward, I knelt beside his cold, lifeless body, quietly sobbing into my knees.
He’d often joked about me calling him “Dad.”
I’d always dodged it with an awkward smile, but now I regretted not calling him that a thousand times over.
Even though he couldn’t respond, choking on his own blood, I whispered it into his ear one last time.
“Dad.”
I added, “Don’t die,” but it was futile.
He managed a faint smile, turning his gaze to me before his eyes began to dim and his pupils lost focus.
The ground was damp.
Slightly moist, warm, and sticky.
It was disgusting.
He stopped breathing, and blood trickled from the hole in his stomach like a stream, making a soft, unsettling sound.
I wondered where he went after death.
Hell? Heaven? Or maybe someplace else, like I had been.
Given the life he’d led, hell seemed likely.
Or perhaps he’d earned some credit for taking me in and ended up in a middling place, just like his life always was.
Thinking back, maybe going to an orphanage would’ve been better after all.
At least it wouldn’t have been so sad.
Life and death are too close.
Whether that’s the nature of this world or just the neighborhood I lived in, I didn’t know.
It was the kind of day that made me long for a strong cigarette and a cup of coffee.
Unfortunately, my body didn’t allow for such indulgences.
Looking up, two moons hung in the sky, mocking me with their cold, distant light.
;

        
            Chapter 3: When I Was Young
;
Now that I think about it, I’ve never cursed since being born into this world.
I’m not sure why.
Maybe, deep down, I believed that swearing out of joy, anger, or sorrow—like the prostitutes or thugs around me—might turn me into one of them.
The brothel manager, or the man I called my father, never cursed either.
He once told me he planned to earn enough money to buy a research lab in the capital.
Now, he’s just a lifeless hunk of meat.
Ah, not completely lifeless yet—the warmth lingering on the ring I just pulled from his finger proves that.
I slipped the ring onto the necklace my mother had given me.
It clinked faintly against the pendant, but it would suffice.
For a while, I sat in that blood-scented room, staring blankly.
Like most killers, the murderer hadn’t bothered with respect for the dead, so I had to live with the body.
I was still young—barely old enough to attend kindergarten.
What strength did I have to move the body of a fully grown man?
At first, I tried, grunting as I shifted it a few centimeters, but I quickly gave up, collapsing to the floor in exhaustion.
Wiping blood off my face, I resigned myself to sitting next to the corpse until the smell drew neighbors to investigate.
I couldn’t even force a smile.
Looking into the mirror, I tried lifting the corners of my mouth, but my face wouldn’t cooperate.
I frowned instead, trying to cry as I thought about my mother and the manager, but no tears came.
It was as if both of them had vanished without a trace, leaving no evidence they’d ever existed.
The only reminders of their presence in this world were the necklace now hanging around my neck.
When the neighbor who smelled the blood came knocking, they seemed to pity me. They handed me all the money in their wallet, lit a cigarette, and took me to an orphanage run by an acquaintance of theirs.
Maybe living in the wealthier part of the slums gave them a surplus of goodwill.
I stuffed the crumpled bills into my pocket and followed them with a vacant expression.
At first, I considered running away from the orphanage, but I quickly gave up on the idea.
I was a helpless little child who didn’t know how to do anything productive.
Surprisingly, life in the orphanage wasn’t so bad.
The food was tasteless and hard, often with a hint of mold, and the beds were stiff and uncomfortable.
Still, the fact that I had food and shelter made it bearable.
At least I wasn’t working in a brothel—that was enough for me.
I spent my days in a corner, watching the headmaster beat the other children.
He called it discipline, but it was clear to me he was just venting his frustrations.
Quietly, with a menacing stick in hand, he struck a boy of about ten on the backside.
The boy’s skin split, blood spattering slightly onto the floor, and I found myself involuntarily grimacing.
Turning my gaze to the window, I looked at the sky.
Two moons floated above.
“Raphael, I told you. You’re not leaving here—not until you’re grown, and maybe not even then.
What makes you think a kid from the slums, especially one from an orphanage, could make it out?
You can’t even control your temper.”
Raphael. The name sounded familiar, though I couldn’t place it.
Maybe one of the brothel’s clients had a similar name.
It seemed he’d been in some kind of fight today—boys were always scuffling over something.
Being a girl with a somewhat cute face, I didn’t have to deal with such nonsense, which was a small blessing.
A shiver ran through me.
What kind of thoughts am I having?
The headmaster’s words seemed to sting more than the stick, as the boy broke into tears.
After a few more strikes, the headmaster spat on the boy’s head and returned to his office.
He was a nasty man.
The children wouldn’t fight for a few days after witnessing this, at least.
For all his cruelty, the headmaster wasn’t entirely heartless. He used his own money to feed, clothe, and shelter the kids, preventing them from starving or freezing to death.
Though he ruled with a stick, it was hard not to bow your head in gratitude.
I only hoped he wouldn’t meet a grisly end at the hands of the very children he raised.
At least he never hit me or cursed at me.
When I first arrived, wearing clothes stiff with dried blood, he merely clicked his tongue in disapproval.
The children, meanwhile, ignored the boy bleeding on the floor, going about their own activities—trading foraged goods, sharing stories, or playing games with pebbles.
Nobody even approached the boy.
I moved him to a bed and poured cheap liquor over his wounds, though I avoided touching his backside directly.
“Life is hard.”
Having no friends here myself, I didn’t question why nobody helped him.
Everyone here probably had rough edges, just like me.
I spent most of my days buried in books, repeating the words of this world to myself or reading any book I was lucky enough to find.
The other kids saw me as strange. They’d point fingers, steal my books, hit me, and sometimes throw dirty things at me.
I couldn’t really call any of them my friends.
Thankfully, they left me alone during mealtimes, so at least I wouldn’t starve.
The hard, tasteless bread was filling enough to dull any urge to cause trouble.
Still, I missed the meals from the brothel so much it drove me mad.
I avoided reminiscing too much, though.
If I did, I’d find myself touching the necklace, thinking of my mother.
That always led to melancholy and a dangerous urge to do something drastic.
The days were hard, but asking for help wasn’t an option.
It wasn’t a situation anyone could solve.
All I could do was endure it for a few years and hope for a better future.
If things became unbearable, I might climb a tall building and find freedom in the sky.
Though I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
One day, as I was reading in my usual corner, Raphael approached and snatched the book from my hands.
“Why are you always reading these boring books?”
The absurdity of his self-satisfied expression made me chuckle dryly.
“Why not?”
At least he hadn’t become crippled or scarred from his previous injuries.
That was a relief.
“Hey, you’re the one who moved me to the bed, right?”
“Uh, yeah.”
“Why’d you do that?”
“…Just felt like it.”
Satisfied, he sat beside me, glaring out at the headmaster strolling through the garden.
“Thanks to you, I didn’t catch a cold! I’ll repay you with a story.”
Leaning closer, he whispered conspiratorially.
“This is a secret, but I’m going to leave this stinking slum someday. I’ll go to the capital and become a dashing knight with a sword! Then that awful man won’t dare treat me badly anymore.”
The chances of him becoming a thug with a hidden dagger seemed much higher.
But I didn’t want to shatter his dream, so I stayed silent.
At least his plans didn’t involve harming the headmaster.
As cruel as he was, the man’s death would leave the orphanage filled with children’s corpses.
Over a hundred kids lived here, after all.
I calmly reclaimed my book, found the page I’d been on, and resumed reading.
“Dream big. What’s your name again?”
“Raphael.”
“If you want to be a knight, you should start training your body now.”
Raphael seemed to have a revelation.
“What’s your name?”
“Marie.”
“Marie, when I become a knight, I’ll thank you properly!”
With a determined look, he ran outside.
Hopefully, he wouldn’t get beaten up by thugs.
A few hours later, he returned with scraped knees.
I assumed he’d been running around and tripped.
Though we didn’t play together—I was far too old in mind for that—we began to share the occasional conversation, helping each other out here and there.
I wasn’t sure if you could call it friendship, but after a year of living together, we’d grown close enough.
Thanks to Raphael’s dramatic interventions, the other kids stopped bullying me, making life much more bearable.
One day, the headmaster called me to his office.
“Marie, how long have you been here?”
“Just under five years.”
“And how old are you?”
“Eleven.”
“Marie, an opportunity has come your way.
You’ve always been quiet, never complained about the food, and never caused trouble. You seem like you were born for something greater.”
I raised an eyebrow, asking silently what he meant.
“A duke is searching for his lost child.
You’ll be sent to his estate to see if you’re his daughter.”
A world with two moons.
A strangely familiar name.
A family history that felt eerily familiar.
“Pack your things and prepare to leave tomorrow morning.
I’ll send a letter ahead.”
“…A duke?”
“Just go and see if it’s true. If not, come back.”
The world with two moons.
The duke’s name and his family crest—it all felt painfully familiar.
I sighed dryly, realizing I hadn’t been born into a new world at all.
I had known all along but refused to accept it.
I returned to my bed and began packing.
All I owned were the necklace around my neck, a small coin jar I’d filled, and a piece of clumsy embroidery I’d made as a hobby.
;

        
            Chapter 4: When I Was Young
;
The headmaster called someone over and sent a letter.
With my left hand, I clutched the crude embroidery I had made long ago. With my right, I absentmindedly fiddled with the ring dangling from the necklace around my neck.
The sun had already set, and the children were slowly drifting off to sleep, but I couldn’t calm my restless heart.
Sitting on the bed, I gnawed on my fingernails until they began to sting. That’s when Raphael came to find me.
Since the other children were sleeping, he gestured with his head for me to follow him outside.
The exaggerated way he carried himself made me chuckle despite myself.
Stepping outside at night wasn’t all that special. We were only going to the garden in front of the orphanage.
There, we sat in the worn-out chairs with tattered leather and gazed at the sky.
The same unsettling two moons hovered above us, glowing ominously.
“Why’d you call me out here?”
“You looked like you couldn’t sleep. Is Something bothering you?”
“Yeah, I might leave here tomorrow. And maybe… I won’t come back.”
Raphael’s face shifted in surprise.
After a brief moment of confusion, he finally spoke.
“…You’re the only friend I have, Marie. What am I supposed to do?”
“Well, maybe you should’ve worked on that nasty temper of yours.”
His bewildered expression made me smile wryly.
“Like you have any room to talk,” he retorted.
For a long time, we sat in silence.
I couldn’t think of anything to say, and he seemed troubled by the thought of me leaving.
Finally, I handed him the piece of embroidery with the crude lily design.
Maybe I just wanted to reassure him, even a little.
I forced an awkward smile and said, “Who knows, I might be someone important. If you ever bring this back to me, I might give you a knight’s position or something.”
When he didn’t immediately take it, I opened his hand and placed the embroidery on his palm.
The clumsy lily design looked almost comical.
“…Alright,” he replied quietly.
With that, I stood up and returned to my bed.
Sleep didn’t come easily that night.
The next morning, a carriage waited for me outside the orphanage.
None of the other children came to see me off; I didn’t have any close bonds with them, after all.
Even Raphael simply waved once and turned away.
Was he upset?
The carriage was extravagant.
It was adorned with ornate decorations, had large wheels, and was pulled by a horse that exuded nobility.
The coachman brought out a small wooden step to help me climb in and even extended a hand to steady me.
Inside, I sat on the plush seat and looked around. The interior was lavishly decorated with intricate patterns and embellishments.
The carriage rumbled along the cobblestone streets, jostling so much that I started to feel nauseous.
Thankfully, once we left the city and transitioned to dirt roads, the ride became smoother.
The carriage stopped every two hours to change horses and every six hours to switch drivers, tirelessly pressing onward.
The journey took me through all sorts of landscapes.
There were roads lined with merchants pulling their carts, dense forests where anyone could’ve been hiding, and muddy paths where the horses struggled to move.
While the trip was exhausting, I found solace in the fact that I didn’t have to eat bland, stale bread.
The carriage was stocked with sweet treats and a variety of drinks, clearly an effort to accommodate a child.
After passing through two sets of city walls and crossing a tall bridge, we arrived at a massive iron gate before an opulent mansion.
I had no idea where this was.
The coachman, despite my attempts to speak with him, offered no explanation, and there were no signs indicating our destination.
“This is where you’ll need to get off,” he finally said, lifting me down gently before turning the carriage around and leaving without a word.
“Uh…”
I stood there, abandoned, feeling utterly bewildered.
The gates were still closed.
I hesitantly knocked on them, and with a groaning noise, they began to creak open, revealing a sprawling mansion beyond.
I walked along the meticulously maintained path, eventually meeting a group of maids and an elderly butler dressed in formal attire.
“Greetings,” the butler said, bowing.
I returned the gesture, bowing in a slightly subservient manner out of habit.
He frowned, displeased by my posture.
“Before you meet the master, you’ll need to clean up and change into appropriate attire. Even if you don’t stay here, it’s only proper to present yourself well,” he said, gesturing to the maids to take over.
The maids led me to a massive bathroom.
Even in my previous life, I’d never seen such luxury.
Six women worked together to strip off my clothes, scrub my hair, and clean every inch of me.
When one of them tried to remove my necklace, I pushed her hand away.
“Please don’t touch this,” I said firmly.
The maid relented without complaint, leaving the necklace untouched.
One poured water over me while the others scrubbed and rinsed. Despite their efforts, my hair remained greasy, a reminder of the filthy orphanage I’d lived in.
They drew a bath in a small tub, filling it with hot water, fragrant oils, and flower petals.
“Sit here for an hour, and the smell will be gone,” one of them said.
Smell? I’d never thought of myself as smelly.
Sure, I only bathed in the stream every other day, but still.
As I poked at the floating oils with my finger, I caught a strong scent of roses.
I wanted to sink into the warm water and wallow in peace, but the maids wouldn’t leave me alone. They continued scrubbing, pouring, and tending to me.
“I wonder if orphanages even have soap,” one remarked.
“Probably not, seeing as how they’ve only ever washed such cute kids with plain water,” another replied.
Their words stung, though I wasn’t sure why.
Was it my pride? Or was I simply ashamed of my dirty body?
The maids moved with practiced efficiency, as if they’d done this countless times before.
When they finally finished, they wrapped me in the softest towel I’d ever felt.
“What would you like to wear?” one asked, showing me a selection of dresses: a frilly white one, a red one with blue jewels, and a simple, modest one that looked almost like sleepwear.
I chose the modest dress, much to their disappointment.
Dressed and ready, I was led to the largest door in the mansion’s central hall.
The butler walked me down a long corridor, explaining the rules as we went.
“When you meet the master, he won’t expect formal etiquette, but there are a few things you should keep in mind,” he said, raising one finger after another to list them.
“Do not use vulgar language like a common prostitute.
Be humble, but don’t grovel.
If anyone speaks ill of you, remain silent and listen.
And, whenever possible, answer questions directly.”
I nodded. It all seemed easy enough.
Satisfied, he smiled slightly and opened the door.
Inside sat a middle-aged man with a cold demeanor, sipping tea.
He looked unmistakably like me—or rather, I looked like him.
So, this was the duke.
He called over a man dressed like a wizard, who whispered something to him before approaching me.
“Show me your palm,” the wizard instructed.
I held out my hand, and he pricked my finger with a sharp needle, muttering an incantation under his breath.
He turned back to the duke and nodded.
“Send the other children back. There’s no need to bring anyone else.”
;

        
            Chapter 5: When I Was Young
“I’m not sure what to say.”
That was the first thing the middle-aged man said after dismissing the other children in the room.
Oddly enough, I had been thinking the same thing. But unlike him, I wasn’t in a position to voice my thoughts, so I stayed quiet.
As the children left, they glanced at me, their eyes filled with admiration.
But I knew better than to think this was a good place to be.
Why did I only realize it now?
Maybe it was because I was born here, in this world.
The names I’d overheard always felt strangely familiar. The noble titles echoed with a sense of déjà vu.
And then there were the two moons hovering ominously in the sky.
Raphael—a boy from the orphanage in the slums, always proclaiming that he would become a knight someday.
Yes, that boy wouldn’t end up a third-rate thug waving around a tiny dagger in an alley. He would become a knight.
He was talented enough for that.
Maybe I had been unconsciously denying that I was born into a world I already knew.
Or maybe I was just slow to accept it.
As these wild thoughts swirled in my head, the man’s voice snapped me back to reality.
“Steward, what do you say to a daughter you didn’t even know existed?”
He looked at the elderly butler with a mischievous expression, prompting a dry chuckle from the older man.
“I’m afraid I wouldn’t know, sir.”
“Well, I suppose it’s not a proper meeting without alcohol—ah, right, she’s a child.
Bring some appropriate snacks and a sweet tea she might like,” the man instructed.
The steward nodded and left the room with a few maids, leaving me alone with the man.
For a while, he just stared at me, muttering a thoughtful “Hmm” under his breath.
The room fell silent, neither of us speaking first.
His crimson eyes met mine.
They were the same as mine.
His hair, however, was black. Mine was silver.
“…We certainly do look alike,” he murmured, his expression softening as though recalling a memory.
He was probably thinking about my mother.
I hated it when people looked at me and saw someone else.
My mother had seen the duke in me and took her hatred out on me, treating me cruelly.
The brothel manager had looked at me and seen my mother, his melancholy apparent every time.
It disgusted me to think that I made people feel this way just by existing.
And in the end, their stories ended in misery.
“I knew you were in the slums, but… ha.”
He muttered under his breath, probably assuming I couldn’t hear, “To think she had a child—my child, a daughter.”
I found myself silently wishing the steward would hurry back with the snacks.
At least having more people in the room might make this suffocating situation a bit more bearable.
Or perhaps worse.
As I fidgeted nervously with my fingers, the man raised an eyebrow and spoke with a tone that made my skin crawl.
“Little one, what’s your name?”
“…Marie.”
He paused for a moment, seemingly mulling it over, before continuing.
“Marie, huh. Is it short for Marisa, Marianna, or Maria?”
“My mother just called me Marie,” I replied.
At that, he scratched the back of his head.
“Well, I suppose you’ll need a proper name from now on. Starting today, you’ll be Marisa, Marianna, or Marisela.”
He spoke as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
Though slightly taken aback, I swallowed my unease and nodded.
The brothel manager used to tell me my name was likely a shortened form of something, though my mother had always called me Marie.
Changing my name wouldn’t change anything about me.
When I didn’t answer immediately, he looked at me expectantly, his sharp gaze urging a response.
“H-Huh, Marisela. I’ll go with Marisela,” I stammered.
My mother’s name was Lize—that much I knew.
Everyone at the brothel had called her Lize.
The name Marisela didn’t even remotely resemble hers, but I blurted it out anyway.
The man nodded and began scribbling something on a piece of paper with a pen. It looked almost like he was drawing.
“Did your mother ever tell you anything about me?” he asked.
I shook my head, but remembering the steward’s advice, I answered aloud, “No.”
After some time, the steward returned, pushing a cart laden with snacks, cakes, and drinks.
“Our little ones call this the ‘snack cart.’
Marisela, I hope you enjoy it too. Starting today, this will be your home.”
I took a slice of cake and devoured it hungrily.
I must’ve looked a little unrefined, but I couldn’t help it—the cake was delicious.
Better than anything I’d eaten in the slums, far beyond comparison.
“Steward, once she’s done with her snack, prepare a suitable room for her.
And make sure to accommodate any requests she has,” the man said before leaving the room, a complicated expression on his face.
After finishing three slices of cake, I finally looked around.
This room was clearly a reception room, designed to impress guests with its ornate paintings, portraits, and decorations.
It was too cluttered for an office and too extravagant for a bedroom.
I patted my now-full belly, feeling a bit rounder than before.
The steward chuckled at my expression and began clearing the table.
“Come, I’ll show you to your room,” he said, helping me to my feet.
“What kind of room would you like, miss?”
The question caught me off guard.
Everything in my life had been so sudden.
Born into this world, raised in a brothel.
My mother’s sudden death.
The brothel manager taking me in and then his sudden death.
Being sent to an orphanage, and now, being brought here.
It felt like I’d been pushed and pulled by forces beyond my control.
At just eleven years old, it was laughable to say I was tired of life, but I couldn’t help the words that slipped out.
“A room where I can be alone, with good sunlight… a place where nothing changes.”
The steward tilted his head, as if he didn’t quite understand, but he nodded nonetheless.
“Very well,” he said, leading the way down a grand corridor.
Through a large window, I saw knights training in the courtyard.
When I stopped to watch, the steward asked, “Are you interested in knights?”
“Not really,” I replied, thinking of Raphael.
The steward shrugged and continued walking.
At one point, I heard hurried footsteps and turned to see a boy about my age chasing another boy with a wooden sword.
Our eyes met briefly, but I paid it no mind and followed the steward.
We climbed a staircase and walked a little further until we reached my room.
“This room gets plenty of sunlight in the morning. It’s cool in the summer and warm in the winter.
If you need anything, you can call for a servant.”
He pulled a lever on the wall, and a distant bell rang out.
“When you pull this, someone will come to assist you. If you need anything or find yourself uncomfortable, don’t hesitate to call.”
With that, the steward excused himself and left.
I took my time exploring the room.
A grand canopy bed with countless plush pillows and blankets.
A pair of teacups and a teapot on the table.
An empty bookshelf, likely meant for me to fill.
Even the texture of the furniture screamed luxury.
“This is where I’ll live…”
The memories in my head painted me as a villain—a cruel woman who tormented her servants, threw tantrums, and found joy in others’ suffering.
How could I turn into that person?
The meals would undoubtedly be exquisite, far better than anything I’d known.
The bed was enormous, large enough for eight adults to sleep comfortably.
The view outside was breathtaking—no filth, no stench, no decay.
Maybe living in such a place could make someone arrogant.
Looking out at the world below, I could almost feel it at my feet.
For now, at least, the unsettling two moons weren’t in the sky.
The sun shone brightly, casting its light over the trees below.
Perhaps this was the life I’d always dreamed of during my time in the slums or the brothel—a life of safety, comfort, and ease.
Perhaps.

        
            Chapter 6: When I Was Young
The duke, wearing a displeased expression, strode down the corridor and into his office.
Once inside, he settled into his chair, picked up a stamp from his desk, and began reviewing documents.
Some he tossed aside after a quick glance, others he stamped after barely skimming their titles.
He did this with the ease of someone long accustomed to the task.
“Steward,” he called after slamming the stamp onto a document with barely restrained irritation.
The old steward, slightly hunched, responded promptly.
“Yes, Your Grace?”
“Should I have stopped her that day? Should I have prevented Lize from being cast out?”
“If we’d known she was with child, perhaps it would have been best to house her in a villa,” the steward replied calmly.
The duke scoffed at this.
It was a question he had asked, yet he derided the answer. Perhaps the steward’s immunity to his temper stemmed from years of service or the duke’s rank.;
Judging by the vein bulging in the steward’s clenched fist, it was likely the former.
“I shouldn’t have let the duchess find out in the first place.
It’s absurd. I met Lize before I met the duchess, yet because she’s a commoner, I couldn’t marry her.
These days, even earls marry commoners!”
“The older and more powerful a family’s lineage, the less likely they are to accept such unions.
Those who do so lack the foundation of long-standing tradition, which makes it more feasible for them,” the steward replied diplomatically.
The duke gripped his pen tightly, snapping it in two.
His hand trembled as he methodically removed the splinters of wood embedded in his palm. No blood, just faint scratches.
The steward said nothing.
Any response would either make him complicit in the duke’s extramarital affairs or provoke the duke’s wrath.
“It’s as if you knew about my daughter all along,” the duke muttered.
“If I had known, I would not have helped her escape to the slums.
I would have arranged for an unfortunate accident—or informed Your Grace, indirectly.”
The duke opened his mouth as if to lash out but faltered, unable to articulate his anger.;
His lips moved silently before he closed them, biting back his words.
After some time, his temper cooled, and he resumed speaking.
“All I ever wanted was a modest inheritance, enough to live a leisurely life.
A life where I could indulge in women, drink, and entertainment as I pleased.”
The steward paused before responding carefully.
“It is far too late for that, Your Grace.”
Producing a spare pen from his coat, the steward handed it to the duke, who resumed signing and stamping documents.
“Too late indeed,” the duke murmured.
For a long while, the only sound in the office was the scratching of pen on paper. Nearly an hour passed before the duke spoke again.
“Steward, will the duchess leave the girl alone?”
This time, the steward remained silent.
The answer was obvious to both of them.
The duke briefly considered whether bringing the girl here had been a mistake but shook his head, dismissing the thought.
The morning arrived after a whirlwind of events.
Lying in bed, I stared at the ceiling, which was adorned with intricate designs—roses, shields and swords of knights, horses, and the family crest.
I was reminded of a boy at the orphanage who used to declare every day that he would become a knight.
Would he someday return, boasting about his achievements?
Who could say?
What was the duke’s reason for bringing me here?
It would’ve been easier to abandon me in the slums.
I wasn’t brave enough to ask him directly.
Maybe he just wanted a doll—a little figure resembling himself to dress up and keep around.
Looking out the window, I saw servants sweeping the grounds and a gardener trimming the hedges with oversized shears.
There didn’t seem to be anything left to trim.
“It doesn’t feel real,” I muttered, standing in front of the full-length mirror.
I spun slowly, watching the simple dress I wore sway with my movements.
Through the mirror, I examined the decorative embellishments on the dress, the shoes pinching my feet, and the jewelry on my neck and hands.
Staring back at me was a girl with red eyes and white hair, looking slightly tired.
Am I supposed to just live here like it’s normal?
Returning to the orphanage wasn’t an option.
Even if it were, I wouldn’t go back—to the filth, the cruel children. Well, maybe one was an exception.
My stomach grumbled.
The sun was already high in the sky, yet no one had come to bring me bread.
“Oh, right. That’s not how it works here.”
How was I supposed to get food?
Should I step outside and ask someone?
Or was there a dining hall I should go to?
Grasping the handle on the wall, I pulled it firmly.
The bell rang out, and soon after, I heard footsteps approaching.
There was a knock at the door.
Opening it, I found a young maid who looked barely old enough to be in high school, holding a broom.
A light dusting of dirt suggested she’d been cleaning just moments ago.
“W-what can I do for you, um, miss?” she stammered.
“I’m hungry,” I said simply.
Few things in life are more important than food.
At the orphanage, there were times when I had given my tasteless bread to Raphael, thinking it wasn’t worth eating.
That was until a couple of unruly kids caused trouble, and the headmaster made us all go without food for two days as collective punishment.
Some of the kids, accustomed to surviving on the bland bread, turned pale after just two days without it.
They knelt before the headmaster, begging for bread, but all he gave them was water.
He claimed we needed to experience scarcity to truly appreciate abundance.
What nonsense.
The headmaster truly believed that scarcity fostered piety and diligence in people.
In the beginning, I thought it would be fine as long as I could fill my stomach. So, I tried eating dirt.
That didn’t go well—I vomited it all up and resorted to catching and eating insects crawling across the ground.
It’s not much of a story, really.
Just an embarrassing tale of how hunger quickly lowered my so-called “dignity.”
Since that day, even if I grumbled internally, I never left food uneaten again.
Hearing my complaint about being hungry, the maid seemed flustered.
Her awkward tone as she promised to bring breakfast was evident.
“Oh, breakfast! I’ll bring it right away!
Everyone else is so busy right now! H-ha-ha!”
She turned on her heel and dashed off somewhere.
After a while, she returned, carrying a steaming bowl of pale soup and a piece of bread.
Striding into my room, she placed the food neatly on the table and arranged the utensils with care.
“By the way, the duke said you’re to join the family for dinner tonight in the dining hall.”
“I don’t know where that is…”
“Oh! Don’t worry, I’ll come get you when it’s time, miss!”
I nodded, and she cheerfully wished me a pleasant meal before quietly closing the door and leaving.
I began eating.
Tearing the bread into small pieces, I dropped them into the warm soup, prodding them with the fork until they soaked up the broth.
Using a spoon, I scooped up the soggy bread and soup to eat.
The taste was… strange. It had a sour tang, though nothing in the soup seemed like it should be sour.
It reminded me of the bread at the orphanage, where we’d scrape off visible mold and eat it anyway.
Still, I had to appreciate the luxury of soft bread.
After breakfast, I spent my time reading.
There wasn’t much else to do, and besides, these were new books—something I hadn’t had in a long time.
Learning something new isn’t always fun, but there’s a sense of accomplishment in it.
What kind of world was this, anyway?
I pondered the question but found no answers, sighing as I flopped onto the bed.
Better not delve into existential musings.
That’s for scholars with ink-stained fingers.
Shaking my head to clear my thoughts, I picked up a pen. To remind myself of who I was, I scribbled notes about myself on a blank piece of paper.
It wasn’t much—just observations about my appearance or how I felt—a sort of journal.
Knock, knock, knock.
“Miss!”
I glanced out the window, as there was no clock in the room.
The sun hadn’t set yet, so it wasn’t dinnertime.
Putting the journal aside, I opened the door to find a group of maids waiting for me.
“Why… so many of you?” I asked, my voice trailing off in confusion.
One maid confidently replied, “Before dinner, we need to make sure you’re properly groomed!
And most people in this mansion bathe in the morning!”
Just like the day before, I was whisked away to the bath, where I was scrubbed, soaked in scented oils, surrounded by flower petals, and immersed in bubbly water.
When the bath was over, they dressed me in a frilly white gown without even asking my opinion.
It looked far too delicate for dinner, especially if there was any chance of food stains.
The maids’ efficiency left me feeling like a well-polished doll.
I sighed internally, knowing I had little choice but to play along. Dinner awaited.

        
            Chapter 7: When I Was Young
Wearing a fluttery white dress, I had to admit—I looked cute.
Credit where credit is due.
Normally covered in dust and grime, my clean skin was soft and pale—almost unnervingly so.
Even if I took off the dress, my skin would match its color perfectly.
“Does everyone in the ducal family attend meals? No exceptions?”
“Yes, miss! Anyone staying in the mansion attends.”
The maid, who was dressing me and putting socks on my feet, answered cheerfully.
I had tried to insist on dressing myself—after all, I didn’t want to become some useless doll incapable of wearing her own clothes—but she said such tasks weren’t my responsibility.
I truly felt like a dress-up doll.
“If you wear pretty clothes and present yourself well, the servants will recognize you as a young lady.
If you wander around in plain pajamas like the ones you wore yesterday, they might hand you a broom and ask you to help clean!”
“…Alright.”
“And no need for formal speech, miss!”
It felt odd to hear that as someone who had been living in the slums just days ago.
I wondered how the old Marisela—the unfortunate girl without any memories of a past life—would have reacted in this situation.
I couldn’t imagine.
I slipped on the glossy black shoes they had prepared for me and stood up.
The shoes, though pretty, were slightly too small and pinched my toes with every step, clicking loudly on the floor as I walked.
Following the maid, I headed toward what was presumably the dining hall.
How absurdly large was this mansion, anyway?
It took nearly ten minutes of walking on aching feet before we finally arrived.
Waiting in front of the grand doors was the butler I had seen yesterday.
He greeted me with a slight bow and opened the door.
Inside was a vast space, dominated by a long, luxurious table that immediately looked expensive.
Six people were seated in plush chairs, chatting idly instead of eating.
I realized then that there wasn’t any food on their plates.
Perhaps the room was too large for the smell of food to linger—or maybe there simply wasn’t any yet.
The conversation halted as soon as I entered, and everyone’s eyes turned to me.
The weight of their stares sent a chill down my spine.
Hic.
A sudden hiccup escaped me, the product of nervousness under their collective gaze.
“You’re here. Sit at the end chair,” a middle-aged man said, pointing to the farthest seat.
There was only one empty chair, so there was no room for confusion, yet his tone carried an undercurrent of disapproval.
I noticed the expressions of the others:
A boy glaring at me as if I were an eyesore.
A girl with her arms crossed, exuding haughtiness.
A mischievous-looking boy watching me like I was the most amusing thing he’d seen all day.
And a girl who didn’t resemble the others at all—she seemed out of place, as if from another house.
There was also a man who resembled the duke, though he appeared younger.
And finally, a woman whose expressionless face was lined with faint wrinkles, though she could have passed for her early thirties.
Avoiding their eyes, I quickly walked to the designated chair, pulled it out, and sat down.
At that moment, men in uniforms resembling chefs began bringing in food.
Small bowls of soup floated through the air and landed gracefully on the table.
The sight made me gape in astonishment, but the children across from me noticed and smirked, causing me to quickly shut my mouth.
I didn’t bother forcing a smile or a frown; my expression remained neutral.
As I ate my soup, savoring its flavor, the bowl suddenly lifted itself off the table and floated away before I could finish.
It felt as though the food had been snatched from me. I stared after the bowl, a pang of frustration welling up.
The children giggled again.
I locked eyes with the girl who had been sitting with her arms crossed.
She appeared to be my age—or perhaps a bit older.
Or maybe she just seemed bigger because she was well-fed and rested.
The girl stuck out her tongue at me, mocking me openly.
The duchess, who had been observing, spoke softly.
“Eileen, it’s improper to stick your tongue out during meals.”
Startled, the girl flinched and replied reluctantly, “…Yes, Mother.”
The tense atmosphere eased slightly, but I still felt the weight of the room.
Next came some kind of steak, fragrant and delicious-looking, though I couldn’t identify the animal or cut.
Picking up the unfamiliar fork and knife, I carefully began cutting the meat.
The flavor was wonderful, but the air was so stifling that I could barely enjoy it.
The duke and duchess spoke in low, measured tones, their words calm but loaded.
“So, now you’ve brought her here and decided to call her family?” the duchess said.
“There’s no need to confirm what you already know,” the duke replied.
“An abandoned child from a long-finished affair—was it necessary to bring her here? What’s next? Will you resurrect that woman from your office trysts as well?”
“Regrettably, she’s been dead for quite some time.”
The duchess glanced at me, her expression sharp.
Intimidated, I set down my knife and fork and nodded.
She frowned.
“When addressing your elders, it’s common courtesy to respond verbally, not just nod.”
“Yes,” I muttered.
If this was a family dinner, wouldn’t it be better to have these conversations in private, perhaps before bed, rather than in front of everyone?
Dragging innocent bystanders—children, no less—into their disputes felt unnecessary.
The children continued eating as if this were routine. The man who seemed to be the duke’s younger brother had left long ago.
At least no one was shouting. If the adults raised their voices, my still-fragile body might freeze with fear.
“In any case, she’s my child,” the duke declared.
“Red eyes like mine are hardly common.”
“And why should I believe you?” the duchess countered.
“Even her magical aura is the same color as mine.”
As we spoke, my steak plate floated away, along with the utensils.
I wasn’t done eating yet. Why did they keep taking my food?
Though, considering this house, I wouldn’t be going hungry anytime soon.
Teacups floated in front of us, spinning slowly as we were invited to choose a drink.
I selected a tea mixed with milk.
One sip revealed it was incredibly sweet, almost cloying. My tongue tingled faintly from the sugar.
“Why bring her here now? Surely there were other ways to handle this.”
“Well, with your father gone, I was certain no trouble would arise from revisiting the past. The woman is long dead, and all that remained was her child.”
The duchess’ carefully maintained expression finally faltered.
Her face twisted into one of anger and resentment as she first glared at the duke and then shifted her venomous gaze to me.
“On the verge of bankruptcy, with nothing to show but hollow honor and history, I saved this house. And yet, this is the treatment I receive in return. Typical of you.”
“I didn’t ask for this. It was my father and your father who wanted it,” the duke replied nonchalantly.
The duchess’ hand, holding her glass, trembled visibly. Slowly, she set it down and took several deep breaths.
The sound of her measured inhalations and exhalations was audible even from where I sat.
“Do you still hate me?” she asked, her voice unsteady.
“How could I possibly hate you?” the duke replied smoothly.
“There are just… a lot of things we don’t align on.”
He delivered his answer with an air of ease, even as the duchess’ face contorted as though she were on the verge of tears.
She fanned herself with one hand, but a single tear escaped her right eye.
With a voice thick as though soaked with emotion, she continued.
“And now you bring this child into our family and expect me to raise her as my own? Do you think I’m capable of that?”
Raise me? What’s she talking about?
I could live quietly in my room, eating the meals provided and burying myself in books if that’s all she wanted.
“I don’t know,” the duke said plainly. “But if you bear the title of duchess, you have a duty to fulfill.”
At his words, she bit her lip in frustration.
“Do you even realize how cowardly you’re being?” she said quietly, then rose from her seat and walked slowly out of the room.
If every dinner was going to be like this, I couldn’t imagine anything more dreadful.
Even the children seemed weary of the atmosphere. They drained their drinks in one gulp, nodded politely to the duke, and left the room.
Now, it was just the duke and me.
He took a sip of his drink and sliced a piece of the cake that had just been served. As he ate, he called my name.
“Marisela.”
“Yes.”
Recalling the butler’s earlier advice and the duchess’ warning, I answered him directly.
“I’m not sure if I love you,” he said, looking at me.
“Even if you’re my daughter, it doesn’t feel real.”
What a brutally honest thing to say. Most people would dress up such words, but not him.
Perhaps he had a peculiar personality.
“I called you here today to introduce you to the family. We don’t usually gather like this—perhaps once a month at most.”
He stood up from his chair.
“Starting tomorrow, your education will be entirely under Adelina’s—no, the duchess’—care. Both teaching and learning are obligations in this house. If I had an older daughter, things might have been different.”
He spoke as though it was nothing of importance, then left the room as well.
I sat there for a long time, staring at the untouched slice of cake in front of me. Finally, I sighed and made my way back to my room.
My steps were awkward and labored, my toes aching with every click of the tight, uncomfortable shoes.
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            Chapter 8: Alina
I felt a slightly sticky sensation in my mouth, probably from having eaten too many sweets.
Returning to my room, I tugged at the handle attached to the wall.
With a soft jingling sound, a young maid appeared.
Every time I called, this girl came to me. Perhaps she was assigned to be my personal maid.
“Did you call, miss?”
“Could you bring me something to clean my teeth or rinse my mouth?”
At first, she seemed confused, but after I mimed brushing my teeth, the maid understood.
“Oh, you mean willow twigs, right? I’ll bring some with salt powder!”
Without waiting for my reply, she dashed off, leaving the door ajar.
I wondered if it was acceptable to run like that in the hallways.
After a while, she returned, carrying something with bristles that looked like a polished wooden handle and a pinch of salt that smelled of ginger.
“Please lie down on the bed!”
“Excuse me…?”
“You don’t need to speak formally with me. Just lie down, miss.”
I hesitated, unsure of what to do, and the girl, seemingly frustrated by my lack of action, lifted me effortlessly and placed me on the bed.
The way she loomed over me made me uncomfortable, like something unpleasant was about to happen.
“Alright. Open wide.”
“I can do it myself—ugh!”
Ignoring my protest, she smeared the salt powder on the bristles and pushed it into my mouth.
The taste was unbearably salty, and an unpleasant scent filled my nose.
“Usually, a personal maid handles this, but since you don’t have one yet, you’ll have to endure a little discomfort. Don’t worry! Even as a maid, I’ve been trained to do such things at the duke’s household.”
Do nobles not even brush their own teeth?
Another surprising discovery.
She began brushing my teeth delicately, her movements slow and precise.
Her expression reminded me of the old man dusting the library, carefully wiping each speck away.
The memory made me feel strangely melancholic.
“Mm…ugh, argh!”
At first, she gently brushed the front teeth, but soon, she pried my mouth open and applied the salty powder everywhere.
It would’ve been fine if she had simply continued with the bristles, but she started rubbing my teeth with her fingers until they squeaked.
She pressed her fingers lightly against my gums and tongue, as if testing their resilience.
“Eh…ehh…”
I wanted to tell her it was too salty and ask her to stop, but I couldn’t articulate the words. Eventually, I gave up.
Afterward, she finally used the bristles to clean my teeth, treating them like precious jewels.
I never realized brushing teeth could be so complicated.
When my tongue began tingling slightly, she cleaned it with a gentle touch and then brought cool water to rinse my mouth.
Even though the brush and her fingers were long gone, I could still feel their presence inside my mouth.
Perhaps out of curiosity, I lightly tapped my freshly cleaned teeth with my fingers.
She helped me rinse my mouth, wished me a good night, tucked me in, and turned to leave.
I watched her retreating figure for a while before sitting up and grabbing her sleeve.
“…What’s your name?”
“Alina. And you, miss?”
“Mar… no, Marisela.”
“Good night, Miss Marisela.”
She smiled warmly and left the room.
If I had been a boy in my youth, I might have fallen for her in an instant.
Who knows?
Even though everyone in the estate called me “miss,” it was clear they only did so because they were told to.
It wasn’t out of respect or loyalty. Actions speak louder than words, and their behavior revealed their true feelings.
To the servants, I was just an impurity.
They would listen to my requests but likely thought, How dare the daughter of a prostitute give me orders.
When I called for them, they ignored me the first time.
The second time, they would finally turn their heads, and by the third call, they would pretend to be surprised, saying they didn’t realize I had summoned them.
Their lips curved ever so slightly upward as they spoke.
I would glare at them, filled with humiliation, but their only response was mocking laughter.
Among everyone in this mansion, the only person who truly treated me as a noble was Alina.
Alina. Such a sweet name.
I’d have to ask her what it meant someday.
As I was lost in thought, a knock interrupted me.
I closed the journal I had been scribbling in.
This time, it wasn’t a maid who had come to my room.
It was the girl I had seen at dinner yesterday—the one who had sat with her arms crossed, her expression full of disdain.
She held a book in one hand and a doll in the other.
Her appearance was almost cute, and for a moment, I considered patting her head. But I stopped myself, remembering we were the same age.
She glanced around my room briefly before giving me a sly smile.
“You. Get dressed properly and have a maid escort you to Mother’s room. It’s almost time for lessons.”
Her tone was haughty, as if addressing a servant.
“And by ‘almost,’ you mean when?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“By the way, I heard you came from the slums. Is that true?”
I nodded.
She burst into laughter, clutching her doll.
“Don’t even think about calling me ‘sister’ later. I don’t want to be tied to a half-wit like you.”
I glanced around the room.
Unfortunately, two maids stood near the hallway, and a butler lingered behind her.
If no one had been around, I would have punched her square in the face.
Instead, I unclenched my fist.
When I didn’t react, she hesitated, lips moving as if to say something, but she seemed to forget her words and walked off.
I watched her leave, then turned my attention to the necklace I was wearing, fiddling with the jewel hanging from it for a long time.
It’s not a good feeling.
The pendant on the necklace clinked against the rings on my fingers as I fiddled with it.
The children at the orphanage, the ones who hadn’t been abandoned, often clung to their parents’ belongings, cherishing them and reminiscing about their parents.
Some even believed their parents were still with them in spirit.
I suppose I lack the talent for such sentiments.
I pulled the handle on the wall again.
The now-familiar bell chimed, and footsteps approached steadily from somewhere down the hall.
When Alina arrived, I asked her to take me to the bathroom, help me wash, and dress me.
She replied that she’d bring a few others to assist and soon returned with five maids. Together, they escorted me to the bathroom.
As before, they lowered me into the bathtub and scrubbed my body with fragrant oils and soaps.
They dressed me in a pristine white dress and put me in shoes that made my feet ache with every step.
Initially, I’d overheard them commenting on my slightly tanned skin.
But after days of soaking in the tub, my body coated in bubbles, oils, and cleansers no one outside the slums could afford—except perhaps the prostitutes—the old grime and dark patches disappeared entirely.
Even the faint, dusty smell that clung to me vanished.
For the first time, I could truly feel that I had left the slums behind.
In the better parts of town, the dust and filth that marked the slums were absent. I’d realized that the first time my mother took me to the lake.
The way there had been fresh and fragrant, but the return trip was dull and foul-smelling.
“Alina, after washing up, I need to go to the duchess’ chambers. Do you know where that is?”
“Of course. So, you’re starting lessons today, huh? By the way, I told you—you don’t have to speak so formally with me.”
“Oh… lessons? What kind of lessons… exactly?”
Alina seemed to hesitate, adjusting my clothes as she thought. She zipped up a hidden fastener, buttoned me up, and folded the frills to make them look neat and proper.
“They say it’s mostly common sense, etiquette, and rules you’re supposed to follow. Honestly, I’m not sure. Maybe it’s because I’m just a commoner.”
“Commoner or noble, it’s all—”
Before I could finish, Alina’s eyes widened in shock. She glanced around nervously and clamped her hand over my mouth.
“Mmph—!” I tried to mumble for her to let go, but her eyes, slightly unfocused with worry, fixed on mine as she whispered urgently.
“Shh! If someone hears you, they might—oh.”
Realizing I was technically a noble, at least in title, she released me, her expression awkward and apologetic.
“Sorry. For a moment, I forgot you’re a lady…”
Because I seemed like a commoner, no doubt.
“I get it. I shouldn’t have said anything awkward.”
“…I was just worried about you, that’s all.”
“Let’s go, then, to the duchess’ chambers.”
I didn’t want to see her flustered expression any longer.
Ordinarily, I would’ve walked beside her, but this time, I trailed a few steps behind.
The endless, suffocating corridors stretched on as always.
The gazes of the servants pierced me like needles.
The portraits on the walls seemed to scowl at me as if to say, You don’t belong here.
The air in the hallway was thick with dust, rough enough to leave a dry sensation in my mouth.
My nerves were on edge, and I couldn’t keep my focus on any one thing for long.
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            Chapter 9: The Child
Before entering the room, I stood in front of the door and took a slight breath.
I wasn’t sure if it was because I was nervous or simply unwilling to go in.
From inside the room, faint music began to play.
Thud-dah-dah, thud-dah-dah, it sounded like someone stomping their feet and clapping hands.
Maybe they were dancing in time with the beat.
As I stood idly in front of the door without opening it, Alina, perhaps thinking I wanted her to open it, spoke to me with a slightly troubled expression.
“Miss, servants aren’t allowed in here.”
“It’s not that… I just don’t feel like going in. I’m not asking you to open it.”
“…Ah.”
Turning away from Alina, I stood in front of the door and knocked.
“Come in,” came the voice of a lady from inside.
When I first arrived, I thought my room was too big, but perhaps I was mistaken.
This room looked far grander than even the tavern where performers roamed in the slums.
That tavern had at least fifty tables!
As I opened the door, music I thought I’d never hear again reached my ears—a waltz that made my steps falter, unconsciously out of sync.
Now that I think about it, I didn’t want to believe this world was a game. Yet in this game, there were functions to nurture the protagonist—things like gardening, crafting decorations, dancing, and playing instruments.
Suddenly, the music stopped.
Was it because I had entered?
The children I’d seen in the banquet hall before stood frozen, dressed in elegant uniforms and dresses, fingers intertwined.
They must have been dancing just moments ago, judging by their synchronized stance.
Their appearance wasn’t charming or endearing; it was almost grotesque.
The powder on their faces, likely makeup, had melted with sweat, leaving them looking unkempt.
Their lips were parched, as though they hadn’t had water for some time.
The girls’ legs trembled, already drained of energy.
“You may all leave now.
We’ve covered most of today’s lesson. Practice the choreography until you’ve mastered it by tomorrow.”
Hearing this, the children’s faces lit up with joy as they hurriedly left the room.
The girl who had once brought books and dolls to me approached, whispered in my ear, and left.
“I told you, soon, you idiot.”
Telling me to wash up and dress properly.
I wanted to just pour cold water over myself and throw on some clothes, but the servants wouldn’t let me.
As though determined to confine me in this stifling outfit—or perhaps they thought I was so unkempt that I had to wear something like this—they clung to me in the bath and wardrobe, refusing to let go.
Judging by the faint smile at the corners of their mouths, they probably weren’t trying to make me suffer deliberately.
Why were these people so intent on binding me, even though I’d done nothing to harm them?
It wasn’t as if I couldn’t just hide in a corner and breathe quietly, as I had in the orphanage.
I turned my head and looked at the duchess.
She wore the same expressionless face she’d shown in the dining hall, before revealing her emotions.
As if deep in thought, she watched me as I surveyed the room.
“You’re late.”
Excuses wouldn’t help.
It seemed she was just waiting to find fault with me.
There was no clock in my room.
I only gauged the time by glancing outside the window.
“It’s the first day, so I suppose it’s understandable.
Starting tomorrow, be here by ten.”
“Yes.”
For now, nothing had happened yet.
She might have realized that the girl earlier had been playing a prank.
She approached and examined my attire—checking if the buttons were fastened properly, the sleeves neatly folded, and whether there were any wrinkles in the fabric.
Her gaze felt so intense it was suffocating.
After inspecting the front, she moved behind me.
Unable to see what she was observing, I nervously bit my lips and clenched my fists.
“Your name is Marisela, correct?”
“Yes.”
Slap!
A faint sound rang from my calf.
A burning sensation followed, and I had to resist the urge to rub my leg immediately.
“Rules are rules.
When broken, they must be punished.”
But I endured it.
I didn’t move my legs and stood firm.
Showing a reaction only fuels a tormentor’s sadism.
Even if it’s a beloved daughter.
When my mother strangled me, begging and crying only made her grip tighter.;
But if I smiled and said I was fine, she’d apologize, embrace me, and claim she was wrong.
Even when bullied—my books confiscated, shoved into corners, trampled under tiny feet, or pushed into filthy mud—I never uttered a word of complaint, though my breath might have quickened.
I couldn’t see the woman’s expression, but I imagined she wore a frigid, unfeeling face as she struck me.
After hitting my calf ten times with the rod, she came forward again.
Even this noble lady, confined indoors, found it strenuous to swing a rod; her breathing was faintly labored as she tucked stray hairs neatly back into place.
She stared at my face intently.
Was she expecting me to tear up or sob?
Her brow twitched slightly, or perhaps she bit her lip in faint worry.
What thoughts ran through her mind to produce such an expression?
“You have much to learn from me if you are to live as the mistress of this esteemed house of Wittelsbach.
Even if my husband brought in someone else’s child and called them mine, I must teach you accordingly.”
She nudged my shoulder with the stick, pushing me back.
My small body staggered backward.
Without looking at me, she walked past, speaking about the future as though it were already decided and immutable.
“My son will be a great man, receiving proper education and carrying the legacy of a good family.
My daughters will marry fine gentlemen and live happily ever after.”
She passed me and walked to a bookshelf, pulling out volumes one by one.
Not one or two. From the height, it looked to be about ten books.
Then, she laid them down on the floor.
“You said you know how to read and write, correct?”
She spoke stiffly, like a novice actor just learning their lines.
She didn’t leave the room but slightly opened the door and called for a servant.
Several men came and carried the books she had selected off somewhere.
“I had the servants move them to your room, so make sure to read and study them all. Every day, you’ll be tested here, and you’ll need to set aside the life you’ve lived so far to embrace a new one. Even if it means forcibly reshaping yourself.”**
As the duchess continued speaking, a servant—still more boy than man—stumbled while moving the books and fell with a loud crash.
The room descended into silence.
“…Well, this serves as a good example.”
The duchess took my hand and walked me toward the fallen servant.
The boy, on the verge of tears, began to plead with her, apologizing profusely.
“Oh, there’s no need to apologize to me.
If anyone’s lesson was interrupted, it was Marisela’s.”
Then, turning to me, she asked, “Marisela, what do you think we should do with this insolent servant?”
“…”
I couldn’t bring myself to respond.
Seeing my hesitation, she raised her right hand high and slapped my cheek with all her might.
The force lifted me off my feet slightly, and I fell to the floor.
After striking me, she bit her lip and shuddered slightly when our eyes met.
“…You must answer.”
“I don’t know.”
“If it were up to me, I’d simply throw him out of this estate. But it’s your duty to administer the punishment.
As someone of noble birth, you must chastise the mistakes of your subordinates firmly.”
I could roughly understand what she meant, but I pretended not to and asked again, “…What should I do?”
As if she had intended to spell it out from the beginning, she replied immediately.
“Punish him as if you were just punished.
He won’t be thrown out, so it’s a rather merciful penalty, don’t you think?”
If that’s what she wanted, then so be it.
I looked at the boy, who was still kneeling and begging for forgiveness. His tearful face brightened slightly at the realization he wouldn’t be expelled.
Well, if he’d rather be hit than face hunger or poverty, who was I to refuse?
I lightly rubbed my stinging cheek and began slapping the boy’s face with all the strength I could muster.
Still a child myself, my hand hurt more than his cheek did.
My right hand turned a deeper shade of red than his left cheek, which had begun to bruise and darken.
The skin seemed to have burst slightly, with blood pooling beneath.
I kept slapping him until the duchess finally told me to stop.
By then, my wrist ached, and my palm had gone numb.
When I glanced up at the duchess, she looked slightly unsettled—perhaps even dissatisfied.
So, I hit the boy again, harder this time.
With each slap, I wondered if my wrist might give out.
Just as I raised my hand high to strike again, the duchess grabbed my wrist and shouted in a trembling voice, “Stop! Stop hitting him!”
I stared at her, confused.
You told me to hit him.
You said it was a fitting punishment.
Why stop now?
After all, I’m the one hitting him—not you.
It’s not your hand that’s hurting.
“Th-that’s enough for today’s lesson. Starting tomorrow, don’t be late.”
As she turned to leave the room, I grabbed the hem of her dress to stop her.
When she looked back, her face was a twisted mix of anger, confusion, and guilt.
Tears glistened in her eyes, making her expression almost laughable.
But when our gazes met, she quickly composed herself, wearing the same blank expression as before.
“It’s a grave offense to grab someone’s clothing uninvited. Next time, call me… well, call me ‘Mother’… or, uh… never mind that. Why did you stop me?”
Despite her attempt to compose herself, her flustered emotions leaked through her voice and tone.
I glanced around the room and pointed at a keyboard instrument.
“May I play the piano?”
“Y-yes, of course. Do as you like.”
For some reason, she looked slightly alarmed, nodding hesitantly as she gave her permission.
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            Chapter 10: And the Duchess
Her husband had brought home a child from another woman.
At first, she accused him of infidelity, asking if he wasn’t ashamed to invoke the name of God while behaving so. But he claimed the child had been conceived before their marriage.
That meant it had to be that damnable commoner he had dallied with before their union. Lisa? Liza? Lize? She couldn’t quite remember.
Why would a commoner’s name even matter?
So, for the first time in a while, she sent someone to investigate the child and that woman again. If possible, she wanted to ensure her husband couldn’t meet with that woman. And if they insisted on trying, she was prepared to resort to some dirty tactics.
No matter that their marriage was political—marriage was still marriage.
It was a sacred promise under heaven, a commitment between a man and woman to love each other and build a home together.
She would not allow some prostitute who had sold her soul to a devil from hell to steal her husband’s affection.
Not that he’d ever really been hers.
But that woman had died long ago—years ago, in fact.
The woman she had driven out had tried to find work in nearby villages but eventually ended up in the slums due to the duchess’ interference. And in the slums, there was really only one kind of work for women like her.
She spread her legs for anyone, earning her living as befitted her status.
She had worked at a brothel until illness consumed her, and she died.
It was an ending that didn’t suit someone who had once worked in a noble household, even as a commoner.
Though she wanted to mock the woman endlessly for her pitiful fate, the duchess couldn’t shake a nagging truth:
She had never experienced the love that woman had won, even if it was through a wretched life of debasement.
To her husband, she was just “the duchess.”
He had called her by her name so few times she could count them on one hand—at their engagement and wedding ceremonies.
Her father had needed honor, and her father-in-law had needed money to stave off bankruptcy. She, personally, had never mattered much.
She was like a trinket sold alongside an expensive jewel—a noble in name, but not truly noble.
Beautiful, but not as beautiful as the commoner her husband had loved.
Wealthy, but not wealthy enough to buy his love.
Whenever she thought of it, she bit her lips to keep from crying, gazing at the mirror to practice a calm expression. But she always felt as if she wore a fragile mask that might crack at any moment.
And then, for the first time, she met the daughter of the woman her husband had loved.
Of all times, it had to be during dinner.
A cursedly uncomfortable moment—as if to say, “You’d be better off choking on your meal.”
The child avoided meeting anyone’s eyes, instead scanning the room with quick glances.
Her gaze reminded the duchess of experienced merchants sizing up customers.
Even the duchess’ sweet, lovable children seemed to dislike the girl. Her daughter stuck out her tongue mockingly at her.
It wasn’t a pleasant sight, so the duchess scolded her daughter before focusing her attention on the child.
The girl was fascinating.
If she had been living in the slums, she shouldn’t have known proper dining etiquette. Yet she used a fork and knife with surprising skill.
Could it be that she had lived better than expected in those slums?
Perhaps the duchess could reduce her donations to the orphanage.
Thoughts like that—practical and transactional—came easily.
She should have married someone from a more ambitious, money-minded family.
A man who spent his days drinking and beating his wife would have been better than this life bound by archaic rules, traditions, and etiquette.
If she were lucky, she might have even found a kind husband.
As they ate, the duchess reiterated facts she already knew aloud, ostensibly speaking to her husband but really addressing the child.
You are not part of my family.
Why are you here now?
Your mother is dead; why come to this place?
Don’t nod your head like some insolent fool.
Are you truly my husband’s blood?
Why did my husband bring you here?
Such petty, cutting remarks spilled from her lips through her husband’s mouth.
The child likely didn’t understand much. Or so the duchess thought.
But she couldn’t understand why her husband still harbored feelings—or hatred—for that wretched commoner.
Even though the woman had fallen to such a lowly end, he still seemed to carry her in his heart.
And now, the duchess had to raise this child as her own. It was the duty of the family matron to educate and rear children until they reached a certain age.
She should never have married into this household.
She had arrived with a smile, overjoyed at becoming the duchess of such a prestigious house.
Yet here she was, bound by duty to carry out an unpleasant obligation.
If she didn’t, she might be relegated to a side building or outright discarded.
It might seem petty for an adult, but the duchess decided she would torment the girl.
Love wasn’t rational, after all.
If only her husband had whispered love to her in the quiet of their bedroom,
spent idle hours talking in the garden,
or taken her into town to shop and explore together…
Maybe she wouldn’t have harbored such malicious thoughts.
But now, until the girl begged to leave this house, she would use “education” as an excuse to torment her.
And when the girl grew up, the duchess would send her off to marry some countryside nobody.
Exactly as she deserved.
She had Eileen bring the girl to her.
Not wanting her children to see her ugly side, the duchess sent them all away before beginning.
Though the girl had been late—likely because of Eileen’s pranks—the duchess punished her harshly.
She hit her with a switch, assigned her piles of books to study, and said all manner of cruel things, hoping to make her cry.
But the girl didn’t react at all. She neither cried nor showed fear.
Perhaps out of spite, the duchess escalated, creating excuses to torment her further.
When a servant dropped a book, the duchess asked the girl how the servant should be punished.
When the girl didn’t answer, the duchess struck her.
The child’s body lifted slightly from the blow, and she fell to the floor.
At first, the duchess felt a pang of guilt, then shame. But she masked it with indifference and ordered the girl to punish the servant in the same way.
And the girl—
Yes, her name was Marisela.
Marisela didn’t cry, didn’t grow angry, didn’t even show fear of the duchess.
She simply did as she was told, hitting the servant exactly as she had been taught.
As if hitting someone was no big deal.
As if it were something that simply had to be done.
Just like her husband.
Was it in her blood?
Or was the girl simply too afraid of her to act otherwise?
The duchess couldn’t tell.
Each time the girl struck the servant’s cheek, the duchess was caught between conflicting emotions.
The guilt of having just hit the girl herself.
The base satisfaction of being able to toy with and torment the child of the woman her husband had loved.
And the faint sense that she was unraveling a little more with each passing moment.
Her eyes trembled, and she discreetly dabbed at them.
It was bizarre.
The way the girl hit the servant without hesitation, as though it was entirely natural.
To banish someone from the estate for tripping while carrying books was absurd.
Even the young servant, despite the injustice, seemed to understand that.
Yet the girl, her hands already raw and bloody, showed no signs of stopping.
As if she would never stop unless explicitly told to.
Marisela glanced at the duchess, perhaps thinking she hadn’t done enough.
And then, with her battered hand, she struck the servant’s cheek even harder.
The duchess had intended to be cruel, to show the child only malice and fear.;
But before she realized it, she had grabbed the girl’s arm and shouted for her to stop hitting the servant.
Like a frightened fool.
Yes.
Though she didn’t want to admit it, the sight had frightened her, and so she had fled the room, ending the lesson for the day.
Despite all the ways she had planned to torment the child, she had run away like a coward.
As she wallowed in self-reproach—ashamed of her fear of the girl and disgusted by her pettiness—she felt someone tug at the hem of her dress.
The girl she had just tormented, the one forced to strike another, had stopped her.
Startled, the duchess’ expression faltered, and she hastily composed herself before asking why the girl had called her back.
The answer was unexpected.
The girl wanted to play the piano.
How?
She’s never learned.
But more than curiosity, the duchess felt an overwhelming desire to escape this place.
So she told the girl she could play if she wanted to. And the girl… smiled.
It was a chilling, unsettling smile.
Like the expression of someone whose face had forgotten how to smile from years of disuse.
Leaving behind the girl and her strange, fearsome smile, the duchess fled the room.
She found herself reflecting that hating someone was harder than she thought.
Perhaps that was why she had turned into such a wretched and petty person—taking out her frustrations on an innocent child while remaining silent toward her husband.
She trudged back to her room, listening to the eerie, unfamiliar piano playing echoing from behind her. Once there, she poured herself a drink.
She instructed her maid to compensate the servant boy generously and give him a few days off, but the bitterness lingering in her mouth didn’t fade.
She had thought tormenting the child born of infidelity would bring her joy.
At the very least, she’d expected to feel some twisted satisfaction.
But all she felt was the acrid taste of self-loathing, paired with the bitter realization that she still blamed the child and her husband.
Sighing, she poured herself another drink.
And then, an idea struck her.
The girl had never lived as a noble.
She had never seen how nobles were supposed to act.
What if she could instill warped values into the girl’s mind, just as easily as she had taught her to hit the servant?
Like a wicked witch or villainess from a fairy tale.
What if she made the girl so despicable that no one could ever love her?
If everyone hated the girl, there would be no need for the duchess to lift a finger or torment her further.
Others would do it for her.
Smiling a crooked smile at the thought, she sipped her drink again.
This wasn’t because she was afraid of the girl.
It wasn’t because she couldn’t bring herself to lay hands on her.
Not at all.
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            Chapter 11: It’s fine, probably.
It had been a while since I sat in such a seat.
The clumsy keyboard instrument I saw at the tavern couldn’t even compare to this proper instrument.
They say poverty breeds a poor spirit. The vagabonds wouldn’t even let me touch such a useless piano back then. Is it because these noble folks are different?
Perhaps they’re exceptionally gifted at being generous.
Each note rang clearly, and my mood, which had been tinged with a slight melancholy until just now, was perfected by the music.
I pressed each of the 52 white keys and 36 black keys one by one before lightly playing a few simple chords.
My fingers didn’t spread well, perhaps because I was still a little kid.
I played a jazz tune, just something my fingers remembered, though the title of the piece hovered frustratingly just out of reach.
It felt awkward, probably because this was my first time playing with these hands.
Was it “Waltz for Debbie”?
It should’ve been a warm song played for a beloved niece, but the sound that came out was nothing but screeching notes.
There was none of that characteristic softness or lyrical feeling.
The touch was chaotic, the weight of the keystrokes was uneven, and I could barely keep up with the melody.
Above all, there was no emotion—no tenderness, no warmth.
I knew it all in my head, but my fingertips couldn’t imbue the music with feeling.
After playing for a while, I slowly lifted my fingers off the piano keys.
Giving up on any sentimental emotions, I started to play a tune favored by vagabonds, the kind that would liven up a tavern.
Simple, lively, frivolous, and fast-paced songs.
Yet they still carried a hint of sadness beneath their cheer.
The title was something about “Two Guitars,” but here I was playing it on a piano.
Even though I was called a “lady” here, my mind was still trapped in the slums.
If those elegant people who had been playing the instrument so gracefully just moments ago saw me, they might point fingers and call me vulgar.
But I can’t help it—this kind of music suits my taste more than something grand and rigid.
As I pressed the keys, I noticed a droplet of water on the keyboard and stopped playing.
I wiped my slightly damp eyes.
Realizing that I had shed tears for the first time in a long while, I let out a small, incredulous laugh.
Feeling a strange joy I hadn’t experienced in a while, I clung to the piano and kept playing for a long time.
A mere 11-year-old girl laughing and crying while playing the piano probably wasn’t the most dignified sight.
I ended up staining my clean clothes with tears.
After playing the piano for quite some time, I returned to my room and found dozens of books now filling the previously empty shelves.
I wonder what happened to that boy I slapped.
They said he’d been kicked out of the mansion for tripping while carrying books. These nobles really do treat their servants worse than dogs.
And now, I’ve become one of these nobles.
I don’t want to hit people.
Feeling a little unsettled, I went to the wall, pulled the handle, and called for someone.
I stood by the door, listening to the bell ring beyond the hallway, and waited for someone to arrive.
Before long, there was a knock, and I opened the door.
As expected, Alina stood there.
“Alina.”
“Yes, my lady?”
“What should I do when my mouth feels dry, my stomach burns, and I feel dizzy?”
“…I don’t know.”
Yeah, me neither.
“Just bring me a cup of lukewarm coffee. Oh, if you want something for yourself, you can bring it too.”
Alina nodded and went to fetch the coffee.
When she returned, she handed me a cup of coffee diluted with cold water, and I gestured for her to come into the room.
The girl hesitated, looking around awkwardly, then stepped inside with a shy expression.
She hadn’t brought anything for herself. I guess she didn’t feel like having a drink.
“Sit wherever you want. No, just sit. For some reason, there are a lot of chairs here.”
Alina dragged a chair from a corner, sat down, and perched on it.
Outside, people in heavy armor were running around in the sunlight.
Without looking at Alina, who was probably still slightly flustered, I gazed out the window and continued speaking.
“The view here is really beautiful.”
“I think so too! Every morning when I wake up, it feels like the air is even fresher!”
Of course, it would feel that way.
The city had trash strewn along the streets, chimney sweeps scattering soot everywhere in the mornings, and dust kicked up by passing carriages.
A million different replies came to mind, but I didn’t say any of them.
The room was filled with an awkward silence for a long time.
“Alina, what am I in this place?”
The answer didn’t come immediately.
Maybe it was because I hadn’t replied to her earlier comment about the fresh air.
Just kidding. It wasn’t funny.
Metaphorically speaking, it sounded like she was racking her brain to come up with an answer.
Was asking such a question itself a form of torment?
I felt a little sorry.
But surely a little girl wouldn’t take such a question too seriously.
An impurity. A half-wit who shouldn’t exist.
A prostitute’s daughter.
A duke’s illegitimate child.
Someone from the slums, despised even by ordinary people living humble lives.
These were just the first things that came to mind.
Judging by the reactions I’d seen in the few days I’d been here, the list was accurate.
Alina’s answer was simple.
“The adorable young lady we’ve newly welcomed, who came from outside.”
I turned and walked over to Alina, who looked slightly nervous.
She seemed flustered as I suddenly approached.
I studied the young girl, who wasn’t quite old enough to be called an adult yet.
Curly brown hair, freckles, gray eyes, and a small mole beneath her right eye.
Her clothes were loose, probably because they were too big for her chest, revealing glimpses of her collarbone and a modest figure.
Her slender frame had just enough curves to suggest she was maturing.
Yes, she was cute enough.
Since she was sitting, I didn’t need to stand on tiptoes to reach her head.
I gently touched her curly hair and placed my hand near the freckles around her nose.
“You’re cute too.”
I stepped away from Alina and walked toward the bookshelf.
The books the Duchess had sent to my room numbered 63 in total.
I picked one titled On the Etiquette of Children by Eras and skimmed the table of contents.
Etiquette, discipline, status, rules.
Just looking at the words made me sleepy, so I closed the book.
Alina, her face slightly flushed, sat still in her chair, simply breathing.
I had no idea what thoughts were running through her mind.
“Alina, don’t you get bored just sitting there doing nothing?”
“M-Me? Oh, no, not at all! I should get back to work now. Rest well, my lady!”
The girl hastily stood up and left the room in a hurry.
Sure, I’ll rest.
I climbed onto the bed with the book in hand and started reading by the light streaming through the window.
Before I knew it, the sun had set completely.
It was time to head to the dining room again.
I didn’t want to go, but the old man I’d met when I first arrived at the mansion came to fetch me himself.
As we walked down the corridor, he posed a question to me.
“Have you adjusted to life in the mansion?”
“Probably, I think so.”
I disliked the portraits hanging on the walls.
They seemed to glare at me as if I had no right to be here.
It might have looked a little ridiculous, but I averted my eyes from the paintings as I walked.
“Would you like to have a personal maid? Currently, no one is specifically assigned to attend to you.”
The first person that came to mind, of course, was Alina.
When I requested her as my personal maid, the old man readily agreed.
“The master asked me to inquire—how was the lesson you received from the Duchess today?”
For a moment, I was at a loss for words. I took a breath and lightly rubbed my still-aching cheek.
“…I’m not sure.”
“I see.”
The old man didn’t press further.
He seemed to notice that I had no desire to continue the conversation.
Before I knew it, we had crossed the long corridor and arrived at the entrance to the dining hall.
The old man slightly bowed and opened the door for me.
This time, no gazes bore into me.
The conversation from moments ago had simply been cut short.
I naturally took the seat I had occupied before.
The Duchess looked at me, her expression stiffening slightly.
I bowed my head lightly in greeting.
“I heard that Marisela joined your lesson today,” the Duke said, opening the conversation after finishing the soup he had just been served.
“She did,” the Duchess replied.
“And how was she?”
“Should I flatter you by saying she’s as brilliant as you?”
At this, the Duke shrugged and replied smugly.
“I wouldn’t know. It’s true that I am intelligent, though.”
The Duchess bit her lip and shot him a brief glare before resuming her meal.
The children were glaring at me.
Well, considering how the atmosphere had become such a mess since my arrival, it wasn’t surprising.
They couldn’t possibly think of me as a sibling.
Just a filthy—yeah, don’t think about it.
Just eat, ignore everything else, and focus on the food.
Even if some of it ends up taken away before I can eat, there’s still so much variety that I won’t go hungry.
At least this isn’t a life of filling my stomach with dry, rock-hard bread topped with mold.
At least I now have an abundance of books I’ve always wanted to read.
It’s fine.
Hitting the boy who dropped the books was hard—it upset me a little—but it was what I was supposed to do, wasn’t it?
It’s fine.
I’ll live happily.
Who cares what happened to me in the game?
That wasn’t me.
Probably.
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            Chapter 12: Some time later.
Recently, as I spent my days holed up in my room, reading books all day long, I came to a realization.
I’m smarter than I thought.
Not in the sense of being wise or sagacious, but simply in that I learn and absorb things quickly.
Or maybe it’s just that I’m young and have a good memory.
The content of the books is terribly predictable.
Don’t point your knife at others during meals.
When eating soup, tilt the spoon outward, not inward, and avoid clinking it against the bowl.
Don’t open your mouth when there’s food inside.
Things like that.
If I read the book out loud once and go over the content in my head, I memorize it quickly.
I suppose it’s more like common sense than I already knew.
It’s been about a month since I arrived here.
The Duchess no longer quizzes me on the contents of the books.
Probably because she’s realized that I’ve perfectly memorized them without the need to ask.
This, after she’d brought actual test papers and practically forced me to solve them at one point.
Lately, instead of reading, I’ve been learning about behavior expected of a noble—how to act and the thoughts one must always keep in mind.
It’s no exaggeration to call it brainwashing.
Through this, I’ve come to roughly understand why even lower-ranking nobles, who are barely different from wealthy commoners, look down on others and treat the poor like flies.
I’ve seen it myself.
Even powerless nobles without connections or wealth, who occasionally got stabbed in back alleys, always treated commoners with disdain.
Even when they were unarmed and their assailants held knives, they acted as if it were unthinkable for a commoner to stab a noble.
In the brothel district, nobles would often kick filthy children asking for pocket change without a shred of mercy—unless the child was as cute as me or as beautiful as my mother, who they might suspect had noble blood in her ancestry.
Thinking about it now, it wasn’t that those people were inherently evil or born wicked.
It’s just that they’d been taught to view commoners as livestock, unless they were attractive or exceptional enough to blur the lines of status.
From the moment they could crawl or utter their first words, they were constantly told so.
Just as kings serve emperors, nobles serve kings, and knights serve nobles, it was ingrained in them that treating commoners harshly was of little consequence.
After all, commoners were in abundance.
“Didn’t I tell you the story of the ancient empire that once flourished in these lands?
Since the emergence of social classes, commoners have always been tools that require a master.
Whenever they were left to their own devices, they inevitably fell into chaos and destroyed themselves.
That’s why they need guidance.”
And that was the content of today’s lesson.
Once again, as I sipped my slightly stale milk tea, the Duchess filled the lesson with this nonsense.
Even she didn’t seem to believe it herself.
“As I’ve told you repeatedly, since you’ve spent time among them, you must shed that distinct commoner aura.
Just as nobles living abroad learn our etiquette and customs when they return to claim titles, so must you.
It’s expected of those who lead.”
Those who lead don’t necessarily have to be nobles.
Why, just a few years ago, a country bumpkin named Thomas led the peasants and killed the lord of their land.
The country, of course, panicked and sent an army to suppress them.
But whether it was Thomas’ skill or the peasants’ determination, they utterly destroyed the soldiers sent to put them down.
For a while, taverns were abuzz with the tale. Surely this woman must have heard of it.
In the end, not wanting to incur the cost of deploying knights and wizards for an expensive battle, the emperor discovered that Thomas’ great-great-grandfather had been a noble.
He granted Thomas a title, exempted him from taxes for 25 years, and showered him with imperial “mercy.”
Only after killing countless people was Thomas finally acknowledged by the esteemed nobles.
He was declared one of their own.
A mere peasant.
To irk the Duchess, who clearly detested me, I brought up his story.
“…What about Thomas?”
“Thomas?”
“Baron Stolberg.”
At my words, the Duchess gave me a look as if I’d just spoken utter nonsense.
Of course, she probably didn’t care much about such things.
Of course, it didn’t happen in her own territory.
And she wouldn’t care what some foolish emperor did.
Perhaps something occurred to her suddenly.
“…He was originally a nobleman.”
That was the end of the explanation.
No elaboration, nothing more.
Maybe she had never even heard of Baron Stolberg or Thomas before.
After that day, the Duchess stopped bringing up historical stories altogether.
What remained was a tiresome, boring lecture about how nobles should behave and think—so dull it made my head spin every time.
The conclusion was always the same: nobles must oppress, reprimand, and lead the commoners.
Because of this, I found myself shocked when I unwittingly mistreated Alina.
All she had done was forget to put sugar in my tea, and I ended up saying something like, “You’re useless.”
I had to console her for quite a while afterward as she sat there looking hurt and apologetic.
After endlessly hearing about how to treat commoners and servants, even the Duchess seemed to grow weary of it—or perhaps she saw enough progress in me and wanted to try something different. Today, she announced we’d have a slightly different lesson.
To my surprise, it was dance lessons.
And, as if that weren’t bad enough, I had to perform a partnered dance with the Duchess’ son.
Wearing a flowing white dress, no less.
Dancing alone, she said, was for the uncultured, and true noble dances were only performed in pairs—man and woman, elegantly keeping an appropriate distance.
Who was I to argue?
If someone at the uppermost tier of nobility decreed it, I had no choice.
And so, for days, I held hands with him, spinning in circles as we practiced the dance.
The only dances I knew before were those performed by young ladies in skirts so wide their undergarments were visible as they hopped around, or the clumsy movements of men missing arms or legs as they sang, I Like Onions, flailing their remaining limbs.
The latter hardly qualified as a dance—just a pitiable display of movement.
But now, here I was, holding hands with a boy who, half like me, shared some of my blood.
The boy, clearly displeased with me again today, grabbed my hand roughly and squeezed.
“Don’t hold it so tight,” I said.
This refined dance of spinning in circles while holding hands didn’t appeal to me in the slightest.
It seemed the boy, stepping in rhythm with me, felt the same way.
“Why do I have to keep teaching you this dance day after day? What was Mother even thinking?”
“You’re saying that right in front of me.”
I called him “the boy” because I’d forgotten his name.
I’d heard it before, of course, but we’d barely spoken over the past few months.;
Mostly, he ignored me—or, on occasion, threw trash at my head.
Once, he even spat at me from a window, though thankfully it missed.
So I decided to casually ask for his name.
“Now that I think about it, I’ve always just called you ‘you.’ What was your name again?”
His response was predictably sarcastic.
“You must be really dumb if you can’t even remember someone’s name.”
I stumbled slightly.
Or rather, it felt like he deliberately messed up the step to trip me.
Judging by how he lightly stomped on my foot, it seemed intentional.
“Guess I am,” I replied, keeping my tone neutral.
I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing me react.
“Are you enjoying learning this kind of dance? It’s something you couldn’t have learned where you came from, isn’t it?”
The mocking expression on his face made it obvious he was relishing this.
“What about you? Do you enjoy dancing with me?”
The slight scowl on his face froze, hardening into an expressionless mask.
He wasn’t the type to take jokes lightly; he actually thought about my question seriously.
What a terribly unfunny person.
Following the 3/4 time waltz rhythm, we took three steps, paused for a beat, spun once, and paused again. Over and over we turned, matching the stately music.
“Not at all,” he finally said.
The Duchess, seated to the side reading a book, occasionally glanced at us to ensure we were moving correctly. She didn’t intervene, behaving like someone for whom everything was a bother.
“…Libian,” he said suddenly.
“What?”
“My name. It’s Libian.”
“Got it.”
When I didn’t react much, he gave me a look that seemed to say, That’s all the response I get after telling you my name?
The noise around me seemed dull, almost muffled.
I hated the way he looked at me, as if I were someone beneath him.
I wanted to let go of his hand, shove him away, and run out of here.
“Don’t look around with that ‘I hate this place’ expression.
It’s far better than where you used to live, isn’t it? Even if everyone here hates you—except Father—they haven’t kicked you out.”
It’s just the background music. I don’t like it.
But some thoughts refuse to escape through the lips.
“By the way, Eileen said she had something to tell you after the lesson. Did you two fight or something?”
“You mean that clueless little girl who always carries a doll around? That one?”
Realizing he’d almost referred to her as a brat, Libian shot me a blank look, clearly hoping I hadn’t noticed.
Feigning innocence, I “accidentally” stepped on his toes with the sharp tip of my heeled shoe.
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            Chapter 13: Some time later.
After another idle and exhausting lesson, the Duchess dismissed us.
On my way back to my room, excited at the thought of snacking on some slightly stale but delicious cheese biscuits, Eileen stopped me in my tracks.
“I told my brother to tell you I wanted to talk after class. Didn’t you hear?”
“I did.”
At my response, Eileen’s face turned slightly red, and her whole body began to tremble as if she desperately wanted to express her anger.
“Then you just ignored me and left?!”
“What do you want me to do about it?”
Eileen sneered and puffed herself up as if to flaunt her superiority.
She then grabbed my arm again when I tried to pull away and head back to my room.
Why is she so clingy?
What, is she starving for attention?
Even though she seemed ready to die of adoration for the Duchess.
“We’re going on a family picnic soon, and I thought I’d take you along so you wouldn’t feel left out!”
“Not my problem. You can go do your stupid happy family picnic nonsense or whatever.”
I didn’t mean for my words to come out so harshly, but they did.
Startled, I raised my hand to my mouth.
There wasn’t really anything wrong with what I said.
Maybe it was just that perpetually smiling face of hers that irritated me enough to blurt it out.
I yanked my arm free and continued walking toward my room.
“…I went out of my way to suggest taking you along, and you call it nonsense? You, of all people?”
Angered, Eileen shoved me from behind.
Whether it was because she wasn’t fully grown yet or because she was exhausted from dancing earlier, the push lacked strength.
Even so, I toppled forward, flailing my legs comically, and landed face-first on the floor.
I tried to get up, but my legs wouldn’t cooperate. Maybe I’d hit my head hard enough to make something malfunction.
Every time I pushed myself up slightly, I wobbled and collapsed again.
“Ugh….”
Giving up on standing for now, I decided to at least lift my head.
Using my right hand to steady my slightly spinning head, I looked ahead.
Two servants were cleaning the windows: one holding a ladder steady, the other dusting off the glass from above. They glanced at me but made no move to help.
If anything, their faint smirks suggested they were amused by my fall.
Nice job, Lady Eileen, they must have been thinking.
Put that fool in her place. The one who thinks she’s a noble but is no better than us window cleaners.
As I touched my nose, I heard an unsettling crunch, a sound that shouldn’t come from any human body part.
At the same time, blood began to drip—no, pour—down my face.
With the blood flowing, my body seemed to regain some strength.
I pressed my palms against the floor to push myself up, but they slipped on the blood, and I face-planted again.
God, this is annoying.
My head hurts.
This time, summoning all the strength I had, I managed to stand.
But I was still dizzy and unsteady.
Smearing blood from my nose on the pristine white walls, I leaned against them and staggered toward Eileen.
She looked at me, visibly shaken.
You pushed me with all your might. Why are you looking at me like that?
You should be brimming with confidence, ready to declare, I’ll rid this family of parasitic halfwits like you!
“Eileen, you didn’t do that on purpose, right?”
Eileen flinched slightly, then raised her voice in defiance.
“Wh-What if I did? What are you going to do about it?”
Even at a moment like this, she was trying to keep up appearances.
Maybe she’d been coddled too much growing up.
If the Duchess had taken even a fraction of the effort she spent whipping me and applied it to disciplining Eileen, she wouldn’t have turned out so spoiled.
“Nothing.”
Silence fell.
That stifling, suffocating kind of silence I hated.
The kind that reminded me of moments before my mother had an outburst, when the Proxy Manager lay stabbed and bleeding, or when I was crouched in a corner at the orphanage.
Breathe in, breathe out.
Taking a deep breath, I tried to steady my spinning head.
Though my gaze was fixed on Eileen, I lacked the energy to glare at her properly.
My nose throbbed, my once-white clothes were stained red, and the pitiful girl in front of me was fidgeting nervously, stealing glances at me.
“I-I’m sorry. It’s just… you swore at me out of nowhere, and I got annoyed….”
“…Sure.”
I tried to respond, but pain flared in my mouth, making it difficult to form words.
My mouth tasted faintly metallic.
Ignoring Eileen, I turned and walked in the opposite direction.
She was saying something behind my back, but I didn’t pay attention.
Maybe my head was too full of long-buried feelings to focus.
“You’re hurt! Where are you going? You need to see a healer first!”
Wounds heal with spit.
Seriously.
It just takes a while.
I approached the servants by the ladder. They tensed and swallowed nervously as I got closer.
To reassure them, I smiled.
In return, they offered back an awkward and somewhat frightened smile.
From behind me, I could hear Eileen shouting something as she approached. I turned and kicked the ladder with all my might.
The servant at the top screamed as he fell, tumbling off the ladder and crashing down onto the one holding it steady below.
“If your master gets hurt, you’re supposed to rush over and help, not just laugh about it like it serves them right.”
I stood there, looking at them for a long moment, before spitting the blood pooling in my mouth onto their faces.
Gross, maybe, but imagine—spit mixed with the blood of a beautiful girl? A reward, even for worthless servants like them.
…Or maybe that was too far.
After all, I’m no better than they are.
Not here, anyway.
“What are you doing?!”
Eileen yelled as she rushed over, shoving me lightly—too lightly, likely remembering how her earlier push had sent me sprawling.
I looked at her.
She was breathing heavily, staring at the servants on the floor with a confused expression.;
She looked angry at first, but when her gaze shifted to my disheveled state, her anger seemed to dissipate completely.
It wasn’t that she wasn’t as bad as I thought.
It’s just that normal people feel guilty when they hurt someone who hasn’t done anything to harm them.
Why, even my mother, who nearly strangled me in a fit of rage, had apologized afterward.
Of course, a week later, she’d said something like, Maybe it would’ve been better if you’d never been born.
And the day after that, she told me she loved me again.
It’s funny how pain seems to sharpen your thoughts.
My mind raced, thoughts cascading faster than I could keep up with.
“Why? Does watching someone like me treat servants like trash suddenly fill you with sympathy? I’m just some half-wit, bleeding all over the place. What does it matter?”
“That’s not it…”
“Then what is it?”
I stepped closer to one of the servants, who was clutching his shin and writhing in pain.
“Tell me, Eileen. Just like you said, someone like me can’t do anything. I’m the idiot you always call me. And all I can do is this.”
I stomped down lightly on the shin he was clutching.
The servant screamed.
Covering my ears briefly from the noise, I quickly uncovered them again.
“It’s just lashing out because I feel bad. You do it to me, and I do it to them.”
“I… I’ve never done anything like this!”
Whether it’s cutting with words or hitting with fists—what’s the difference?
Honestly, I’d have preferred to be hit instead.
When I heard whispers about how I might not even carry my father’s blood because my mother was a prostitute, I had to come up with dozens of reasons to stay silent.
Who got her kicked out of her home?
If they hadn’t met and indulged themselves, I wouldn’t have been born into this wretched place to endure such humiliation.
I’d clench my teeth and remind myself that doing anything would only make it worse.
Even though my hands and feet trembled.
They probably thought I was just scared.
“I bet.”
Eileen seemed startled—perhaps she’d never seen someone writhe and cry in pain before.
Leaving her frozen in place, I turned and began walking away.
Click.
Click, click, click.
The sound of my heels echoed through the hall.
“These damn shoes.”
I slipped them off and hurled them in some random direction.
Everything hurt—my feet, my face, my broken nose.
Healers? Forget it.
The servants in this house would probably celebrate if I got injured, maybe even hand me poisoned water while calling me filthy and stupid.
Better to ask Alina for some painkillers and medicine.
She’s the only one I trust.
The only one who’s ever cared for me since I got here.
I entered my room, tossed aside my top, and poured the leftover tea over my face to wash away some of the blood.
Then, I pulled the bell cord.
The familiar sound of the bell echoed, followed by footsteps climbing the stairs and crossing the hall.
I didn’t even wait to hear a voice before opening the door.
Alina gasped at the sight of me.
“Ah, my lady! You need to be treated—”
“Hug me. Just hold me and tell me everything will be okay.”
Alina hesitated briefly, then wrapped her arms around me.
She patted my back gently and murmured soothing words.
“Everything will be okay.”

        
            Chapter 14: Pipe
After some time passed, I stood in front of the mirror and clumsily set my broken nose back into place. While waiting for Alina to bring painkillers, I idly looked out the window.
When I first arrived here, the scenery always amazed me, but it seemed the human capacity for satisfaction had its limits—now it felt a little dull.
And dizzying.
Eventually, Alina returned, accompanied by an elderly man with a head full of stark white hair and a basket in his hands.
“Alina, I told you to just bring painkillers.”
“I-I was going to, but…”
As Alina fumbled, clearly uncomfortable, the old man stepped forward to explain.
“If you simply reset your nose like that, it might heal crooked or develop a bump.”
“…And?”
“Fortunately, you’re in luck, my lady. You have the privilege of a skilled healer employed by the Duke’s household right in front of you.”
With that, the old man entered my room.
He surveyed the space briefly before gesturing for me to sit in a chair. When I complied, he dragged over a small table and began unpacking a peculiar assortment of items: round crystal-like objects and something rectangular that glimmered, resembling trinkets from a fortune teller’s shop.
“Alina, was it?”
“Y-Yes!”
“Bring the basket to the young lady.”
Alina nodded and handed me the basket.
I opened the lid to find a strange-looking pipe and some kind of powder.
Not tobacco. The scent was faintly herbal, with an underlying burnt aroma.
“Pack the powder into the pipe and place it in your mouth. I’ll light it for you.”
It was too late to refuse now, not after letting him into my room.
Feeling uneasy, I wiped the pipe’s mouthpiece with a dirty cloth before using it. The old man’s tone turned faintly disapproving.
“It’s brand new, my lady. I went through quite some trouble to retrieve it from storage.”
He had a point—nobody here had the habit of reusing someone else’s items.
I packed the pipe with the powder, placed it in my mouth, and waited.
The old man pulled a red stone from his pocket, shook it briefly, and produced a flame. He lit the pipe, and smoke began to rise slowly.
Leaning back in the not-so-comfortable chair, I took a tentative puff.
Nothing happened.
So, I took another draw, then another, inhaling and exhaling repeatedly.
After a slight cough, I suddenly felt my body relax, as if all tension drained away. My vision seemed to brighten.
Cough, cough. “This… this is opium!”
Were they trying to turn me into an addict?
If life taught me one thing, it was that drugs were the shortcut to ruin.
The old man tilted his head as if puzzled by my reaction.
“It does have some addictive properties, but it’s an excellent painkiller. Even more so, since patients can’t resist under its influence.”
“You quack….”
He ignored my muttered insult and clicked his tongue, muttering about how often patients hit him during procedures.
Then, without warning, he grabbed my face, firmly held my broken nose, and started kneading it like clay.
“I’ve processed it to minimize addiction risk, so the side effects shouldn’t be too severe.”
I could only hope he was right.
From my nose came a crack, crack sound, like bones or cartilage being adjusted.
Without the drug, this would’ve hurt unbearably. Even now, a faint ache crept through the haze of relief.
Feeling light and blissful, I let my body sink against the chair, not even bothering to move my arms or legs.
When he finished manipulating my nose, he took one of the stones from the table and pressed it against my face.
Not gently, but with enough force to make me worry my face might flatten.
Gradually, I felt the sensation of my nose healing—as if broken bones were rejoining.
Drowsiness swept over me like a wave.
But it wasn’t the bad kind of sleepiness. No unpleasant memories, hallucinations, or hated faces surfaced. It felt perfect.
Comforted by the sensation, I unconsciously took another puff from the pipe.
The old man was saying something to Alina—something about administering medicine.
I could barely make out the words, muffled as if I were underwater.
At first, it sharpened my mind, making my thoughts and vision clear. But as I inhaled more, my chest opened up with a strange, doubled joy.
I should stop thinking about it.
It felt dangerously addictive—like being a willing slave to a sly, opium-loving fox.
Still, all that happened was a soft smile creeping across my face.
Even that was risky enough.
The old man packed up his belongings and left the room.
Alina, holding a damp cloth she had fetched from somewhere, gently wiped my face and arms.
“Alina, help me bathe. I’ll take a nap in the meantime.”
She responded, but I only understood from her lip movements. The sound didn’t reach me.
When I woke up, I was lying naked in a bathtub.
The water level was just enough to prevent me from drowning if I nodded off again.
“Alina?”
A figure behind me was tending to my hair. Assuming it was Alina, I called her name, but it turned out to be someone else.
“My name is Looney, my lady.”
“Where’s Alina?”
“She’s likely fetching clothes for you. I’ve almost finished bathing you, anyway.”
Hearing this, I attempted to stand, but a sudden wave of dizziness struck, and I stumbled, collapsing into the water.
Fortunately, landing on my rear spared me the pain of injuring myself further.
Maybe it was just because there’s enough cushion back there to absorb the impact.
“You’ll need to attend the dining hall soon.
The Duke has specifically requested your presence after hearing about what happened today.”
“I don’t want to go.”
At my words, the girl who introduced herself as Looney lifted me out of the tub.
Joined by a few other maids, they all but dragged me to the dressing room as though escorting a prisoner. There, they dried me off and began dressing me.
They squeezed my waist into a corset that gathered what little I had in the way of a chest into one place, and I could barely breathe in the tight blouse they made me wear.;
Then came the flowing dress, thigh-high stockings, and shoes that felt like they were crushing my feet.
“…I said, I don’t want to go.”
Once fully dressed, I shoved the maids away.
A few stumbled and fell, but I didn’t care. I simply walked toward the dining hall.
Alina watched me with trembling eyes, but I ignored her and continued walking, hating that gaze.
The maids, seemingly worried I’d wander off, trailed behind me, even the one I’d just pushed.
Walking through the corridors, I eventually reached the dining hall.
I took my usual seat, the empty one always left for me.
Dinner began, as always, with a light drink served before the meal—a weak, slightly alcoholic beverage.
Next would come a bite-sized appetizer, soup, and then the main course.
The food here always tasted good, but I hated having to eat it in this setting.
The rest of the diners were engaged in cheerful conversation, as though the tense atmosphere I’d experienced when I first arrived had been a complete illusion.
Or maybe they’d simply decided to treat me as invisible.
Honestly, I preferred it that way. If it meant I didn’t have to eat here, even better.
I’d rather eat in my room, shoveling food into my mouth from a plate on my bed without worrying about anyone watching.
Like a homeless person gobbling down bread tossed to them in a street corner.
“I heard you were injured today,” the Duke said, breaking the illusion of my invisibility.
“Yes.”
“Are you all right now?”
“Thanks to you… yes.”
While the Duke spoke and I answered, the delicious meat dish I’d been eating was whisked away and replaced with bland vegetables.
He didn’t seem to notice or care.
“Well, that healer’s skilled, I’ll give him that. Though he’s a bit rough in his methods.”
“…Hahaha.”
“Ah, this weekend, the whole family will be heading to the villa for a little getaway.”
At his words, Eileen’s expression soured noticeably.
The Duchess’ face remained composed, but the slight twitch at the corners of her eyes betrayed her displeasure.
Libian glanced at me and then looked slightly flustered.
What’s his deal?
I scanned the room.
No one here seemed happy to see me.
The Duke’s announcement seemed less like an invitation and more like a passing remark about a family obligation.
“I’ll stay here. I still have books I haven’t finished reading.”
The Duke shrugged nonchalantly and resumed eating.
It was clear he didn’t care whether I joined them or not.
“Suit yourself.”
The room fell silent, the usual clinking of cutlery absent.
Perhaps the Duchess had instructed the staff to remove my plate every time my utensils touched it.
It wasn’t worth commenting on.
If the Duke asked about it, they’d just claim it was for the sake of etiquette lessons, and that would be the end of it.
Despite still being hungry, dessert was already being served—a slender cake, just about the length of my finger.
I ate it in one bite, washed it down with tea, and sat idly until the meal was officially over.
As I stood to leave, the Duke spoke softly.
“Eileen was whining about you. Said you lashed out at the servants.”
I didn’t bother defending myself and responded reflexively.
“I was wrong.”
“Good.”
No further scolding followed.
“Marisela, is there anything you’d like? Your birthday is coming up, isn’t it?”
Birthday. When was my birthday again?
I’d never really celebrated it.
Oh, there were a few times at the brothel when my mother decided to indulge me.;
On those days, she’d avoid taking clients, and we’d share something nice to eat, but…They weren’t exactly fond memories.
“I’d like a piano,” I said.
The Duke nodded, said he’d see to it, and waved me off, telling me to go to bed.
I bowed and returned to my room.

        
            Chapter 15: Obsession
Although my nose had been set properly, it still hurt occasionally. Following the healer’s instructions to use it sparingly, I filled the pipe with the magical powder he had left behind and lit it.
The slightly moist, sticky smoke coated my lungs, bringing a fleeting sense of satisfaction.
Of course, I was smoking it because my nose throbbed, not because it sent my frustrations floating far away.
Probably.
“My lady, the healer said to use it only when you’re in pain,” Alina chided, looking at me with half-lidded, weary eyes.
“Let’s just say my heart hurts, okay? I’m sad because everyone left me behind to go on their little picnic.”
Alina didn’t respond to my baiting and deftly changed the subject.
“By the way, I’ve finished cleaning the bookshelves. Should I bring in some new books?”
“Hmm, I’ll pick them out myself later.”
Her wrists and, faintly visible, her legs were bruised, as if someone had beaten her.
Alina seemed conscious of the marks, pulling down her sleeves and drawing her legs in whenever they became visible.
As if that would hide them.
Normally, she’d hug me, let me play with her hair, or sometimes even exchange massages.
But now, she was doing her best to maintain an unnatural distance.
Perhaps she thought she was acting naturally, but her unease was clear.
“Alina.”
“Yes, my lady?”
Her hollow eyes met mine.
She must not have slept well. The redness at the corners of her eyes hinted that she’d been crying.
I wanted to ask, Are you being bullied because of me? Is someone making your life miserable?
But I stopped myself.
There was nothing I could do to help her.
I shouldn’t have made her my personal maid.
At first, she was happy about the promotion, with its better pay and treatment, but now her face had darkened so much.
Because of me.
Because I clung to her, tried to befriend her, made her my personal maid.
Someone like me.
“…It’s nothing.”
I placed the pipe on the desk and stood up.
Sitting in this cramped, stifling room smoking this stuff felt suffocating.
I needed an outlet for my emotions.
Something constructive, like playing an instrument.
“I want to get out of here,” I murmured quietly, so no one could hear.
“My lady, where are you going?” Alina asked.
“Just to play the piano. Don’t follow me. Once you’re done cleaning, just rest in the room.”
I left the room and walked down the corridor.
The only people left in the mansion were servants, so there was no one to scold me for playing “that dreadful music.”
I made my way to the piano room.
The Duke had promised to get me a piano, but since it was being custom-made, it would take some time. For now, this was the only place where I could play.
“Excuse me, my lady, you’re not allowed to enter that room.”
A servant, who had been cleaning the corridor, grabbed my wrist as I reached for the door.
“…Were you not taught that it’s improper to lay hands on a lady’s body?” I said, pulling my arm free.
“But the Duchess ordered that no one may enter this room except during lessons,” the man said with a faintly mocking smile, continuing in a slightly overbearing tone, his large frame blocking my path.
Perhaps he thought I’d get scared and back off.
“Even before talking about rules, isn’t it basic manners not to touch a lady—any woman, for that matter—without permission?”
He didn’t respond, just stood firmly in place, barring the door.
Laughter echoed from somewhere, and I turned to see other servants mocking me.
“Only during lessons, the Duchess said. It seems your noble blood hasn’t blessed you with much common sense… oops!”
The man feigned regret, slapping his mouth theatrically as if he’d misspoken.
The laughter around me grew louder, unchecked by anyone.
None of the other servants—neither the maids carrying laundry nor the butlers making their rounds—intervened.
No surprise there.
I must’ve seemed an easy target, given the rumors.
Rumors that I was an orphaned prostitute’s daughter taken from the slums, raised by the brothel’s manager until his death, and falsely claimed as the Duke’s child.
That I was nothing but trash, born in filth, pretending to be a noble in fancy clothes when I belonged buried in the slums.
I probably seemed lower than the servants in the mansion.
But who was I?
What kind of person was I meant to be in this world?
The villain.
The foolish antagonist who wreaked havoc in the mansion, lashed out with sharp words and curses, and persecuted and cursed the protagonist.
That’s right.
I was the villain.
And then I died.
How did it happen again?
I can’t quite remember.
But one thing’s for sure: I wasn’t ignored.
Despised, scorned as evil and wretched, sure—but ignored? No.
“Move aside.”
The man blocking the door scoffed, dismissing my words without a care.
“I’ve gone into this room every day to play the piano. Why can’t I today?”
“Because the Duchess allowed it only after lessons, and today she’s away. Please, no more of that dreadful music—”
I needed to shake off this suffocating frustration.
The best way was to press the keys, to let the sound pour out through my fingers.
“Rachmaninoff, Beethoven, Chopin, Shostakovich, Tchaikovsky, Haydn, Brahms, Schumann, Saint-Saëns, Schubert, Handel, Liszt, Paganini, Mendelssohn, Dvořák, Strauss, Prokofiev, Ravel, Rimsky-Korsakov, Debussy, Mozart—I don’t care. As long as it’s something intense. If classical’s too dull, I’ll settle for the fiery swing of black jazz or the icy precision of white jazz. Anything but that wretched pop music—it’s all noise, not my style. And if that doesn’t work, give me the lively music of gypsies, or even traditional melodies. Anything. I have to play. I need to!”
When I play, I don’t forget myself.
Not the villainous, beautiful Marisela. The real me.
I hate this pale-haired, red-eyed person.
I hate this life of mine, running like clockwork along its predestined path.
I hate everything.
Even this fabricated beauty.
It’s unnatural—too cute, too pretty. I can’t accept it as mine.
Even though years have passed in this body.
I want to play the piano.
To forget everything and hole up in a room.
An audience isn’t necessary—I’ve never cared about that.
When I sat at the piano, my slanted eyes and plain face in a pressed suit, suddenly, I was treated differently.
Even when my hands gave out, and I became trash holed up in a room, devouring novels and movies, wasting away.
But now… now I thought maybe I could be more than the Ace Prostitute’s daughter.;
More than the brothel manager’s clever ward. More than a futureless orphan.
Even if no one loved me, even if I was useless and lowly, at least I could play the piano freely.
Was that too much to ask?
Why did I bother learning letters? Why did I try to escape the slums?
I couldn’t even touch the tavern’s instruments. I dreamed of leaving that filthy place, earning money, buying my own instrument, playing it, and dying content someday—old or sick, it didn’t matter.
Those were my thoughts as I begged the man to move.
Pride be damned.
“…What nonsense are you spouting?”
He looked taken aback, almost frightened, as he listened to my rambling pleas.
And that was my place in this world—a place where nothing I said would ever be taken seriously.
If I wanted them to listen, there was only one way.
Whether it was the old me or the current me, there was always only one option.
Scream. Yell. Throw a tantrum.
Because otherwise, no one would hear me.
I’m just a half-wit, after all.
Although, by some measure, that makes me at least half better than this bastard blocking my way.
A wave of anger swept through me, making my legs tremble and my arms shake.
I turned and walked back to my room.
Laughter echoed behind me, loud and deliberate, calling my name and piling on insults: foolish, filthy, prostitute’s spawn, half-wit, and worse.
If I turned back now and confronted them, demanding to know why they said such things, they’d deny it outright.
It has happened again and again over the past few months.
Constantly.
Surely, this was enough.
And now, with everyone who could have stopped me away on their picnic…
A dog kept chained its whole life doesn’t necessarily run when the leash is removed.
But I’m no loyal dog.
I wanted to cause trouble.
No, that’s not it.
I’m just following what I’ve learned.
They always told me—if someone defies you, crush them. If they’re insolent, discipline them.
So what do you do when they threaten you, mock you with those filthy mouths?
The books say to rip out their tongues.
That should suffice.
I’ve never done it myself, but I once saw a man who beat a prostitute to death at the brothel lose his tongue in front of the manager.
Back in my room, Alina startled at the sight of me and rushed over.
“My lady, why are you crying?”
I touched my face.
From my red eyes, which seemed capable of shedding nothing but blood, clear tears were streaming down.
Was it anger? Bitterness? A childish wound?
I didn’t know.
I couldn’t control my emotions anymore.
“Alina, just sit down.”
“But first, what happ—”
“Just sit. I’ll be back. Don’t follow me.”
Ignoring her protests, I searched the room for the hardest object I could find.
Books, a chair, a teapot, teacups, plates—nothing seemed ideal.
In the end, I grabbed the teapot.
Alina tried to stop me, staring into my eyes for a long moment before slowly letting go, trembling slightly.
Her wide eyes seemed to beg me not to do whatever I was planning.
I gently pushed her aside and closed the door behind me, blocking out her distraught expression.
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            Chapter 16: Obsession
I was too fragile to tolerate anything cruel or frightening.
Yet, that man harassed me, insulted me, and turned me into a laughingstock.
So this is justified.
It’s fair, and there’s nothing wrong with it.
The book said so, and the Duchess taught me the same.
As I walked again to the room where the Duchess held her lessons, I noticed the servants chatting here and there in the hallway.
Among them was the man who had blocked the door earlier—the one who seemed to represent those who despised me. He spotted me immediately.
When I approached the door again, he pushed me slightly aside and mocked me with a sneer.
It seemed he no longer even bothered to hide his disdain.
Of course, he and the others knew full well that no one from the Duke’s family was at the estate.;
They’d gone on a picnic, deliberately excluding me, as though it was the most natural thing in the world.;
To them, I wasn’t the Duke’s daughter. I was just the daughter of a prostitute—a blemish, an impurity.
That’s why they behaved so brazenly. No matter what I said to the Duke or the Duchess, they wouldn’t listen.;
These servants wouldn’t face any reprimands. Loyal servants would never be punished, after all.
They’d think I was merely raving to myself.
And Alina… her bruises would only multiply.
One day, she might show up with a broken leg, claiming it was an accident.
All because she’s been ostracized and bullied for the mere crime of being close to me.
Alina is the only one here who cares for me, who tries to protect me.
But it’s too much for her—a young girl who only recently began working here.
She’s just a child, not yet grown, and it’s cruel for her to bear so much.
Even now, she’s stopped putting milk in her tea because she’s afraid it might be spoiled.
They wouldn’t dare harm me directly, but they’ve begun serving spoiled milk with a sinister glee.
When a problem arises, it must be resolved.
Maybe I ended up in this miserable place because I didn’t solve my problems in the past.
A useless person who consumes resources without contributing to the world deserves to be cast aside like this.
Instead of leaning on Alina, whining, asking her to hug me, or locking myself in my room to smoke opium, wouldn’t it be better if I protected her instead?
“Miss, are you crying because we didn’t fulfill one of your wishes? Hahaha, your eyes are red! Or are they naturally so ominously crimson?”
He was holding something in his right hand—ah, a teapot.
“What’s this? Did you bring a teapot to hit me with?”
The servants laughed uproariously at his remark. One of them halfheartedly suggested he should stop, warning that he’d get scolded if the Duke returned.
To them, I was a nuisance they could mock freely as long as the Duke didn’t find out.
Why did they even bother bringing me here if this is how it was going to be?
I gripped the handle of the teapot tightly and slammed it against the wall.
The sound of shattering glass rang out, sharp and decisive.
The teapot’s broken shards reflected a distorted image of the frozen room.
The laughter stopped.
I didn’t give the man a chance to retreat.
I took a step closer, despite my shorter stature, and swung the jagged piece of glass toward his face.
Toward his eyes.
When I’d been hit by a car in the past, the first victim was often unaware they’d been struck.
They’d stagger, oblivious to their broken body, as if trying to move forward by sheer will.
It took over 25 years to build up everything I had, yet it all crumbled in an instant—a cacophony of honking horns, screeching metal, and screams reduced it to nothing.
That’s my story, anyway. A pitiful tale from before I shut myself away in this room.
Like me, the man didn’t immediately realize he’d been cut. He simply stood there, dumbfounded.
Poor thing. He probably worked hard to secure a position at the estate, only to ruin his life.
Who would hire a blind man now? Then again, perhaps the Duchess, ever so gracious, might grant him some kind of treatment.
“Ahhh! My eyes! My eyes!”
After a moment, he clutched his eyes and let out a piercing scream.
Not the cliché “My eyes!” type of scream. Just raw, guttural wails of agony.
The sound echoed through the hallway, sending chills down my spine.
“Shh, stop screaming. It’s noisy,” I said, stepping on his head.
He whimpered underfoot.
I don’t particularly enjoy hearing men cry.
The broken teapot shard in my hand dripped with blood, forming little red puddles.
It took me a moment to realize the source—glass shards had lodged deep into my palm.
In this world of abundant magic, losing an eye is hardly the end of the world, is it?
When I looked up, the other servants stood frozen, their faces pale with shock.;
None of them moved to stop me, nor did they run for help.
I lifted my foot from his head and grabbed the man’s face. Blood streamed from his injured eye as I leaned in close.
“Stay still. It’s not like you can see anything anyway.”
“P-please, I was wrong! I’m sorry, my lady!”
He knelt, rubbing his hands together in a pitiful attempt at apology.
“Who are you talking to? There’s no one here.”
I teased, moving around to keep him guessing. He desperately turned toward the sound of my voice, mumbling apologies.
Taking advantage of his open mouth, I grabbed his filthy tongue.
“And if you’ve done wrong, you should be punished.”
Even using both hands, it wouldn’t budge. Tongues were sturdier than I’d thought.
Or maybe those brawny men in the brothel were just freakishly strong.
When he tried to push me away, I slashed his face a few more times with the glass, forcing him back.
Still, the tongue wouldn’t come free. So I yanked on it as hard as I could and slammed my knee into his jaw.
With a sickening sound, the flesh finally tore free. His screams filled the air again.
“Pluck out the tongue of those who speak out of turn. Gouge out the eyes of those who look with lust. Challenge insults with a duel or, if they’re commoners, have them struck down.”
I mimicked the Duchess’ stern tone, my words a mockery of her lessons.
As I continued, the man’s already devastated face crumpled further.
“If the Duchess told you to do it, surely you must comply, no?”
I stomped on the severed tongue repeatedly, grinding it into the floor with my uncomfortable shoes.
The stiff shoes that clacked with every step finally proved useful.
I wanted to rid myself of the unpleasant sensation at my toes, so I kicked the head of the man lying on the floor as hard as I could.;
Then, pulling out the shards of glass embedded in my hand, I walked toward the frozen servants who were too paralyzed with fear to move.
These were the same people who had just been mocking me—pointing fingers and laughing, making crude jokes about my mother.
Without hesitation, I slapped one of them across the face with my bloodied hand.;
The crimson imprint of my hand was left starkly on their cheek.
Their stunned, bewildered expressions only irritated me further.
“All of you are utterly despicable. When you thought I was just some pathetic nobody, you were quick to sneer and mock me. But now, when something actually happens, none of you can do a damn thing.”
I glanced at my hand—torn, dripping blood that spattered onto the floor with every movement.
“Frankly, the losers who crawl around the slums are better than you. At least they’d have either attacked me outright or left in disgust by now.”
My hand was a mess. Tattered. This wasn’t the kind of hand that should touch piano keys.
The esteemed healer would patch it up, though.
“If you’ve done wrong, then get on your knees and beg for forgiveness, like that idiot over there. Or, if you’re going to resist, fight back properly. Hit me, mock me, do something.”
A slight tremor ran through my body.
“Pathetic, spineless worms.”
The servants, who had been ridiculing me just moments ago, now stood trembling with their hands clasped together.;
One hiccupped nervously, while another, the one I’d slapped, let tears stream down their cheeks. But none of them dared to run.
Was this because of their polished education? Did they learn to stand still and stay silent, even when scolded or beaten by a noble? Disgusting.
Then again, was there anything in this moment that wouldn’t disgust me?
So I kicked them. Slapped them. Picked up shards of broken glass and threw them.
The sharp edges cut into their skin, but nothing serious—it wasn’t like I had the strength to truly hurt anyone. I was, after all, just a weak child.
While I was venting my fury, the old butler—often referred to as the Head Steward—appeared.
“…Young lady, what are you doing?”
“Ah, it’s been a while,” I replied nonchalantly.
He ordered the other servants to tend to the injured and ushered them off somewhere.
“What exactly are you doing?” he repeated, his voice calm but firm.
“I was teaching them a lesson, properly instructing them on their mistakes,” I said with a smile, my tone dripping with sarcasm.
The butler’s eyebrows twitched. “What do you mean by that?”
“Well, perhaps I’ve overstepped my bounds. After all, I’m just the daughter of a prostitute, aren’t I?”
At my response, the old man’s face stiffened, his eyes closing momentarily as if to suppress his emotions. Then, bowing low, he apologized.
“I will summon a healer immediately,” he said before walking off briskly.
I stared at the hallway for a while, now a chaotic mess of broken glass and blood.
Then, without a word, I turned and walked toward my room. Opening the door, I made my way to the piano.
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            Chapter 17: The Piano Keys
My hand was battered and torn, but after slapping those people senseless, I wasn’t about to let a few piano keys defeat me.
Though I didn’t have sheet music, I pressed the keys, recalling faint melodies buried in my memory.
The tension in my muscles pulled taut, and as it eased, a dull ache set in, but oddly enough, I felt refreshed.
“Maybe it’s deeper than I thought,” I muttered as my index finger quivered. The note it struck wasn’t quite right.
Even so, I couldn’t bring myself to stand up and leave.
Call it a small sense of accomplishment—after all, I’d just swept aside the pests who tried to block me.
It would be pitiful to give up just because my hands hurt.
I started with something simple, like “Chopsticks,” and when the pain subsided a little, I moved on to a softer rendition of The Bells of Moscow.
Something like that.
As I played, I heard footsteps approaching. Someone entered the room, walking steadily toward me.
“That’s a song I’ve never heard before.”
It was the healer.
Behind him stood Alina, clutching a basket filled with powdered herbs and a pipe. Her gaze was heavy with concern as she watched me.
“Where did you learn to play?” he asked.;
“I’ve never heard of a teacher giving music lessons in the slums.”
“Would you believe me if I said I’m a genius?”
“I suppose I’d have to,” he replied. “Now, give me your right hand.”
I obeyed without resistance.
Using tweezers, he carefully extracted the remaining shards of glass embedded in my skin, one by one.
It stung slightly, but the cool sensation that followed was oddly soothing.
“Miss, bite down on the pipe. This will hurt a fair bit,” he warned.
Alina hesitated, staring at the pipe before gently placing it between my lips.;
She then sprinkled the powdered herbs onto an unfamiliar leaf, doused it in an unidentifiable liquid handed over by the healer, and lit it.
It caught fire instantly, burning brightly for a moment before extinguishing, leaving only a faint, moist smoke behind.
I inhaled once, then twice, and before I knew it, ten times. The tension in my body melted away, and for the first time in what felt like ages, a faint smile tugged at my lips.
As he had when treating my nose before, the old man pressed a glimmering stone to my hand, grinding it over the wounded flesh. Instead of worsening the injury, the magical energy healed it.
The strange sensation of new skin forming was both alien and fascinating.
“That’ll do. I’ll take my leave now,” he said, bowing slightly before exiting the room.
Now it was just me and Alina.
“Hey, Alina. Should I play you a song?”
“…What song?”
“I think it’s called Liebestraum.”
With the herbs still clouding my thoughts, I struck the keys in a daze.
Even so, there was a unique thrill coursing through me—a strange, chilling joy I wanted to express immediately.
Of course, I couldn’t play it properly.
My small hands, barely able to span an octave, weren’t suited for grand melodies.
My fingers lacked strength, and the muscles weren’t well-developed.
Maybe I was just using the piano as an excuse. I didn’t want to face Alina’s frustrated, worried expression.
Alina said nothing, just stood there, silently watching me.
She didn’t yawn, scold me, or comment as I paused mid-song to take more puffs of smoke. She simply stared at me, unblinking.
As the sun was finally dragged beneath the horizon by the tenacious grip of the moon, leaving the world in darkness, my strength gave out. My fingers refused to move any longer.
It was only then that Alina spoke.
“Miss, you should have dinner.”
“I’m fine.”
“But what if I made it for you myself?”
That was tempting.
I nodded and followed Alina as she led the way, holding onto her sleeve.
When we stepped out of the room, the hallway—once littered with blood and shards of glass—had been cleaned spotless.
We walked for a while until we reached the dining room, and from there, Alina guided me to the adjoining kitchen.
The chefs inside glanced at me with uneasy expressions before bowing politely in greeting.;
The head chef, a man who seemed to be in charge, removed his hat and approached me.
“Is there a specific dish you’d like for dinner?” he asked.
“Alina said she’d cook for me. Hand over the ingredients and clear the kitchen.”
His lips pressed into a thin line, and he shot me a look that reeked of disdain, but he ultimately nodded and left.;
He called out to the other chefs, announcing that their work for the day was done.
Alina said nothing. She simply moved to ignite the stove, pressing a button that made the process look even simpler than the induction burners I’d seen in my past life.
She began mixing what looked like dough with meat, vegetables, and other unrecognizable ingredients before tossing it into the oven. On the stove, she prepared a simple tomato stew.
When the food was ready, she brought two bowls of steaming stew and a plate of freshly baked bread to the dining table.
“This is one of my mother’s best dishes,” Alina said softly.
“If you ever have the chance, you should visit my home and taste her cooking yourself.”
“…Maybe someday.”
Neither of us wanted to delve into uncomfortable topics, so our conversation filled with hesitant pauses, filled with phrases like “Oh, um, you first,” or “No, go ahead.” In the end, we ate in silence.
It was delicious.
Far better than the lavish feasts the Duke’s family held. It wasn’t even close.
“This dish was for special occasions—birthdays, celebrations, or days when someone in the family made a mistake. It was her way of telling us to pull ourselves together.”
I froze, staring at Alina with my spoon midway to my lips.
“…Alina, did I do something wrong?”
Her silence felt like an accusation, and my emotions threatened to boil over.
When the servants mocked me, I hadn’t felt like this. Then, I had only been consumed by anger, my body trembling with rage.
“The only ones who’ve done wrong are the fools in this house who torment you,” Alina said firmly.
Her simple words extinguished the storm within me.
The crimson tomato stew was nearly gone, the bread had cooled, and the grease it contained had started to seep out.
I scraped the last bits of food into my mouth, savoring every bite.
With a full stomach, my mind finally felt clear again.
The Piano Keys
Until just moments ago, everything I did felt strangely impulsive.
After finishing the meal, Alina guided me to the bathroom. No one else was there—only her.
By now, having lived here for months, I’d grown used to this routine. I raised my arms without a second thought, waiting for someone to undress me.
Alina knelt to remove my stiff shoes, stretching my feet gently to loosen the tension before peeling off my socks.;
She unbuttoned my blouse one button at a time, loosening the tight strings of my undergarments. Then she slipped off my skirt.
My clothes slid from my shoulders, brushing past my hips before landing in a heap on the floor.
The messy pile was stained with my blood and the blood of the man whose face I’d slashed earlier. Over time, the crimson stains had dried to an unappealing brown.
“I’ve drawn the bathwater. Please go ahead and wash yourself. I’ll fetch some clean clothes in the meantime.”
“I’d rather someone else took care of it and washed my hair too.”
“And who would that be? Everyone would just run away,” Alina replied with a soft sigh.
“…Fair point.”
“Even that stubborn chef, who would never part with his kitchen, left it to me earlier, didn’t he?”
She was right. That man had initially refused, but when I met his eyes, he shut his mouth, handed the kitchen over to Alina, and walked out.
“Fine,” I conceded.
Before stepping into the pristine white tub, I rinsed myself under the warm water flowing from above. It washed away the grime that had clung to me, flowing down in murky streams.
Once I’d soaked my entire body, I turned to look in the mirror.
Not a scratch was left on my skin.
The hand that had been torn and bloody just moments ago was perfectly healed. Even my nose, bruised and broken from the fall earlier, was now flawless.
White, silky skin.
Red eyes so vivid they seemed to glow unnaturally.
Snow-white hair that framed my face.
Still young enough to appear somewhat cute at a glance, yet unnerving upon closer inspection.
Unfocused, hazy pupils that never seemed to settle on anything.
That girl in the mirror—
That’s me.
Marisela.
The one who would someday wreak havoc in this mansion.
The one who would mercilessly torment the heroine destined to appear.
The one who would harbor endless hatred.
No one would ever truly understand me or like me. That was a certainty.
No one would care what had been done to me.
The Duchess despised me.
A wise woman who understood all too well that she could never reclaim the love the prostitute had stolen.
The servants had never mistreated me.
The butler had never ignored me.
I had never been mocked.
Spoiled milk had never been served to me, and meals had never been thrown out when I made the slightest mistake in dining etiquette.
None of that would matter. The only thing that would be remembered was the fact that I bullied innocent servants without cause.
After all, truth is always selectively chosen.
The future was clear as day.
I submerged my head into the fragrant bathwater, holding my breath for as long as I could.;
The muffled sound of water filled my ears, isolating me from the world.
Part of me wished I could just lose consciousness like this. But as soon as I started to run out of air, I instinctively lifted my head, gasping deeply.
At least there’s one difference.
Unlike those useless, foul-tempered, and talentless villainesses, I can play the piano.
And that’s all.
“Shit.”
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            Chapter 18: The Locked Room
For the past few days, I had lived a surprisingly free life.
It wasn’t luxurious, but I ate decent meals and didn’t have to concern myself with etiquette.
Not that I went out riding into the city, abusing servants, or staggering around drunk and high, causing mayhem.
No, I merely sipped modest drinks, read books, and feigned composure while indulging in a touch of despair within the confines of my limited freedom.
There were no servants blocking my way to the music room anymore. When I felt stifled, I played the piano or fiddled with some unknown stringed instruments.
It was enjoyable.
I bathed with Alina, played simple games, and even held a small concert with her as my sole audience.
But happiness, as it always does, slipped away all too quickly.
The Duke’s family returned from their picnic.
Though, considering they’d stayed overnight at the villa, calling it a picnic seemed like a stretch. But what could I say? If they insisted it was a picnic, so be it.
Upon her return, the Duchess immediately summoned me.
The servants had rushed to report my “misdeeds,” begging her to address the matter.
The room she called me to was surprisingly small for this massive mansion. It barely fit the table and two sofas in the center, embodying the very definition of “a confined space.”
“Have a seat,” she said.
The Duchess sat gracefully, her movements as polished as ever. She delicately picked up some tea leaves with tongs, placed them in her cup, and poured steaming water over them.
As the tea steeped, its fragrance spread, dense and suffocating, like perfume that was far too strong.
“What tea would you like?” she asked.
“I’d prefer coffee,” I replied curtly.
“Unfortunately, we don’t have any,” she said, not missing a beat.
She added a strange, white bud into my cup and poured hot water over it. The jasmine tea blossomed, the flower unfurling gracefully in the steaming liquid.
I took the cup, inhaled the scent, and drank carefully, making sure not to make a sound. The petals that entered my mouth tasted bland.
“We had a delightful time,” she began, “a rare moment of leisure, free from rigid schedules. Even my husband seemed pleased to see the children enjoying themselves.”
She spoke as if she were still there, her expression brimming with a happiness that felt foreign to me.
“It was wonderful, truly. Such a feeling is something I haven’t experienced since your arrival.”
“How unfortunate,” I replied, “I didn’t choose to come here, after all.”
“True. When your father suddenly went mad, claiming he had a daughter he’d never known about and insisting she be brought here, I was just as taken aback.”
Her gaze grew cold, the kind of icy resolve an executioner displays right before the blade falls.
“Child, it may seem unfair, but I find you intolerable.”
I raised my cup and sipped the tea.
Tea, I mused, tasted best when it had cooled slightly, its warmth still lingering.
“It’s hardly a revelation, is it?”
“No, I suppose it isn’t. I dislike everything about you—your unnatural demeanor, your refusal to submit to me.”
I didn’t respond. There was no point. This was simply a performance to reprimand me, to chastise and punish.
A miracle wouldn’t occur. The Duke wouldn’t burst in to save me.
Everything in this mansion operated under tacit agreements and convenient compromises.
I had crossed the invisible line of what was deemed “acceptable,” and now the Duchess had every reason to reprimand me.
“While we were away, you seem to have caused quite the scandal.”
I ignored her words, focusing on my tea.
Having finished my cup, I poured more hot water from the teapot, waiting for the tea to steep again.
“I don’t know what the servants said to you,” she continued, “but blinding a man and turning him mute simply for a slip of the tongue?”
She clicked her tongue softly. “His tongue couldn’t be reattached, but at least his sight was restored. We should be grateful for small mercies, I suppose.”
So the man could see again. I had suspected as much. In a world where noses and bones could be healed in an instant, restoring vision was hardly impossible.
Still, it was fortunate that the filthy tongue couldn’t waggle insults anymore. Stomping on it until it was unrecognizable had been worth the effort.
“Tell me, Marisela, are all children who crawl up from the gutter as cruel as you?”
I shook my head silently.
For some reason, my lips refused to move.
Raphael’s face flashed through my mind—
The boy from the orphanage who once declared he’d become a knight.
I wondered if he’d succeeded by now.
No, it hadn’t even been a year. It would take much longer than that.
Or maybe he’d bring one of those clumsy embroideries of his as an excuse to come find me.
He’d chased away the bullies at the orphanage with his fiery temper. Maybe now, he’d storm into this mansion and drag me out.
A foolish dream, but one that crossed my mind nonetheless.
The room felt unbearably stifling.
The dim, yellow light from the oversized chandelier above was oppressive.
Heavy curtains shrouded the windows, letting in not a single ray of sunlight.
The sofas were black. The table was black.
Though it was just the Duchess and me in this cramped room, it felt suffocatingly small.
“The butler tried to dissuade me, calling it a misunderstanding. But he also admitted that a child like you needs discipline,” she said with a mocking emphasis on “misunderstanding.”
I nodded without a word.
Her face wrinkled slightly in irritation. She disliked my silent compliance.
At least she wasn’t using a cane to strike me—small mercies.
“We’ve decided to lock you in a small tower. It’s the perfect punishment for someone as insolent as you, who dared to wreak havoc while we were away.”
Again, I nodded.
I didn’t reply. I didn’t meet her gaze. I merely poured hot water into my cup and waited for the tea to steep.
“Marisela, have you already forgotten?” she snapped in a harsh voice. “When spoken to, you’re to reply with words, not gestures.”
When I didn’t respond, she lightly slapped my cheek.
It didn’t hurt.
She’d likely remembered the time she struck me with all her strength, sending me flying. That memory must’ve left a mark on her as well.
The issue was that I had been intentionally holding the hot teapot.
The boiling water spilled over my thigh.
The Duchess, startled, hurried to her feet, calling for help.
That’s when I finally spoke.
“I’m not Marisela.”
Her expression froze, shifting into one of confusion.
For a brief moment, concern flashed across her face before it was overtaken by anger.
Was it my faint smile that provoked her? Did she think I was mocking her?
In truth, I wasn’t mocking her at all. It was just… everything was playing out exactly as I expected, and the predictability of it all amused me.
The Duchess’ face turned red. She bit her lip, struggling to maintain a facade of authority, her voice trembling as she spat out, “Has the boiling water fried your brain?”
“I’m still just the wretched bookworm Marie from the orphanage,” I retorted. “Not Marisela Vitelsbach, the bastard daughter of this accursed Duke’s concubine. I’m not the fool dressed in suffocating clothes, slapped, beaten with a cane, and scalded with hot water while pretending none of it bothers her.”
The Duchess’ venomous expression crumbled at my outburst, a mix of self-contradiction and truth that even I couldn’t fully explain.
Perhaps guilt was gnawing at her, though she’d convinced herself that tormenting me was a way of punishing my mother, who was long dead.
She was mistaken.
I was just… nothing.
“…You are the Duke’s daughter, Marisela. Marisela Vitelsbach,” she said, her voice shaking.
She called me by the name she had once told me never to dream of hearing.
“The piano your father ordered will arrive in two weeks. By then, I expect you will have reflected enough. You’ll be released when it arrives.”
With that, she fled the stifling room, saying she’d fetch the healer.
I was left alone in the suffocating space once more.
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            Chapter 19: The Tower
The tower was no place for anyone, especially a girl who couldn’t even touch its ceiling, yet here I was.
I suppose one benefit was not having to see the Duchess or the rest of the Duke’s household. That alone might earn this prison some small points.
But I wasn’t Rapunzel. No matter how brightly the city’s lights sparkled below, I couldn’t imagine it as some beautiful, idyllic place.
Instead, my mind wandered to the lives of those hidden in the shadows of those glowing buildings, the dark alleys between the shining façades.
If I stared long enough, would I see the people I used to know? Unlikely. It had taken days by carriage to reach here.
About a month ago, I’d mentioned wanting to visit the lake where I once played with my mother.;
They’d told me to wait until I was older. At this rate, visiting her grave seemed impossibly far off.
At least my mother left behind a gravestone and ashes. The Proxy Manager had left me nothing but this crude ring around my neck.
Why am I dwelling on this? It’s simple.
There’s no illusion that some bright new life awaits me outside this tower. No faint hope that freedom lies beyond its confines.
Yet, a small spark of hope did flicker within me—three days from now, the piano ordered by the Duke was set to arrive.
No more sneaking a few stolen minutes with an instrument after the Duchess’ grueling, soul-crushing lessons. Soon, I’d have a proper piano and be released from this accursed tower.
The days of being cooped up here, like a hen laying eggs in a cramped cage, would finally end.
Though, I suppose the only thing better about my situation was that I wouldn’t be slaughtered for failing to lay eggs.
They called this tower a prison, but it wasn’t much different from my life in the mansion.
Even when Eileen—yes, that brat who broke my nose—came to pity me, I could only laugh bitterly.
Libian also came, telling me to endure it just a little longer, as if being trapped here was somehow worse than living in the mansion.
It’s suffocating, both there and here.
The only difference is that I can’t even walk through the gardens outside my door.
But I can endure this.
If the nobles find this place harsh, what must they think of the distant slums? Even the towns where commoners live must seem dirty and miserable to them.
“Your meal is here.”
A man with a hooked nose ascended the spiraling stairs, carrying a tray piled with food.
For a world filled with magic, you’d think they’d have some kind of elevator. But no—just the endless, winding staircase.
“How is Alina these days?” I asked as I took the heavy tray and placed it on the table.
The man hesitated, as if unsure how to answer.
“She’s been quite busy lately. It’s hard to see her around,” he finally said before bowing politely and descending the stairs.
The servants who came to the tower were always impeccably polite. None of them ignored or disrespected me, likely handpicked by the butler.;
Yet, when I asked about Alina, they always hesitated before saying she was busy.
That faint unease grew into a nagging thought: I wanted to leave this place. But there seemed to be no way out other than jumping from the tower.
And, as I said before, I’m no Rapunzel. I didn’t have magical hair to lower me safely.
Nor was there a charming stranger to teach me about the world outside.
If I could choose, perhaps a vibrant, alluring woman—sun-kissed skin, full lips, and a roguish air—would appear. It’d be nice to see someone beautiful instead of another dull, miserable face.
If she freed me, not just from this tower but the mansion too, I’d play her Carmen Fantasy as a token of my gratitude.;
It wouldn’t even matter that I didn’t compose it myself—what’s a little dishonesty among wandering vagabonds?
My stomach growled, interrupting my useless daydreams. I turned my attention to the tray of food the man had brought: bread, soup, and a hastily prepared meat dish.
As always, the food had gone cold on its journey up the stairs.
I dipped the bread into the soup, then used a fork to eat the rest of the meal. It wasn’t terrible, but it wasn’t satisfying either.
At least I didn’t have to eat while being watched, that constant sense of judgment.
Still, every bite reminded me of Alina’s warm tomato stew before I was confined here. It was comforting.
For some reason, the servants who had tended me before weren’t allowed to accompany me to the tower. If Alina were here, I wouldn’t spend my days hunched over a desk, reading dull books.
Instead, we’d drink tea, chat endlessly, and I’d let her dote on me.
I’d asked for novels, but they never brought any.
Yawning, I returned to the boring book I’d left open, basking in the sunlight. As I read, an unsettling thought crossed my mind, sending a shiver down my spine.
I was afraid.
I couldn’t shake the feeling that this might be a game world, one I barely remembered. And if it was, there seemed to be no way for me to survive.
No matter how many times I told myself that I was different from her, the truth was, I wasn’t.
I didn’t remember who the protagonist was, but you could always tell. The protagonist stood out, like a virtuoso pianist among amateurs, radiating a brilliance you couldn’t miss—even away from the piano.
If I ever figured out who they were, I’d grovel, beg for my life, and pray they’d spare me.
In the Duke’s Office
“Was it the right thing to lock her in the tower for two weeks?” the Duke asked, setting down the papers and pen he’d been reviewing. His voice was tinged with concern.
The butler, who had served the family for decades, understood the Duke’s moods better than anyone. Knowing this, he responded carefully.
“I thought it would end with her confined to her room. After all, the worst she did was silence a foul-mouthed servant—hardly a grievous offense.”
The Duke’s tired face relaxed slightly at the butler’s words. At least he wasn’t breaking pens in half or throwing them against the wall, as he often did when frustrated.
“As much as I dislike her,” the Duke continued, “I think Adelina went too far. It feels as if she’s trying to cast her out, just as she did with Lize.”
He drained his glass of water in one gulp, then pulled a strawberry candy from a drawer and popped it into his mouth—an odd choice for a man of his age.
“The Duchess wouldn’t go that far,” the butler reassured him. “She’s too soft-hearted, incapable of true hatred.”
Under his breath, he muttered something the Duke barely caught: “Though sometimes, being indecisive can be its own kind of cruelty.”
The Duke, fiddling with his desk, searched for another topic of conversation.;
Finally, he grinned slightly and asked in an exaggerated tone, “And what about the servant who dared insult Marisela? That fool should’ve been punished, not spared!”
The butler stroked his white mustache and replied with a sly smile, “The Duchess insisted they not be punished too harshly.”
“Are they still employed here? That hardly seems appropriate.”
“No, they’ve been sent away with a generous severance package.”
The Duke’s frown eased, and a faint smile crossed his face.
“Good. Then I’ll leave it at that for today. Thank you for your efforts.”
The butler bowed and left the room. He summoned a young, competent steward and began explaining the arrangements for an “unexpected accident” for the involved servants.
The Duke’s household wasn’t ruthless, but they believed in paying fair compensation—even for lives lost. With enough money left behind, many might see death as a fair trade.
As he gazed out the window at the still-lit tower, the butler smirked at the irony of it all.

        
            Chapter 20: Lullaby
After leaving the tower, the first person I met was Alina.
It had been a long time since we’d last seen each other, and she looked slightly thinner.
“It’s been a while, Alina.”;
“Yes, it has, my lady.”
We didn’t rush into each other’s arms like in some dramatic reunion. Instead, we slowly approached one another and shared a long embrace. Our chests pressed close enough for me to feel her heartbeat.
As we hugged, I couldn’t help but glance at her sleeves and the hem of her skirt.
Her undergarments were blue, but fortunately, there were no blue bruises underneath them.
Perhaps my earlier rampage had some effect after all—or so I wanted to believe.
“Oh, by the way, a huge piano has been placed in your room!”
I wanted to rush to see it immediately, but with Alina by my side, I decided to hold back for now. “That makes me happy,” I said.
We spent some time exchanging idle chatter about what had happened while we were apart.
I told her about the dull, lifeless people in the tower and how much I had missed the stew she used to make.
As we talked, Alina suddenly closed her eyes and staggered slightly.
I caught her just before she fell and looked closely at her face.
I didn’t ask if she was okay or if something was wrong.
Her face was steeped in exhaustion, and the faint shadow of despair hung over her eyes. At times like this, it’s better to stay silent.
Supporting her quietly was enough.
As we walked through the silent hallway, Alina eventually broke the silence. “Was living in the tower tolerable for you?”
“It wasn’t, because you weren’t there.”
“That’s quite a romantic thing to say. You should save it for someone you love someday.”
“I’m not so sure.”
“Well, I’ll get married someday when I’m a little older. You should, too.”
Our conversation was sweet, but it felt more like the friendly banter between close sisters than anything romantic.;
It was ironic, given how our modes of speech—her respectful, mine casual—were completely mismatched for our ages.
As Alina kept talking, she glanced at my face and trailed off. My expression must not have been very pleasant.
She walked by my side as we headed to my room.
A passing servant gave us an uncomfortable look, as if my friendly demeanor with Alina was strange. Why do they care if I choose to be close with her?
After walking for a while on the red-carpeted hallway, we finally arrived at my room.
Inside, the once-empty space now had a grand piano taking center stage.
I took Alina’s hand and led her inside, guiding her to my neatly arranged bed.
I laid her down gently, leaning over her slightly, and suddenly felt my face grow warm.
The sun still hung faintly in the sky, glowing a soft red as evening approached.
I realized, though, that my room still didn’t have a clock.
“My lady…?” Alina began hesitantly.
“Just lie here,” I said firmly.
She waved her hands as if to protest and tried to sit up, but I pushed her back gently.;
She fell easily, lacking any of the vigor she once had when I first met her.
She seemed so frail now—nothing like the energetic, spirited girl I remembered.
I sat at the piano and began playing a lullaby.
It was a song I remembered from my time at the music academy, one a freckled girl used to sing.
I didn’t know what the words meant, but I had heard it so often I had memorized the lyrics.
Originally, it was meant to be sung with a guitar, but all I had was the piano.
Someday, I’d have to ask for a guitar.
For now, I let my fingers glide softly over the keys, playing gently as I sang:
Спи, младенец мой прекрасный, Баюшки-баю…(Sleep, my beautiful baby, Lullaby, lullaby…)
The only part I understood was the refrain, bayushki-bayu, which I had been told meant “hush-a-bye.”
When I finished the song, Alina’s expression had softened into something serene.
“What language is that song in?” she asked.
I paused, considering how to answer. After a moment, I decided to tell the truth—or at least part of it.
“It’s a lullaby sung by nomads in the east,” I said.
“It’s so soothing.”
“That’s good to hear.”
“But how do you know songs from such faraway places?”
“People from all over drift through the slums—
those from the capital, nomads, failed opportunists, fallen nobles, even foreigners who can’t speak the language.”
“I’ve never been to a place with so many different people.”
“And you shouldn’t go. It’s not a place for someone like you.”
“If you say so, my lady.”
Alina pulled the blanket up to her chin, leaving only her head visible. She looked funny yet adorable.
“My lady?”
“What?”
“Someday, please visit my home. Let’s eat the stew my mother makes, along with all the other wonderful dishes. It’s delicious.
And we’ll have freshly squeezed milk from the farm, with fig bread lightly toasted in the oven and spread with cheese.”
“Alright. Someday.”
We shared a quiet, comforting conversation in the room until a knock interrupted us.
When I opened the door, the old butler lowered his hand from his mustache and greeted me.
“It’s been a while, my lady.”
“It has. Isn’t it too early for dinner?”
“The master has summoned you earlier than usual.”
I nodded and, instead of following him, walked ahead.
I hated walking behind others, especially those taller than me, who blocked my view.
As we passed the portraits lining the hallway, I found myself avoiding their gaze.
Why did they hang those eerie paintings in rows along the corridor?
Would my face someday join them?
If it did, I’d make sure the artist painted me smiling, even if I had to scold them to death.
If I must be remembered, let it be with a smile.
I paused outside the dining room, took a deep breath, and entered.
Inside sat the Duke and Duchess. I greeted them with the polished grace I’d been forced to learn and took my usual seat.
The Duke addressed me.
“Marisela, the children are at a social gathering with their peers tonight. Sit beside me instead.”
I wanted to decline, fearing it would ruin my appetite, but I wasn’t in a position to refuse.
Reluctantly, I stood and moved to the seat next to him.
At least he wouldn’t snatch my food with me sitting this close.
The meal followed the same course as the last dinner before my confinement.
A mild drink for me, bite-sized appetizers, a light soup to whet the appetite, and the main course: duck breast drizzled with a decorative sauce.
Even the bread, which should be eaten with one’s hands, was delicately sliced with a knife and fork. Watching them eat always made me feel a bit weary.
“Marisela, was life in the tower harsh?” the Duke asked.
“Thanks to your care, I was quite comfortable,” I replied with polite indifference.
“Good to hear,” he said, turning to the Duchess. “By the way, I hear the child has no personal maid.”
The Duchess, mid-sip of water, choked and coughed awkwardly. Embarrassed, she cleared her throat and replied with a flushed face.
“I must have forgotten. The child never mentioned it, so I didn’t realize.”
“If you say so,” the Duke said, his tone neutral.
He continued, “By the way, those dismissed servants— I hear one was attacked by highwaymen, and another was hit by a carriage. Is the security in this duchy so poor that our people can’t walk freely?”
“Unfortunate,” the Duke said with a sigh. “We’ll increase patrols.”
The Duchess let out a faint laugh, then quietly resumed eating.
“Anyway,” the Duke said, “assign someone to the child. Until now, she’s only had that girl, who’s been here for barely a year, to herself.”
“I’ll see to it,” the Duchess replied curtly.
After the main course, light cheeses and desserts were served. Throughout the meal, I realized the Duchess never once met my gaze.
When I finally looked directly at her, our eyes met briefly. Guilt flickered in her expression before she quickly looked away.
“Marisela, you once mentioned wanting to visit the Crimson Lake,” the Duke said.;
“Yes. You said I could go in a few years…” “Go now,” he said softly, his voice barely audible to the Duchess. “And pass my regards to Lize.”
He handed me a paper envelope containing crisp bills, a simple jewel, and a letter.
“And take two knights with you. The area near the slums isn’t exactly safe,” he added, casting a pointed glance at the Duchess.
She seemed on the verge of spitting out her sorbet.
“…I’ll arrange for the appropriate people,” she said with a strained voice.
After dinner, I returned to my room, my steps noticeably lighter.
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            Chapter 21: Lake
When I returned to the room, Alina was soundly asleep on the bed, her breaths even and steady.
I approached her and gently touched the bridge of her nose.
She murmured softly in her sleep and curled up slightly.
Deciding that lying on the bed was out of the question, I turned on a dim light and reclined on the armchair.
From the paper envelope the Duke had given me, I took out a letter and a gemstone.
I held the gemstone up to the light and compared it with the one on the necklace. They seemed almost identical, as if they were the same stone.
But why on earth did he give this to me?
No matter what he does, I can’t see it in a good light.
If it weren’t for that man, I wonder if I could’ve been born into this world a bit more whole. It’s a foolish hope that flickers faintly in my mind.
I wouldn’t have had to live a miserable life in the slums with my mother.
I wouldn’t have had to witness the death of the Proxy Manager, the man who loved my mother and once asked me to call him father.
I simply envied the children who lived in the proper neighborhoods across the bridge.
What a foolish thought.
I removed the red wax seal from the letterhead and unfolded the letter.
The contents of the long letter, written in an ornate script, came into view at once.
;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;“To my beloved daughter, Marisela,
It has already been over eight months since I brought you to this mansion.
When we first met, while all the other ordinary children were trembling with nervousness, only you calmly looked me in the eye.
It was as if you were proving that bloodlines are innate.
Even before the magician drew blood from you and declared you my daughter, I was certain of it.
Your mother, though she was just an ordinary commoner, was more bold, noble, and dignified than anyone else.
The resemblance between you two struck me immediately.
Isten the Almighty guided you to this mansion, and I deeply regret that you have faced various difficulties despite coming here.
The servants who mocked you with their filthy tongues have been sent back to where they belong by the head butler at my behest. If there are any others who mistreat you, let me know.
You may rebuke them yourself, and if they still do not listen, I will ensure they are sent back to where they belong.
The reason I am writing this letter instead of speaking to you directly at the dining table is simple.
Please bury the gemstone enclosed in this envelope in your mother’s grave.
Tell her I am sorry and that I have never once forgotten her.
You might think I could do this myself, but that would be too difficult.
Regrettably, I seem to have far too many reasons that prevent me from visiting.
Madam [redacted], would have a fit just from hearing about your mother’s grave.
Even if you, or even Lize, blame me for abandoning your mother and yourself, I feel shame in not being able to offer any excuses.
But I swear to the heavens, as soon as I realized you existed, I searched for you tirelessly.
When I met you, I felt both the sorrow of having neglected you and the joy of discovering another beautiful daughter.
With the allowance I have given you, you could buy several mansions in the heart of the city.
Since we only went on a picnic, you should have a bit of joy as well.
Tomorrow, take two knights to guard you, a few suitable servants, and a carriage, and visit the lake.
If there is anything you desire, just say the word.
This father of yours will bring you anything—anything but a person’s heart.
To Marisela, I pray blessings upon you.
Your father.”
“Well, well, how touching. So he loved me that much, did he? Incredible.”
Ha.
I spoke aloud as if I were moved by the letter, but my tone was closer to mockery.
It was a bitter smile, one I hadn’t thought myself capable of.
As I continued to speak, the words trailed off into an empty laugh.
I couldn’t suppress the derision.
Perhaps he really does love me.
Perhaps he looks at me with fatherly affection, always seeing me as his sweet daughter.
But more likely, he’s just indifferent or too caught up in his own lethargy.
If he had even once used that grand authority of his to put the Duchess in her place and told the servants and children not to mistreat me—just once—my life wouldn’t be this hard.
The Duchess isn’t even inherently malicious.
Even when she’s harsh to others, it seems to take a toll on her.
She torments and reprimands me, yet she seems to be the one who suffers more.
That makes her all the more detestable.
If only the Duke had clearly told her to stop tormenting me, to cease her pointless actions, everything would’ve been resolved.
But instead, he just watches silently or intervenes only when things escalate. How can such a person claim to love me?
He could manage it, I suppose. Letting a stray cat into the yard, even if not into the house.
Feeding it at mealtimes, maybe tossing it a tasty treat every now and then when it looks cute enough.
I pulled out the gemstone from the envelope.
It was identical to the small, unpolished gem on the necklace.
Even down to the marks left by years of handling, both stones shone.
If he loved her so much, he should’ve thrown away his title and married my mother.
Then I wouldn’t have had to hear your name as I choked to death in a brothel.
With trembling hands, I gripped the gemstone tightly before placing it back into the envelope.
I thought to myself that maybe my mother would have wanted this too.
I considered tossing the letter into the crackling fireplace, where the logs burned steadily.;
But in the end, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Instead, I folded it neatly and returned it to the envelope.
I don’t even know what I want anymore.
Lying down next to Alina, who was sound asleep, I gently touched her adorable face with my fingers before hugging her tightly and drifting off.
It felt warm, reminding me of the cat I used to raise.
Her faint scent was like the wildflowers blooming by the roadside.
When I first started living here, the sense of oppression crept in slowly but steadily, like water carving its way through rock.
At first, I tried to endure it somehow, but eventually, I broke. From then on, I let the servants’ ridicule and nonsense wash over me without reaction.
I figured, They must just hate me. That was the extent of my thoughts.
Even when I heard degrading remarks, I did the same.
The thought that I didn’t deserve to be treated as nobility lingered in my mind—Just a kid from the slums.
But then Alina approached me. She called me “Miss” and treated me as though I truly were a noble.
Sitting on a chair, staring blankly at nothing, I’d idly wonder if light would ever shine on me too.
I even had the foolish thought that someone might save me if I were lucky enough.
But whenever I sank into that mindset, Alina would come to me, comfort me, and hold me.
Maybe that’s when I started to think that even if I was broken, I was at least half a “Miss.”
The day I saw her body covered in bruises, I caused such a scene.
The original Marisela probably didn’t have someone like Alina.
I pulled Alina, whom I was holding tightly, even closer, buried my face in her hair, and closed my eyes.
The next morning, Alina was cleaning my room with a slightly flushed face.
It wasn’t much work—just putting back the books I had left scattered around.
“Alina, did you sleep well?”
“Oh, I’m so sorry about last night, Miss!”
“It’s fine. If you’re ever tired again, come and sleep here with me. It was warm and nice.”
Alina turned red but couldn’t bring herself to respond.
I got out of bed and casually approached her from behind, slipping my arms around her for a light hug.
Was it because my mother passed away too soon?
I always seem to act like some affection-starved child.
My mind feels like it’s hardened, but my body always seems to act first.
Alina, as if used to this, let me cling to her while she continued cleaning.
Then someone came into the room.
A moment ago, I had been nuzzling against Alina, but I quickly stepped away, sat down on a chair, crossed my legs, and began pouring myself a cup of now-cold tea.
Alina chuckled at me before walking over to open the door.
Two knights with swords at their waists stood outside, flanked by about ten servants.
They bowed politely after looking at me.
The thought crossed my mind that I had never received such a greeting from other servants before.
“We are here to serve you starting today…”
Whatever they were saying, I let it go in one ear and out the other.
They were people the Duke had arranged to send me to the lake. Nothing more.
They weren’t important.
I left the room and went to the bathroom, where I was thoroughly washed and dressed in clean, constricting clothes.
By now, it felt strange not to have my body bound tightly by clothing.
The sharp sound of my footsteps echoed as I walked down the long hallway toward the prepared carriage.
Once inside, the faint smell of horse manure bothered me, but I figured I’d get used to it.
The carriage was three times the size of the one I’d arrived in, spacious enough for Alina and me to lie down together.
For the first time in months, I was leaving the Duke’s estate for another place.
I leaned back against the seat, feeling a strange sense of awkwardness at the unfamiliar scenery passing by the window.
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            Chapter 22: Lake
The carriage traveled for quite some time.
When I had ridden a carriage to the Duke’s estate, it hadn’t been a pleasant memory. But this carriage was soft and didn’t make me nauseous.
It was probably a higher-class carriage.
We stopped at an inn along the road, and whenever we passed through a village, I bought cheese or anything else that looked delicious.
In a small but bustling town, I bought a ukulele on a whim. I wasn’t sure why they even had one there.
A young knight saw me buying the instrument and muttered something about traveling performers, but I pretended not to hear.
I wasn’t brave enough to argue with someone holding a sword, especially outside the Duke’s estate.
I considered playing a tune from The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly, but I couldn’t quite remember it. The ukulele ended up being tossed into the back of the carriage.
Maybe someday I’d take it out again, if the thought ever struck me.
Anyway, we eventually arrived at the lake.
Whether it was because of the carriage’s quality or the horses pulling it, the journey was much faster than the trip from the slums to the Duke’s estate.
The first thing we did upon reaching the lake was secure accommodations.
It wasn’t exactly a wealthy area, so there were no luxury inns. The servants rented a house and began decorating it to make it suitably elegant.
“Alina, stay by my side. There’s no need for you to help with the work.”
“Oh, no, Miss! I enjoy decorating houses!”
“…If you say so.”
After some time, I decided to have a cup of tea and then head toward the lake.
The two knights assigned to me followed at every step. Initially, the servants wanted to accompany me too, but I managed to shake them off.
I wanted to bring Alina with me, but for some reason—perhaps external pressure or simply her own desire to stay—she didn’t follow.
When I arrived at the lake, the first thought that struck me was how shabby the place seemed.
When I had come here once from the slums, it had seemed so grand and magnificent.
A couple holding hands crossed a quaint little bridge.
A family spread a picnic blanket on the grass, eating sandwiches.
Children played with their friends, running around joyfully.
It was like a snapshot of an ordinary, happy life—a kind of life I could never have.
Stop thinking like that, I told myself.
It would’ve been nice to let the people enjoy their happiness, but the knights assigned by the Duchess were more intent on clearing my path.
They claimed it was to ensure my safety.
It felt like I was just inconveniencing everyone, so I deliberately took a less crowded route, walking around.
The lake shimmered with a reddish hue as the sunlight reflected off it.
It was beautiful, but I felt it would be more beautiful if shared with someone else.
It had been far more stunning when I saw it with my mother.
It would’ve been nice if Alina were here.
What exactly did I feel about Alina?
It wasn’t sexual attraction but more like familial affection—an older sister kind of bond.
I couldn’t define it precisely, but I was certain she was precious to me.
Anyway, my mother’s grave was in a forested area a bit farther from here.
It wasn’t a place where many people passed by. If someone had tried to bury a body in such a crowded spot, people would’ve immediately come running to kick the orphan from the slums.
After walking for a while, a beggar approached me, holding out a half-broken plate.
“Well, what brings such a lofty-looking young lady all the way out here?
I’d be mighty grateful if you could spare a coin for this poor soul.”
The knights reacted with disdain, as if to say, How dare someone like you?
One of them looked genuinely disgusted, while the other seemed almost gleeful, as if he’d been waiting for an excuse.
It was a familiar scene from the slums—idiots who couldn’t even pick their targets wisely would end up getting beaten for it.
The knights, now visibly angry, seemed ready to draw their swords.
The beggar, oblivious to the danger, didn’t notice.
I stopped the knights and asked for a single coin.
The brown-haired knight, whose name I thought was Kesel, pulled a coin from his pocket and handed it to me.
I placed the coin on the beggar’s plate.
“Do you think I stopped you just for this?” the beggar said, glaring at me.
He must’ve calculated that if he intimidated a soft-hearted young lady, she might give him more money.
Despite his long beard, he looked to be in his mid-20s. He probably didn’t have much experience asking nobles for money.
What should I do?
I thought a single coin was kind enough for this impudent man.
Deciding it wasn’t my concern, I turned away and started walking.
“Miss, would you mind if we stayed behind to teach this insolent fellow a lesson?”
The younger knight, who looked far younger than Kesel, asked with a sly grin.
Even if I said no, he seemed likely to stay and do what he wanted.
“Do as you wish,” I said before leaving.
The two knights didn’t even draw their swords. They simply clenched their fists and began beating the beggar mercilessly.
I tried not to look back, unwilling to get closer to such senseless violence.
When I reached the forested area near the water, I found the slightly raised ground where I had placed a stone marker. It was still there, untouched.
The knights were probably still busy beating the beggar, as they hadn’t caught up to me yet.
Rolling up my sleeves, I dug into the earth myself.
I placed the blue gemstone the Duke had given me into the grave.
“Mother, the Duke asked me to tell you he’s sorry.”
I began covering the gemstone with dirt.
“Honestly, I don’t even know why he’s apologizing.
I don’t know why he brought me here.
Or if he’s even truly sorry…”
My words faltered as a wave of emotion surged within me.
I couldn’t even catch my breath as the words spilled out in a rush.
Was it because I was confessing before someone already died that the words poured out so quickly? Or was it simply because I was standing before my mother that my true feelings flowed freely?
I wasn’t sure.
My childhood hadn’t been particularly happy, but aside from a few memories, it hadn’t been terribly miserable either.
“Did you love me, Mother? No, of course you did. It must have just hurt a little too much.”
I spoke softly, making sure no one else could hear.
My voice was thick with emotion, and I wanted to wipe it clean somehow. Instead, I ended up wiping away the tears I hadn’t realized were falling, smearing dirt on my face in the process.
It soured my mood slightly.
By the time I finished covering the grave and my hands were thoroughly dirty, the knights arrived, their faces smeared with blood and sweat.
Kesel glanced at me with a somewhat awkward expression, while the younger knight wore a mocking smirk.
Well, it wasn’t surprising. I hadn’t bothered answering their questions properly, brushing off whatever they said. It wasn’t hard to see why they wouldn’t like me.
They’d probably been assigned to me on purpose.
Honestly, I would’ve preferred if they just openly mocked me or slapped me. At least that would feel more genuine.
“…You should have left this task to us,” Kesel said.
“How could I call for knights busy teaching a beggar a lesson? It’s already done. Go rest somewhere else. You can return to the inn with the servants if you’d like.”
The younger knight’s face lit up at my words.
“Then I’ll head back first!”
He left eagerly, but Kesel stayed, standing firmly by my side.
When I looked at him with a puzzled expression, he scratched the back of his head and began to speak.
“That guy is trouble, even within the knight order.”
He made a small gesture, touching his thumb and forefinger together as if signaling something minor but irritating.
“But his parents are filthy rich.
And as for me… I grew up in the same kind of place you did, Miss.”
“The slums… you mean?”
“Yes. I stayed in an orphanage until a conscription officer noticed me and dragged me to the battlefield. There, I awakened to magic by chance, and the Duke took me in.”
The story felt all too familiar. The Duke had taken him in but must’ve shown little interest afterward.
Being from the slums, Kesel was likely relegated to the fringes, forever out of place.
Typical of the Duke.
Come to think of it, Raphael’s dream of becoming a knight didn’t seem so far-fetched now.;
Before I realized why his name sounded familiar, I’d thought he was just a foolish boy whose head wasn’t screwed on right.
“Let’s go back,” I said.
Kesel nodded.
On the way back, we passed the beggar. He was still alive, trembling violently, his face swollen beyond recognition.
I glanced at him briefly and kept walking.
I thought I might feel guilt or something similar, but all I felt was a vague discomfort—a lingering unease.
Damn it.
“Kesel, take this man to a physician,” I said suddenly.
The knight looked startled.
Before he could argue, I pulled a crisp banknote from my pocket and handed it to him.
Normally, you’d have to exchange this at a bank, but surely a high-ranking person like Kesel would get the man treated without issue.
“But this man might—”
“You said you grew up in the slums. Is that a crime worthy of death?”
He hesitated, mumbling slightly, before finally picking up the man and carrying him off.
I watched him take the man to a small clinic, hand over the money, and arrange for his treatment.
As he left, he added, “Once he’s recovered, feel free to throw him out.”
With a faint sense of heaviness, I began walking back to the lodging.
When I looked up at the sky, the twin moons seemed to be laughing at me.
As if to say, Who are you to think you can help anyone?

        
            Chapter 23: the Lake
Since the sun had set, there were fewer people walking around than I expected.
The streets I used to traverse cautiously now felt entirely different.
Wearing clean, refined clothes and the sharp clack of my polished shoes echoing, I strolled with a knight following behind me.;
Passersby stared at me, but the moment I met their eyes, they hurried away as if they’d committed a grave offense.
For a fleeting moment, I thought about visiting the orphanage where I once lived, but it was too late at night.
A cute, clean girl like me wandering the middle of the slums at night would be tantamount to suicide.
No matter how skilled Kesel or the younger knight whose name I couldn’t remember might be with a sword, they wouldn’t stand a chance against drug-addled men crazed by their obsession with women in the darkness.
A brute force approach wouldn’t help in such a situation.
Still, I glanced around the area, feeling a touch of regret, even though there was no real purpose to my wandering.
“Kesel, do you think I could have a knight of my own someday?”
“You already have one, don’t you?”
“I mean someone I chose myself… You know what I mean.
You’re only here because the Duchess sent you.”
“If you asked the Duke, he might assign you two or three knights, even if they were completely unskilled. He seems to have quite the fondness for you.”
“Even someone from the slums like you?”
“Yes, even someone like me. By the way, could you stop speaking so formally with me? It’s a bit uncomfortable.”
“That’s a bit much to ask. I mean, Alina’s one thing, but you’re like an old man, Kesel.”
“That’s quite disappointing to hear.”
With that lighthearted exchange, we walked toward the house the servants had purchased instead of an inn.
On the way, we passed the younger knight who had accompanied us here.;
His face was flushed, likely from drinking, and he had his arm slung around a female servant’s shoulder as they sang loudly together.
“Even here, he’s behaving like this,” Kesel muttered.
“Like what?”
“He frequents brothels as if they were his own home. He claims he can’t sleep without a woman by his side.”
“…Hmm.”
“Well, I should go. Who knows what kind of trouble he might cause next.”
“Then this is where we part ways. Sleep well, Kesel.”
“Rest well, Miss.”
When I arrived home, I found Alina waiting for me at the entrance.
To be precise, she was dozing off against the doorframe.
Her eyes were shadowed by dark circles, and a small bruise marked her arm. Had she hit herself somewhere?
“Alina, were you waiting for me?”
Hearing my voice, Alina quickly wiped the drool from her lips and acted as though nothing had happened. Her flustered expression made me chuckle softly without meaning to.
“Ah, Miss! Yes, I was waiting!
I prepared dinner, but I wasn’t sure when you’d return…”
“I’m hungry.”
The inside of the house was modestly furnished. It even seemed like they had hired someone to paint, as a few drawings adorned the walls.
Alina brought out a thick, fragrant stew from a large bubbling pot.;
Although the ingredients looked a bit strange, the smell was enticing.
“I just threw in whatever ingredients I could find at the market.
The quality is far below what we’d use at the estate, so don’t expect much.”
“No, this will do just fine.”
I scooped up a spoonful of the stew.
It tasted like chicken broth simmered to perfection—comforting, the kind of dish you’d want when you were sick.
“By the way, where is everyone else?”
“Oh, Miss, you’re staying here, and we’re staying in the adjacent house.
It’s right next door, so if you need anything, just call us, even while lying down. We’ll come running!”
Alina seemed unusually cheerful, as if trying to lift my spirits.
She was always bright, but tonight, she appeared even more so than usual.;
Perhaps she thought I’d be feeling down after visiting my mother’s grave.
“Alina.”
“Yes?”
“This stew is delicious.”
“Of course it is. Who do you think made it?”
“The house is cute too. Did you decorate it yourself?”
Alina nodded.
After finishing every last drop of the stew, I said softly, “…Thank you.”
I expected her to respond with her usual playful quip—Of course, Miss!—but instead, she blushed slightly, covering her flushed cheeks with her hand as she nodded.
Tears glistened in her right eye. Her left eye was fine, so perhaps it was just dryness.
Even after finishing a full bowl, I felt a bit unsatisfied, so I got up to ladle myself another serving.
As I did, Alina’s voice came from behind me, slightly tinged with emotion.
“Miss… When will we go back to the estate?”
It left me with an unsettling feeling—not directed at Alina, but at the situation itself.
Something felt twisted, off-kilter.
I erased my plan to visit the orphanage tomorrow from my mind.
There would always be time to visit later.
As for Raphael… If it truly was the Raphael I knew, he’d find me on his own someday.;
He’d appear before me with a triumphant ta-da! after becoming a knight.
And if it was someone with just the same name, I could track them down when I had more time.
With enough money, finding someone doesn’t take long.
“I was thinking of staying a few more days, but if it’s too much for you, we can leave right away.”
“Oh, no! And tomorrow, I thought I’d visit the church here.”
Why was she suddenly talking about going to church?
Now that I thought about it, she’d been visiting the priest in the estate chapel every Sunday.
I hadn’t gone with her.
“Then we’ll leave the day after tomorrow.”
“You don’t have to change your plans because of me.”
“It’s fine. I don’t have many fond memories of this place either.
To be honest, if we could leave sooner, I would.
Being here just reminds me of eating moldy trash bread.”
At last, Alina’s troubled expression eased, and she nodded in understanding.
After dinner, Alina brought some tea leaves and brewed tea.
The cups weren’t anything fancy, but there was something novel about drinking tea from a big mug—it wasn’t bad.
“Well then, I’ll leave you for now! Have a good night, Miss.”
“It would be nice if you stayed. I don’t want to be alone.”
“But everyone else is staying over there…”
“What do the other servants matter? They’re all people the Duchess assigned anyway.”
I stood up and clung to Alina, looking up at her.
“Don’t go. Stay with me tonight.”
“…If you insist.”
There was only one bed, but it was wide enough for the two of us to lie down comfortably.
“Before that, Miss, you need to wash up. And brush your teeth too.”
“Hmm, I don’t feel like it.”
Ignoring me, Alina led me to the small bathroom.
I wasn’t sure if it had been part of the house originally or if a lower-tier magician had conjured it up.
Regardless, Alina began undressing me piece by piece and gently washing me.
Using soap—who knows where she’d gotten it—she created a lather and softly ran her fingertips over my face before moving to my hair.
I’d grown so accustomed to her touch that washing myself now felt awkward.
Perhaps I’d turned into a fool who couldn’t even wash my own hair.
She rinsed my hair and body with warm water, stepped outside briefly, and returned with some fragrant salt.
Sprinkling it onto her hand, she began rubbing it inside my mouth.
“Bleh, what is this?”
“A toothbrush? Unfortunately, I couldn’t find one here.”
Was my breath unpleasant? I hoped not—it would be embarrassing.
Alina carefully rubbed the salt over my molars with her fingers until it dissolved, then continued gently scrubbing.
When she rinsed her hands with soap, my teeth made a distinct squeaking sound from the friction.
Her touch moved from my molars to my canines, then to the backs of my front teeth.
The sensation sent a faint shiver through me.
Being forced to brush my teeth while completely undressed… though, I suppose it wasn’t entirely forced since I had opened my mouth willingly.
The salt we used at the estate had a rose scent, but this salt had a rustic pine smell.
It felt like an amateurish attempt to infuse fragrance, possibly using pine as a last resort.
After thoroughly scrubbing my tongue with the gritty salt, she rinsed my mouth, finishing the task.
Then Alina dried my body with a towel and dressed me.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t in comfortable sleepwear but tightly fitting day clothes.
Well, I couldn’t expect too much while we were away from the estate.
Dragging Alina along, I led her to the bed and laid her down.
Or rather, she let herself be pulled along by me.
“Good night, Alina.”
“Good night, Miss.”
I closed my eyes.
But sleep didn’t come.
Alina, exhausted, quickly fell into a peaceful sleep.
Watching her, I adjusted her position slightly to make her more comfortable before quietly getting up from the bed.
I was looking forward to tomorrow.
Has Raphael grown taller?
He used to brag that he’d surpass my height in no time.
It hadn’t even been a year; surely he couldn’t have grown that much.
I sipped the cold tea quietly.
The windows were slightly fogged, as if rain was on its way.
The moisture on the glass, illuminated by the moonlight, looked ashen.

        
            Chapter 24: Why
Morning had come, and Alina was still asleep on my bed.
At first, I thought about waking her, but seeing her peacefully asleep, I decided to just fix my hair roughly and leave the house.
As soon as I stepped outside, I noticed Kesel swinging his sword in the yard, training.
The younger knight was probably still sleeping.
“Good morning.”
“The weather isn’t particularly nice, though.”
“In such cases, you’re supposed to accept the greeting with ‘Good morning.’”
“Ah, I see. Good morning, Miss.”
What a proper response—though it came too late to matter.
“By the way, where are you heading?”
“To the orphanage in the slums. I’m going to see a child I know.”
At my words, his expression hardened. It was the face of someone resigned to the inevitability of something they’d rather avoid.
“I don’t know where Abel is, but I’ll accompany you myself.”
I nodded.
He sheathed the sword he had been swinging, tidied his hair slightly, and followed behind me.
The coachman seemed to still be asleep.
He should have been tending to the carriage or caring for the horses, but there was no sign of him.
“Kesel, can you drive the carriage?”
“Of course I can.”
I wondered if knights learned not only how to ride but also how to drive carriages. Well, that worked out for me.
I climbed into the carriage, and Kesel, holding his rattling sword belt tightly, sat directly on the hard wooden bench where the coachman usually sat with a pile of soft hay.
I was seated on a cushioned chair, so it wasn’t my concern, but I wondered if his seat was too uncomfortable for him.
The carriage began moving slowly, then picked up speed as it rolled down the road.
The journey to the slums was quick.
There were no other carriages on the road, and the path was neither narrow nor difficult to navigate.
Opening the front window, I raised my voice so Kesel could hear me over the clattering of the wheels.
“Do you see that fancy brothel over there?”
“Yes, I see it!”
The noise from the carriage hitting the stone road made conversation difficult.
“Turn right from there and keep going until you see a square-shaped orphanage building.”
On the streets, I noticed people in tattered clothing wandering aimlessly.;
As we got closer to the brothel, the people wore slightly finer clothes.
I stared at the brothel where I had been born and raised.
It was a place to which I could assign all sorts of meaning, but I would rather die than step inside.
Walking along the roadside was a dark-skinned nomadic woman carrying a guitar.
If I ever had the chance, I’d like to learn that distinctive, playful style of guitar playing.;
But one thing was certain—there was no way a courtesan like her would be allowed inside the estate.
By day, they sang of burning love; by night, they praised the men who brought them money.
Turning my head to the left, I caught sight of the tiny residential area where the Proxy Manager had once lived with me.
I doubted there was any trace left of the people who had lived there before.
Unconsciously, I touched the ring around my neck.
The coarse, plated ring’s unique hardness pricked at my fingertips.
Every time I looked at that place, memories of the Proxy Manager’s cold body would surface, and I’d wonder if I was a cursed being destined to bring misfortune.
Of course, time had dulled those thoughts. Now, it was just another shocking event in my short life, buried among others.
But it remained sticky and unpleasant, an emotion impossible to completely forget.
The carriage turned right past the brothel, tilting slightly, and I looked ahead at the orphanage I had spent so much time in.
The sight of the flashy carriage drew a crowd of children, who gathered curiously in front of the building.
Even from inside the carriage, I could see how many of them had flocked to the windows.
The carriage came to a halt in front of the orphanage, and I stepped down gracefully, taking Kesel’s hand.
The distinctive clack of my shoes echoed as I stood in front of the door, waiting calmly.
The director eventually opened the door. He looked a little more haggard than I remembered.
Was he once a nobleman? Or perhaps the son of a wealthy family?
Regardless of his background, the fact that he continued running the orphanage in a place like this meant there was at least some good in him, however twisted he might be.
At the very least, I had to acknowledge that thanks to him, fewer children in the slums were starving to death.
When I left, I’d be sure to leave behind one of the bills the Duke had given me.
After all, there had been times when this place had fed and sheltered me.
“But Lady Marie—no, Lady Marisela. What brings you to such a humble place?”
“I was reminiscing. I wanted to sort out some old thoughts.”
I noticed a few children who had tormented, hit, or mocked me in the past.
They avoided my gaze, some gnashing their teeth in frustration, others looking nervous, as if I might retaliate.
I wouldn’t.
But Raphael was nowhere to be seen.
Perhaps he was out exercising, running and playing somewhere.
Or maybe he was earnestly practicing his swordsmanship with a wooden stick, holding proper stances.
The director led me to his office—a room with an air of old-fashioned elegance, oddly out of place in the slums. It was the same room I used to borrow books from.
Kesel, of course, followed me inside.
The director served me tea, something I’d never been offered when I’d lived here.
Taking a sip, I realized it was bitter, cheap tea with only a faint, hastily added aroma.
Back then, I’d envied anyone who got to drink this.
The director seemed tense, watching as I sat silently, sipping tea.
“The reason I came here is simple.”
I swirled my tongue inside my mouth, trying to rid myself of the cheap tea’s bitter aftertaste.
Yet the distinct bitterness wouldn’t leave my mouth.
“I’m here to take Raphael.”
“…You mean that troublemaker?”
“Yes. I made a promise. You know, the one he kept saying all the time—every single day…”
At the same moment, both the director and I spoke the same phrase: I want to become a knight.
The difference was that I framed it as Raphael’s dream, while the director called it nonsense.
After an awkward cough, I continued the conversation.
“Anyway, where is Raphael?”
“He’s probably off doing that strange training regimen you mentioned to him, Miss Marisela.”
With that, the director stood up. He grabbed a coat hanging on a long wooden peg, carelessly threw it on, and bowed slightly to me.
“I have a general idea of where he might be. I’ll fetch him immediately.”
I almost stopped him but lowered my hand when it struck me that he was likely using this as an excuse to escape the awkward atmosphere.
Feeling slightly embarrassed, I moved my hand from the air to my teacup, but the thought of drinking more of the bitter tea turned me off, so I set it back down.
As I passed the time, Kesel spoke.
“There was an orphanage here when I lived in the slums, but it wasn’t nearly as well-run as this.
That director must have some skill for managing this place.”
“He’s a harsh man who beats the children he doesn’t like, but he also spends his own money to keep them fed and alive.”
While we discussed the orphanage, a girl entered the room with a face filled with loss, despair, and a hint of anger and hatred.
“You… you’re Marie, aren’t you? It’s you, right?”
Kesel frowned and moved to drive the child out, but I raised a hand to stop him as she flinched.
“The Marie who used to cower in a corner, reading books, never saying a word even when the others hit her.”
Her voice wavered as she began to tear up.
“And now… why?”
Why—what exactly was she asking?
Was it why I arrived in such a grand carriage?
Why did I have a knight following me?
Why was the director bowing and calling me “Miss”?
She wouldn’t know, would she? This girl probably had no real understanding of what it meant to be nobility.
Unlike me, who grew up in a brothel and saw how petty nobles behaved, she wasn’t from that kind of place.
She likely didn’t know how to handle this situation.
Her parents must have died, and she ended up here without ever having to beg for survival.
I couldn’t even recall her name.
All I remembered was that she once hid my clothes by a tree when I was bathing by the stream.
Oh, and her face was the first one I saw when she threw a blanket over me and hit me in the middle of the night.
“Well.”
“I’ll probably rot here forever. But you… you should have too.
Why do you get to wear such pretty clothes, have a cool knight behind you, ride in a fancy carriage, wear fine shoes, and sit there all elegantly?
Like you’re someone truly important. I’m better than you in every way!
I’m not a bookworm. I’m cuter, prettier, stronger, and better at embroidery too!”
I really was someone important—at least, half of one.
Her words brought an involuntary smile to my lips.
“Who knows. What was your name again?”
She grumbled about how I couldn’t even remember her name before declaring herself Hannah.
“Sounds like a name someone came up with on a whim.
Anyway, Hannah, don’t be so pessimistic.
You never know—one day, you might end up in a brothel, spreading your legs until some scruffy noble decides to buy you.”
I shrugged and added the jab mockingly.
At that, she screamed in anger and lunged at me.
Kesel merely extended his left hand and gently pushed her away, rendering her efforts futile.
She collapsed onto the floor, wailing and throwing a tantrum like a child.
Was she a year older than me? I couldn’t even remember anymore.
The whole thing was tedious, frustrating, and unpleasant.
Not long after, the director returned, panting slightly, holding Raphael by the scruff of his neck like a kitten.
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            Chapter 25
Raphael, who had been dangling in the director’s grasp, wriggled free and dropped to the ground.
Out of habit, the director raised his hand to smack the back of Raphael’s head, but after catching my gaze, he calmly lowered it again.
He’s grown a little taller.
Still shorter than me, though.
As Raphael looked at my face, his expression shifted from disbelief to tentative recognition. Slowly, he approached.
He seemed stunned by my changed appearance and asked hesitantly, “Wait… are you really Marie?”
“Who else would I be?”
His failure to recognize me immediately stung a little.
I had known it was him at a glance, yet he couldn’t recognize someone he’d spent five years with just because I’d cleaned up and put on better clothes.
Raphael looked embarrassed at my curt response but soon sighed and laughed.
“When you meet someone after a long time, you’re supposed to start with a proper greeting.”
“Well then, it’s been a while, Raphael.”
“Yeah, it’s been a while, Marie.”
Kesel, standing nearby, seemed unable to accept that this impudent boy was speaking so casually to a young lady of the Duke’s household.
He might have tolerated it if Raphael were just another child, but the fact that Raphael came from the slums likely didn’t help his opinion.
Kesel’s rigidity was definitely a flaw.
“Take a seat and have some tea,” I said.
“Oh… okay.”
“You too, Director.”
“Of course.”
Fortunately, the room seemed to be equipped for frequent visitors, as there were plenty of teacups.
With the director’s permission, I poured tea for him, Kesel, and Raphael.
“By the way, is it really okay to just take Raphael like this? No issues?”
At this, Raphael looked startled and tried to say something, but he caught the glance between me and the director and kept quiet.
He did, however, nervously bounce his leg.
“If it’s someone trustworthy, there’s no problem. After all, most people here would leave if given the chance—except for those who have completely given up on life.”
“And you, Director?”
The director gave a troubled smile and shrugged without answering.
He must have his reasons, though I wasn’t particularly curious.
I pulled out a rolled-up bill from my pocket and placed it on the table.
“Use this to buy the children something tasty. And feel free to pocket a little for yourself.”
I didn’t know the exact value of the money, but I figured it must be significant—enough to buy and furnish an entire house.
I suddenly felt a twinge of guilt for the harsh words I’d flung at that girl earlier.
Hopefully, some good food would lift her spirits.
“This is… far too much…” the director stammered.
“You didn’t sell the children to the brothel, and I stayed here for five years. Consider it a small token of gratitude.”
“A small token, you say? Haha. You’ve truly become a proper young lady.”
He pocketed the bill.
While Raphael and the director finished their tea, my cup remained untouched, still full.
The thought of drinking the bitter tea repelled me.
The sun was beginning to set, and I had no intention of staying here overnight.
There wasn’t much in the way of good memories in this place.
The Duke’s estate wasn’t much better, but at least there, I had a soft bed.
I stood and extended my hand to the director.
He awkwardly shook it, bowing slightly.
Raphael, who had always seen the director as an authoritative figure in the orphanage, seemed stunned by the sight of him bowing and deferring to me.
He stared blankly at me with wide eyes.
The director told Raphael to gather his belongings and prepare to board the carriage.
Raphael shrugged, saying he had nothing to pack, and simply followed.
As we left the orphanage, the stares of the children bore into me.
Had I been born a noble, I wouldn’t have received such looks.
At the Duke’s estate, I had endured disdain and mockery; here, the gaze of envy and jealousy burned just as fiercely.
Ignoring the children, I gave the director a brief farewell before taking Raphael’s hand and leading him to the carriage.
His clothes were filthy rags, and his face was caked with grime, but that wasn’t my concern. Someone else would clean him up.
The carriage would get a bit dirty, but the coachman would take care of that too.
Looking up, I saw the sky turning yellowish—dusk was approaching.
I’m a bit hungry.
After seating Raphael in the carriage, I gazed silently out the window, watching the slums pass by.
Raphael spoke first.
“Marie… Why did you come for me?”
“What do you mean?”
“I just… I thought you’d forget about me. Even though I always said I wanted to become a knight…”
His voice trailed off, tinged with self-deprecation, as if he didn’t believe he could ever achieve it.
I realized I’d stolen him from his path.
In time, Raphael would be conscripted into the coming war. He’d survive countless battles, awaken magical powers, and eventually meet the protagonist beloved by the world.
But my memory of the exact events was hazy.
“Raphael, do you still have that embroidery?”
He immediately pulled a crumpled piece of embroidery from his pocket, as though it were a treasure.
The stitching was a mess, hardly recognizable as a flower, yet Raphael had cherished it.
“I told you, didn’t I? I’m a higher-ranking person than you think.
If you bring this to me, I’ll take you in.
But don’t get too hung up on becoming a knight. We’re friends, after all.”
Kesel, who was driving, interjected.
“Miss, it won’t be easy for him to become a knight.
He’d have to serve as a squire for years, then become an apprentice knight. If he doesn’t show enough promise, the Duke will dismiss him.”
“Kesel, do people often tell you you’re tactless?”
“Ah… yes.”
Raphael, overhearing, burst into laughter.
I took the embroidery from Raphael, studied the uneven stitching, and handed it back.
“Anyway, let’s head to where I’m staying.
You’ll get three meals a day and a warm place to sleep.”
The carriage crossed the bridge dividing the slums from the city.
Looking up, I saw that the sun had already set.
I might be a bit late for dinner again today. Alina is probably waiting.
The thought of her dozing at the entrance again filled me with guilt.
As we neared the house I’d purchased, a distant shout reached my ears.
Kesel stopped the carriage and tied the horse to a post.
In this area, there wasn’t anyone bold enough to steal a carriage or a horse.
Even if they managed to take them, there was no market for such items here.
Raphael, seemingly uncomfortable walking the clean streets after leaving the slums, hunched his shoulders as he walked.
Kesel, gripping the rattling scabbard of his sword, looked uneasy. Meanwhile, each step I took echoed with a sharp, grating clack, clack.
As we approached the house, a woman’s scream became increasingly clear.
Then, suddenly, the sound of a heavy blow cut off the screaming entirely.
I had intended to chat casually with Raphael on the way back, but the tense atmosphere left both of us silent.
The Duke’s estate streets were lit with gas lamps, but there were no such luxuries in a small area like this.
The only way to find out what was happening was to follow the sounds.
“Kesel, do you think something’s going on?”
“We’ll have to check. Please stay close to me.”
When we reached the house, my unreasonably sharp instincts pieced everything together in an instant.
“Ah.”
The young knight, his face flushed from drinking, was gripping Alina by the hair and beating her.
“Ugh… argh…”
“…If you’d just, hic, been more cooperative, snort, none of this would have…”
His gauntleted hand groped her chest, then slapped her face. He laughed as if it were a game.
Alina’s lip was bleeding, and she flailed weakly, trying to resist, but her body seemed too exhausted to respond.
I remembered the Duchess’ words:
Knights are beings of honor, protectors of the weak, and loyal to their lords.
The shocking sight rooted me to the spot for a moment.
But after a brief pause, my thoughts raced, and I acted.
Rather than ordering Kesel to do something, I reached for the sword hanging at his waist.
The sword, which Kesel wielded effortlessly with one hand, was heavier than I’d expected.
Even with both hands, I struggled to lift it, dragging it along the ground as I moved forward.
Kesel grabbed my shoulder to stop me.
“Let go, Kesel. Unless you want to lose the hand on my shoulder.”
Why did Raphael want to become a knight?
Honor, he said. As if that weren’t meaningless when money could turn even trash like this into a knight.
I’m sure there are good knights out there, but they’re rare.
When our eyes met, Kesel released his grip.
“Raphael, knights, you see…”
Before I could finish, the young knight noticed me. His face twisted into a mocking grin.
Even from this distance, the stench of alcohol wafted over.
He didn’t seem to register the sword I was holding.
“You… hic, why the hell would I… care about the likes of you? A whore’s daughter… dragged to some shitty… hic… a place like this…”
What was there to say to a beast?
Nothing.
“Some lowly maid playing hard to… hic… huh?”
I thrust the sword forward.
With my frail strength, it barely pierced his abdomen, entering as easily as a butter knife into soft cake.
Though the contents were red rather than white.
I steadied my breath and pulled the blade free, which elicited a wailing scream.
“Honor, heroics… when you hear about knights in stories, they sound so amazing, don’t they?”
“P-please… spare me…”
The smell of blood mingled with something vile—likely urine.;
The stench made my stomach churn, and in a flash of irritation, I stomped on his face with my shoe.
Let’s finish this quickly and get Alina to a doctor.
“And, of course, in fairy tales, most of the heroes are knights.”
Even after all that, the young knight squirmed, desperately trying to crawl away from me.
Disgusted, I stomped on the back of his head, pinning him in place, and brought the blade down on his neck.
“Aaaaaahhh!!!”
The sword was too light, and my strength was insufficient to deliver a clean strike. Instead, the blade merely gouged his flesh.
Blood splattered onto my face and stained my white clothes.
“In the end, they’re all just idiots swinging swords and acting tough.”
If I were an executioner in the square, I might have decapitated him in one strike.
But unfortunately, I was nothing more than a fragile girl who had never killed anyone before.
It took several attempts, each more exhausting than the last.
By the time the blade reached his neck bone, exposing its pale white surface, his body shuddered violently, and the faint sounds he made stopped altogether.
With my arms trembling and my wrists on the verge of giving out, I let the sword clatter to the ground. Then I collapsed, sitting on the floor.
Kesel stared at me in shock.
“Kesel, don’t just stand there. Take Alina to a doctor immediately.”
Snapping out of it, Kesel nodded as if in a trance, hoisted Alina onto his back, and ran off.
Raphael remained, watching me with trembling eyes.
“You’re so bad at reading the room, aren’t you?”
Trying to ease the tension, I forced an awkward smile, hoping it would reassure him.
But his expression didn’t soften.
“Why are you looking at me like that?”
I hadn’t done anything wrong.
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            Chapter 26: When I’d Grown a Little
I wiped my bloodied right hand on my soiled blouse and touched my face.
My facial muscles felt stiff, refusing to move as I intended.
I thought I was smiling.
Raphael answered the question I hadn’t realized I’d asked aloud.
“…You’re crying.”
His words prompted me to check my eyes.
Tears had welled up.
Surely, it was just because my eyes were dry.
“Raphael, help me up.”
“Uh, okay.”
He approached hesitantly, his face full of fear, and took my hand.
At first, I managed to get up slightly, but my legs gave out, and I collapsed back down.
Raphael tried to help me again, but I pushed him away, insisting I was fine.
Sorry about today, Raphael. From the very beginning, all I’ve shown you is the worst of me.
I wondered if he’d still want to become a knight after seeing this.
Knights like those in fairy tales, noble and heroic, didn’t exist. They couldn’t.
Physical exhaustion could be dealt with by eating decent food and sleeping for a few days.
But I was mentally drained.
Sitting next to a corpse reeking of blood and death was far from a pleasant experience.
The sticky warmth of blood seeping through my clothes and brushing against my skin made it worse.
What was the point of assigning me a protector if this was the outcome?
I didn’t need a knight or any of these so-called servants.
All they brought me was harm and trouble.
How much longer would I have to live like this?
Looking up at the sky, I felt an inexplicable irritation.
I hated the moons. Having one was bad enough, but seeing two floating there was maddening.
Raphael approached me again, trying to help me up.
Even if I leaned against a wall, my trembling limbs wouldn’t cooperate. Moving felt impossible.
Even when I pushed him away and told him to leave me alone, he persisted, trying to carry me somewhere.
“What are you doing?”
“I… I think the authorities might come for you.”
His expression was unusually serious.
Despite myself, I let out a laugh—a grotesque sound, warped with uneven breathing and distorted by a twisted expression.
It wasn’t really laughter; it was a sob disguised as one.
I didn’t want to cry, didn’t want to wail and lose control, so I covered it up with laughter.
Taking deep breaths, I gradually became accustomed to the nauseating stench of blood, and my breathing steadied.
“No way. The scary men in blue uniforms only arrest broken adults and easy targets like kids.”
Raphael looked at me as if I’d said something incomprehensible.
“And they won’t come now.
That man was a knight, from an obviously high-ranking noble family.
No one wants to get involved and risk losing their head.”
“Even if someone was killed?”
To Raphael, maybe that knight counted as a person.
To me, he didn’t. He couldn’t.
“Exactly. Even if the maid he was beating died, the men with clubs will act like nothing happened.”
If this were a world where anyone could die from a single bullet, maybe nobles and knights would act with a little humility.
Raphael’s expression reflected shock at my words.
What would happen to me now?
Would they lock me up, claiming I killed my assigned knight just because I didn’t like him?
Or maybe they wouldn’t. After all, it was true that he’d been drunk and trying to assault Alina.
“Is that all?”
“Yeah, that’s all.”
I began to regain some feeling in my legs.
Bracing myself against the ground, I pushed myself up without Raphael’s help.
I stumbled and nearly fell again, but Raphael caught me just in time.
I thanked him and trudged toward the house, with Raphael following close behind.
Where had all the servants gone?
If they’d had any sense of loyalty, they would have thrown themselves in harm’s way to protect Alina.
I couldn’t even remember their names, let alone call them out.
When I returned to the Duke’s estate, I hoped every one of the servants assigned here would be dismissed.
If they had any decency, they’d leave on their own.
If not… well, they’d leave when they realized their lives depended on it.
Inside the house, I went straight to the bathroom and sat down.
I’d come here to wash up, but Raphael lingered, unsure of what to do.
Ah, I thought, he doesn’t even know what a bathroom is.
As I tried to figure out how to explain the concept, Raphael spoke first.
“Marie.”
“What?”
“Do you remember what I said back then? When the director beat me up, and I sat next to you while you were reading?”
“That happened so many times I’ve lost count.”
“I told you to stop pretending like nothing’s wrong.”
His words made me shiver.
Was it anger? Or the shame of being called out so directly?
And then, like most adults when they run out of words, I snapped.
“Shut up, Raphael.”
At that, he closed his mouth.
I hadn’t meant to, but a curse slipped out. Was it a defense mechanism?
I’d wanted our reunion to be full of kind words and good memories.
Why couldn’t I control my emotions?
Would I end up losing myself completely someday?
Would I, when meeting the protagonist in the future, fall so completely that I’d willingly offer them my own neck?
When She Grew a Little
To be a kind and beloved woman.
Just the thought of someone like that fills me with jealousy.
I don’t want to cry.
In truth, I don’t even want to smile.
Raphael had said I killed someone.
But what I killed couldn’t have been a person.
If I thought of that thing sprawled on the ground as someone who could feel and think like me, I’d collapse under the weight of it.
I had to think of it as something inevitable, something I simply had to do.
But then he told me not to.
What, was I supposed to bang my head against a wall and scream?
Cry out loud and reveal every shred of my emotions?
They say if you suppress your feelings too much, your heart will dry up.
So no, I hadn’t killed anyone.
Even as I repeated it to myself, I felt like I had already failed in my mind.
“…I’m sorry.”
“No, it’s fine. I think I just… said the wrong thing.”
Raphael looked genuinely remorseful, wearing a faintly guilty expression.
It irritated me so much that I unconsciously bit my lip.
After some time, Kesel came into the house, carrying Alina like a princess.
When I stood up and glanced outside, I saw that a physician had arrived and was checking her pulse.
“Kesel, tell the coachman to prepare for our immediate return to the Duke’s estate tomorrow.”
“…Understood.”
“How’s Alina?”
“The physician says she’ll be fine after a day or two of rest.”
Kesel gently placed her on the bed.
“Raphael, do you still want to become a knight?”
The phrasing—something like a knight—made Kesel flinch, though he said nothing.
Raphael hesitated, then nodded timidly.
“Kesel, can you take this scrappy little kid from the slums as your squire? It’s fine to refuse if you don’t want to.”
Even someone as tactless as Kesel seemed to understand what I meant.
After a brief pause, he nodded.
“If he has the skills, I don’t see why not.”
“Well, that settles it.
Now both of you leave. I need to wash up.”
At my words, Raphael flushed slightly and nodded before leaving with Kesel.
I peeled off my soaked, heavy clothes and tossed them into a corner.
The blood they carried splattered onto the floor, an unsightly mess.
It would start to stink if left there, but what did it matter? I wasn’t coming back here anyway.
I grabbed a piece of ornate paper from the bathroom wall and tore it in half. Warm water began pouring from the air.
As the clear water ran over my body, it turned red as it flowed to the floor.
“Disgusting.”
Washing my hair and body by myself was harder than I expected.
I really had become a fool who couldn’t even take care of herself.
For a moment, I wanted to submerge my face in the water and stay there.
In the tub, everything felt muted and blurry—comfortably so.
Once I finished cleaning myself, I used a towel hanging on the wall to dry off and shook the water from my damp hair.
I didn’t have any clothes to wear.
I opened a small wardrobe and found one of Alina’s maid uniforms. It would have to do.
Unfortunately, there were no undergarments, and the rough fabric scratched uncomfortably against my skin.
I lay down beside Alina, who was still unconscious.
Gently, I touched the cheek that had been struck, then her bloodied lips, and finally her closed eyes.
She’s my only ally.
When everyone in the estate pointed fingers at me, when they all dismissed me, Alina was the only one who helped me.
She’s too special to me.
Special enough that I would kill someone for her, even if people said that someone deserved to die.
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            Chapter 27: When I Grew a Little
I returned to the mansion by carriage.
On the way to the lake, we stopped by various villages, feeling like we were on a leisurely trip. But this time, we headed straight back without resting even once.
Of course, the horses grew tired, so we had to switch them out along the way.
Thanks to that, we arrived at the mansion within a day.
Alina still hadn’t woken up.
But her complexion had returned to normal, and she was sleeping peacefully. She’d surely wake up fine.
I was so worried that I didn’t leave her care to the servants and personally tended to her every need.
They said she’d wake up in a day or two, so she’d be up soon.
There wasn’t anyone to open the gates for us, so the coachman got down from the carriage, turned something diligently, and opened the gate.
We passed through the dark garden, barely visible, and I took Kesel’s hand as he helped me descend slowly from the carriage.
I wondered if Raphael was asleep.
There was no sign of him.
My head throbbed fiercely.
Since we arrived at dawn, not a single person in the mansion was awake.
After instructing Kesel to move Alina to my room, I went to the bathroom, washed up quickly, and with the help of servants other than Alina, dried myself off and dressed before returning to my room.
It felt strange.
As for Raphael, well… Kesel would take care of him.
When I got back to my room, Alina was rubbing her eyes, sitting up in bed.
Though she hadn’t eaten or bathed since she collapsed and smelled a little, it was Alina.
I approached her slowly and hugged her.
The girl, who was surely dizzy after sleeping for so long, began gently patting my back.
“Lie down here. I’ll bring you something to eat and drink.”
I took a box of cookies from a drawer in the room, placed the cookies in a clean bowl, and pulled a handle attached to the wall repeatedly.
A bell rang, and after a while, a servant came to the room.
“Did you call, My Lady?”
The maid who appeared looked about Alina’s age.
She must have been sent because she was the youngest.
She looked vaguely familiar.
Her expression was filled with fear.
“Bring warm water and oatmeal porridge. Don’t add any spices or seasoning to it.”
The girl nodded and turned away to carry out my orders.
After a while, she returned with a pitcher of warm water and a bowl of sticky, unappealing oatmeal porridge.
I took a sip of the water first to make sure it was fine, then brought it to Alina.
It seemed she didn’t have much strength. She nearly dropped the cup as she took it.
“I’ll feed you.”
I sat by Alina’s side for quite some time, feeding her.
Once her stomach was a bit fuller, she seemed to recover some strength and got up.
Had she injured her mouth?
She hadn’t spoken a word since earlier.
Her lips moved faintly as if to say something, only to close again repeatedly.
I placed tea leaves in a teapot, poured hot water, and let the tea steep slowly.
The room filled with the scent of black tea as I poured it into a cup.
Sipping the slightly bitter tea, I remembered the horrendously bitter tea I drank at the orphanage and let out a faint, bitter laugh before downing the rest in one go.
As I enjoyed the lingering aftertaste and lay on the sofa staring at the ceiling, Alina spoke softly.
Her voice carried the faintest hint of tears.
“My Lady.”
I had a sense of what was coming just from the emotions in her trembling voice.
“I… I’m leaving here. I should’ve listened to my mother and just married some decent boy and lived a quiet life farming.”
She didn’t get angry or lash out, asking how I could abandon her.
Closing my eyes briefly, I took a deep breath and picked up the teapot to refill my cup.
The bitter tea couldn’t possibly erase the astringent taste lingering in my mouth.
“…Why?”
“I’m just so tired.”
“Don’t say that. Couldn’t you come up with some pleasant excuse instead?”
I gently set down the teacup I was holding, letting go rather than placing it down carefully.
I didn’t bother picking it up again.
“An excuse, huh…”
Each time Alina spoke, my trembling hand holding the cup made me feel as if I might throw it without meaning to.
To steady myself, I placed my hands on the armrest of the chair and wiped any expression off my face.
“I like you, My Lady, but it seems the others living here don’t. They treat me horribly just because they dislike you.”
Various thoughts flashed through my mind.
The bruises that often covered Alina’s body.
Her silence when I asked her about them.
The exhaustion that seemed etched on her face whenever we stayed at the house near the lake.
The bastard who treated Alina as if she were a prostitute.
And the horrifying scenes where no one around intervened to stop it.
“…….”
I found myself at a loss for words.
For someone who cursed and condemned others for even the slightest offense against me, I couldn’t bring myself to do the same to Alina.
She was one of the three people in this world who truly cared for me.
My mad mother was gone, and the Proxy Manager, who once dreamt futile dreams while scraping by in the slums, met the typical, unremarkable death of those who lived there.
All that remained was Alina.
I couldn’t lose the last one.
Our eyes met.
The innocent, kind face that once smiled warmly at me was now filled with exhaustion and despair.
I never thought I’d see such familiar eyes on Alina.
The same look that haunted my own reflection when I locked myself away after my hand was mangled.
Could just a year ruin someone so completely?
Or had I destroyed Alina myself?
Maybe my very existence was the problem.
Alina rose from the bed and approached me slowly.
Her bare feet padded softly against the floor, her sweat-soaked clothes clinging to her body.
“My Lady, if you tell me not to go, I’ll stay here forever. Probably until I die.”
The girl embraced me and whispered into my ear.
A chill ran down my spine.
It felt as if my fingers were being crushed all over again.
“With just those few words, I’ll remain by your side forever. Until the end.”
I wanted to tell her not to go, but like Alina earlier, all I could do was open my lips slightly before closing them again.
Would it really be okay to let her go like this?
What if the Duke or that old man caused some mysterious accident?
Alina let go of the hug naturally and began walking out of my room.
I grabbed her left wrist from behind.
She didn’t turn back, so I forced her to face me.
Perhaps she was still weak from just waking up; she didn’t resist much as I turned her around.
She covered her face with her right hand, hiding her tear-streaked face.
When she looked at me, she started apologizing profusely.
She said she was sorry for leaving me behind in this disgusting place. That she couldn’t stay here any longer.
For a moment, I thought that if I had asked her to stay by my side without hesitation, she might have thrown herself out the window immediately.
I Don’t Want Anyone Close to Me to Die
Someone might ask, “Was there ever a time you liked it?” But even if I could endure twice, three times felt like too much.
If those two had died happily, it might have been different. But they died miserable, meaningless deaths—a dog’s death, as some would call it.
I should be the one apologizing, but here was Alina, crying and begging me for forgiveness. It felt like I was about to go insane.
“Alina.”
“…I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I’m being such a coward, aren’t I?
I’m sorry for leaving you here all alone, My Lady. But still, but still…”
Alina, her words a jumbled mess as she cried, seemed utterly broken. I gently patted her back and took a deep breath in and out.
“I didn’t call you here to ask you to stay by my side.”
I rummaged through my clothing and pulled out a wad of cash.
Taking her right hand, the one she used to cover her tear-streaked face, I looked at Alina’s pale, tear-drenched expression for a long while.
She kept crying as if she didn’t know how to stop.
I placed the wad of money in the inner pocket of her clothes and spoke quietly.
“Just… thank you for everything up until now.”
Alina left the mansion.
I shook the handle attached to the wall to summon a servant and had them call the old butler.
I asked the butler to make sure Alina could leave comfortably, and she departed in a carriage.
As I watched the carriage disappear into the distance, a sharp pain shot through my head.;
Unable to hold back, I screamed, throwing teacups and teapots around the room, toppling books off the shelves.
When the headache worsened, I remembered the healing powder left by the healer. Thinking it might help, I loaded the powder into a pipe and lit it.
Out of curiosity, I had once asked how it was made. Apparently, it was concentrated raw opium dissolved in water and evaporated down. The problem was, I had no idea what a poppy even looked like.
So much for the idea of keeping a plant in the room.
Yes, if only there had been a tree in the room, maybe the air would have been better, and I wouldn’t have had such things to be angry about.
When I told Raphael about the knight I had killed, he waved it off like it was nothing significant, as if nothing would happen to me. But I knew it wouldn’t blow over that easily.
Before I could voice any thoughts, someone knocked on the door.
When I opened it, Kesel stood there with an unfamiliar knight and the old butler, whose expression was unusually stiff.
“My Lady, the Master and Madam have summoned you regarding the matter of the knight.”
The butler’s gaze swept over my wrecked room. His brow twitched slightly, but he said nothing.
Straightening my clothes, I stepped out of the room.
The knight, visibly seething, glared at me.
“Where am I supposed to go?”
I asked, and the butler instructed me to head to the study where I had first arrived.
No one walked ahead of me. They only trailed behind like a shadow.
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Walking to the study while enduring the piercing stares of the nameless knight wasn’t particularly pleasant.
“If you have a complaint, say it out loud instead of just glaring at me.”
At those words, the knight stopped in his tracks, his face twisted in rage, and approached me.
He looked ready to draw his sword and stab me on the spot.
The old butler tried to stop him, but the knight shoved the elderly man aside.
Could it be that the concept of respecting one’s elders doesn’t exist in his head?
Seeing the usually composed butler fall on his backside was somewhat amusing, but it reaffirmed my belief that knights were savage and detestable creatures.
After all, they had beaten Alina so thoroughly that she left the mansion on her own two feet.
And they did it while wearing gauntlets, no less.
The slogans about protecting the weak, being loyal to their lords, and upholding honor might as well be thrown in the trash.
“…Why did you kill him?”
Was he a friend of his?
Well, I killed him because he deserved to die.
“He was someone who deserved to die.”
At my response, the knight gathered his strength and swung his fist toward me.
Fortunately, the butler, who had somehow managed to get back on his feet, intervened just in time.
He grabbed the knight’s arm and twisted it, producing a sickening crack that echoed through the corridor.
I was slightly impressed that the knight didn’t make a sound despite his arm being twisted out of shape.
Without showing much reaction, I spoke softly to the knight.
“A friend? Or perhaps just a close colleague?
Regardless, the reason your so-called friend is dead is simple. He dared to insult me to my face, got drunk, and beat and attempted to assault my maid. So, I put a hole in his stomach.”
I stepped closer to the knight and began to speak slowly.
With every word I uttered, the anger on the knight’s face gradually gave way to a mixture of despair, shame, and lingering resentment.
“He tried to stab and ended up being stabbed. Maybe he did die an unfair death.
But you’re no better than he is. After all, here you are, ready to beat a 12-year-old girl with all your might over a man who died trying to assault a woman.”
Neither the butler nor the knight said a word in response.
The butler offered a brief warning to the knight, but the man seemed too dazed to react.
I moved on, walking ahead of them until we reached the study.
Standing outside the door, I took a deep breath, erased all emotion from my face, and closed my eyes briefly before opening them again.
Then, I opened the door.
Inside, the Duchess sat on a long sofa, flanked by the eldest son—whose name I couldn’t remember—and Libian.;
The Duke sat in a single chair in the center, one leg crossed over the other, smoking a cigarette.
When he saw me, he smiled warmly, like a benevolent father, and asked:
“Ah, you’ve arrived. Did you take care of what I told you to do?”
Visiting my mother’s grave to bury that jewel, shedding a few tears despite myself… That’s what he was referring to. I supposed it was fair to say I had done as he asked.
The Duchess looked curious about what the Duke was referring to, but given the atmosphere, she refrained from asking.
“…Yes.”
“In any case, this is too significant an incident to sweep under the rug.
Take a seat. We even prepared a place just for you.”
The Duke spoke with a gentle tone, as though he were acting the part of a kind father.
Maybe he was in a good mood because I had delivered the jewel to my mother’s grave.
There were several small plates with assorted snacks on the table, along with a drink that seemed like coffee mixed with milk.
I sipped the drink to moisten my dry mouth.
If asked the biggest difference between the orphanage and this place, I’d say it was that my palate was definitely happier here.
“You must already know why you were summoned. Let’s get to it.”
The Duchess interjected before the Duke could continue.
“The servants assigned to look after the child reported that the knight I appointed as her guard was killed.
They said she chased him down and even went for his throat, despite him offering no resistance…”
While the Duchess detailed how evil and terrible I was, I picked up a cookie from a plate and took a bite.
Some crumbs fell to the floor, but who cared? It wasn’t my room.
The drink indeed turned out to be coffee, a café latte. It had been a while since I’d had one, and it put me in a slightly better mood.
The eldest son and Libian, hearing that I had killed someone, grew visibly pale.
Libian, in particular, seemed downright frightened of me now.
“It seems to me that the child came straight from Satan’s backside. Shouldn’t we lock her away in a convent?”
Unfortunately, I wasn’t from Satan’s backside but born between a prostitute’s legs.
To the Duchess, it was probably the same thing.
A convent? As if they wouldn’t immediately brand me a devil and point fingers.
My head was full of all sorts of blasphemous thoughts.
“My dear, we can’t just listen to the Duchess’ side of things.”
The Duke, uncharacteristically deferential, intervened.
If this were a meal, he would have silenced her, dismissing her words as nonsense. He usually didn’t care what happened around him. Was this incident serious enough to warrant his attention?
“Do you think it’s normal for a trained knight to be killed by a mere 12-year-old girl?”
At his words, the Duchess fell silent, her face turning red like a ripe persimmon.
“…That… something, something must have happened.”
“Marisela, let’s proceed under the assumption that you did kill the knight.
Perhaps you have a talent for swordsmanship. I, on the other hand, was utterly useless when it came to physical activities.”
The Duke chuckled, inhaled from his cigarette, and exhaled through his nose while sipping his drink.
The eldest son seemed unfazed, sitting calmly, but Libian fidgeted uncomfortably, clearly out of place in this situation.
After taking a moment to compose himself, the Duke rubbed his lips and asked quietly:
“Did you truly kill him, personally, without anyone else’s help?”
“…Yes.”
“I don’t believe it. This is troubling.”
Then why ask?
The Duke picked up a document from the table and skimmed through it. After a brief laugh, he tossed it aside.
“It all comes down to why you killed him. That’s what matters most.”
“He was drunk.”
“A knight assigned to guard you was drunk. Continue.”
“I was on my way back from the orphanage with Kesel.
The young knight didn’t even bother to follow me. He was probably off somewhere, drowning in booze.”
I Glanced at the Duchess’ Face
She was staring at me with venomous eyes, as if accusing me of lying.
If that knight hadn’t been drunk, I wouldn’t have been able to stab him in the stomach. Why didn’t she consider that?
Then again, who would believe that someone as frail and weak as I could lift such a heavy sword and kill a knight?
“He grabbed the hair of the maid I treasure most, slapped her face with his gauntlet-covered hand, and screamed at her.”
I had to speak as calmly and emotionlessly as possible.
For some reason, whenever something involved Alina, I found it hard to control my emotions.
“Madam, I’ll call you that since I know you hate being called Mother.”
“I-I told you before, it’s fine to call me Mother…”
“But you dislike it, don’t you, Madam?”
At my words, the Duchess bit her lip slightly and wiped her reddening eyes.
“Fine. I do dislike it. Who could love a child like you?”
It stung a bit to hear the truth so bluntly.
“No one.”
At my response, the Duchess closed her mouth. She couldn’t even look at me; she just sat there, breathing heavily.
Libian looked as though she wanted to escape the room immediately. The eldest son didn’t look much better.
Why were they all like this? It wasn’t as if we were shouting or exchanging insults, much less being physically violent.
Perhaps being raised in luxury had made them sensitive. The content of my words must have felt a little harsh to their delicate ears.
“No one here loves me. Not a single person likes me.
And as if to prove it, the knight you assigned to protect me beat and tried to assault the only maid in this place who cared for me.
And he did so while shouting at me, ‘How dare a prostitute’s daughter drag me to this godforsaken place!’”
Right. No one could ever love someone like me.
Still, the one person who truly cared for me shouldn’t have begged to leave with a face so full of pain, as if she might die if she stayed any longer.
You can’t just hurt someone and think it’s over with an apology.
“So, I simply did what you taught me, Madam.
Didn’t you say that disobedient, savage, barbaric, and violent lower-class people should always be dealt with by cutting off their heads?”
Without Alina, how was I supposed to live now?
The very woman in front of me was the one who drove Alina out, and yet I couldn’t even muster the strength to be properly angry about it.
“Madam, if what she says is true, there’s not much to argue, is there?” the Duke said.
The Duchess stayed silent.
I picked up the cup—it wasn’t a teacup, but a coffee cup—and drank from it without bothering with decorum or proper etiquette.
At this point, it didn’t matter anymore.
At first, simply living in a warm house with delicious food had been enough for me.
No matter how much abuse I suffered, it was far better than living at the orphanage.
But as time passed, greed began to grow.
I started to feel like maybe, just maybe, I could be a little happier.
But all I got in the end was a cesspool.
Whether the original me had died or survived, I didn’t know. Maybe when I died, I’d be reborn in another world.
I asked the Duchess the most important question.
She wouldn’t let go of the chance to remove me from this mansion so easily.
“So, will you send me to the convent?”
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            Chapter 29: When I Grew a Little
Sending me off to a convent would certainly make things easier for them.
But if they thought I’d go quietly, they were sorely mistaken.
Life in a convent devoted to the Almighty Isten would be a living hell for me.
I had read plenty of books about how they lived pious lives there.
I would eat, sleep, and bathe alongside countless other nuns who had committed transgressions like mine.
It wouldn’t be a relaxed existence—everything would follow a strict schedule, almost like a military camp.
Escaping would be impossible.
A woman in a black nun’s habit would stand out wherever she went.
And they wouldn’t even give me comfortable shoes.
The Duchess, perhaps determined not to lose this time, spoke with a faintly trembling voice.
But the conviction had already drained from her tone, so it didn’t carry much weight.
“…Even so, the fact remains that you killed someone.”
“That wasn’t a person. It was a filthy beast who deserved to die.
A man who belongs in hell, burning for all eternity.”
If that thing groveling on the floor and begging for its life only after its neck was sliced open was considered human, then perhaps I was guilty.
But how could that knight—a drunken fool who dared to insult the Duke’s daughter and sexually harass her maid—be human?
“Even so, does that justify you not being punished?”
The Duchess’ expression grew increasingly strained with every word, as if she knew how flimsy her argument was.
It seemed like a gentle prod might make her cry.
With that thought, I leaned forward, bracing myself on the table with both hands, and stood up.
“Punishment? Are you talking about punishment?”
The Duchess, clearly intimidated, recoiled slightly as she answered.
How could an adult be so spineless? How could someone of noble blood fail to drive out a mere child born of half-noble and half-prostitute blood?
“…Yes.”
I gave her a wide grin.
It probably looked unnatural, as though my facial muscles were frozen, but that didn’t matter.
No one cared for or understood me, so why should I care how I looked?
“If I deserve punishment for ridding the world of someone who forgot their place, neglected their duty, and failed to uphold their obligations as a human being, then all the priests who hunt down demon worshippers should be thrown in jail as well.”
I spoke with a slightly impassioned tone before sitting back down and continuing as if it was no big deal.
“And it’s not like Madam intentionally assigned me that piece of trash, right?”
The Duchess flinched at my words, her shoulders giving an involuntary twitch.
The Duke, leaning comfortably in his chair, seemed fascinated by the conversation. The eldest son and Libian, however, were staring at me as if I were mad.
“Isn’t that right?”
The Duchess remained silent for a long while, her lips trembling as though she wanted to speak but couldn’t.
An awkward silence settled over the room until she finally replied, her voice quivering and her gaze avoiding mine.
“Even so, you were… too cruel…”
I cut her off before she could finish her thought.
I glanced at the Duke for his reaction, but he gestured for me to continue without minding him.
Did he love the Duchess, I wondered?
In any case, his gesture felt like tacit permission.
If I ever married someone who treated me like this, would I end up like the Duchess?
At this point, anyone else might have exploded with anger or screamed in frustration, but she simply sat there, listening to my words in silence.
Perhaps her conscience kept her from speaking.
The thought was amusing, almost laughable, but it didn’t seem likely.
“Madam, you taught me, didn’t you?
You told me, while harshly slapping the face of a boy who tripped and fell with a book in his hands.
You repeated it every single day, especially before I learned to dance.
That if the lower class dared to behave in such a manner, you should split their heads open or tear them limb from limb—deal with them as cruelly as possible.”
I shouldn’t be doing this.
But with Alina gone, I couldn’t seem to hold my emotions in check.
“And now, you’re saying that’s wrong?
That I deserve punishment just because I killed some bug of a man who was obsessed with women?”
“That’s not… I didn’t mean it like that…”
I closed my eyes.
When emotions threatened to overwhelm me, closing my eyes and forcing my mind to stop was the best way to suppress them.
Yet, the emotions wouldn’t subside.
I felt stifled and dirty.
It felt as though I was thrashing about, grappling with nothing but my own misery.
But that man—the one who drove Alina away from here—he was the source of it all.
They kept surrounding me with strange, cruel people, twisting my life further.
What was I supposed to do?
Getting rid of the servants who tormented me and the drunken knight who abused Alina had felt like actions I could manage the consequences of.
Even now, the Duchess sat there stammering, unable to defend her position.
Defending a pile of human trash would undoubtedly tarnish her reputation.
But it wasn’t worth ruining her image for the sake of a dead man.
Ultimately, she just wanted an excuse to get rid of me—to erase the living proof that the Duke’s love for my mother had been something she could never claim for herself.
It was cowardly, almost pitiable.
If I stood up right now, smashed the teacup, and attacked the Duchess, that would be an irreversible mistake.
So instead, I leaned forward slightly and delivered a quiet but cutting warning to her.
“If you’re going to send me to a convent, you might as well kill me.”
The word “kill” seemed to carry a lot of weight for her.
Her pupils began to tremble at my suggestion.
She and I were fundamentally different.
My life had been one of meanness, despair, faint and fleeting hope, and the constant shadow of death. A life that could be described as miserable.
And yet, it wasn’t particularly unique.
To her, however, a life like mine was something pitiable and tragic—a far cry from ordinary.
When I Grew a Little
It would certainly be convenient for them to send me to a convent.
But I had no intention of complying quietly.
The Duchess’ approach to life and mine were fundamentally different. How could they not be?
“Me? Kill you? Why would I ever do that?”
“You didn’t just fail to help me; you gave me tormenting servants and knights who called me a prostitute, and now you’ve even driven away my one and only maid. Isn’t that enough?
Madam, what more could you want? Should I go ahead and behave like you taught me, take up a sword, and slice the neck of this impudent fool standing before me?”
The Duke cut me off. Perhaps he thought this wasn’t a good scene to expose the children to, considering how relentlessly I was cornering the Duchess.
In truth, both the eldest son and Libian looked rather unsettled.
Whether it was fear or disgust at the insolent child daring to stand against their mother, I couldn’t tell.
I wouldn’t be surprised if one of them dumped a bucket of water on me from a window while I walked in the garden.
In any case, if the Duchess really did come after me with a sword, I would have run.
After seeing that knight die, I had realized being stabbed to death seemed excruciatingly painful.
“Marisela, I think it would be best if you stopped there.”
The Duke’s pipe had stopped emitting smoke.
Maybe he had burned through the tobacco inside and decided it was time to intervene.
“Whether you believe it or not, she is still your mother.
Even when emotions run high, you should show some respect and courtesy.”
At his words, I bowed my head slightly and said, “I’m sorry.”
The Duke looked pleased by this, smiling as if satisfied.
“Madam, it seems the knight you assigned as her guard had more than a few issues.
According to the findings of the butler’s investigation. Though, of course, I’m sure you didn’t know about any of this.”
He spoke with a sly, teasing tone that made him seem a bit irritating.
I had heard that the Duchess originally came from a wealthy merchant family.
The Duke’s tone, careful but condescending, felt as though he were chastising an incompetent merchant for poor business performance.
Perhaps he had been quietly tolerating her up until now, and now that he had a reason to criticize her, he was seizing the moment.
“It appears the knight used abusive language toward the child and mistreated the servants as well…
Wouldn’t it be better to pretend nothing happened?”
The Duchess couldn’t respond immediately.
Perhaps it was because of everything that had been said, or maybe her pride made it too humiliating to yield.
How should I know?
Ultimately, the Duchess didn’t answer verbally. Instead, she nodded silently, her trembling eyes and tightly closed lips giving away her emotions.
If it had been me, she would have demanded a direct answer, calling it impolite otherwise.
“Since tensions are running a bit high, let’s have everyone dine separately today. That’s all; you may go now.”
As I left the study and walked down the corridor, Libian, looking furious, grabbed my wrist.
“What are you thinking, speaking like that?”
“Did I cause a problem?”
“Basic courtesy—”
Before she could finish, I shoved her away.
Libian stumbled backward, falling onto her rear. She looked up at me with a mixture of surprise and confusion.
“Libian, when you and Eileen used to torment me, did you ever keep courtesy or basic decency in mind?”
I stepped closer to her, speaking without raising a hand against her.
“You should have shown me respect first.
Not just you—everyone in this place.”
After saying that, I turned and walked away, fiddling with my necklace.
I ran my fingers over the uneven surface of the ring for a long time, rubbing the gleaming gemstone absentmindedly.
When I returned to my room and opened the door, Alina wasn’t there.
Frustration welled up inside me, and I threw the plate on the table against the wall.
Pulling the handle to summon a maid, I was greeted not by Alina but by another nameless girl.
“Clean up the broken glass on the floor.”
I instructed the maid to clean, then lit up some opium.
Only after the smoke began to cloud the room did I feel a small semblance of calm return.
Of course, the reality of my situation remained unchanged.
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            Chapter 30: The Garden
How many years had it been since I went to the lake and lived without Alina? About three, perhaps.
Life had become monotonous.
I would wake up in the morning, shove something—anything—into my mouth, and play the piano.
After lunch, I would read for a while and then play the piano again until sunset.
In the evening, I would eat dinner and read until sleep came.
Kesel, my sole remaining bodyguard after the incident with the young knight—since the rest of the knights had adamantly refused to serve as my guards—was mostly unnecessary. I rarely left the mansion anyway.
So, I had asked them to train Raphael as a knight instead, and it seemed they were taking my request seriously.
Thinking about it now, I hardly ever saw Raphael’s face because he was always training whenever I happened to run into him.
Sometimes, I wondered if Raphael was avoiding me.
I was the one who brought him to this mansion, so why would he avoid me?
The only plausible reason I could think of was the incident at the lake.
But that wasn’t my fault. That piece of trash wasn’t even a knight anymore.
When my thoughts ran unchecked, they often spiraled into something negative.
Trying to counter it, I thought about that Romani woman swaying her hips at the tavern, but it didn’t improve my mood. Maybe it was my disposition—or perhaps it was her slightly dusky skin.
Come to think of it, I rarely see the Duchess these days.
It might be more accurate to say the timid woman was actively avoiding me.
After that day, the Duke told me I didn’t need to attend dinner if I didn’t want to.
He even gave me a pouch filled with gold coins and an envelope stuffed with paper money—perhaps he had learned that I gave all my money to Alina.
Since I barely ever left the mansion, most of that money was still untouched.
“No matter how much I have, there’s nothing to spend it on.”
When was it?
About a year ago, I think.
I asked the Duke if it would be all right for me to leave the mansion and live on my own.
His response? “Stop saying such ridiculous things. If there’s anything you want, just tell me.”
Pretending not to be disappointed, I asked him to get me a guitar. He gifted me one heavily adorned with gold decorations—so gaudy that I couldn’t stand to play it.
Every time I strummed the strings, the useless ornaments created strange noises. I shoved it into a corner, never touching it again.
The Duke’s version of affection, like that guitar, was utterly worthless.
At least the piano worked properly. I supposed I should be grateful for that.
Time passed, and my body grew.
My hands, which had barely been able to reach an octave, could now easily stretch a ninth, from C to D.
Thanks to that, I could finally attempt some of Rachmaninoff’s pieces, though I mostly tinkered with simpler preludes before giving up.
Fifteen years had passed in this wretched world, yet the notes and scores of countless songs never seemed to fade from my mind.
It was as if they were etched into my soul.
I steadied my breathing and pressed the piano keys.
The piece was Rachmaninoff’s Prelude Op. 23 No. 5: Alla marcia, meaning “in a marching style.”
Unfortunately, my body still lacked the strength to produce the sound I wanted.
As I continued to strike the same notes over and over, pushing my fingers to their limits, a knock interrupted my focus.
Knock, knock.
Since I hadn’t assigned myself a dedicated maid after Alina left, I rose from the piano and walked to the door.
“Who is it?” I asked quietly.
“It’s me, Marisela.”
It was Eileen.
“You should give me a name even if you say it’s ‘me,’” I retorted.
“It’s Eileen! Stop joking and open the door!”
I opened the door, and Eileen entered without waiting for permission, pulling out a chair to sit down.
“That piece you were just playing—did you compose it?”
“I wouldn’t know.”
Why had she come?
We hardly exchanged a word even once a week.
“Mother says it’s about time you were presented to Her Majesty the Empress.”
She was talking about debuting in high society.
Meeting the Empress, making an impression, and exchanging pleasantries were prerequisites for starting any social activities, be it attending balls or participating in hunts.
“Well, I’m half commoner, aren’t I?”
“Officially, you’re still Mother’s daughter.”
Was that so? I hadn’t realized.
Eileen moved closer to me.
“You’re all grown up now. It’s time to start dressing prettily.”
She began adjusting my sleeve and smoothing out my clothes.
When her hand brushed against my necklace, I lightly pushed her away.
“Who will be unfortunate enough to be your fiancé, I wonder?
Of course, Father and Mother will decide, but I can’t help feeling sorry for him.”
“If you’re going to pick a fight, get out, Eileen.”
What nonsense was she planning to spout this time?
Unlike the servants, I couldn’t simply kick her out by force.
Nominally, she was still above me.
“Call me Sister.”
“Should I call someone Sister if all they excel at is being shallow and dressing up?”
“You… you’re always…”
Eileen’s face turned red, and her clenched fists trembled. I offered her my right cheek, as if daring her to hit me.
“What’s wrong? Going to push me so hard I break my nose again?
Or maybe throw food at me and call me trash?”
At my words, the anger drained from Eileen’s face, replaced by guilt.
She had only stopped tormenting me when puberty hit, but before that, she had been relentless.
After I broke my nose, her bullying had been reduced to throwing trash at me or pouring water from above.
“…My brothers and I, we’ve been trying to make peace with you. Why do you keep pushing us away?”
“That’s why I said you’re stupid.
Do you think we can suddenly laugh and talk like nothing happened, just because you say so now?”
The Garden
“I can do it…!”
“No, I can’t. I hate you. I hate your brothers too.
And don’t give me that excuse about how it was just childish behavior from when you didn’t know better.”
“…Anyway, Mother said to meet her at the garden table after lunch.”
“Sure.”
“And you might want to toss that ‘I’m better than everyone’ attitude into the trash.
No matter how pretty you are, with an arrogant demeanor like that, no one will want to speak to you.”
Eileen tried to sound sharp, her expression laced with a kind of venom, but it came off awkward—perhaps an inheritance from her timid mother.
I hadn’t wanted to feel a difference between us right down to our bloodlines, but it seemed unavoidable.
In any case, I had no interest in marriage.
So, I responded to Eileen’s ridiculous warning with a smirk.
“That sounds fantastic.”
Eileen gave me a look like she was staring at a lunatic before leaving the room.
My head throbbed.
Lunch? I’d have tasteless oatmeal and wash it down with a dose of opium.
I reached for the handle on the wall and pulled it, triggering a familiar bell sound.
Ever since Alina left, the only person who came when I rang was one girl.
I had learned her name by now: Looney.
“Looney, bring me oatmeal, black tea with a heap of sugar, and some milk.”
Looney nodded and returned shortly with the meal.
I half-heartedly spooned the bland oatmeal into my mouth, taking occasional puffs of opium smoke to make it tolerable. Only after that did I touch the overly sweet milk tea.
After I had driven away most of the servants the Duchess had assigned to me, the remaining ones began serving me sour milk and subpar meals.
In the beginning, I threw tantrums, reported the incidents to the Duke, and even got a few of them expelled from the mansion. But it didn’t help much.
About a month later, they resumed their petty antics.
Even when I confronted the servants and demanded to know who prepared the milk, no one answered.
Those who stayed silent got slapped until their faces stung before being thrown out of the mansion.
I guess it made them feel like righteous avengers punishing an evil villainess.
I finished my meal half-heartedly.
Feeling slightly dazed and lightheaded from the opium, I stepped out of my room.
I walked down the long corridor.
I used to despise the clatter of these stiff shoes echoing against the floor. But now, I barely felt the discomfort.
Through a window, I caught a glimpse of knights running and singing as they trained.
I wasn’t sure if Raphael was among them; I wasn’t the type to keep track of him. But the last time I saw him in armor, it seemed he’d become a squire.
As I looked out, I noticed a thin layer of dust resting on the window frame.
There should have been a servant cleaning this area nearby.
I turned and saw a woman dusting.
She looked older, and since she was cleaning without assistance and armed with nothing but a feather duster, she must have been working here for a long time.
I didn’t like her.
“Is this what you call cleaning?”
I ran a gloved hand along the window frame, showing her the faint smudge of dust that clung to the white fabric.
The maid, trembling as she dusted, froze at my words.
“Answer me. Is this what you call cleaning?”
“I-I’m sorry, My Lady!”
Smack.
I slapped her lightly, barely putting any strength into it.
It didn’t hurt, but it would sting her pride.
“If you can’t even handle the tasks you’re assigned, just leave.
You don’t want to keep working here if it means listening to things like this, do you?”
“N-no, My Lady.”
“Then stop standing there like an idiot. Get a rag—one that looks like you—and wipe the window frames properly.”
“…Yes, My Lady.”
Her actions and words were submissive enough, but her eyes held a spark of defiance.
I didn’t bother picking a fight over it.
After leaving her with a light warning, I continued down the hallway.
I glanced at the portraits lining the walls.
When I first arrived here, I despised those paintings.
They seemed to glare at me, silently urging me to leave.
Now, they struck me as absurdly pitiful.
Perhaps they were forever trapped, immortalized in frames and hung on these walls—a silly thought, really.
Eventually, I reached the garden.
Under a parasol, seated at a table, was the Duchess, gazing at the flowers.
I glanced around and, seeing no one else, spat onto one of the blooms.
Ptooey.
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            Chapter 31: A bit dizzy.
I walked down the paths between the garden, stopping near the chair where the Duchess was seated.
She seemed lost in thought and didn’t notice me until I approached her.
“Oh, you’re here.”
“I heard you called for me.”
“Yes, it seems this time Eileen delivered the message properly without causing trouble.”
Trouble? Eileen and I had rarely spoken enough to call it trouble.
Ah, was she referring to the time she was supposed to fetch me from class but instead threw an egg at my face?
I remembered going to the Duchess like that, unwashed and disheveled, and how startled she had been.
Eileen’s recent insistence that I call her “sister” came to mind, dredging up old memories.
Back then, she had said, “By the way, I heard you’re from the slums. Is that true?” And later added, “Don’t call me sister. I don’t want to be tied to someone like you, a halfwit.”
Why had those words hurt so much at the time? I remembered lying on my bed, sniffling quietly.
Now, though… well…
The Duchess’ voice snapped me out of my thoughts.
“Take a seat.”
The table had two long benches and six ordinary chairs. I chose a chair at a reasonable distance, not too far but within arm’s reach of her.
“What kind of tea would you like?”
“Narcissus tea, if you have it.”
She nodded.
“Of course. By the way, your breath carries a hint of herbs. While medicine is good for the body, overindulgence turns it into poison.”
The faintly sweet but sharp smell of herbs must have clung to me, even though I’d lightly sprayed perfume.
Instead of thanking her for her concern, I sarcastically quipped, “Oh, should I focus harder on smoking opium, then? Since you’d probably prefer I die young, I’ll make sure to speed things up, ha!”
“…Marisela.”
“This conversation feels a bit stale, doesn’t it?”
For someone who probably wished for my disappearance more than anyone else, I wondered if this was an enjoyable topic. Or was it bothersome that I might die happy and drugged?
Actually, it was more likely I’d waste away and die from malnutrition.
“Well, no worries. Even without the drugs, eating spoiled food daily will have me wasting away in no time.”
“What on earth are you talking about?”
The Duchess’ voice faltered, her words trailing off.
I didn’t answer. Judging from her reaction, it seemed the servants tormenting me hadn’t been acting on her orders.;
They must have simply been annoyed that someone they viewed as beneath them was treated as their superior.
Not that it mattered.
Whenever I wanted decent food, I just beat a few of them until they were half-dead and had them thrown out of the mansion. Within a week or two, though, the spoiled food would return.
The Duchess hesitated, pursing her lips as if to ask more questions. Instead, she stood and carefully prepared the tea.;
She placed narcissus petals and tea leaves in a cup, poured hot water into another to let it cool slightly, and then added the water to the tea.
The petals bloomed beautifully in the water, a soft yellow hue spreading. As the narcissus scent filled the air, she seemed about to add sugar but remembered I didn’t like sweet things. She handed the cup to me instead.
I took it, inhaling the fragrance first before taking a small sip. The subtle but fragrant taste lingered in my mouth.
“How is it?”
“It’s very fragrant. I can hardly believe it was sourced here.”
“That’s a relief. This time, I had it imported directly from the East on a trade ship.”
The Duchess dumped the used tea leaves into a large porcelain jar and brewed herself another cup with fresh leaves.
Discarding the leaves after just one or two brews—how extravagant. The headmistress at the orphanage would reuse cheap tea leaves countless times.
“So, why did you call for me?”
“Marisela, do you know how old you are this year?”
How old was I?
I rarely kept track of my age. Even on my birthday, there wasn’t a grand celebration like the ones for the eldest son, Libian, or Eileen. The Duke would just give me a small gift, and that was it.
In fact, I often received meaningless gifts throughout the year, so I seldom even realized it was my birthday.
Age had become something I thought about only when reminded.;
Time passing felt less like growing older and more like my body simply changing.
“I suppose I’m fifteen.”
“At your age, a young lady should start preparing for certain things.”
“I’m not sure what you mean.”
“It’s time to start finding you a suitable match.”
I paused to think about her words before bursting into laughter. Marriage? That was the last thing I wanted.
Looking at the woman in front of me, I couldn’t think of anything more dreadful.
It wasn’t that I had a beautiful, romantic notion of refusing marriage unless it was for love.
Who would respect me?
Who would cherish and protect me as if I were Alina?
A twisted, unpleasant, and difficult girl like me.
I voiced my thoughts to the Duchess, my tone dripping with disdain as I laughed.
“Ha! What man would want to marry someone as insufferable as me?”
The Duchess’ expression soured. Perhaps she couldn’t think of anyone who would want me either. Or maybe she just assumed I was being needlessly rebellious.
In this world, no matter how wretched a person was, marriage was an unspoken norm.
I would rather live quietly in a room with a piano. And when life became unbearable, I’d disappear to a place where no one could find me.
Of course, the Duke wouldn’t leave me alone.
“The world is vast, Marisela. Surely there must be one or two men out there. Even I, a modest Count’s daughter, ended up marrying your father.”
“Through money. An endless amount of money.”
That must be why the Duke, who seemed capable of little more than poring over documents, could afford to spend lavishly on me as well.
“Anyway, Marisela, I’m thinking it’s about time to introduce you to society. Eileen also… well, she entered last year, but hasn’t found a proper match yet.”
The Duchess muttered to herself about Eileen after saying this. Her voice was too soft for me to catch the details.
“……”
I didn’t respond and instead took another sip of tea. Then, placing my elbows on the table—a decidedly improper act—I began tapping my fingers.
Wouldn’t it be fitting if she slapped me for being rude? The lingering effects of the medicine dulled any pain I might feel, so it wouldn’t bother me much. I could create some chaos here and then run off to my room.
Instead of striking me, though, she refilled my empty cup with warm tea. The new tea was marigold; its color and scent told me it was calendula tea.
“Why not do as you once said? Marry me off to some poor farmer in a remote countryside. Or sell me off to some nouveau riche in exchange for a modest sponsorship. What use do I have for debuting in society, dancing at balls, and chatting with people my age?”
I was already famous, though mostly infamous.
Whenever I rode into town by carriage, I heard whispers.
“They say there’s a harlot’s daughter living at the Duke’s estate. Apparently, the Duke was so infatuated with the harlot that he took in her daughter and raised her as his own.”
“But the girl can’t seem to rid herself of her wretched and vulgar nature. She abuses the servants and sullies the honor of knights.”
“They say she even killed a knight she was assigned as a guard, treating him like a devil to do her bidding until he died.”
These rumors weren’t just whispered among the servants. Even when I ventured into town in plain clothes, I heard them.
The stories seemed to date back to when I first arrived at the Duke’s estate. For such tales to spread so widely, someone must have deliberately fanned the flames. And who else would have done so but the Duchess?
“You know what they call me.”
I had no intention of denying the rumors. After all, they weren’t entirely false.
I had killed a knight.
I had beaten servants, cut them with broken glass, and thrown them out of the estate.
Some of them had even lost their eyes or tongues because of me.
Why I did it didn’t really matter. A pitiful halfwit’s story wouldn’t entertain anyone. Only the fact that I committed such vile acts remained.
If I were to dance at a ball or make my debut in society, I knew how it would unfold.
There’d be a protagonist. Someone of lower status than me, with pitiful wealth, far less beauty, but infinitely more charm.
Despite trying to live quietly and without causing harm, I had already become the villainess of a grand tragedy.
Or maybe I had been a terrible villainess all along, and I was the only one who hadn’t realized it.
“Sell me off to someone suitable for an appropriate price. Whether I hang myself the night before the wedding or throw myself from a tower, I’ll make sure to disappear.
Father wouldn’t mind. He’s already done more than enough by taking me in and raising me.”
At that, the Duchess bit her lip. Her body began to tremble slightly.
I didn’t want to look at her, so I forced my gaze to the side.
I couldn’t tell how much time had passed, only that my tea had gone cold.
“I know… I know I’ve done terrible things to you.” Her voice broke the silence.
“You were just a child who knew nothing. But I… I took out my hatred for my husband on you. It’s no excuse, but that’s what I did.
How could I have struck the cheeks of such a small child so harshly?”
Tears welled in the Duchess’ eyes as she spoke.
Her face hadn’t changed much since I first met her, save for a few new wrinkles under her eyes and around her neck.
Despite her unchanging appearance, her words…
“No matter how much I resented my husband, I shouldn’t have done those things to you.
I shouldn’t have deliberately assigned you a dishonorable guard.
I shouldn’t have intentionally surrounded you with lazy, incompetent servants.”
Her self-recriminating confession, spoken with her usual precision, dissolved into tearful sobs.
“I… I turned a child into someone who speaks so indifferently of their own death.
Back then, I thought it was the ultimate revenge. I thought I would feel satisfied, even happy.
But why, why does it feel like this?”
“Marisela, if you would let me… I want to apologize.
I’m sorry. Please, I beg you, please stop speaking as if you don’t care whether you live or die.”
Her words trailed off, replaced by repeated pleas of “please.”
My head felt slightly dizzy. A sharp pain throbbed in my temples.
Surely, she was trying to kill me. Turning me into an opium addict—or had I already crossed that line?
I sipped my cold tea slowly before replying, my tone playful.
“I don’t particularly want to die. I do want to live. You could’ve said this a little sooner, though, ha.”
With that, I stood abruptly.
No, it might be more accurate to say I fled.
To me, the Duchess was someone who had to remain a villain until the day I died.
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            Chapter 32: In the Room
Am I the only one who remains a child?
Am I the only one who hasn’t grown up?
Perhaps I’ve never truly been an adult.
Even before I became Marisela, I was just a child obsessed with the piano.;
Whether as a young girl or in a fully grown body, I preferred the sound of the keys under my fingers in a quiet room over the praise of others who called me a genius.
At least until my hand was crushed by that drunk bastard Taco’s car.
Unable to even press a single key properly, I gave up everything, locked myself in my room, and spiraled into ruin. And then… I woke up here.
In the end, I only grew physically; my mind remained stunted.
I broke once and never managed to get back up. Every attempt to restart only left me more battered and torn.
I don’t like philosophical questions, but I often wonder: What am I?
Maybe the Germans, who seem to ponder such things daily, became insufferably dull because of it.
Since I’m already dull and uninteresting, perhaps it’s fine to think about it once in a while.
A lunatic who cursed at the doctor who skillfully stitched my hand back together—not in gratitude, but in frustration that my fingers wouldn’t move the same way they used to.;
A lunatic who lashed out at her worried family before running off to hide in her room.
A coward who pretended not to notice her mother selling her body, greedily accepted pocket money from visiting noblemen, and silently endured her mother’s inexplicable hatred.
A wretched person who endured bullying in the orphanage without resistance, unable even to thank Raphael when he stepped in to help.
A despicable villain who turned her fury on the mansion’s servants with monstrous cruelty but couldn’t muster a single word of defiance against the Duchess, Libian, or Eileen.
The Duchess, who slapped me and tried to break me, teaching me strange and humiliating lessons.
Libian, who threw things at me, hurled insults, hit me, and kicked me.
Eileen, who scratched and pinched me, poured filth over me, and mocked me.
I couldn’t fight back against them, but I had no qualms about unleashing horrors on the servants who couldn’t stand up to me.
I was an ungrateful fool who only caused pain to Alina, the one person who had always comforted and protected me.
I muttered these self-loathing thoughts as I ran down the corridor.
The sharp clicks of my shoes, once familiar, irritated me, so I flung them off.
My stockinged feet hit the floor, their delicate, slightly polished appearance oddly unnatural yet beautiful.
I shoved aside a maid who scolded me for not wearing shoes properly and kept running. I had to hide in my room.
It was the only safe, comfortable place in this entire mansion.
Leaning against the wall, I took deep breaths once inside. Was I out of breath from running? Or was it the conversation in the garden that left me like this?
No, I couldn’t allow myself to think about it. Acknowledging it would only make things harder.
I was still that child blinking dumbly beside the Proxy Manager’s corpse.
Even now, dressed in pretty clothes, wearing polished shoes, and standing in a warm, spacious room, I was still stuck back there.
Approaching the wall, I yanked at the handle until a shrill metallic sound echoed throughout the hallways.
It didn’t take long for the sound of hurried footsteps to approach.
When the knock came, I screamed like a madwoman. The only consolation was that there was no one here to sedate me or tie me to the bed.
I sat on the floor and spoke.
It was probably Looney again. The servants always sent the easiest target to me.
Even after years, they always left me to her. She must have been ostracized herself, to still be stuck handling me.
“Looney, fetch some powdered medicine from the physician. Tell him to make it a stronger dose this time.”
A bewildered response came from the other side before I heard Looney’s retreating footsteps.;
Closing my eyes briefly, I pressed my trembling hands to the floor and pushed myself up.
Why now?
If our relationships were already broken beyond repair, why seek reconciliation?
It’s simpler to stay as mutual objects of hatred, mired in purposeless contempt.
Loving someone requires justification, but hating them doesn’t.;
We can hate someone for absurd reasons—because they’re unpleasant, unattractive, or simply annoying.
When I think about it, the Duchess hated me simply because I was the daughter of the woman who stole the Duke’s heart.
That’s a valid reason. Perhaps not to me, but to her.
So should I understand and accept her?
Should I embrace the people of this household and live harmoniously with them?
I couldn’t say I hated the eldest son; we’d never spoken enough for me to form an opinion.
As for Eileen and Libian, their mother’s hatred of me likely influenced their own discomfort and disdain.
But after all their insults, mockery, and jeering, could I now entertain their apologies?
They should just keep despising me as they did back then. That’s all.
So why now?
Why are they trying to come closer?
The thoughts tangled in my mind. The medicine couldn’t come soon enough.
Why now, of all times, were they trying to show kindness, worry, or concern?
If I pushed them away, cursed at them, and drove them out, I’d end up as the bad one again.
Yes, just as they say, the villainess.
Fine. Let me play that role. Carefully navigating this household’s whims, punishing those who slight me, and driving out those I deemed unworthy—if that’s not being a villainess, what is?
I know this is just a childish rant.
Perhaps I’m just going through a phase, as they call it. Hormonal imbalances controlling my behavior like a puppet.
It’s such a petty grievance that I can’t bring myself to tell anyone.
If Alina were here, though, I might have curled up in her arms and spilled everything, unwittingly.
Maybe I should visit her.
I hope she’s happy.
But no, my presence might only bring trouble. I’m a notorious wretch, and I might dredge up bad memories for her.
I really am useless.
I stood and walked to the piano.
I didn’t even bother sitting on the bench, shoving it aside and brushing my fingers over the keys.
As I pressed down, the keys seemed to multiply—two, four, eight of them twisting wildly.
A sudden heat surged through me, and I hurriedly opened the window, flung open the door, and pressed my forehead to the cold floor.
“Uweeegh!”
I gagged, but having nothing in my stomach, only bitter bile came up.
My head hurts.
I wasn’t sure if it was from the pain itself or if it was because I was just angry. I pressed my face to the floor and screamed.
“Looney, get that damn medicine right now!!!”
After a while, Looney came into the room holding a basket. She didn’t even wait for permission to enter—was she starting to think I was easy to deal with, too?
Just a moment ago, the sun had been shining brightly, but now the sky was painted in the hues of sunset.
And for some reason, I found myself sitting on the sofa.
“You didn’t even knock before entering. Why?”
“…But, miss, the door was wide open, and you were lying on the floor,” Looney said hesitantly.
“Was I?”
She fidgeted slightly before speaking again.;
“Should I fetch the doctor?”
“No need. Just go back and do whatever it is you’re supposed to be doing.”
It wasn’t anything important.
I took the basket and ushered Looney out of the room.
With trembling hands, I picked up the pipe on the table, only to set it back down.;
I sprinkled a heap of powdered medicine into the leftover tea in my cup and stirred it until it became thick and sticky.
Lacking a teaspoon, I stirred it with my finger instead.
Next, I took out a bundle of dried leaves I had bought in town a while ago while wearing plain clothes—tobacco leaves, or maybe hemp. Not that it mattered. They were just something to mix with the powder.
I dipped the dried leaves into the sticky mixture and stuffed them haphazardly into the pipe’s chamber. Then, I tore a scroll covered in bizarre symbols and used it to light the concoction.
The damp, pungent smoke began to curl upward, filling the room as always.
I inhaled deeply through my nose, my mouth tightly shut, letting the sweet yet sharp scent sting my senses.;
My dry lips scraped against each other as I licked them, then I bit down on the pipe’s stem and drew in a deep breath of smoke.
“Haaah.”
I hadn’t been in my right mind just moments ago.
As the smoke slithered through my body, it felt as though my mind was awakening.
I looked every bit the addict, but what else could I do when the alternative felt like throwing myself out the window?
Alina probably couldn’t endure living in this mansion because she didn’t have something like this. Not that I wanted to suggest she should have taken it.
“Anyway, society…”
There was no reason I couldn’t attend.
Since when had I become someone so important?
If I encountered a bratty girl I didn’t like, I could just yell at her. If a group gathered to intimidate me, I could smash a teapot over their heads.
Just because life had gotten a little easier lately and people had been treating me better, I’d started deluding myself into thinking I was someone of worth.
If the Duchess told me to attend a ball, then of course I had to go. How could a mere wretch like me even dare to refuse?
I was nothing more than the daughter of a prostitute, the Duke’s pet, a foul-tempered halfwit.
The clarity brought on by the smoke made me laugh quietly to myself.
Not because I felt good—this wasn’t the drug’s effect.
“Heheh.”
At least, I think it wasn’t.
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            Chapter 33: Stepping Out
For the first time in a while, I got up from my seat and headed to the bathroom.
Unlike before, there was no servant trailing behind me. That wasn’t surprising—I had long since driven away anyone assigned to follow me around.
Three maids were chatting and resting near the bathroom. When they noticed me approaching, they tensed, stood up, and bowed respectfully.
“Heat the water. I need to wash before dinner. Also, bring some fragrant oil and soap,” I instructed.
One of them began stoking the fire in what looked like a boiler, while another dashed off to fetch the oil and soap. The third, who seemed about my age, quietly trailed after me.
I didn’t bother speaking to her. She looked pale, as if she’d faint if I so much as opened my mouth. Probably because of the rumors—half of which were true.
Before entering the bath, I stepped into the dressing room to remove my clothes. Reaching behind me to grab the zipper, I felt the girl’s trembling hands on my back as she wordlessly unzipped it for me.
“Hey, kid.”
Though she seemed my age, I deliberately called her “kid.”
When I addressed her, she froze and began trembling even more. Was she new?
The staff were too much, leaving an inexperienced girl to deal with me without any warning.
“Y-yes, miss!”
“Ask for permission before touching me next time.”
“Yes, miss!”
“And lower your voice.”
“Yes…”
I stripped off my dress, dropping it to the floor, then began removing my undergarments. The fabric clung slightly, damp from sweat.
As I entered the bathroom, the scent of oils and the steam from boiling water brushed past me.
Before soaking in the tub, I began washing my body and hair. A single sheet of paper attached to the wall activated a magical installation that made water pour from thin air.
How many city houses could one of these devices buy? The thought crossed my mind idly.
Just as I was about to get into the tub, I heard the voice of the maid who had been sent to fetch the soap and oil, calling out to the girl who had stayed with me.
The girl, who had been blankly staring at my naked body, snapped out of her daze with an exaggerated shake of her head and quickly left. She returned moments later with the requested items.
Settling naturally into the tub, I murmured, “Just spread the oil around lightly. As for the soap… hmm?”
Along with the oil and soap, the girl had brought a basket full of rose petals.
“…What’s that for?”
At my frown, she answered nervously, “I-it’s fashionable to use fragrant oils with flower petals these days. Mr. Rickton gave it to me to bring to you…”
“Do as you like. Keep the soap for when I need it later.”
“Yes, miss!”
Her overly enthusiastic response echoed throughout the bathroom, but the lingering effects of the medicine dulled my sensitivity to the noise.
Ah, the sweet scent clinging to my breath—I’d need to brush my teeth later. I could do it after finishing my bath.
The girl kept glancing at me. Perhaps because I wasn’t wearing anything, her gaze felt particularly uncomfortable.
“Hey, it’s awkward if you keep staring.”
She blushed, hurriedly turned her head, and finally shifted to facing the wall, her exaggerated movements making me chuckle.
“S-sorry!”
“Go fetch a willow toothbrush while you’re at it.”
I stood up, brushing the sticky oil clinging to my skin with my fingers. Dizziness briefly overtook me, and I stumbled before tearing another magical scroll from the wall to summon lukewarm water to rinse myself off.
Using the soap, I created a rich lather, thoroughly washing my body before rinsing it away.
When the maid returned with the toothbrush, I dipped its bristles in the medicinal powder she’d brought and brushed my teeth and mouth.;
The taste of the powder was unpleasant, but I preferred it to the awful plant smell of the miswak sticks the servants once recommended when they were in vogue.
The first time I bathed alone, it felt strange. Now, the idea of someone else offering to help seemed so awkward I might flee.
I glanced at the mirror.
The reflection showed a pale face with white hair, dull red eyes, and no expression—a face that naturally looked like it was on the verge of tears.
Once, I had felt uncomfortable with this image of myself. Now, it has become my norm.
After rinsing my mouth, I walked back to the dressing room without bothering to dry off.
I took the towel the maid handed me and roughly dried my body and hair before tearing a scroll to magically finish the job. Then, I slipped into a well-fitting dress and headed to the dining hall.
The moon was already visible in the sky outside the window, the sun having nearly set.
Entering the dining hall, I immediately noticed Eileen, her face slightly sullen; the Duchess, her eyes faintly red; Libian and the eldest son chatting idly with bored expressions; and the Duke, looking somewhat surprised to see me.
I bowed lightly to the Duke and asked in a calm voice, “May I join you for dinner?”
“Your seat is always ready. Please, have a seat,” he replied.
Everyone wore expressions of mild surprise, even the servants moving about the room.
I sat in my usual seat, and the meal began as though nothing had changed.
Though I wasn’t yet an adult, perhaps they thought I was grown enough for this.
A sweet glass of wine was served as an aperitif.
I ate dishes like carved mushroom appetizers and butter-seared fish, washing them down with the occasional sip of clear wine. As I savored the wine’s aroma, I quietly brought up the topic.
“You mentioned appearing in society soon.”
The Duchess, more composed than she had been in the garden, replied in a steady tone.
“Yes, Marisela. I’d be glad if you were willing to consider it.”
“The Duchess has spoken. Of course, I’ll attend,” I said flatly.
Without waiting for a response, I cut a small piece from the lamb rib coated in seasoning that had just been served and placed it in my mouth.
As always, the food here was exceptional. Only the stress and indigestion afterward were a problem.
The Duchess looked visibly pleased, perhaps believing I had accepted her earlier apology.
Let her think about what she likes.
For now, and for the foreseeable future, all I could do was bow my head and comply.
“Then, Duchess, we should send a letter to His Majesty the Emperor immediately.”
“We’ll need to arrange an audience and set the schedule, so yes, we should.”
It had been a long time since I’d seen the Duke and Duchess speaking calmly without raising their voices or betraying their emotions.
Meanwhile, Eileen still looked flustered, her expression frozen in awkwardness as she ate.
By the time the Duke and Duchess were deep in conversation, Libian, seated beside me, leaned over and whispered.
“What’s gotten into you to suddenly agree with Mother?”
“Who knows.”
“I heard you disguise yourself as a commoner and went into the city. Did you meet someone impressive there?”
Not someone impressive, but I did stock up on some very fine tobacco leaves.
“I have no idea. How do you even know about that?”
Libian gave me a slightly sulky look before launching into sharp criticism.
“You’re an idiot if you thought you could sneak around without anyone noticing.”
I let out a dry chuckle but didn’t respond, choosing instead to focus on my meal.
As the sweeter dishes began to arrive, signaling the meal’s progression, the Duke and Duchess seemed to have finished their discussion and turned their attention to me.
“Marisela, once the schedule is set, you’ll travel to the capital with me and Eileen. There’s a large estate near the palace—nothing to boast of compared to this place—but you’ll stay there with Eileen.”
Though I’d heard of “society” before, I only had vague notions of it—nobles gathered for dancing, casual kisses exchanged regardless of whether one had a lover or spouse, a place brimming with unbridled indulgence.
Eileen had bragged about her time in the capital when she returned, but I hadn’t listened closely. I wasn’t interested.
“Libian will come with us this time too,” the Duke added.
“If it’s a trip, the capital’s much more exciting, after all,” Libian replied.
“But don’t bring the eldest. If I’m left alone, I’ll get terribly bored,” the Duke remarked, half-jokingly.
“This time, Eileen and Libian will suffice,” the Duchess replied, smiling.
Everyone laughed at the Duke’s offhand comment. If he thought that was humorous, he must have been a German in a past life—one so bored with the world that they’d tried to burn it down twice.
I was the only one not laughing, my expression stiff as I sipped tea and nibbled at cake. The humor was utterly lost on me.
The other five, however, chatted away in a lively and harmonious atmosphere. I didn’t interrupt, instead lowering my head and quietly picking at my dessert.
As a child, I might have felt uneasy being left out, but I had grown so used to it that now it bordered on tedious.
It didn’t bother me, though.
As the meal drew to a close, I got up and began making my way back to my room, but Eileen called out to me.
Looking back, I saw two servants cleaning the windows, which gave me a faint sense of déjà vu.
“Marisela, before you go, just for a moment—don’t leave yet. Let’s talk,” Eileen said.
“What, so you can shove me again?”
I expected her to yell or lash out at my jab, but instead, she stayed quiet.
“…Just for a moment,” she repeated.
“Then come to my room,” I said, turning to leave.
To my surprise, Eileen, usually so proud, nodded.
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            Chapter 34: The Conversation
Eileen followed closely behind me.
Usually, she would walk beside me, chattering about things I wasn’t the least bit interested in. Today, though, the atmosphere was subdued.
I didn’t mind; the calmness was a pleasant change.
As we neared my room, the familiar sweet scent began to fill the air. Eileen wrinkled her nose in mild displeasure, clearly not fond of it.
Once inside, I pulled out a chair for her to sit on. Without thinking, I walked over to the drawer, grabbed some tobacco leaves, and started chopping them with scissors, habit taking over.
Eileen’s startled voice cut through the quiet.
“Marisela, what are you doing all of a sudden?”
“Oh, it’s just a habit. Give me a moment—it’s not like this is urgent.”
I stuffed the powdered leaves into the pipe and lit it with a torn scroll, sending up a plume of smoke. Eileen grimaced and rushed to open the window, coughing.
The Duke smokes every day, so why is this such a big deal? Maybe because my room is smaller.
I glanced at her fussing over the smoke, then walked over to the piano.
Running my fingers over a few keys, I began to play a piece just as Eileen opened her mouth to speak.;
My fingertips settled on the keys, and I drew a deep pull from the pipe, letting the sticky, hazy sensation wash over me. Then, I began to play.
It wasn’t as if I had to worry about disturbing anyone—there was no one nearby to be inconvenienced.
I chose Brahms’ Variations on a Theme by Paganini. While many preferred Liszt’s Grand Etudes After Paganini, I had always been drawn to Brahms.
Paganini’s influence made the piece dramatic and flamboyant, which I loved, but I especially liked the eighth variation, with its unique virtuosity.
I didn’t play the entire set; my wrist ached, and the day had been exhausting. After wrapping up my performance, I stood and turned around.
Eileen stared at me, wide-eyed, as if she’d seen a ghost.
“What… what are you?” she stammered.
I shrugged, not understanding what this silly girl was trying to say.
“What do you mean?”
“You just played that and acted like it’s nothing! That’s what’s strange!”
“Well, with enough practice, anyone can do it. Now, are you going to tell me why you followed me here?”
“…I wanted to ask for a favor,” she muttered hesitantly.
“Goodness.”
I was so surprised I nearly dropped my pipe. I’d used it for years and grown attached to it—breaking it would’ve been disastrous.
“You mentioned earlier that you’re going to the ball,” she began, her discomfort evident as she dragged out her words.
“Should I not go? I don’t mind. You can explain it to the Duchess yourself.”
“No, that’s not it! Whether you go or not doesn’t matter to me. I just…” She faltered, then finally continued.
“There’s someone I like.”
“And?”
“And… if he talks to you, could you gently turn him down or avoid him? I mean, if you don’t want to, I won’t force you…”
Her words didn’t anger me as much as they left me baffled.
Though society was more open to mixed-class marriages compared to a century ago, I was practically a commoner in the eyes of nobles.
Still, it was amusing how Eileen, even when lowering herself to make a request, managed to be just as annoying as when she acted haughty.
How could one person be so irritating?
“Why? Are you afraid I’ll seduce the man you like?”
“What could you possibly have that I don’t, Eileen?”
“You’re better at instruments than I am, you learned dances in a month that took me years to master, you’re incredibly smart, and you’ve practically memorized every book in the mansion…”
I approached her as she trailed off.
There was no need to yell or get angry. Perhaps it was the lingering effects of the drug, but I felt calm—like a painkiller dulling every sharp edge of emotion.
Eileen tensed as I drew closer, swallowing nervously.
“Look, Eileen, we’re past the age where I have to explain these things to you.
Being good at instruments means nothing. You learned them because the Duchess wanted you to understand the music of a distinguished commoner among a sea of mediocre ones.
Dancing? As long as you don’t step on someone’s toes, it’s fine. Being smart? Useless for a woman in our position.”
I tapped her chest lightly with the stem of my pipe, and she flushed, standing up to cover her chest with her arms.
“What… what are you doing?!”
“A man wants a pretty face, big breasts, and a shapely waist and hips. Most would prefer someone like you, who listens quietly, over a bizarre girl obsessed with difficult music and strange habits.”
Hearing it aloud, my words sounded almost like an insult.
Still, Eileen was far better off than I was.
“And you’re not a halfwit, unlike me.
So, is that enough to assure you? Whoever this man is, you don’t need to worry about me.”
Eileen nodded, her expression troubled.
Her face always gave away her feelings so plainly—I wondered if she’d ever grow out of it. Probably not, I decided.
“Now, why don’t you head out, Eileen?”
She flinched at my words, but then, like I had done earlier, she slowly approached me.
If she was coming to slap me, I could take the hit, laugh it off, and apologize. At least she wasn’t trying to push me this time.
Instead, she grabbed my shoulders, her fingers trembling as she looked at me with a faintly sorrowful expression.
I considered ruining the mood with a joke, but something held me back, and I stayed silent.
“…Is it because of what I said to you before?”
I gently removed her hands from my shoulders and walked over to my bed without answering.
I tugged off my socks, feeling the cool air on my bare feet, then finally spoke in a low voice.
“What you said back then… it was all true.”
Whether it was as a child or two years ago—I couldn’t quite remember. I didn’t want to remember. Thinking about it hurts too much.
Eileen had insulted me, bringing up my mother, but everything she’d said had been the truth.
“…It wasn’t the truth. Just something I said in anger.”
“Sure, if you say so. Get out, Eileen. You’ve said your piece.”
At my words, Eileen gave me a forlorn look and left the room.
Should I call her behavior hypocritical? Or just plain repulsive? I couldn’t decide.
Moments like this always led me back to the piano.
Whatever else happened, the only thing that ever understood me or gave voice to my feelings was an instrument.
A week and three days passed.
Life continued its dull, unchanging routine until the Duchess came by to inform me that we’d be departing for the capital after lunch.
She asked if I needed anything packed, but when I said no, she simply nodded.
After hastily finishing a flavorless bowl of oat porridge for lunch, I grabbed a few books to read on the journey and boarded the carriage without any luggage.
The carriage was enormous—about the size of a modest commoner’s house. Inside were Eileen, Libian, and the Duchess.
It must have been enhanced by magic, as its interior was far more spacious than its outward appearance suggested.
“Ah, Marisela, you’re here,” the Duchess greeted me.
“…What is this place?”
“This is the carriage we use for traveling to the capital. It’s a bit smaller compared to those used by other families, but…”
I barely heard the rest of her explanation.
No wonder this seemingly small carriage was pulled by eight strong horses—it wasn’t a carriage so much as a moving house.
If we’d traveled like this on our trips to the lake, it would’ve been incredibly convenient.
“Anyway, it might be a bit uncomfortable, but unlike your usual bed, this one is fitted to your body. Libian takes up the most space, so you’ll probably have to use that bed over there,” the Duchess said, pointing to a specific spot.
I nodded and sat on the indicated bed.
I could feel the slight sway of the carriage as it moved, but the entire setup was astonishing.
Until now, I had thought this world wasn’t so different from the one I came from, aside from the existence of magic. Seeing this proved me wrong.
Libian noticed my dazed expression and approached, throwing out a casual remark.
“What’s with you? Acting like it’s your first time riding in one of these.”
“…It is my first time in a carriage like this.”
“…Oh.”
At that, the previously warm and somewhat familial atmosphere in the carriage instantly grew colder.
Even Libian seemed momentarily at a loss for words.
As always, I was the outsider.

        
            Chapter 35: The Girl She Saw
I always think the world is such a beautiful place.
The people working in the estate are all loyal and kind, doing their best no matter the task.
The knights in the back training grounds are all so gallant and handsome, with rumors even saying they’re renowned fighters elsewhere. Well, that’s according to the knight captain, so I can’t say how credible it is.
Our family, too, is harmonious, gathering daily to share meals and spend time together.
But one day, a girl named Marisela came into our home.
She was small, her body and face much younger than mine, yet her words and actions seemed more mature than even my mother’s.
After Marisela arrived, the once-harmonious atmosphere of our family began to crumble.
My kind and beautiful mother started looking distressed whenever she saw her. The air around her grew heavier and darker.
Once, I completed an embroidery piece and went to show it to my mother proudly, only to find her collapsed on the bed, crying her heart out.
You might think this is an excuse, but imagine how I must have felt about Marisela at the time.
How could I not despise her when my mother—a woman so gentle and kind—hated her from the very first moment they met?
Even to the point of quarreling with Father about her.
Mother once told me, Marisela is the daughter of a prostitute. She might carry the filthy, vile blood of a devil.
She’s undoubtedly as wicked as her mother was.
When a mother—especially a perfect, gentle mother—says something to a child, the child believes it without question.
At that age, I might have believed her even if she’d told me that Isten, our Almighty, was actually Satan deceiving the world.
The things Mother said about Marisela only strengthened my beliefs.
The first time I attended Mother’s lessons with Marisela, Mother kept her behind afterward.
When we reunited at dinner, Mother’s face was hollow and broken—completely unlike herself.
Then one day, there was talk of a family picnic, but Marisela wasn’t included.
More accurately, Mother didn’t ask Marisela if she wanted to come, leaving her behind at the estate.
I thought about how I’d feel if I were left alone in the mansion while my family went on a picnic, and a heavy ache filled my chest. So, I asked Libian to invite her along.
Mother would be upset, of course, but I didn’t think about the consequences. Mother always indulged me, no matter how difficult it was for her.
I did consider the possibility of being scolded later, though.
After our lessons, Marisela simply returned to her room. I thought Libian had forgotten to pass on my message, but when I learned that she’d heard the invitation and still chosen not to come, I was furious.
Marisela, however, dismissed my anger with a mocking tone, as if I were some ridiculous child.
She ignored me when I tried to stop her, mocked me when I spoke, and laughed at me with scorn.
Consumed by humiliation and a sense of superiority—the feeling that I had done her a favor only to be trampled on—I shoved her as she walked away.
Perhaps I thought myself better, more important than her.
I spoke as if granting a servant some grand privilege, offering her the right to join us for the picnic.
Marisela must have hated that.
I remembered how she once called our family outings pointless dog play.
Even so, I shouldn’t have let my emotions get the better of me.
We had been at odds since the day we met, but that incident solidified the bitterness between us, making reconciliation impossible.
That girl was so strange to me.
When she fell, her nose broken and her face covered in blood, she didn’t cry or show pain.
Instead, when I approached, she spoke softly: You didn’t do it on purpose, right?
When I sarcastically asked what she’d do if I had, she didn’t get angry.
Instead, she punished the servants who didn’t come to her aid, knocking them down and striking them. Thinking back, she was meting out justice.
Then she came to me, tears streaming down her face, but with a twisted smile—a smile that was crying.
I can’t do anything, she said. Her voice was flat, devoid of emotion.
At that moment, I was terrified of her.
Looking back now, I realize she had already given up on everything.
She was just an eleven-year-old child, but everyone pointed fingers at her, avoided her, and left her isolated.
She endured all of it, to the point where pain no longer mattered.
Marisela grew far more brilliant as we both got older.
Whenever I stood beside her, I felt like my light was dimmed.
In just a month of lessons, she danced better than I did after years of practice. Her frail, awkward appearance blossomed into beauty as time passed.
For reasons I couldn’t understand, she mastered instruments better than most court musicians and could recite books she’d read by heart.
She was a genius.
Her presence filled me with jealousy and inferiority.
Even after she was punished for harming servants and locked in the tower, I was scared of her—and envious.
I tormented her out of those feelings.
I poured filth on her, threw rotten eggs with Libian, and struck her from behind before running away.
I hurled insults at her, things too vile to repeat.
But Marisela, with her expressionless face, simply stared at us for a while before walking away, as if it didn’t matter.
And we didn’t stop tormenting her, even after she returned from that lake, her temperament even sharper.
The servants whispered that she’d killed a knight during that trip, but I dismissed it. How could a frail girl like Marisela defeat a strong knight?
I never imagined it was true.
Years passed before Libian and I began questioning ourselves. It was two years before this journey to the capital.
Libian told me he’d knocked Marisela down during an argument, looking troubled.
For the first time, we talked—awkwardly—about whether it was time to stop tormenting her and apologize.
Having grown into ourselves, we thought it was time to be satisfied with who we were.
But this is a confession I’d never share—not with Mother, Father, or even in confession at church.
It’s just my ramblings, scribbled in a diary only I will read.
Ramblings that, if left unspoken, feel like they’d rot away inside me.
Even then, I still thought I was somehow above Marisela—someone who surpassed me in every way.
The Girl Eileen Saw
Because it’s true, isn’t it?
Marisela was half-commoner, ignored by the servants who never heeded her anger or complaints, and so docile when bullied that she never uttered a word of protest.
It didn’t matter how talented or beautiful she was.
So I approached her as if bestowing a favor—much like when I shoved her at age 11. This time, I used the same condescending tone to apologize for years of torment, as if she owed me forgiveness.
Of course, I didn’t go alone. I was too afraid to do that, so I brought Libian with me.
Marisela’s response was short and scathing.
“If you’re sorry, hang yourself and die right now. If that’s too much, stab yourself in the stomach and die instead.”
Looking back, her pupils were slightly dilated, and she seemed anxious and unsteady.
But I didn’t consider that at the time. Instead, I lashed out.
“How dare you…” I began, before hurling every vile insult I could muster.
“Your mother was a whore, and you’re no different.
I’ll live happily ever after, but you’ll rot away in this room, shriveling into nothing.
If you’ve got the strength to spit such nonsense, why don’t you go hang yourself right now?
No matter how talented or beautiful you are, everyone loves me, and no one will ever love you.”
Reading this now, it’s horrifying.
Marisela trembled violently as she listened, then stood, grabbed the teapot, and smashed it.
I panicked, remembering the stories of her slashing the servants with glass shards.
But no, it was worse.
She turned the broken glass on me, slashing my arm repeatedly. When that didn’t satisfy her, she began stabbing my neck, crying the whole time.
Fortunately, it was just jagged ceramic, so the damage was shallow, leaving only raw, scraped skin.
And that’s when I realized it wasn’t Marisela who was the devil we accused her of being.
It was us. Me.
The excuses—the devil’s influence, her wickedness, her filthy bloodline—were all lies we told ourselves to justify what we did to her.
Libian tackled Marisela, wresting the glass shard from her hand. I ran to fetch the physician.
The next day, Marisela acted as though nothing had happened.
Mother, after hearing what transpired, broke down. Her face crumbled as she sobbed, then she threw us out of the room.
We heard her crying behind the door but, of course, pretended not to notice.
In the end, it wasn’t Marisela who was vile, base, or wicked. It was me.
Even calling it youthful folly doesn’t absolve me.
And the worst part is, I’ve never once truly apologized—not properly.
This is my confession.
Not to anyone else, but to myself.
Because no matter how much I beg, I’ll never be forgiven.
Do I regret it? Of course I do.
But what good is regret if I’m the only one who feels it?
Eileen closed her diary, stood up, and glanced over at Marisela, who was absorbed in a book.
She opened her mouth as if to speak but faltered, dragging her hand down her face before sinking back into her chair.
At the bottom of the diary’s last page, the words “Apologize today” had been scratched out with two heavy lines.
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            Chapter 36: The Imperial Palace
Just being stuck in the same carriage with people I didn’t particularly like was enough to sour my mood, but the thought of being in such a magnificent carriage made it slightly more tolerable.
Compared to the carriage Alina and I had once admired for its soft sofas, this one rendered that memory laughable. Back then, I thought that carriage was amazing—how naive.
I suppose human greed truly knows no bounds.
The things I once considered blessings now feel endlessly insufficient.
It should have been enough that Eileen and Libian didn’t bully or strike me during the ride, yet lately, even sharing the same space with them has become intolerable.
The journey was comfortable, with no nausea or discomfort, but there was one issue: I couldn’t freely smoke because of the Duchess’ watchful eye. As a result, I felt cold and shivery, my fingers trembling slightly from withdrawal.
Despite my restlessness, the carriage rolled on without incident, arriving in the capital just as the sun began to rise after a week-long journey.
The city was massive—so much so that even from the hill we passed, its end wasn’t visible.
Still, considering that six million people lived there, wasn’t it rather small?
The wealthier commoners likely crammed into coops with tiny bedrooms squeezed into living rooms, while the poor languished in leaky, cramped shanties.
Our carriage, of course, avoided those filthy neighborhoods and factories where workers were ground down like cogs in a machine.
What I saw were splendid gardens, grand mansions, cleanly paved streets, and well-dressed people strolling about.
The carriage passed through the seemingly purposeless outer walls of the city, rolling into its heart.
Compared to this, the capital of the Duchy of Vitelsbach seemed like a humble provincial town.
The streets were alive with uniformed officers, knights in gleaming plate armor, children in school uniforms, and robed magicians.;
Women shopped with their children, and couples strolled hand-in-hand, their displays of affection almost vulgar.
The city was brimming with energy—so much so that it made me want to hide.
“Marisela, once we arrive at the mansion, bathe thoroughly and change into the white dress we’ve prepared. We’ll be meeting His Majesty the Emperor before dinner,” the Duchess instructed.
“Yes, Duchess.”
At my response, she frowned and rubbed her face.
“…From now on, call me Mother. Within the family, I don’t mind how you address me, but outside, everyone knows me as your mother.”
I almost blurted out a retort.
You’re not my mother. My mother was a prostitute from the slums. She loved me in her own way but struggled to show it.
But I stopped myself.
Lately, my thoughts had been slipping out far too easily, unfiltered. It seemed I was just another fool at the mercy of hormones.
“…Yes, Mother.”
Even so, the nobles must already know the truth. No commoner was fooled by the charade, so why would they be?
The carriage entered a street offering a clear view of the enormous castle at the city’s center, stopping before a grand mansion.
While it wasn’t as large as one might expect for hosting balls, as the Duchess had lamented earlier, it was still impressive.
Servants from the estate greeted us, guiding Libian and me into the mansion.;
The Duchess and Eileen, more familiar with the place, walked confidently ahead.
One servant, perhaps eager to show off the well-maintained estate or oblivious to who I was, kindly explained the mansion’s history and offered to accommodate any preferences I had.
She even shared anecdotes about troublesome male guests asking her into their rooms, a clear attempt to make me sympathize.
When I asked for a quiet, secluded room, she hesitated briefly before leading me to one.
It was a corner room with a window offering a panoramic view of the city. Despite being unused, it was immaculate, with a large bed, a bookshelf stocked with novels, and enough space for two pianos.
I resolved to purchase a guitar when I went into the city.
After settling, I followed a servant to the bath.
It reminded me of when I first arrived at the orphanage and was overwhelmed by servants helping me bathe. The difference now was that my body wasn’t malnourished or filthy.
Servants undressed me, wrapped me in soft, white towels, and proceeded to wash me with oils and powders that filled the air with fragrance.
When I tried to bathe alone, they insisted with such firmness that I relented.
They washed my hair, covered me in scented foams, rinsed me with warm water, and dressed me in an elaborate white gown made of silk adorned with small jewels.
The gown, though elegant, was uncomfortably revealing, with a low neckline, short sleeves, and an impractically long hem that trailed behind me.
As if that wasn’t exhausting enough, they sat me before a mirror, styled my hair, applied makeup, and adorned me with feathers and jewels.
When I asked why such effort was necessary, they replied that it was a servant’s duty to make their charge as beautiful and comfortable as possible.
At that, I closed my mouth, finding nothing more to say.
Dressed and prepared, I stepped outside to find the Duchess similarly adorned and waiting for me.
“Let’s go to the palace,” she said.
I nodded and followed her into the carriage.
Neither of us spoke during the ride. We weren’t close enough for idle chatter, and silence didn’t bother me.
The Duchess, however, seemed uncomfortable and eventually handed me a catalog and a pen.
“Someone will visit tomorrow. Mark what you want. It’s unseemly for you to shop in person.”
I didn’t respond, merely taking the catalog.
As the carriage crossed a massive bridge and drew closer to the imperial palace, she spoke again.
“Marisela, you haven’t forgotten the etiquette for meeting His Majesty, have you?”
“Of course not. How could I? You corrected even the slightest mistake in posture with a cane across my face.”
The Duchess winced, her heavily powdered face shimmering in the light as she murmured, “Must you always speak this way…?”
“If you’re unhappy, you can do what you always did—beat me with a cane and insult my mother. And if that doesn’t suffice, you can lock me in a room again,” I replied with a saccharine smile.
“That’s not what I meant…”
“Oh, my mistake. Mother, I meant. I was only saying everything’s fine. Whatever happened in the past, it’s not worth remembering, is it?”
The Duchess forced a smile of relief.
There were no issues between us.
And even if there were, some problems are best left buried.
The carriage stopped before the palace gates, which groaned open with a slow, heavy creak.
I glanced to the right and noticed soldiers struggling to turn some mechanism, suggesting the gates were being opened manually, not magically.
We passed through a garden in full bloom, vibrant flowers lining the path.
I kept up small talk with the Duchess, feigning interest and agreeing with her here and there as we made our way into the palace.
Inside, we walked along a long corridor lined with red carpets. Countless guards stood in orderly rows, their crisp uniforms a stark contrast to the knights stationed at each door, clad in ornate armor and armed with swords.
After passing through numerous grand halls and corridors, we arrived at the audience chamber.
Inside, I saw several girls around my age, all dressed impeccably, each holding the hand of a woman I assumed to be their mother.;
They bowed gracefully before the Emperor, greeting him as part of some formal ritual.
So this was what it meant to “debut” in high society.
It was essentially a presentation—a performance where the daughters of the elite were introduced to the Emperor or the Crown Prince and his consort, showing off the etiquette they had spent so much time practicing.
Like an assembly line producing noble ladies, these girls, all dressed in white, moved forward in turn.;
They performed their rehearsed bows, exchanged a few polite words with the Emperor, and then exited the chamber.
It was laughable.
Whether it was me, dragged here by the Duchess, or those girls acting out the same routine to join high society, we were all the same—just players in an elaborate, mechanical charade.
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            Chapter 37: The Imperial Palace
The long line of debutantes stretched ahead, with the Duchess and me at the very end.;
Unfortunately, no one joined behind us, which meant we’d be the last to present ourselves—a rather uncomfortable position.
The girl in front of me, slightly plump and nervous, approached the Emperor, bowed gracefully, exchanged a few polite words, and left after receiving a kiss on her hand.
Now, the Emperor and Empress turned their gazes toward the Duchess and me.
Behind them stood a middle-aged man in a pristine military uniform adorned with medals.;
A line of soldiers stood at attention, likely ready to prevent any untoward incidents.
As the Duchess and I stepped forward, we performed a deep curtsy, slightly lifting the hems of our skirts.;
I kept my mouth shut, knowing that speaking first was a privilege reserved for those of higher rank.
After a brief pause, the Empress addressed the Duchess.
“It’s been a while, Duchess Vitelsbach. Have you been well?
Has Mitch… that fool… been giving you much trouble?”
Mitch—that was an affectionate nickname. My father’s name, Mitchell, hardly suited him.
“Not at all, Your Majesty. My husband has always showered me with love,” the Duchess replied with a serene smile.
“Haha, that’s good to hear.
And so, this must be Marisela.”
The Empress’ gaze fell on me, and I inclined my head. “Yes, Your Majesty.”
“I’ve heard a great deal about you. The people here are always hungry for gossip, you know.”
I had no idea what stories she’d heard, but I doubted they were flattering.
“Most of the children who come here bring dreams of love, hope, or the prospect of an honorable and wealthy match. But your eyes…”
She leaned forward slightly, studying me. “Your eyes are dark and lifeless, as if you’ve been dragged here against your will with nothing to hope for.”
“…I apologize,” I murmured.
“There’s nothing to apologize for, child.”
Her tone softened. “I only said it because you seem pitiable.
After all, there are enough people eager to defame you—like the absurd rumor that you killed a knight at the age of eleven.”
Her words made me flinch slightly. It wasn’t defamation; it was true.
“Even if everyone else here shuns you, know that you have my welcome.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty.”
The Empress extended her hand, and I mimicked the gesture of taking it, bowing again. She seemed pleased with my composure, a faint smile gracing her lips.
The Emperor spoke next, his white gloves pristine against the vibrant red of his uniform.
“I read the letter Mitch sent about you. It was full of praise for your intelligence and beauty. Seeing you in person, I can see he wasn’t exaggerating.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty.”
“No need to thank me.
If Mitch was willing to look beyond that beautiful woman at his side and fall for a commoner, your mother must have been truly stunning.”
The Duchess’ face froze, her forced smile trembling at the edges.
Couldn’t she control her expressions before someone so high-ranking? Was she really just another emotionally-driven woman no different from those on the streets?
The thought amused me.
The Emperor continued, unfazed. “I imagine even those scholars who pester me incessantly would lose their composure if they saw you. Those who argue it’s impossible to define human beauty would surely be captivated by your presence.”
His words reminded me of the tedious philosophical texts the Duchess had once forced me to memorize. Without thinking, I responded:
“Those scholars, cloistered away and disconnected from the real world, can hardly compare to Your Majesty.”
The Emperor raised an eyebrow, then began quizzing me about those very texts.
“Have you studied at the Academy?”
“No, Your Majesty.”
I hadn’t needed to. The endless hours spent reciting passages filled with drivel about aesthetics, perception, and natural phenomena had left me intimately familiar with their arguments.
The Emperor seemed impressed.
“The Duchess must have been a remarkable teacher.”
“…Yes.”
His gaze shifted, playful and calculating. “Another exceptional child stood before me earlier.
Like you, they were bright and beautiful. Yet despite your similarities, you seem opposites in every way.”
He must have been referring to her—the protagonist. I had caught a glimpse of flowing golden hair that almost seemed to glow, illuminated by nothing but the chandelier overhead.
I didn’t see her face, of course, and I couldn’t very well abandon decorum to push past the Duchess and get a better look.
The Emperor leaned back, studying me.
“Every child who has stood here has answered the same question. Tell me, child, what kind of Emperor do you think I am?”
The Duchess had drilled me on this: recite his titles, every single one, in perfect order.
“The rightful king of the Charichin Kingdom, head of the united realms blessed by Isten, protector of faith, legitimate Emperor of all the imperial peoples…”
“Enough,” he interrupted, waving a hand. “Reciting forgotten titles even though I don’t care about them is pointless.”
My voice grew a little sharp. “Then what would you like to know, Your Majesty?”
He didn’t seem offended.
“One child said I seemed like a slightly foolish yet kind uncle. That response broke the captain of the guard’s stoic demeanor—it had been ages since I’d seen that.”
The Emperor chuckled to himself. “Now tell me, without reciting my titles or sugarcoating your words, what kind of man do you think I am? Speak honestly. Curse me if you like.”
His gaze wasn’t on Marisela, the Duchess’ daughter.
It was on Marie, the orphan from the slums.
For the first time, I realized he’d seen right through me.
And so I spoke, unfiltered.
“You’re a self-important noble who doesn’t even bother to notice the people beneath you.”
The room didn’t fall silent.
The guard captain’s expression tightened slightly, and the Empress looked vaguely uncomfortable, but nothing more.
“The slum rats seem to think so,” the Emperor replied with a smirk. “And what of the common folk—not the beggars, but those with modest means?”
“They likely think you’re a great Emperor. You’ve never lost a war, and you leave a small chance for those with talent to rise, even if most struggle in poverty.”
“And does this empire seem eternal to you?”
“It does.”
“Then may your life in this eternal empire be filled with honor and love.”
He extended his hand for me to kiss.
His hand bore a faint red mark—evidence that the golden-haired girl had left a much more enthusiastic kiss than etiquette demanded.
I barely brushed my lips to his hand before bowing and exiting the chamber.
The Duchess followed silently until we reached the carriage, where she exploded.
“Marisela! What were you thinking spouting such reckless nonsense to the Emperor?!
We’re lucky he was in a good mood or dismissed you as an uneducated child!”
Her tirade washed over me. I sighed and muttered an apology.
“Three days from now, the ball at the palace—don’t you dare cause any trouble there.”
“Yes, Duchess.”
The carriage rolled on.
I sank into the sofa, loosening the suffocating dress and undoing my hair. Then, I picked up the catalog and pen.
I marked a polished piano, a guitar, and a bottle of sweet sleeping draught before setting it aside.
Back at the mansion, I shook off the persistent servants, left my dress in the wardrobe, and retreated to the bath.
I scrubbed myself clean, as if trying to wash away the day’s weight.
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            Chapter 38: insignificant
I was sitting on the edge of the bed, staring blankly into space, letting time slip away, when a servant informed me that Libian had come to see me.
Rubbing my eyes to ensure no unsightly crust remained, I adjusted my sleepwear, ran a hand through my hair, and opened the door.
Standing there was Libian, looking slightly uncomfortable in his polished attire—not the ornate uniform he typically wore, but something simpler, akin to what middle-aged men might don while reading the morning paper at a café.
Without asking for permission, he strode into my room, the thick soles of his shoes clicking against the floor, and dragged a chair over to sit down.
He picked up the book I had been reading, glanced at the title, and made a dismissive face before setting it back down.
“I wasn’t exactly eager to see your face first thing in the morning,” I remarked.
“Don’t be like that. This city is incredible.
We’ve got plenty of time before the ball, so why not explore a bit?”
“If I go anywhere, I’ll go alone. I have no interest in being dragged around by you.”
Libian shrugged, clearly unfazed. “I don’t think Mother would let you wander off on your own.
And the guards she brought along? All of them are stiff, by-the-book types. Would you prefer their company?”
I sighed. He wasn’t entirely wrong.
Kesel and Raphael were here, along with several other knights, all of whom had a maddening tendency to hover and interfere.;
Even during a simple trip to buy tobacco leaves with a servant, Raphael had gone on a tirade about how such purchases were unnecessary.
Raphael, ever the shining knight, probably disapproved of my reliance on such vices. Having grown up watching people in the slums squander their meager savings on substances that dulled their pain, he likely saw my habits as part of the same cycle of despair.
But what could I do? Reality was suffocating, and this was my only escape.
He had fulfilled his boyhood dream of becoming a knight. Couldn’t he just be content with that and leave me alone?
“…So, where do you want to go?”
“Anywhere, really.”
“Fine, as long as you don’t interfere with what I buy.”
“Like I could stop you if I tried.”
Not a bad answer.
The capital likely had far better goods than what made it to the duchy.
“Go back to wherever you were waiting. I need to wash up and change.”
“I’ll be at the mansion’s front gate.”
I rubbed my temples to stave off the headache creeping in and headed for the bathroom.
After brushing off the attendants who tried to follow me, I bathed quickly, dried off, and went to the dressing room.
When asked what I wanted to wear, I requested something a middle-class city dweller might don.
The servants seemed perplexed but eventually dressed me in a crisp white shirt, a short skirt that just brushed my ankles, and a fitted jacket.
They tidied my hair and added a ribboned hat before finishing with polished shoes.
When I stepped outside, Libian was waiting, wearing a hat and leaning on a cane as if he were trying to play the part of a gentleman.
He tipped his hat in mock courtesy, a gesture I could have done without.
We climbed into the carriage, and as it began to move, I gazed out at the people passing by, asking quietly, “Where are we going?”
“To the famous eastern shopping district.”
“While I’m out shopping, what’s your plan?”
“Same as you—taking in the sights.”
The thought of spending the day with Libian, making idle conversation, was unbearable.
“Does it really have to be you?”
“You’re hurting my feelings,” he replied with mock offense.
“…Still, I suppose…” I trailed off, startled by the instinctive reaction that followed.
My hand shot up to shield my head, and I shrank into myself, trembling.
Libian had simply reached for his hat, likely to adjust it.
The air between us turned cold and heavy.
My face flushed with embarrassment, and a tear slipped from my right eye.
“…Sorry. I thought maybe we could…”
“Shut up, Libian.”
The rest of the ride passed in stifling silence.
When we finally arrived, Libian stepped out first, offering his hand to help me down. I hesitated but took it, as the carriage step was too high to descend safely without assistance.
We walked side by side, though neither of us spoke.
The streets were bustling with life—couples strolling arm in arm, students singing as they walked, and families out for a day of leisure.
There were no beggars or shabbily dressed individuals in sight.
The Emperor’s claim about driving the impoverished into ghettos seemed accurate.
I spotted a general store selling various wares and stepped inside, finding items I needed: sleeping aids, painkillers—essentially concentrated opium—and high-quality tobacco leaves.
I filled a basket, paid, and exited the store.
Libian’s disapproval was palpable, though he said nothing.
We wandered further until we came across a neatly manicured park and sat on an empty bench.
I wanted to test the tobacco leaves immediately, but lacking a pipe and fire-scroll, I settled for quietly muttering to myself.
“Is it wrong to push people away when they try to reconcile?
I hold grudges, you know. I can’t just let things go.”
Libian heard me and replied, “I… I don’t know what to say.
All I can do is apologize.
But who wants an apology from someone like me?”
I turned to look at him.
Libian, now a young man, had grown considerably. Would the day ever come when I didn’t flinch at his raised hand?
“Libian.”
“What?”
“Why did you hit me back then?”
“….”
“Come on. This is why you dragged me out here, isn’t it?”
He hesitated, gazing into the distance, his eyes clouded as if revisiting old memories.
“You just… looked like a villain to me.
Like someone who needed to be defeated.
Mother cried every time she saw you.
Eileen came back angry whenever she dealt with you.
The servants gossiped endlessly, and you tormented them in return.
To me, you were some kind of devil.
And I…” He paused, then gave a self-deprecating laugh. “I thought I was a hero.”
“Congratulations. You succeeded.
Now I tremble and beg for mercy whenever you raise your hand.”
Silence fell again.
Anyone passing by might have mistaken us for a couple sharing a tender moment.
The reality couldn’t have been more different.
Still, appearances mattered most, didn’t they?
No one could see how rotten things were beneath the surface.
“Will you accept my apology?” I asked suddenly.
Libian’s eyes widened.
Unable to meet his gaze, I turned away, watching a mother clap as her child toddled around the park, giggling with joy.
“What brought this on?”
“We can’t keep going like this forever.
You brought me out here because you wanted to fix things, didn’t you?”
“Not that I expected much, but yeah, I guess.”
“Fine. But promise me one thing.”
“What?”
“Even if everyone turns on me, spits at me, and curses my name… don’t genuinely hate me.”
“What does that mean?”
“Just say you’ll do it.”
“…Alright.”
I stood, adjusting my hat as the wind threatened to snatch it away. A faint smile tugged at my lips.
“So, should I start calling you brother now? Though I really don’t want to.”
“Do whatever you want.”
We returned to the mansion in the same heavy silence.
The so-called reconciliation felt hollow, like severing the last thread of a fraying connection.
Relationships bound by hatred or resentment were still connections.
But with no desire for revenge or retribution, cutting ties entirely seemed the only logical choice.
Libian, despite achieving his goal of reconciliation, seemed unsatisfied, his expression clouded.
There was no one in this world who truly understood me.
I could only burn away my frustrations with fleeting pleasures.
And really, wasn’t that enough?
Good meals, a few simple joys—this was paradise, wasn’t it?
As I wandered the garden, puffing smoke from my pipe, I thought I might finally be at peace.
That is, until someone interrupted me.
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“Do you really have to smoke that?”
Raphael appeared behind me and extinguished the flame on my cigarette holder as he spoke.
Irritated for no reason, I emptied the leaves and powder from the holder onto the floor.
Feeling regretful almost immediately, I refilled it with fresh leaves and tried to light it again, but Raphael snatched the cigarette holder from my hand.
“You suddenly show up, take my stuff, and that’s all you have to say?”
“…Marie, you’ve seen it back when we were in the slums. You know what addicts are capable of when they lose control.”
“That’s because those people didn’t have money for this stuff. I have more than enough. I’ll never run out.”
“…You know that’s not what I meant.”
I knew he was genuinely worried about me. That made it a bit harder to speak to him in the sharp, cutting tone I usually used with others.
“Raphael, stop worrying about me and just think about your happy future. You’ve finally become the knight you always dreamed of.”
I leaned lightly against Raphael, naturally grabbing the cigarette holder back, and pushed his shoulder away with my right hand.
“If we stick together, we’ll just keep arguing over trivial things like this and end up hurting each other. Just forget about a worthless fool like me.”
Raphael frowned at my words, clearly upset. He snatched the cigarette holder from my hands again, this time tucking it into the chest pocket of his jacket.
Well, there goes my holder. Looks like I’ll have to go buy a new one tomorrow at the market.
“Then why didn’t you just leave me in the orphanage? Why did you bring me here?”
“I promised, didn’t I? I said that if I ever became someone important, I’d come back and take you with me.”
“No, you didn’t. You said that if I finished embroidering something for you and brought it to you, you’d hire me.”
“Same thing.”
It wasn’t yet dinnertime, so it wasn’t quite night, but it was still late enough for the Duchess to make a fuss if she caught a man and a woman meeting in the garden like this.
I laughed at the thought, finding it strangely amusing. Raphael frowned even deeper and asked, “Marie, what’s wrong with you?”
“There’s nothing wrong.”
“You’re living the life you used to sing about every day. Three meals a day—more than that, delicious meals. You have all the instruments you wanted to play and as many books as you could ever read…”
Raphael looked confused, or perhaps he was hesitating to bring up such a topic.
I didn’t mind trailing off when I spoke, but I hated it when others did. So I pressed him to finish his sentence. “And what?”
“So why do you act like you’re just waiting to die? I crawled out of that slum and found happiness every day, but you—why? At the very least, isn’t this better than being there?”
I closed my mouth. A lump formed in my throat, and I felt like crying.
Raphael was right. It’s true that my current life is far better than the one I used to live.;
I might still face bullying here, but it wasn’t any worse than the torment I endured at the orphanage.
Without Raphael, I likely would’ve continued to be bullied even as I grew up. But still, emotions don’t operate on rationality.
I tried to hide the redness in my eyes and, with a trembling hand, pointed a finger at Raphael, half-shouting in frustration.
“Don’t… don’t ask me that.”
I didn’t want him to sympathize with me, to be sad with me, or to understand how miserable I was. If I ever cried, it would be when I was alone. That’s just how I was.
It would be pathetic to break down like that in front of others. I still had my pride, flimsy as it was.
Keeping my expression blank, as always, I ensured that no sadness, joy, or anger was visible. Maintaining emotional neutrality was better for my mental health.
With those thoughts swirling in my mind, I walked back to the mansion. After dismissing the servants who followed me, I handed over my decorative garments and outerwear. Then, I entered the bathroom, stripped off my remaining clothes, and washed myself.
Sinking into the tub, I submerged my lips halfway in the water and exhaled, watching bubbles rise to the surface.
Raphael’s words echoed in my mind.
At least this is better than back then.
Yes, it’s definitely better.
Sure, there were frustrating moments, like when my food was unexpectedly taken away, but at least no one handed me moldy bread and told me to eat it.
Even if that hadn’t been intentional, it had been a miserable experience nonetheless. I still remembered fighting with other kids over scraps, desperate to eat more.
Eileen and Libian, along with a few nameless servants, might have tormented me here, but their bullying had decreased, and some of them had even come to apologize.
And yet, what about me?
I just kept whining about how miserable I was, shutting myself in my room to play eerie tunes and indulge in my vices like a pitiful addict.
“Ah.”
It’s all my fault.
The simplest way to solve a problem is to remove it entirely.
A dark thought crossed my mind for a moment—a thought akin to the choices made by women dragged into brothels to pay off their husband’s or father’s debts.
The Night of the Ball
Time passed, and the night of the ball finally arrived.
Unlike last time, this wasn’t just about riding a carriage with the Duchess to the imperial palace to greet the Emperor and Empress. A small card I received made that clear.
The card listed the names of the songs to be played that evening on one side, all pieces I had danced to with Libian before.;
On the other side, there were ornate spaces to write the names of those who requested to dance with me, should anyone do so.
I heard such cards were rarely used, so just how many people were attending tonight?
The maids spent nearly three hours dressing me, despite my preference for the comfort of a tea gown usually worn during tea parties.
They applied cosmetics to add a flush to my pale complexion, trimmed my eyelashes and coated them in some unknown oil, and dusted my face liberally with a mixture of ground rice and pearl powder.
At least my naturally fair skin meant I didn’t need to endure lead- or arsenic-based products, which was a small relief.
The knights escorting us wore serious expressions, seemingly anticipating trouble in such a large gathering.;
Even Raphael, who hadn’t spoken to me since confiscating my cigarette holder, accompanied us.
This time, the streets were eerily empty as we approached the ballroom.;
Naturally, the lower classes had been cleared away to avoid sullying the procession of the nobles.
Libian and Eileen also came along to the ball. We alighted from the carriage some distance from the imperial palace and walked toward the glowing ballroom.
Despite the sun having set, the palace’s lights seemed bright enough to illuminate the entire city. Of course, that was an exaggeration.
The streets were filled with people arm in arm, laughing and chatting as they made their way to the ball.;
They were undoubtedly all nobles, though perhaps a few commoners had managed to sneak in.
Presenting the card the Duchess had given me to the guards, I entered the grand ballroom.
The space was vast—large enough to accommodate hundreds of people dancing at once without any issue.;
The polished floor reflected the chandeliers above and the pristine white dresses worn by the attendees. Tables laden with refreshments lined the walls.
Although the ballroom was already crowded, no music played yet.
Balls never began until the highest-ranking person in attendance arrived.;
If, by some accident, the Emperor decided to fall asleep in his chambers, the ball wouldn’t start until morning.
While performers’ music was meant to be heard, their presence was never to be seen.;
Judging by the size of the venue and the lack of visible musicians, they were likely stationed in a separate room nearby.
“Marisela, I hope you meet someone wonderful. You know how balls work, as I’ve taught you since you were a child. Handle yourself well. If you need me, I’ll be in the tea room to the west.”
With those parting words, the Duchess headed for the tea room, which offered a clear view of the ballroom below.
Watching her retreating figure, I responded quietly, so softly that she likely didn’t hear me.
“…Yes.”
I didn’t feel any strong desire to meet someone or get married. That might be an unconventional sentiment in a society where marriage was expected of women.
Soon, the national anthem began to play, and the attendees started singing praises to the Emperor and the nation. I didn’t feel like singing, so I merely mouthed the words.
Not long after, the Emperor entered the ballroom with the Empress on his arm.
He delivered a dull opening speech, and then the first song listed on the card began to play—a lively polka with an accordion rhythm.
Since I didn’t know anyone and no eccentric young man approached me for a dance, I sat on a sofa along the wall, observing the dancers.
Balls were meeting grounds. Men and women danced and exchanged light conversation to quickly gauge their compatibility. If things didn’t seem promising, they simply moved on to the next partner.
I noticed Eileen clumsily dancing with an average-looking man, her gaze darting nervously around. Meanwhile, the man looked visibly annoyed.
Following her line of sight, I spotted a clean-cut man dancing with the most stunning woman in the ballroom, a blonde beauty.
Our eyes met, and he gave
me a bright smile.
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When I smiled, the man looked slightly flustered. It was understandable—watching the protagonist dance with the man Eileen seemed to like was enough to make anyone laugh.
Eileen didn’t stand a chance. Not against that girl. Maybe against the Emperor’s daughter, but certainly not her.
I got up and moved to another seat. Though the ballroom was crowded, its vastness kept it from feeling cramped.
Couples danced gracefully, their eyes glimmering with affection—whether newfound or preexisting—making for a beautiful sight.;
Neither their faces nor their dresses were particularly remarkable, yet they shone brighter than anyone else in the room.
The sight made me feel a sudden pang of melancholy. I would never experience such happiness. I was too much of a fool to even know what I truly wanted.
Shaking my head to rid myself of such thoughts, I sat down and watched the dancers.;
I fiddled with my corset, trying to ease its tightness, when a group of women suddenly approached me.
The woman who seemed to be their leader addressed me, her tone blatantly rude.
“White hair, red eyes, pale skin… You must be Lady Marisela of the House of Vitelsbach, correct?”
I glanced at her briefly but didn’t respond. I didn’t know her, so what did it matter?
“I didn’t expect you not to answer,” she said, her voice dripping with mock surprise.
As I rose, considering grabbing a glass of wine, she followed me. Standing beside me, she began talking without invitation.
“Well, it’s just that I don’t care since I already have a fiancé, but my friend here wanted to meet your older brother.”
I poured wine into a glass, picked up two small biscuits, and munched on them noisily, gulping the wine down in one go. The warmth spread across my face.
The woman frowned openly, her displeasure clear. “Excuse me, Lady?”
“Get lost.”
The sudden command clearly upset her. The atmosphere turned tense.
“Isn’t that a bit too rude? You could’ve just—”
“Not rude? You show up uninvited, huddle like crows, and say you want to meet Libian? That’s rude. You won’t even say who you are, too lowly to introduce yourself, but eager to latch onto a wealthy man. And yet you wouldn’t dare approach someone truly important. Am I just easy prey for you?”
Her face twisted in anger.
I hadn’t expected to deal with this sort of person on the first day.
“How disgraceful. Smearing white powder on that plain face gave you some confidence, didn’t it?”
I splashed the remaining wine in my glass at her. Unfortunately, it didn’t stain her pristine dress, merely splattering a few drops onto the floor.
The woman glared at me, trembling with fury, before gathering her entourage and retreating. As she turned away, she muttered just loud enough for me to hear.
“…You’re nothing but the daughter of a common whore.”
For a moment, I considered smashing a glass over her head. But causing a scene here would only get me dragged away by the guards—and likely to some grimy cell.
Knowing my temper, the original me would’ve likely caused a ruckus. But there was no point in dwelling on that. I was born this way, after all.
“Why does something like this always happen?” I muttered, sighing as I made my way to a quieter corner.
As the second and third songs played and the mood began to rise, a few boisterous men approached, inviting me to the tea room for a chat.;
Lacking interest, I dismissed them with indifference. They soon gave up, likely aware that there were plenty of other women at the ball.
After all, the ballroom was a battlefield where women sought to snag the most desirable men. It wasn’t surprising that the ratio of women to men was skewed.
Though it wasn’t as extreme as I’d read in some books—where one man might have three women vying for him—it was still noticeable. The imperial palace’s prestige likely kept things from becoming too chaotic.
The music reverberated in my head, making it ache. I found myself resenting Raphael for confiscating my cigarette holder.
In the middle of the ballroom, surrounded by people, the golden-haired girl exuded an undeniable presence.
As I watched her for a long moment, our eyes met—just as they had with the man earlier.
When the fourth song ended, the golden-haired girl, her forehead glistening with sweat, sat down next to me to catch her breath.
Though I knew who she was, I avoided speaking to her, not wanting to engage. Predictably, she started the conversation.
“We made eye contact earlier, didn’t we?”
“If my staring offended you, I apologize.”
“Oh no, that’s not it! You’re just so beautiful that I thought I’d come over and chat with you! This is my first time at a ball, and I don’t know anyone here.”
Making quite an impression for her first ball. And she even approached me unprompted.
I wanted to leave.
“…I see.”
“Dancing three songs in a row is exhausting! My legs are starting to ache.”
She laughed bashfully and began stretching her thighs in an unseemly manner.
“Come to think of it, I should’ve introduced myself first. My name is Olivia Tanyan. It’s a pleasure to meet you!”
She extended her hand. I took it for a polite handshake.
“Likewise,” I replied.
Olivia’s expectant gaze reminded me I hadn’t introduced myself.
“Marisela Vitelsbach. Just call me Marie.”
Hearing my name seemed to please her immensely. Her already radiant face lit up even more as she smiled at me.
“Olivia, was it?”
“Yes.”
“You shouldn’t approach strangers so freely. If the person outranks you, it’s polite to wait for them to speak first.”
“Oh… so I shouldn’t have spoken to you until you addressed me?”
Her expression turned slightly troubled.
“It doesn’t matter to me. Just be careful when meeting others. There are a lot of cruel people in the world.”
Relieved, she nodded. We chatted about trivial things, the sort of conversation typical for girls our age.;
By the time the fifth song ended and the sixth began, Olivia stood, saying she had a dance partner waiting.
“Marie, we haven’t known each other long, but I’d love to meet you again! I don’t have any friends in the capital, and I’d like to be friends with you.”
She handed me a card and, pulling a pen from who-knows-where, pointed to a blank spot on the bottom right.;
The pen was slightly warm and damp, making me wonder if she’d kept it tucked somewhere… intimate.
Glancing at her chest, I erased the thought from my mind and wrote down my estate’s address.
Taking back the card and pen, she slipped the card into a hidden pocket in her skirt and placed the pen between her breasts.
Watching her retreat, I noticed a familiar group approach and surround her.
Looking closer, I saw it was the same woman who had insulted me earlier.
Olivia’s expression showed signs of distress, though it wasn’t fear—it was more like discomfort.
Ah, so this is one of those scenarios. The damsel in distress, saved by the dashing male protagonist…
But life doesn’t always follow a script.
If I left this alone, that girl might turn out to be the one who puts an end to me someday. Perhaps it was time to stop being passive and do something for once.
I stood, downed a glass of wine, then another, and another—about six in total. The alcohol hit me just enough to warm my cheeks.
The women still hadn’t released Olivia. In fact, they seemed to be shoving her now.
Oh, she fell. I wondered if her dress was dirtied.
The area wasn’t crowded, so no prince charming seemed to be rushing to her aid.
You live like someone waiting to die? Raphael’s words echoed in my head.
He wasn’t wrong. So what if I caused a bit of trouble? It wouldn’t make things worse.
As I approached, Olivia’s eyes met mine. Though slightly frightened, they weren’t paralyzed by terror.
For the first time in ages, I let out an unapologetic burp and walked up to the group. The leader noticed me and muttered something—likely another insult.
To hell with manners. Why bother playing nice when they clearly didn’t deserve it?
I grabbed a glass, marched forward, and smashed it over the leader’s head.
There was no dramatic sound, just the quiet shattering of glass. Tiny shards dug into my hand, stinging but not too painful.
The woman let out a cliché scream as blood began trickling from her head.
All eyes turned to me, while Olivia looked utterly bewildered.
The music continued, the dancers’ footsteps falling in time with the beat.
Blood dripped from my hand. The surrealness of the moment made me tremble.
I extended my glass-shard-filled hand toward Olivia, then thought better of it and switched to my uninjured one.
“There are so many cruel people in the world,” I said, chuckling at the absurdity of it all.
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The next song was about to start, so I helped Olivia to her feet and told her to quickly find a partner and go dance.
Everything seemed fine except for my right hand, which was trembling uncontrollably.
I wasn’t used to handling pain without any form of relief. Usually, I would dull the sensation with opium or something equally potent. This raw, unfiltered pain was something I had no tolerance for.
Though to call myself entirely sober would be a bit of a stretch—there was a faint buzz of alcohol in my system. But I wasn’t drunk, so perhaps I could still consider myself clear-headed.
Annoyed at the woman sprawled on the floor, I gave her a careless kick. She didn’t even react, so I stopped.
The women who usually followed her around like shadows froze in place, too afraid to act. One particularly loyal one seemed to have run off to fetch someone.
“Haah, how exhausting.”
I swept a hand across my face, walked over to a chair by the wall, and sat down.
Then, as if someone had reported the incident, guards in resplendent uniforms arrived.;
Quietly, so as not to disturb the ballroom, they escorted me to a discreet corner.
I was picking out the shards of glass embedded in my right hand one by one and discarding them on the floor when one of the guards frowned and removed his hat. In a tone laced with authority, he questioned me.
“People say you struck that woman on the head. Is that true?”
Was his confidence drawn from the grandeur of his uniform or the weapon he carried?
Either way, it didn’t matter to me.
“Yes,” I replied indifferently.
At my calm response, his expression twisted slightly as he lowered his voice.
“…May I ask what happened?”
Nothing much had occurred, really. Just a minor dispute, and an unfortunate slip of my hand, which happened to be holding a wine glass.
“We exchanged some words, and a small scuffle broke out when I saw her harassing my friend.”
“Where is your friend now?”
“She’s dancing with a dashing gentleman. If you want to ruin this lively ball, you can interrogate the most beautiful blonde woman on the floor over there.”
Others were tending to the fallen woman, pulling glass shards from her head and treating her wounds. Why was this man so fixated on me instead of assisting her?
Was he a new recruit?
“Don’t ruin the mood here. Go back to where you’re supposed to be. Guards exist to protect His Imperial Majesty, not to meddle in petty disputes among women,” I said dismissively.
He frowned deeper at my words and spoke in a tone that bordered on threatening.
“If you think being a noblewoman means I can’t arrest you, you’re mistaken. This is a serious incident—it happened in the imperial palace, after all.”
“Then can you actually arrest me? I’m not some lowly woman like the fool lying over there,” I said, gesturing toward the woman now being bandaged.
I approached her, placed an arm around her shoulders, and sat beside her. She had regained consciousness and looked at me with wide, terrified eyes.
Crossing my legs, I tilted my chin upward, wearing an expression that practically oozed arrogance.
Well, I was being arrogant.
“Are you okay? My hand slipped a little earlier, but I’m sure you’ll forgive me, right? Otherwise, this scary soldier might take me away,” I said.
The woman nodded. More accurately, I grabbed her by the hair and made her nod.
Not much difference, really.
“See? She says it’s fine. Now, what excuse will you use to drag me off this time? There’s nothing to make a fuss over here.”
I spread my hands as if daring him to slap handcuffs on me. He sighed and put his cuffs away.
Even if they arrested me, it would lead to a tangled mess. I wasn’t a citizen of this kingdom but a subject of the duchy, making the jurisdiction ambiguous.
It wasn’t that he understood this complexity and gave up; he simply didn’t have the power to do anything about it.
“You nobles, always so selfish and oppressive. Are you all like this?” he muttered disdainfully.
“Unfortunately, I’m only half as bad as most nobles. If you think I’m bad, the others are twice as much,” I retorted with a smirk. “And you’re not much better.”
He frowned, clearly irritated.
“I don’t understand what you’re implying—”
I showed him my injured right hand, and he fell silent.
“What, do you think I’m an easy target too?”
His confused expression made it clear he had no idea who I was.
Ah, so he was a new recruit. Probably a commoner as well.
If that’s the case, then this whole incident doesn’t really matter.
The other guards, who had been whispering among themselves, eventually pulled him away, covering his mouth and dragging him off. A guard with a kinder demeanor apologized to me and led the group elsewhere.
If I stayed here much longer, Olivia would undoubtedly come looking for me after this song—or maybe when the ball ended.
I didn’t want to see her again, so I decided to head to the tea room where the Duchess was staying.
Looking back, the shards of broken glass and the chaotic scene had disappeared, leaving only the clean, polished floor reflecting the light.
On the third floor, which overlooked the ballroom, I wandered through the tea room filled with ornate tables and trays of refreshments, searching for the Duchess.
A servant, alarmed by the blood dripping from my right hand, approached me, offering to call a physician. I politely declined.
The wound would heal on its own with time.
I finally found the Duchess at the far end of the room, chatting and laughing with other noblewomen.
It was the first time I’d seen her look so genuinely joyful.
When she was with Eileen, Libian, or her eldest son, she smiled tenderly, as though her heart was full. But this lively, carefree joy? That was new.
When alone, she always had the look of someone drowning in melancholy—a troubled soul.
It felt like I was seeing someone else entirely, a version of her so vibrant and happy it seemed alien.
I entered the room, greeted the unfamiliar noblewomen with a polite bow, and approached the Duchess.
The joy drained from her face, replaced by exhaustion, boredom, and a touch of despair.
“Marisela, why have you come here so suddenly? Did some man try to harm you? The ball is far from over, so don’t let such people bother you. Or would you like me to introduce you to someone?”
“No one harmed me, though someone did try to arrest me. But it’s nothing to worry about,” I said, shaking my head.
The people the Duchess would introduce me to likely resembled her in ways I’d rather avoid.
A cheerful yet slightly somber dance tune played in the background—the seventh song of the evening.
While the Duchess continued to talk, I barely listened, watching the dancers below.
They were beautiful.
Even though I wore the same clothes and adorned myself like them, I could never move as gracefully as they did.
The other guests in the tea room stared at me curiously, and I met their gaze, lifting my injured hand for the Duchess to see.
Her eyes widened in shock as she hurried toward me.
“I’m a little injured. Would it be alright if I returned to the estate early?” I asked.
“W-Why so suddenly? How did you get hurt? I-I’ll call for a physician immediately!” the Duchess stammered, her concern almost frantic.
I gently pushed her away, careful not to stain her elaborate gown with my blood.
After bidding farewell to the other women in the room, I left the tea room.
The Duchess followed me, her worry evident.
It was burdensome, yes, but more than that, it felt insincere—disgusting, even.
“You don’t actually care whether I’m hurt or not, do you?” I said.
Her face froze, as if my words had struck a nerve.
“I’ll ask Raphael, or perhaps one of our knights, to take me to the estate’s physician. Please enjoy your time with your friends. I apologize for interrupting,” I added before descending the stairs.
She remained standing there, watching me, stunned.
My right hand throbbed painfully as I stepped outside.
Removing my tight, uncomfortable shoes, I pressed my bare feet against the ground.
I laughed like a madwoman, the sound almost nonsensical, and made my way toward where the knights were gathered.
Raphael spotted me and rushed over, looking flustered.
But his concern didn’t move me.
Not in the slightest.
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“Marie, you were at the ball, weren’t you…? Ah.”
Raphael stopped mid-sentence, his gaze landing on my hand.
“I got hurt.”
Instead of fussing about taking me to a doctor or berating me for the injury, he grabbed my wrist and began dragging me somewhere.
As I stumbled along, I realized that my wrist hurt more from his grip than the gash on my hand.
This was definitely going to bruise.
“…Come with me.”
Raphael brought me to a group of knights who were gathered, laughing boisterously.
Since the ballroom was under the watch of the imperial guards, the knights had taken the opportunity to drink and enjoy themselves.
I had no idea which noble family these men belonged to, but Raphael strode over to them, exchanged a few words, and then, enraged by their drunken comments, started a fight.
They were too inebriated to fight back properly, and Raphael, who had clearly been learning diligently from Kesel, easily knocked them out with a few swift punches.
He returned carrying a bottle of alcohol.
“Show me your palm. We can’t let it get infected.”
I obediently extended my right hand.
Raphael frowned as he started picking out the remaining shards of glass embedded in it.
“Ow, that hurts. Be gentler, will you?”
“What kind of trouble did you cause this time? A ballroom is just a place for men and women to gather and dance.”
“There’s more to it than that, Sir Knight, but you wouldn’t understand.”
“Don’t call me ‘Sir.’ You’re far more important than I am.”
“My hand hurts, though. Return the pipe you took last time.”
Raphael hesitated briefly before pulling the pipe from his coat and handing it back to me.
Checking inside, I found that the tobacco leaves were still there.
I placed the pipe between my lips, my words muffled.
“Got a light?”
It wasn’t Raphael who responded but another man who handed me a matchstick from behind.
Turning to look, I saw Kesel.
Unlike when I first met him, his forehead looked slightly balder. Was he losing hair?
“Raphael, no matter how good you are in a fight, you can’t go around beating up knights from other houses. The gossip—”
“They called my lady a prostitute I’m keeping as a mistress. If you think you can handle the fallout, go ahead and stab me,” Raphael growled.
That was a bit much, even for drunken words.
If the knights outside thought that, surely the people inside the ballroom felt the same.
That explained why no one ever invited me to dance. The only offers I received were for reclining in the tea room.
Kesel, hearing Raphael’s explanation, nodded lightly.
“…Well, if that’s the case, there’s no issue.”
Raphael, having picked out the last shard, poured alcohol directly onto my hand.
I recoiled in shock, snatching my hand away and taking a puff of the pipe.
The tension in my body eased, the pounding in my head faded, and even the pain in my hand felt muted.
Only then did I extend my hand back to Raphael.
The alcohol stung fiercely as it touched my hand, the sharp scent wafting up.
My fingers trembled uncontrollably, though I felt no real sensation.
Maybe it was the alcohol numbing everything.
“Ugh.”
As the light-headedness began to settle in, leaving just a faint, tingling euphoria, Raphael suddenly lifted me without warning.
It felt as though I was being carried off like a nomad abducting a woman, slung over his shoulder.
Suppressing my embarrassment, I took another puff of smoke and exhaled before speaking.
“If someone sees us like this in the middle of the night, they might call the constables, thinking I’m being kidnapped.”
“Let them.”
“Are you angry?”
Raphael didn’t answer my question directly.
“Why did you get hurt?”
“Because a nasty young lady got hit on the head.”
I laughed as I spoke, and Raphael hoisted me onto a horse before climbing up behind me.
He didn’t urge the horse to gallop, so leaning against him was enough.
“Raphael.”
“What?”
“Let’s run away. Just bolt into the night, and if we accidentally get hit by a carriage or fall somewhere, it wouldn’t be such a bad way to go.”
“You said the same thing back at the orphanage.”
“Did I?”
“Yeah, the day you got beaten up by those kids. You muttered the same thing next to me.”
“Maybe it’s because nothing has changed.
Everyone calls me Marisela Vitelsbach, but I’m still Marie. Just like how you always call me Marie.”
Raphael seemed about to respond, but his horse suddenly jerked, causing him to curse and lightly smack its head. I burst out laughing at the sight.
“You haven’t changed either. You probably feel more familiar being called Raphael than Sir Raphael.”
“That’s… true.”
“No matter how happy we get, we’ll always be the miserable people who came from the slums.
Well, maybe it’s just me. You’re living each day happily and diligently, aren’t you?”
I clutched the pipe, drawing in another puff of smoke.
Usually, its sharp yet sweet flavor was comforting, but now it felt slightly unpleasant.
If I could somehow remember my mother strangling me or the Proxy Manager dying with a knife in his gut as beautiful, fleeting memories, maybe I could live as carefree as Raphael.
Though, I doubt even Raphael could do that.
But just a little anxiety or stress would cause nausea to rise, dragging back all the misfortunes I’d experienced, playing them like a vivid movie in my mind.
More vivid than hallucinations or whispers.
Some might call it post-traumatic stress disorder and suggest managing it, but to me, it felt more like a tattoo carved into my soul.
Even though my body was intact now, the sensation of my mangled hand from back then lingered as vividly as ever.
“Could I make you happy?” Raphael asked.
“Is that a confession?”
Raphael chuckled softly.
“Do you think I’d be flustered by something like that? When we were kids, you’d always tease me the same way.”
“Did I?”
“You did. After I drove off the kids bullying you and tried to act cool by saying I’d protect you, you asked, ‘Is that a confession?’”
Ah, I remember that.
As we continued riding, the sound of a fast-approaching carriage broke the silence, its wheels rattling against the road.
The carriage overtook us and blocked our path.
Raphael, visibly tense, rested his hand on his sword, watching the carriage warily.
After a moment, someone stepped out.
It was Olivia.
Even in the dim light of the moonlit street, her golden hair shimmered brilliantly.
Beside her stood a man wearing pince-nez glasses, his expression slightly irritable.
“Olivia, didn’t I tell you to go dance with your partner?”
“But you hurt your hand because of me… I couldn’t just ignore that. I pretended to leave, but I couldn’t let it go!”
“Once I get back to the estate, the physician will see me tomorrow morning—”
“So I brought a skilled physician instead! He used to work for the imperial family.”
The bespectacled man bowed politely as Olivia spoke.
Looking at the height of the ground, I hesitated to dismount.
“Raphael, help me down.”
“Can they be trusted?”
“If I were to be kidnapped, you could just draw your sword and kill them all,” I said with a smirk.
The man frowned, clearly displeased by my words.
“It would be wise to refrain from casually mentioning murder, especially when your reputation is already… less than stellar,” he said pointedly.
“My reputation isn’t something that’ll improve, no matter what I do. If you’ve come to treat me, just do your job.”
“Despite your origins, you have quite the knack for speaking like someone of your status,” he muttered irritably.
Caught between us, Olivia glanced nervously at Raphael, who seemed completely entranced by her beauty.
It was amusing.
I could understand, though. If I were an ordinary man, I’d probably spend hours just admiring her too. She looked as though God had poured all His effort into creating her.
In any case, the man treated my hand and sniffed sharply, like a dog catching a scent, before lecturing me.
“You should refrain from using that pipe. It’s highly addictive.”
Ignoring him, I turned to Olivia.
“Olivia, don’t worry about me. Take the carriage back to the ballroom and dance with this talented physician. Treating the rude and uncouth lady’s hand deserves at least that much as a reward.”
“Ah, y-yes, of course…!”
An adult stuttering wasn’t exactly a flattering sight.
Leaving them behind, I approached Raphael, who was still on his horse.
Too short to climb up myself, I looked up and called to him.
“Raphael.”
No response.
When I glanced at his face, he was still staring at Olivia, utterly entranced.
“Raphael, help me up.”
“
…Ah, uh, sure.”
Finally snapping out of it, he grabbed my hand and helped me onto the horse.
The horse began to trot slowly.
“She’s really pretty, isn’t she?”
“…Yeah.”
“Don’t you want to talk to her? I can set you two up if you want.”
Raphael responded with an oddly out-of-place comment.
“She reminds me of you.”
“Me? Like Olivia?”
“If we’d grown up in proper households instead of the slums, we might’ve shone as brightly as her.
Maybe not me, but you definitely would’ve. Just a thought I had.”
It probably stemmed from something we’d said when charity workers came to the slums.
Compared to our ragged selves, they had looked like an entirely different species, so clean and pristine.
“…….”
I didn’t reply.
It felt too hypocritical to dismiss his wistful thoughts now, after all we’d reminisced about.
Sometimes, being too kind is its own curse.

        
            Chapter 43: Glances
After returning to the estate, I bade Raphael goodnight and went back to my room.
Well, it was closer to dawn than evening, but I still called it a night.
Taking a few servants with me to the dressing room, I shed the cumbersome corset and decorative ornaments from my dress.;
Once freed, I discarded the gown and headed to the bathroom, where I scrubbed all the makeup off my face.
As expected, bare skin, carrying only its natural scent, was far better than heavily fragranced cosmetics—even if it looked lifeless.
My left wrist throbbed faintly.
The bruises from Raphael’s firm grip were starting to show.
I wasn’t angry, though. He hadn’t meant any harm—he was just dragging me off because I was injured.
Slipping into a bath filled with warm water, I dismissed the servant who brought in fragrant oils and petals. I wanted to enjoy the plain water without any distractions.
If they added fragrance, I wouldn’t be able to submerge my face and blow bubbles to my heart’s content.
For a long time, I alternated between dunking my head underwater and bubbling the surface.
It almost felt like I was a child again.
After finishing my bath, I changed into pajamas and returned to my room.
As I packed the pipe with leaves and powder, Raphael’s earlier words echoed in my ears.
He had asked if I really needed to keep smoking this.
Today wasn’t particularly painful.
Perhaps it was because I’d spent the end of the day with someone who didn’t despise me.
My wrist throbbed faintly, but it was nothing compared to the relief of not having my heart ache.
I tore a match, but instead of lighting the pipe, I snuffed out the flame and returned the tobacco leaves to their container. Some of the powder stuck stubbornly to the pipe, but I didn’t bother cleaning it off.
Placing the pipe on the bedside table, I let the subtle sweet scent lull me to sleep.
The room still carried the lingering aroma of opium I had smoked before.
The next day, I joined the Duchess, Libian, and Eileen for lunch.
Balls often ended at dawn, so it was essentially breakfast despite the hour.
The atmosphere was slightly awkward as we ate our soup. Eileen broke the silence, speaking softly to me.
“I heard you got hurt and left early last night. Are you okay?”
“Yes.”
“…That’s good.”
Eileen looked tired; her spoon clattered against her bowl with every movement.
Perhaps trying to lighten the mood, Libian made a passing comment.
“I heard you smashed the head of that rude woman in the corner last night. Even while dancing, everyone was talking about you—”
The Duchess cut Libian off with a sharp look and changed the subject.
“Her parents sent a letter this morning, asking how someone from a duchy could act so recklessly toward another person.”
Was she trying to set an example this time?
If she wanted to assert authority, it would’ve been simpler to outright order me to comply.
Considering my reputation and the rumors swirling around me, reconciliation between the Duchess and me seemed almost impossible.
“Send them a simple reply. Ask how a well-mannered lady should behave when called the daughter of a filthy prostitute from the slums.”
The Duchess, who seemed about to scold me, opened her mouth, then closed it again, left speechless.
“I’ve never even met these people, so I don’t understand why they treat me this way,” I said.
Her expression darkened my words.
She must have been the one to fan the flames of those rumors.
“Is your hand… better?” the Duchess asked hesitantly.
“Yes, a friend brought a doctor—”
As I mentioned Olivia, Libian and Eileen gasped in unison.
“A friend!?”
They stared at me, their expressions a mix of shock and disbelief, before awkwardly looking away.
Was it so strange for me to have a friend?
Olivia had been the one to suggest friendship, even if I hadn’t explicitly agreed. Still, I supposed we were friends.
And Raphael was a friend too.
I muttered, feeling slightly deflated.
“Even I can have a friend or two, you know.”
Did I really have to explain this?
After the meal, dessert was served—a frozen and crushed fruit dish.
Honestly, it didn’t taste good.
“The next gathering—not quite a ball, but more of a smaller affair—will be held here in four days. If there’s anyone you’d like to invite, feel free to do so,” the Duchess said.
I gave a half-hearted acknowledgement.
Eileen’s expression brightened as she cheerfully responded, suggesting she had friends she wanted to invite.
Libian, who had once attended an academy in the capital, likely had a long list of acquaintances to call upon.
I had claimed Olivia as my friend, but I didn’t even know where she lived.
She probably knew where to find me, though.
Feeling restless from being cooped up in the estate, I dressed and headed to the courtyard where Raphael usually trained.
Kesel was teaching Raphael when I arrived.
Previously, their training had involved swinging swords or endurance exercises. Lately, however, it seemed to focus on technique.
“Channel your magic into the blade to draw the opponent’s focus!” Kesel instructed.
“Unless I’m trying to cut a boulder, that seems pointless,” Raphael replied.
“If you want to grab their attention, add some color to your sword!”
At Kesel’s prompting, Raphael imbued his sword with a white glow.
Kesel, meanwhile, demonstrated by infusing his blade with a vibrant hue before drawing a pistol from his belt and shooting at a tree.
The sight left me slightly baffled.
“In a one-on-one fight, swordsmanship and magical skill don’t matter much. Just distract them and blow their head off,” Kesel said nonchalantly, as if it were the simplest thing in the world.
Hearing such an irreverent statement about combat made me laugh unintentionally.
Startled, Kesel turned to look at me.
“Knights who care about honor and all that nonsense would have a fit if they heard you,” I said.
“Ah, my lady.”
Kesel’s face reddened, though whether it was from embarrassment at not noticing me standing so close or from the nature of his lesson, I couldn’t tell.
The sight of an aging man with a thinning hairline blushing only made the moment more amusing.
“By the way, aren’t knights supposed to be impervious to bullets? Or have I misunderstood something?”
Kesel tilted his head slightly and began to explain.
“On the battlefield, yes—everyone is tense, their bodies shrouded in magic. But in everyday life, they’re just ordinary people. Even if they channel magic to shield themselves, a sword imbued with power can still cut through them, so their priority is usually dodging, not blocking.”
“That makes sense. I suppose that’s why that drunk fool died so easily.”
Both Raphael and Kesel stiffened at my comment.
It seemed the memory of that day wasn’t a pleasant one for them either.
What was I supposed to do? That was the only example that came to mind.
Speaking of which, Alina had once asked me to visit her. Perhaps I’d stop by on my way back from the capital.
“…….”
“I was thinking of taking a walk with Raphael, but he seems busy. I’ll be on my way,” I said, turning to leave.
Kesel’s expression remained stiff as I walked away, but Raphael quickly followed after me.
“So, why were you looking for me?” he asked.
“You’re training, right? Am I interrupting?”
“I’ve trained enough for today. Lately, my Master has been teaching me tricks more than anything else.”
“Oh, like telling you to carry a gun and shoot during a duel?”
“Yeah. It might seem cowardly, but it’s effective.”
“I guess it is,” I replied, nodding.
We walked for a while, covering about half the courtyard, before I spoke again.
“They’re holding a ball here this time. Do you want to come?”
Raphael’s expression turned sour at my invitation.
Did he already have plans with someone else?
“Marie, I think you’re forgetting something,” he said.
“What?”
“I’m still just an apprentice knight. A commoner.”
“Oh.”
“If you’re that desperate to dance with me, wait a few years. Master Kesel says my promotion is practically guaranteed.”
“…Right,” I muttered.
For a moment, I felt an invisible wall between us.
Every time I tried to step down from my pedestal to mingle with commoners, I was rejected as an outsider.
Malicious rumors surrounded me, twisting into a suffocating cocoon. When I reacted in anger, people fled, terrified of me.
Even with close friends, a barrier still stood between us.
Yet mingling with the aristocracy didn’t suit me either. I was too lowly and wicked for their world.
All they ever did was point fingers and hurl insults.
For the first time, I felt I truly understood the source of the discomfort that had plagued me throughout my life.
Isolation.
Even at the orphanage, aside from Raphael, the other children viewed me as different and avoided me.
After entering the estate, Alina had been the sole exception.
The Duke himself didn’t so much avoid me as neglect me, too absorbed in his own responsibilities to pay me any mind.
A few days later, the ball was held.
I danced with a few people and had the occasional conversation, but nothing about it was particularly enjoyable.
The Duchess sighed as she watched me, but she didn’t lecture me.
After all, even Eileen, who flitted around enthusiastically, failed to catch anyone’s interest.
As for me, I simply chose not to bring anyone back.
The people who approached me were only interested in my body.
Over the following weeks, I attended several balls held at the estate and in the gardens or fields of other nobles.
About a month later, I attended a ball at the estate of a renowned magical family, where I unexpectedly ran into Olivia.
It had been a long time, but she was as beautiful as ever.
“Ma-Marisela! It’s been so long!
I thought about visiting your estate, but then I realized you’re someone of incredibly high status. For someone like me to visit you first would have been a terrible breach of etiquette…
But I’m so glad to see you again!”
“Yes, it’s good to see you too,” I said, pulling her into a hug.
As I embraced her, I noticed the sharp stares directed my way.
At some point, Olivia had become universally adored, while I had become the one everyone loved to hate.
For the first time, I felt a fear that made me want to run away—the fear of their gazes.

        
            Chapter 44: Glances
After exchanging warm greetings with Olivia, I stepped away from her.
If I stayed by her side any longer, it felt as though someone might physically push me away.
As usual, no one invited me to dance.
Oddly enough, one distinguished man did approach me for conversation, though he was the exception.
Over the past month, Olivia wasn’t the only person I had spoken to.
There had been an arrogant woman whose sharp tongue I made cry with a few mocking words—that still counted as conversation.;
And I had exchanged words with a man of higher status than me, though, to be fair, he was the one initiating every interaction.
Now, that same man stood nearby, nursing a drink.
He was the image of an ideal Aryan—a golden-haired, blue-eyed figure someone with a ridiculous mustache might revere. He muttered under his breath.
“People seem to really dislike you. Particularly, they don’t want you near that young lady.”
Not just me—even when the prince himself approached Olivia, the crowd whispered about her.
They said that associating with a man like him would ruin her prospects for marriage, leaving her discarded and tarnished.
Though Olivia surely heard those words, she said nothing in response.
I couldn’t understand her inaction.
If people whispered that I was a troublemaker, I felt compelled to live up to the title.
“It’s not just me. They don’t seem to like the prince talking to her either. Unlike me, though, he could pluck out the eyes of those insolent fools if he wanted to,” I replied.
The man waved his hand dismissively.
“That kind of cruelty is something only someone like you—who killed a knight as a child—would think of.”
“So that rumor’s made the rounds too?”
His expression turned slightly surprised.
“It’s true? There are also rumors that you worship demons, though you don’t seem the type.”
“Demon worship, really? Is there no one else for them to gossip about? Sticking by someone who clearly doesn’t want you around is hardly appropriate—especially for an entire month.”
“Well, there’s no one else to stick by, which is why I’m here,” he said matter-of-factly.
It wasn’t particularly pleasant having a womanizing scoundrel hanging around me, especially one with a reputation for meddling with taken women.
“Why me, though?”
“My mother is pressuring me to finally marry a suitable young lady,” he replied.
“You don’t seem like the type to follow orders.”
“She said if I didn’t, she’d marry me off to a barbarian princess from the northern tribes. So here I am.
And since no man seems eager to pursue you, why not share a dance with me?”
The prince extended his hand.
I glanced at his outstretched palm, then at Olivia, gracefully dancing in the center of the ballroom.
I wasn’t sure why, but I felt envious of her.
It also seemed wasteful to let all the dance lessons I endured—complete with bruises and scoldings—go unused.
Taking the prince’s hand, I rose from my seat.
We waited until the current song ended before moving to an open space on the floor.
“It’s been a while since I’ve danced,” he said.
“How long?”
“The last time was at a marketplace, dancing the polka with some village girl.”
The new song began.
The estate seemed old-fashioned, and its owner likely the same, as the music wasn’t a waltz but a minuet.
“And I assume you spent the night with her as well?” I asked, dryly.
“Of course. It was a great honor for her to spend the night with someone like me,” he replied smugly.
Annoyed, I deliberately stepped on his foot, pretending it was an accident.
Feigning surprise, he grinned and said, “How utterly dull. Watching women dance in taverns is far more entertaining.”
I knew exactly the kind of dancing he meant—prostitutes lifting their legs and flashing their undergarments to the beat of bawdy music.
“You talk as if you’ve been to one.”
“Naturally. You must know what that’s like, coming from the slums yourself,” he said with a smirk.
And this was why people hated him.
Most nobles in the empire were landlords who profited from their estates. As landowners, they were inherently conservative.
A prince who frequented brothels and taverns in the slums, cavorting with commoners and causing scandals, would never be well-liked by such a crowd.
Of course, ambitious commoners with wealth might adore him for his lack of pretension—oblivious that he was likely sleeping with their wives in the next room.
“Unlike you, I don’t have fond memories of those places,” I replied coldly.
The tedious minuet ended.
Ordinarily, Olivia would have approached the ostracized prince, engaged him in conversation, and rehabilitated him into a proper human being.
Eventually, he would become a decent man, devoted only to her, and rise to the throne by ousting his brothers.
But judging by the current situation, it seemed more likely he’d end up clinging to me and crawling through the muck instead.
I thought he would lose interest after our dance and find another woman to pursue.
Instead, he followed me like a shadow.
Sitting on a sofa by the wall, I picked at some fruit, eating with my hands instead of using proper etiquette in hopes it would repel him.
But he persisted, bringing up an unpleasant topic.
“Does your family have a fiancé lined up for you?”
Was this man trying to court me?
On reflection, it didn’t seem likely—there was no benefit for him in doing so.
“If they did, I wouldn’t be here at this ball. Even Eileen—my sister—hasn’t managed to catch a decent man yet, so she’s been stuck dancing with me.”
“Ah, your mischievous sister. She’s quite pretty but clearly troubled. Men prefer quieter women.”
“In that case, I’m an even worse choice, don’t you think?”
“At least your sister has potential. Frankly, you don’t even have that,” he said bluntly.
I glared at him, annoyed—not because he was wrong, but because he was right.
“The social season will end in a month. By autumn, men will be off hunting or attending small gatherings,” he remarked.
“That’s sudden.”
“What is?”
“Talking about marriage.”
“Do you dislike it?”
“Of course. I’m only here to see Olivia.”
Raphael and Olivia were the only ones who had ever called me a friend.;
Surely it was okay to show a little interest in someone who called me that?
Though some had criticized me for being too attached.
“For someone so interested, you barely talk to her,” he pointed out.
“The people here don’t let me,” I replied.
The people dancing on this floor were all of similar status to me.
But in their eyes, I was an outsider—a tainted, unworthy being.
A mother who was a prostitute, they laughed. Ha.
Even though Olivia was an illegitimate child too, her mother hadn’t been a prostitute, nor was her mother’s commoner status widely known.
There probably aren’t many people who know.
Unlike the Duchess, no one would’ve gleefully spread such gossip about Olivia’s origins.
She must have grown up loved within her family.
Even now, the only reason I’m here at this gathering of esteemed individuals, who sometimes forge alliances or even find love, is because the Duchess has worked tirelessly to pair me with Eileen.
Maybe that’s why someone like Olivia could be so kind to someone like me.
A child raised with care and love naturally carries the mark of it.
Could we really be friends? Friendship is supposed to be between equals.
“Lost in thought, are we?”
“I was just wishing the gentleman beside me would find another lady to pester,” I replied.
“Why? Do you already have a lover?”
At that, Alina and Raphael came to mind.
But the idea of loving them romantically didn’t resonate.
Whether it was confusion or the opium’s lingering effects on my muddled brain, I wasn’t sure.
“Even if I did, it wouldn’t matter much to you, would it?”
Was he whining because I didn’t want to marry?
If that was the case, I couldn’t bring myself to care. After all, whoever I married would barely notice me—they’d be busy out in the world, leaving me alone.
“And you, Your Highness? Do you have someone?”
“I did.”
“Did?”
“They’re dead.”
“My condolences.”
“You’re taking this quite calmly. Most people would be flustered by now,” he remarked.
“Were they a commoner?”
He nodded.
“Given your reputation as the compassionate prince who mingled with commoners, I suppose that makes sense.”
“What do you mean?”
“Unlike us, they can’t simply call on a physician for treatment. They just fall ill and die. Death is always close by for them. It’s enough to make them think it’s better to live for the moment, wasting each day in fleeting happiness.”
“Do you find that sad?”
“Not so much sad as…”
I let the sentence trail off, unwilling to finish.
“Let’s leave it at that for today,” I said.
“Very well. Time is something we have in abundance, after all.”
I hoped the Empress would hurry up and marry him off to that barbarian princess.
With a nonchalant wave, he strutted off, and I headed in the opposite direction toward the tea room.
Passing by one of the rooms, I caught a glimpse of a silver-haired woman and Libian tangled together inside. Pretending not to notice, I continued walking.
People who played with anyone and everyone often ended up ostracized, like that prince.
Not my problem.
I spent a quiet three hours in an empty room, sipping tea served by a servant.
Eventually, Olivia’s figure appeared in the distance, wandering as though she were searching for someone.
She had a few people trailing her but seemed to shake them off as she moved. Was she looking for me?
I hoped it wasn’t just my imagination.
At one point, she glanced toward the room Libian had been in earlier and blushed slightly before resuming her search.
Finally, she spotted me sitting alone and ran over, her steps light.
“I’ve been looking all over for you! I was worried you’d already gone back,” she said breathlessly.
“Is that so?”
Olivia sat down beside me without hesitation.
Someone had once told her that when addressing a superior, she should wait for them to speak first.;
But either she didn’t think of me that way, or people let her get away with things simply because she was beautiful.
At a tea table, it was proper to have a servant bring a cup to her place, but Olivia simply grabbed a fork and started eating directly.
Her grip on the fork was incorrect, her posture slouched as she ate—completely lacking the poise of a lady.;
Her dress was rumpled, and she didn’t even bother to tuck her unused left hand out of sight.
Her lack of manners stood out like a sore thumb.
“You’re a bit unrefined,” I remarked with an unintentional chuckle.
Olivia’s face flushed slightly, her expression one of mild embarrassment.
I waved off the moment, brushing it aside.
“I’m joking. You said we should be friends, didn’t you?”
As I spoke, I picked up a cherry with my fork and ate it—seed and all. Spitting out the seed would have been rude.
In truth, it was a compulsion.
Even though no one would hit me for slipping up anymore, the fear and anxiety of making mistakes still made me tremble.
“Aha… ha…”
Was my gaze too sharp?
Olivia laughed awkwardly, her discomfort evident.
My crimson eyes, ominous and unsettling, had glared at the protagonist herself.;
Perhaps I should pluck them out as penance.

        
            Chapter 45: A Kiss
“Olivia, what do you think it means to be a friend?”
“Someone close and dear to you…?”
“It’s someone you’ve been close with for a long time. But this is only our second meeting, and we haven’t spent much time together.
Can we still call each other friends?”
I set my cup down with a bit more force than necessary. The sharp clang of porcelain against the saucer rang through the room like a chime.
“…I don’t know.”
“Well, we haven’t known each other for long, but we could start being close from now on, right?”
This time, I pulled out a card and pen from my belongings.
Unfortunately, my chest wasn’t as ample as Olivia’s, so I couldn’t perform the crude trick of hiding a pen in my cleavage.;
It seemed convenient, but after hearing Eileen complain about back pain from her larger chest, I wasn’t sure it was worth it.
“Next time, you’re welcome to visit my estate.
Everyone there finds it unbelievable that I’ve made a friend. They simply can’t accept it.”
Honestly, it hurts.
Sure, I might have a naturally prickly personality, but the people in that estate had a hand in twisting me into this mess.
When a girl with a terrible temper and a ruined reputation claims to have a friend, their reactions are almost offensive in their disbelief.
Olivia looked at the card and pen I offered her, blinking in confusion.
Her card was full of invitations to dance, while mine was blank, making it far easier to scribble on.
“Write down your address for me. I don’t know where you live,” I said.
“Ah, yes!”
Her face lit up, and she grabbed the pen—oh dear—with four fingers, scribbling her address in a crooked, uneven script.
I sighed lightly, my curiosity getting the better of me.
“So, Olivia, why did you come looking for me?”
“Everyone keeps whispering, telling me not to talk to you.
But I don’t believe that the person who helped me would be like that, so I came here to be your friend, like I said last time!”
A friend. I wasn’t sure what that even meant.
I’d thought about it at home, wondering where the boundary of friendship lay, but I couldn’t figure it out.
Surely, if you’re close with someone, they’re a friend?
But for that to work, I’d need to have been much less twisted than I am now—if it even would’ve worked then.
“Oh, that. I just acted on anger. Forget about it.”
“Huh?”
“Haha,” I laughed, not answering her question.
Deflecting was my style. I drained the rest of the tea in my cup.
The household was as old-fashioned as the minuet they’d played, and the tea they served was equally dull—a coarse, bitter blend.
Using the endless trivia I’d learned from the Duchess, I brought up stories that I thought Olivia might find amusing.
To an outsider, it might’ve looked like I was desperately trying to please her.
As we chatted, I slowly moved closer.
Bit by bit, I leaned in, until our thighs were touching, and my shoulder brushed against hers.
Being a woman herself, Olivia didn’t seem particularly uncomfortable with my proximity.
“Olivia, there are quite a few things I don’t like,” I said.
“Oh… Did I mess up my manners again?”
She stiffened, her face tense with worry.
I suppose it made sense.
After all, I was the type to smash a wineglass over someone’s head if provoked. Meeting me alone in a closed room probably wasn’t the best idea.
“Haha, you’ve been breaking rules left and right, so I don’t even care anymore,” I said lightly.
Picking up a cherry with my fork, I abandoned the pretense and grabbed the next one with my bare hand.
There was no one watching, after all.
Though spitting out the pit felt uncouth, so I swallowed it whole.
“As friends, how close are we supposed to be?
I’ve never had a female friend before, so I wouldn’t know,” I said, turning to Olivia.
“Um… Well…”
She fumbled for words, and I leaned in close to her.
Startled, she instinctively leaned back, her beautiful face flushed.
“About this close?” I teased.
I wanted to see how she’d react.
If I were honest, I wanted to sully her—this perfect, untouchable girl.
Not in the violent way that knight had struck Alina, but perhaps just enough to leave a tiny flaw in her brilliance.
Maybe it was jealousy or the lingering intoxication making my body run warm.
How much longer would I live as someone else’s pawn?
Even if the Duchess no longer treated me like a puppet, she’d left behind habits and scars I couldn’t shake.
The world already saw me as a vile, lecherous villainess. I was an addict—though that part was my fault.
If I was truly so wicked, what harm could there be in teasing the beloved Olivia a little?
“W-Wait, my lady—”
Before she could finish, I pressed my lips to hers.
It was a light kiss, no tongue involved—something that could pass as a friendly peck.
She didn’t resist, whether out of shock or sheer kindness. Her lips, plump and soft, were unexpectedly tender.
Though they looked vibrant with red lipstick, there was a faint dryness to them—a reminder of artificiality.
The faint metallic taste of her makeup lingered as I pulled back.
A subtle sweetness from tea and cherries hung in the air, but the tang of alcohol began to seep in as her lips reddened.
“…Ah…”
“Whoever the other person may be, being alone in a closed room isn’t a good idea, even if they’re your lover.
It seems I’ve taught you another lesson today. Haha,” I said, rising from my seat.
“Th-That was my first kiss!” Olivia stammered, clutching her lips with an expression of dismay.
“I didn’t use my tongue, so it wasn’t a romantic kiss. Just a light kiss of friendship and affection,” I replied.
Still, I had stolen her first kiss.
It felt like I had splashed black paint onto a perfect, pristine white statue.
The thought made me chuckle, a quiet laugh bubbling up despite myself.
A Dawn That Feels Heavy
“It was fun. I hope we can meet again for something other than a ball. These events are tedious and dull,” Olivia said with a cheerful smile.
For some reason, her expression irked me—a face that made me want to throw a punch. Still, my patience was remarkable as always, and I managed to hold back.
That evening’s ball passed uneventfully. As the final song began to play, I slipped out of the estate a little earlier than most.
Unlike other dawns, which felt heavy and hollow, this one found me walking with an unusually light step.
When I returned to the estate, I washed up quickly and collapsed into bed, falling asleep almost immediately.
I woke to a distant, noisy commotion.
A young boy, wearing suspenders, a flat cap, and a tattered jacket, was running through the streets, blowing a whistle and shouting, “Extra! Extra!”
Extras were free; no payment was needed.
The boy began tossing rolled-up newspapers into the yards of every house.
I hastily dressed, wiping my face with a damp towel before stepping out to the yard to retrieve the paper that had landed there.
The headline screamed in bold letters:
“A Critical Moment for the Empire Has Come.”
The article continued:
“At 4 AM today, the Empire’s treacherous enemies murdered our proud soldiers at the border. If their demands for the withdrawal of our forces are not met by 11 AM, the Empire will declare a state of war.”
A single sheet of paper bearing the Emperor’s seal was tucked inside:
	
	As of today, a partial mobilization is declared across the Empire.





;
	
	All citizens who have completed their military service are called to serve.





;
	
	Those conscripted will hold the rank of enlisted soldiers as per their contracts.





;
	
	Conscripts will receive the same pay as active-duty soldiers.





;
	
	Contracts for military service will remain valid for the duration of the mobilization unless otherwise released.





;
	
	Allied kingdoms are required to summon their respective knightly orders.





Below was a lengthy declaration:
“The sword has been drawn. It cannot return to its sheath without victory and honor.
The oath we swore before His Majesty must be upheld with our last drop of blood.
…(abbreviated)…
We will triumph.
Together, we will bring permanent peace and justice to the Empire and the continent.
From the lowest to the highest, let us unite to crush the enemies of the Empire.
For our victory, and for our great army!”
“What is this?” I muttered.
Ah, right.
This must be the part where Raphael gets conscripted, goes to war, and returns as a knight.
It doesn’t really concern me.
Since I can’t remember any particular impression of the war, it must’ve been a victory.
Upon closer inspection, it seemed the lower classes would bear the brunt of this.
Drifters from poor villages or slum dwellers would likely be dragged off under threat of clubs.
Raphael wouldn’t die.
Sure, many soldiers returned maimed or broken, but Raphael would come back unscathed.
After all, he’s the protagonist—even if not as central as Olivia.
There’s nothing to worry about.
…Right?
In the capital, Raphael, Kesel, and a few knights began packing their belongings, preparing to leave.
Raphael was the only person I truly felt comfortable with in this estate. I didn’t want him to go.
I already knew what his answer would be.
Still, with a trembling voice, I asked, “Do you really have to go?”
Raphael didn’t answer. He gave me a bitter smile and shook his head.
I unclasped the necklace I always wore, pulling off the ring that hung from it, and handed it to him.
“Bring this back. It’s important to me.”
“…Okay.”
I knew Raphael would return alive, perhaps even as a hero—someone grand enough to stand beside the beautiful Olivia.
Yet I couldn’t shake the gnawing unease in my chest.
So I hugged him tightly.
Not because I thought he might become Olivia’s lover.
But because I didn’t want my closest friend to get hurt.

        
            Chapter 46: Words I Don’t Want to Hear
The soldiers in their splendid uniforms marched through the triumphal arch, and knights gathered in groups heading somewhere—but beyond that, not much had changed.
The nobles still gathered at balls, dancing to their hearts’ content, and the citizens of the capital lived as energetically as ever.
No matter how many died, there would be no gloom overtaking society or instability shaking the nation.
After all, His Majesty had gathered society’s trash and turned them into patriots serving the country, ensuring that knights would rarely face death.
Yet, it felt as if things around me were falling apart one by one.
Alina had run far away, and I couldn’t bring myself to stop her.
If I had tried to stop her, she would almost certainly have ended up hanging in a corner of the estate’s warehouse.
Raphael hadn’t exactly run away, but he had gone far off to the battlefield.
Libian and Eileen occasionally spoke to me or cracked jokes, but I only offered polite smiles and let the conversations drift away lightly.
Libian mentioned that the Duke and his eldest son had also gone to the battlefield.
He assured me that nothing significant would happen since they had gone with the Order of Knights.
Thinking of Alina again, I couldn’t help but want to see her.
I knew her address, so I thought I might stop by to see her before returning to the estate.
I wondered how much she had changed.
She had mentioned marrying a boy from a rural farming village—by now, she might even have a child.
If the child resembled Alina, it would undoubtedly be adorable.
I hoped she was living happily.
After all, the reason she left me behind in this dreadful place and fled on her own was to live a happy life.
As usual, I spent today sitting in the corner of the ballroom, watching others dance.
Since that light kiss with Olivia, for some reason, the kind-hearted heroine blushed and avoided me every time our eyes met.
Thanks to this, malicious rumors had spread again, as if I had done something terrible to Olivia.
“If you know any underground organizations, introduce me to them.”
Today, the prince—who, far from receiving dance invitations, was avoided by all the women (or rather, the noblewomen)—had nothing better to do. He sat beside me, sipping wine, and brought up an absurd topic.
“What nonsense are you saying all of a sudden?”
“I overheard a rumor just now. They’re saying you had one of your underlings from some organization assault that pretty young girl.”
“If I had even one such organization, I’d die without regrets. Imagine someone loyal enough to infiltrate the mansion’s security during wartime and come all the way here. Incredible.”
“Quite so.”
The prince nodded as if it were a natural observation.
“Unfortunately, it seems the war won’t end in time for the social season.”
“Not long ago, everyone was celebrating, boasting about crushing those merchants’ capital within two weeks.”
“It seems they were surrounded while crossing the mountains. Oh, but keep it to yourself—it’s not public knowledge yet.”
“It doesn’t matter; I’ve no one to tell anyway. So, does this mean we lost the war?”
“Losing isn’t an option. The only difference is whether we win while losing many lives or while losing relatively fewer.”
He spoke as if stating the obvious.
The end of his statement left a bitter taste, though.
“Your confidence is impressive.”
“Even if the royal family is rotten, our pride in this nation reaches the heavens.”
A long, awkward silence stretched between us. Neither of us was close enough to comfortably start another conversation.
“So, that sweet young lady avoiding you—is it because you hit her or something?”
I hesitated briefly before deciding to answer lightly. This man was unlikely to spread anything he heard.
After all, who would listen to someone stuck sitting by me among this crowd?
“I just didn’t like her, so I stole her first kiss. A lady’s first is always precious, you know.”
The prince blinked in surprise, momentarily at a loss for words.
His reaction amused me, and I couldn’t help but laugh.
“You speak as if you’re not a lady yourself.”
A sharp observation.
Even after all these years, I still hadn’t fully established my sense of self.
I had accepted that I was Marie, but it was harder to embrace the idea of being the older, more grown-up Marisela.
All I carried in my mind was the notion that I was emotional and impulsive.
I deflected the prince’s remark with a vague response.
If it had been anyone else, I would have wracked my brain for a more thoughtful answer.
“Just let it go.”
Apparently, he wasn’t serious about the question; he merely shrugged and moved on to the next topic.
“By the way, have you thought about what I mentioned last time?”
“What are you expecting from someone so young? Surely it’s not interesting in this body.”
“An engagement would suffice.”
“Why me, though?”
I pointed to a cute girl sitting in the corner, clearly not receiving any dance invitations.
“You could woo that young lady over there. She’s of lower status but adorable—she’d surely fall for you if you tried.”
“But then I’d have to love her. It’s only natural for a normal woman to crave love.”
“Are you saying I’m abnormal? Quite rude of you, Your Highness.”
“Wouldn’t anyone think so, watching you calmly strike a woman’s head with a glass, then sit down and pull glass shards from your hand without a care?”
The truth of his words hit me squarely, and I, like most people confronted with uncomfortable truths, kept silent and pretended not to hear.
“You can’t approach someone so bright and happy like that.”
“I think I understand what you mean.”
“Didn’t you kiss her?”
“It was just a warning. Being alone with someone in an enclosed space isn’t a great idea, no matter who they are.”
“Hah, true.”
If it had been someone like the prince or Libian, they might have assumed permission and simply charged ahead.
After some light conversation, the prince grew bored and wandered off.
Judging by the fact that he exited through the garden path rather than the main entrance, he was likely heading to a village or tavern for some fun.
Eileen, as usual, wore a distressed expression while watching Olivia dance with another man.
If she handled the situation as she had with me—by throwing rotten eggs and slapping cheeks—it might resolve itself.
When a short break arrived after about eight songs, I approached Olivia, who was resting on a sofa, her body glistening with sweat as she sipped a drink.
“It seems many people like you, Olivia.”
“Hearing that is a bit embarrassing…”
Olivia trailed off, her words faltering when she saw my face.
I sat beside her, gazing at the dancers.
“I’m sorry about last time. I didn’t know how to maintain the right distance. As you may have heard, my reputation is what it is, so I have no friends.”
Her wariness eased slightly at that.
“Oh, um… So you just wanted to be friends?”
“Something like that. If I made you uncomfortable, I’m sorry. If you dislike me so much that you want to avoid me, I won’t approach you again.”
I stood as I spoke, but Olivia grabbed my arm.
True to her kind nature, Olivia tried to understand rather than reject me outright.
Or so I hoped.
“No, it’s fine! If it was just a mistake, it can’t be helped. It was partly my fault for approaching you when you were alone. I might have said some thoughtless things myself…”
I doubted it.
I had overheard comments about handsomeness, pitying the wandering prince, and admiration for Raphael, but nothing overly rude.
Still, I smiled instead of contradicting her.
“By the way, Marie, you always wear such magnificent dresses. I admire that. I’m still dressed by my parents.”
Technically, her mother wasn’t her biological parent, but I let that slide and continued the conversation.
“I also wear what my lady, or rather, my mother, chooses for me.”
Ah, right. Officially, she was my mother.
Olivia’s radiant smile lit up her face as she responded.
“She must truly love you—”
Her words were cut off as I unknowingly grabbed her cheek, silencing her.
I squeezed her face, my hand trembling.
“Um, Marie…?”
Olivia looked at me in shock, her lips pursed like a duck’s.
I tried to let go, but my shaking hand wouldn’t obey.
After a moment, people who had been watching us disapprovingly approached and separated us.
It seemed they feared I might strike Olivia as I had done to another woman before.
But I just didn’t want to hear any more.
The gathered women naturally intervened, pulling Olivia and me apart.

        
            Chapter 47: Words I Don’t Want to Hear
After being shoved into a corner by the crowd, a woman wielding a fan emerged from between the people, as if she were some sort of boss making her entrance.
“I told you last time, didn’t I? Don’t go near Olivia.”
“And who might you be?”
Her slightly upturned lips resembled those of a sly cat, her eyes sharp and fierce, and her hair bore a faint blue hue.
I stared at her intently, trying to recall who she was.
Ah, it’s that woman—the one who ran off crying the last time.
“I introduced myself last time. Surely you remember my name.”
“I don’t usually bother remembering the names of ladies who cry and flee just because they hear something unpleasant.”
Even if these women moved in groups like this, they weren’t exactly thugs.
They likely stuck together because they got along and found it convenient.;
After all, if they wanted to marry well, violence was practically taboo—they’d never even consider hitting someone.
Knowing this, I moved freely as I pleased.
Pouring wine until it brimmed in a nearby glass, I piled fruits onto a plate, then sat gracefully on the sofa, as if the woman in front of me were some subordinate of mine, entirely unrelated to me.
“Have a seat. No need to stand around so uncomfortably.”
The woman flinched slightly but eventually sat in the seat beside me, her hand trembling slightly.
“Sometimes you can grab someone by the face while joking around with a friend. Why does everyone glare at me so intensely for that?”
“That didn’t seem like a joke just now…”
A faint clink could be heard.
The wine glass, filled to the brim moments ago, had shattered.
The sound was drowned out by the music and chatter of the ballroom, and the smell was lost amidst the thick scents of makeup and perfume.
The woman flinched again, glaring at me as she spoke.
“…Did you do that on purpose?”
“And if I did? What’s next? Will you all gang up on me and beat me up?”
Saying something like this would probably provoke them, making them want to strike me out of sheer arrogance. But could they even imagine hitting someone from a duke’s family with their bare hands?
“…….”
“You’re too scared to go anywhere alone, so you try to intimidate people with your numbers. Yet you don’t even have the guts to strike anyone. Pathetic cowards trying to boss me around.”
“With such a rotten nature, it’s no surprise your words are disgusting.”
“You do realize you said the exact same thing last time, don’t you? What’s the point of dividing people into ‘good’ and ‘bad bloodlines’? Your noble father abandoned your mother, didn’t he? Not for another noble lady, but for a courtesan or worse.”
This was the line that had made her cry and run off last time.
Though she was trembling now, perhaps hearing it once before had made it easier for her to stomach. She seemed to let it slide this time.
“Anyway, just don’t go near Olivia again. A vulgar, harmful person like you could do who-knows-what to her. Like just now, putting your hands directly on a lady is unbecoming of proper etiquette…”
I couldn’t help but laugh.
I was with Olivia because I wanted to be, so why did this woman keep trying to interfere? Last time, she had “accidentally” spilled wine on my clothes, and I had let it go.
She had even smirked about it, acting innocent while orchestrating people behind the scenes, making sure whispers reached my ears and some bumped into my shoulder. And because I kept my mouth shut, they must have thought I was an easy target.
But at worst, they spilled drinks on my clothes or tripped me. It wasn’t as bad as what I had endured in the mansion.
The idea that someone might target me was exhausting, though.
“You all say the same things every day. Despite knowing less about manners, proper etiquette, or common sense than I do, you constantly call me disgraceful, vulgar, dirty, or demonic. You label me as someone not worth associating with.”
I rose from my seat.
The hem of my dress dragged along the floor, soaking up the spilled wine. The once-pristine white fabric was quickly stained crimson.
I decided to offer some words of advice to these lovely, doll-like girls glaring at me with animosity in their eyes.
Surely, it was advice—after all, I was commenting on the “common sense” they had learned all their lives and were so proud of.
“Look at you fools, squawking like hens. You can’t even boil an egg properly, yet you babble on about status, etiquette, rules, and lineage. If those things are so important, then as someone with at least half better lineage than you, you should show me respect. My mother may be a courtesan, but my father is a far greater man than your laughable fathers.”
If bloodlines and status were so important to them, wasn’t showing proper respect to those of higher status only natural?
But no, they simply hated me. I was easy to provoke, so they poked at me whenever they could.
That’s why they dragged me here after finding me with Olivia.
Even if they didn’t hit me outright.
Displeased with the circle of women surrounding me, I grabbed whatever was within reach and began throwing it. Objects soared through the air, forcing the girls to scatter.
As the scenery around me became visible again, I felt a slight sense of relief.
I hated their stares. Even more so when they were filled with negativity.
Who could possibly enjoy them?
This time, as I grabbed a wine glass, intending to throw it, the young lady of Gastone House grabbed my wrist.
“No matter if your father is Duke Vitelsbach, it’s unacceptable to insult us like this. You’ve crossed the line…”
“If you’ve got time to scold me with that stiff face of yours, maybe you should bury your head in the gaping hole your mother tore open giving birth to you and just die. Oh, wait. That hole’s probably rotten shut by now.”
I almost poked her chest with my finger to emphasize my point, but I stopped myself—if I did, I might have grabbed her by the collar and hit her.
Was that too harsh?
“You crossed the line first. You always do when it comes to me, don’t you? So much so that it barely registers anymore. Shall I spell out when you did it for your dull mind?”
The young lady pressed her lips together tightly, her tears brimming as she tried not to let them fall.
Her hands trembled, and she desperately fought to keep those tears from spilling over. It was almost laughable.
Should I Make Her Cry?
“Going on about that so-called ‘noble lineage’ of yours, while you’re utterly useless—even to the point of falling for a man’s rear, not even a woman’s—that’s what I mean by crossing the line.
My mother may be a courtesan, but at least she’s alive. Your mother couldn’t even measure up to that and killed herself. Pathetic.”
The sound that cut off my words was simple to describe: a slap. Just like the sound of a hand clapping.
It was a sound I’d heard countless times. It didn’t even make me angry anymore.
I had merely repeated the same kind of insults they hurled at me every day, changing the target to the person in front of me.
Yet, this girl trembled, her body shaking visibly. A tear rolled down her cheek as she glared at me with eyes filled with fury—and then, she slapped me.
Whether she had poured her full emotion into it or simply struck me with all her strength, my face turned slightly to the side. Hmm. Not bad.
Around us, people stared in shock. Even the girl who had hit me seemed startled by what she had done.
I touched my cheek, and sure enough, there was blood—likely from her nails scraping me. No big deal. It wasn’t surprising; people often act out of anger.
Or perhaps thoughts of her father rolling around with men and her mother hanging herself had made her feel a little emotional. Who knew?
“Wait—no, I didn’t mean to… I’m sorry! Let me… let me call for a healer—”
“Don’t bother. You’re not actually sorry, are you?”
I casually wiped the blood on my dress. The servants would clean it thoroughly anyway.
“Marie? Julia…?”
Oh, right. Her name was Julia.
Her hair was silky, soft to the touch—true to her name.
When I turned my head toward the sound, I saw Olivia standing there.
Why was she here? Why wasn’t she off dancing with some dashing gentleman instead of witnessing this scene?
“Is this… because of me?”
“It’s nothing. Just a little disagreement.”
Perhaps she had seen me get slapped from the upper floor, because not long after, the Duchess and what I assumed to be Julia’s guardian descended to the scene.
They hadn’t bothered to come down when I was surrounded earlier.
Maybe they assumed nothing would happen because of our age or the strict education we had all received.
But now that the music was nearing its end and attention was beginning to shift toward us, we had to move.;
Hopefully, everyone would chalk this up to some lover’s quarrel and let it slide.
After all, slapping someone at a ball wasn’t exactly newsworthy. Unless, of course, someone stabbed a visiting noble at a villa—it’d take something that dramatic to draw real attention.
Before leaving the ballroom, I whispered to Olivia.
“There’s no need for you to see things like this. Just like women adorn themselves beautifully for the men they love, only look at me when I’m at my best.”
Then I forcibly nudged her away, telling her to go dance.
Thankfully, Olivia seemed to recognize the atmosphere wasn’t right and left without resistance.
In any gathering of men and women, conflicts were bound to arise. That’s why most venues had designated spaces for such occurrences—a tearoom, a nearby garden, or, if nothing else, a terrace.
Julia was being scolded.
She soon began sniffling, then threw herself into her guardian’s arms and wailed loudly.
Her guardian comforted her with a warm gaze, patting her back gently.
Maybe that’s what I had wanted from my mother. Or maybe I was just thinking anything would’ve been better than her drunken fits, choking the life out of me.
It was hard to tell.
“…What happened?”
“Nothing.”
“You have a wound on your face. How can you call that ‘nothing’?”
I didn’t want to hear it.
At those words, I pulled out a pipe and a scroll I had stashed in my coat. I couldn’t smoke inside the ballroom, but surely it wouldn’t matter in the tearoom.
The leaves and powder I’d pre-packed were slightly damp, making the smoke a bit musty.
“It’s nothing, Duchess. And even if it were, a scratch like this is better than a broken bone, isn’t it?”
The Duchess fell silent at my response.
“I’ll take my leave now. And once again, Duchess, nothing happened.”
As I said this, Julia and her guardian looked at me as if they were staring at something grotesque. Their gazes carried a hint of fear.
Snuffing out the pipe and heading back to my seat, my vision wavered slightly.
Raphael was probably off at the battlefield.
Alina had run away somewhere, tormented by her suffering.
The Proxy Manager had taken a blade to the gut over some pocket change.
And my mother had simply withered away and died, no apparent reason behind it.
Surrounded by the sounds of laughter, chatter, music, the glow of bright lights, the sight of men and women dancing at the ball, I muttered softly to myself.
“Fuck.”

        
            Chapter 48: A Vile Confession
What should I have done?
No matter how much I replay it in my mind, an unrelenting sense of self-loathing consumes me.
It seems my plan to raise Marisela into a child universally despised by the world has succeeded all too well.
Even when I screamed into the emptiness of my room, desperate to stop midway, I had already gone too far. I raised that child in a way so abhorrent it was beyond repair.
Not only did I cruelly abuse and distort a child who had just lost both parents in the slums, but I did so willfully.
And the one responsible was none other than me.
Calling this “raising a child” would earn the outrage of every parent in the world, but I can’t think of another word for it.
Back then, I convinced myself that ruining Marisela would be the perfect revenge against the woman who stole my husband’s love.
Perhaps I was mad.
Tormenting that child brought me nothing but a crude sense of satisfaction. Nobody else was hurt—only the child suffered. I knew that fully well.
And I wasn’t wrong. The mere thought of someone hating me so much after my death that they would ruin my child filled me with horror.
Even so, I know it’s meaningless to wonder now why I did it. I can’t undo the twisted, shattered state that child has become, and I’ve long passed the point of regret.
If I must offer an excuse, it’s this: the child looked just like her mother.
Her mother, a mere commoner, possessed a beauty and grace that exceeded that of most nobles, and the child inherited it all. Even though she had grown up in the slums, she stood firm and dignified.
I hated it. Every time I struck the child, it felt as though I were striking her mother instead.
There was no one to point a finger and call me vile and despicable. If anything, I was the one who turned the child into a vulgar, filthy, lowly parasite who didn’t know her place and crawled her way into the mansion.
Even my husband entrusted the child to me. He had no grounds to object to how I treated her.
He occasionally offered me warnings, but I always responded the same way:
“If you gave me even half the love you gave that whore, I could raise the child as my own.”
He never had an answer for that.
At some point, though, the hatred I felt toward the child began to wane, replaced by a growing self-loathing. Eventually, I wanted to stop it all.
I think it was the day I found myself in a dim room, illuminated only by the eerie glow of candlelight.;
A stiff rod in my hand, the child cowering beneath me, begging for forgiveness. I looked at the mirror and saw the grotesquely twisted expression on my own face.
No, that wasn’t it. I still enjoyed tormenting the child then.
It must’ve been the moment I struck her, and she neither apologized nor screamed. She didn’t even tremble in fear. I shoved her hard in frustration.
Her arm bent in a direction it shouldn’t, her leg broke, yet she made no sound. Instead, she sat down as I’d taught her, waiting silently for me to speak.
That must’ve been when I realized it.
When hatred and anger are directed at the wrong person, they cannot endure for long.
I thought I could hate the woman who stole my husband’s love for all eternity, even to my death.
Even if I choked her to death with my own hands.
Perhaps it wasn’t guilt that came to me later. It was disgust—disgust at the wretched creature I’d become and a desperate desire to restore myself to what I once was.
Before I fell for the Duke of Vitelsbach.
Back to when I was a young girl dreaming of a simple life filled with love, even if it wasn’t grand or luxurious.
Back when I thought love could transcend class, and I dreamed while reading romantic tales circulating among the common folk.
That foolish, naive young lady from a merchant family was gone, replaced by the vile, grotesque Duchess of Vitelsbach, who arrived with heaps of money and little else.
Whenever Marisela broke some rule of etiquette, I whipped her calves or arms, not lightly enough to leave faint red marks but so fiercely her skin bruised purple.
After each blow, I questioned myself—was it right to treat such a young child this way? Was it okay to twist her into something so warped?
But I silenced my conscience by telling myself it was the only way to cope.
I began to see the filth of her mother in Marisela and convinced myself that tormenting her was justified.
Marisela was no longer Marisela. She was Lize—the filthy, vile, despicable whore who stole what was rightfully mine.
I hit her under the guise of teaching her table manners. If she used the wrong posture or held her utensils incorrectly, I slapped her face or struck her fingers with the rod.
Once, she vomited while eating, whether from indigestion or stress, I couldn’t tell. I made her eat it again.
When she cried, screaming that she didn’t want to live this way, I slapped her and called it whining.
Whenever she failed to memorize a passage I assigned her, I struck her for every mistake, no matter where it was.
Even as other children came and went between the capital and the estate during the social season, I left Marisela behind, calling her too filthy to be seen in public.
I tormented her relentlessly under the guise of education. I made the servants fear me, driving away anyone who tried to stay by her side.
Her life was devoid of companionship, filled only with medicine to dull the pain.
In the end, I couldn’t even think of a way to restore her soul to a normal state.
Marisela—no, the child—had no memories of her abuse. It was as if she had erased them herself to survive.;
She believed she had naturally learned all the etiquette I forced upon her through pain.
She had become adept at table manners, yet she claimed she had always known them.
When she began to speak back, saying things that pierced my heart, I realized she saw through me completely.
She told me my husband chose her mother not because she was more beautiful but because she was a better person.
She called me pathetic, a fool who took out her frustrations on a child because she had no one else to blame.
She was right.
And, like all irrational people hit with the truth, I threw the rod and shoved her away.
Her frail body twisted as her bones broke.
But even then, she simply stared at her crooked limbs with vacant eyes, sat back down, and resumed her studies.
I couldn’t bring myself to strike her again after that. I was afraid—terrified, even. I couldn’t accept that I was the one who had created this wretched being.
She was just a child. How could I have seen such an innocent girl as no different from that vile woman?
Whether it was delusion or madness, I don’t know.
Now, Marisela has become exactly what I feared—so twisted she doesn’t care whether she lives or dies.
I destroyed her soul so thoroughly that not even I could piece it back together.
And so, I spend every day atoning, knowing forgiveness will never come.
When I die, the Almighty Isten will cast me into the fiery pits of hell, and I will deserve every moment of it.

        
            Chapter 49: Let’s Get Along
Three months had passed.
I stayed in the capital when the Duchess, Libian, and Eileen returned to the mansion.;
I figured if I went back too, it would only delay the chance to see Raphael again.;
Two months ago, I had sent him a letter, urging him to return to the capital.
But after the social season ended, no one came looking for me.
All I received was a note a month ago saying Eileen had visited the mansion.
I suppose they all thought I had returned to my domain, as I should have.;
She had her place to be, and I had mine. There wasn’t much chance of us meeting.
We were still young and had plenty of time ahead of us. No one sincerely proposes to a girl who’s barely of age. At most, it’s just an engagement made in passing.
Finally, Raphael came back.
This time, he wasn’t riding the brown horse he used to. Perhaps it had died, for he now had a black horse, its left eye hollowed out.
Raphael himself was a mess.
The boy whose eyes once sparkled with dreams of becoming a knight now looked lifeless, like a fish dead in the water.
A long scar marred his left eye, and his pinky finger was severed from his left hand.
“Marie.”
I wished he hadn’t returned injured.
I hesitated to speak, afraid that the wrong words might escape my lips.;
My mouth opened and closed a few times before I managed to say anything.
“I was supposed to head straight back to the mansion, but you asked me to come,” he said, watching me as he rummaged through his pocket. He pulled out a ring and tried to place it on my finger.
The inside of the ring was smeared with blood. It seemed he hadn’t even had the time or the mind to clean it.
“Say something.”
I took the ring from his hand. At first, I tried to slip it onto his pinky, but my gaze lingered on the stump where the finger had been severed. After a moment, I quietly placed it on his ring finger instead.
Raphael’s voice was hoarse.
Even if someone cried every day, their voice wouldn’t become this ragged.
I reached out and gently caressed his face. The scar beneath his left eye was deep, a mark left even after treatment.
“Raphael, did you become a knight?”
“You used to tell me every day that you would,” I said.
He nodded.
“Now that you’ve achieved it, you don’t have to leave my side anymore, do you?”
“…That’s…”
“If you’ve grown to hate me, and never want to see me again, just throw the ring away and leave.”
Raphael’s expression turned into something between sadness and anger.
Perhaps it was natural. After surviving such hardships, the only words he heard from me were practically reprimands.
“I came back alive, and this is all you have to say to me?”
“Of course you should’ve come back alive—alive and whole, with the same bright eyes you had whenever you talked about becoming a knight. Raphael, you haven’t looked in a mirror, have you?”
“……”
“You once told me I wasn’t like the old Marie anymore. You said I seemed like a completely different person. At the time, I didn’t know what you meant, but now I think I understand.”
A little hardship really could change a person’s entire demeanor.
There was a time when I’d look in the mirror and think I didn’t look this bitter.
I’m still beautiful, though.
“Was it hard for you?”
At my question, Raphael nodded.
I approached him, this boy who had once spoken so fervently of his seemingly impossible dream of knighthood, and embraced him.
He buried his face in my shoulder, wrapped his arms around me, and sank to his knees, sobbing.
A Shattered Voice
The sight of a grown man crying with a hoarse, broken voice was less sorrowful and more painful to witness.
I patted his back, my expression stiff and unmoving. Perhaps it was because a thought had crossed my mind—that maybe it hadn’t been so bad for him.
After all, if he could cry, it meant he still had the luxury of feeling sadness.
With that, I pried Raphael’s trembling hand from the reins of his horse and passed them to a servant nearby. I took his hand and led him toward the mansion.
“I don’t have anyone to talk to, but at least you’re here. Let’s just talk about anything—most problems can be solved that way.”
Hearing my words, Raphael’s body trembled even more.
Until he went to bathe and change into clean clothes, I passed the time smoking tobacco—leaving out the opium, of course. Raphael hated it.
After all, this was the first time we’d met in a long while. It wouldn’t do something he disliked.
I’m so thoughtful and considerate. Truly, I’m such a good person. Ha.
When Raphael finally entered the room, he said nothing.
He sipped some tea, glanced around nervously, and flinched every time a servant passed by, as though expecting an ambush.
About an hour passed, and as the sunlight streaming through the window shifted slightly, Raphael finally managed to speak.
“Marie… back then, when you brought me with you…”
“Yes?”
“At that time… I killed someone.”
“Hmm.”
“I—I stabbed them…”
Raphael, it seemed, was more prone to tears than I had thought.
His voice, laden with sobs, made his story halting and strained.
“And the person I killed… they… they keep showing up in my dreams. Or… or I hear their screams…”
Dreams, he said.
If I close my eyes without opium, dreams always come. Memories of punishments—beatings when an angle was wrong while eating, fingers crushed by fountain pens if I failed to memorize text, deranged gazes fixed on me as a hand slapped my face until it split open.
The gentle Duchess could never have done such things, but these visions haunt me nonetheless.
Whether they were real or not, I couldn’t say.
Raphael, though, was gasping for breath, clearly overwhelmed.
He must be too upright, too honest, unable to rationalize things away.
It’s simpler to think of it like this: the one who hurt Alina wasn’t a person—it was a beast. That’s how I’ve always explained it to myself.
“Raphael, I’ve never killed a person. What you killed wasn’t human—it was just a beast that happened to speak our language.”
I removed the pipe from my lips, sat beside Raphael, and handed it to him.
He hesitated, refusing at first, but when I assured him it wasn’t laced with anything, he cautiously took a drag.
After coughing lightly, he seemed to take a liking to it and smoked diligently. Once he calmed down a bit, he handed the pipe back.
I took it and resumed smoking.
The atmosphere was too heavy for any silly remarks about indirect kisses.
“Tell me what happened. It won’t solve anything, but at least it might ease your mind.”
I, for one, couldn’t even tell Alina. I had never fully opened up to anyone.
It’s a miserable thing to have no one to confide in.
So I hoped Raphael would confide in me.
Thankfully, like a penitent man confessing in a church, he began to speak.
He spoke of splitting open the head of a surrendering enemy in a frenzy, of massacres, looting, and rapes that followed the capture of a village—things as clichéd as they were brutal.
Did he expect knights to be different?
Honor and valor are nothing more than the fantasies of children. Men are slaves to their base instincts, after all.
I listened, comforted him, and embraced him when he broke down, patting his back like one would a child.
Unlike Olivia, I didn’t have a large chest to soften the embrace. It probably didn’t feel very comforting.
Through his tears, Raphael confessed he had once been trapped in the mountains. With no food, he stole supplies from starving villagers, leaving them to die.
He watched as one of his comrades, Kesel, assaulted a village woman. Instead of intervening, Raphael focused on grabbing bread from the table.
He had built an impossible ideal of what knights should be, likely based on fairytales. Those tales painted knights as paragons of honor and righteousness.
Raphael wanted to be that kind of knight. Now, he seemed utterly crushed by the truth.
He even admitted to killing a child who had tried to stab him with a kitchen knife. And when the child’s mother tried to protect them, he killed her too.
Despite all this, the heroic stories of his exploits on the battlefield were absent from his lips.
“Raphael,” I said softly, “do you think I’d hate you because of this?”
Raphael nodded.
“It’s disgusting, isn’t it? Horrible. I’m no knight… we’re…”
His voice trailed into a downward spiral of self-loathing and despair.
It wasn’t something I particularly wanted to hear. But as a friend, it seemed only right to offer him some form of comfort.
So, I leaned in and kissed him, silencing his words.
I’d done the same for Olivia before, so it was only fair to do it for a friend.
He had always looked out for me, protected me from bullies at the orphanage, and remained nearby even as we grew older.
If it was this hard for him, then I simply wouldn’t let him return to the battlefield.;
He could stay as my personal knight, or if that didn’t work, we could just get married.
Raphael sat there in a daze, touching his lips, before looking at me with a stunned expression.
“Who cares?” I said. “No matter what you’ve done—even if you were a demon worshiper using newborns to create elixirs—it doesn’t matter to me.
Unless you’ve grown to hate me, just stay by my side.”
At my words, Raphael called my name—“Marie, Marie”—over and over as he hugged me tightly.
The servants nearby blushed as they watched, likely embarrassed by the scene.
Looks like marriage prospects are out the window. Not that I planned to marry anyone anyway. Ha.
How troublesome.
Someone like Olivia would have been far better suited to comforting Raphael.;
She could heal even old wounds and make him fall for her completely.
The old me would have burned with jealousy at the sight, probably plotted against Olivia, and ended up beheaded by Raphael for it.
Not the worst outcome, honestly.
Maybe all the foolishness and envy I’ve displayed so far was deliberate.
Without opium, I’d have thrown myself from a building long ago.
Even now, whenever the Duchess, Libian, or Eileen speak to me as if nothing has happened, I want to escape through death.
Finding Kesel’s pistol and killing everyone in the Duke’s household before turning it on myself is also an option.
But I know what would happen—I’d hesitate, trembling before putting the barrel to my temple.
That’s how deeply memories embed themselves into the body.
Ah, come to think of it, I heard the Duke and his eldest son are dead.
They say it was due to failing to protect them.
Doesn’t matter. It’s none of my concern.

        
            Chapter 50: Conversation
After meeting Raphael, I returned to the mansion immediately.
The duchy was enveloped in a heavy, suffocating atmosphere, as though it would sink underground at any moment.
Libian was sobbing uncontrollably in front of the coffin, Eileen had cried herself into exhaustion and collapsed, and the Duchess sat silently, staring intently at the portraits of the Duke and his eldest son.
With the Duke and his son gone, it was no surprise that the mood was gloomy. My presence would likely only deepen the despair.
But honestly, I didn’t feel much sorrow.
I could count on one hand the number of times I had exchanged words with the Duke, and I had never spoken to the eldest son beyond simple greetings.
I couldn’t even remember his name.
We had never approached each other—never even tried to.
In that sense, he was likely the person in this household with whom I had the least strained relationship.
He was the only one I didn’t dislike.
Dressed in a black mourning dress, I gazed at the Duke’s portrait.;
He had always seemed tired of life, his manner often tinged with dry humor.
He preferred actions over words, expressing himself by pulling money from his pockets to buy something instead of saying how he felt.
I placed a jewel he had given me when I first arrived at the mansion atop his coffin.
After the Duke and his son were laid to rest, Libian became the new Duke.
By next year, he would likely entrust the duchy’s management to someone else and plunge into society, where women would flock to him like moths to a flame.
Even after the funeral, life at the mansion remained mostly unchanged.
Unlike in the capital, the servants here saw me as beneath them.;
Meals began arriving that looked fine on the surface but were secretly rotting, infested with insects, or riddled with mold.
I ate to fill my stomach, but the pain afterward forced me to smoke opium heavily. It was the only relief.
How many more years would I live like this?
Perhaps my lifespan would be just as it was in the original story.
For some reason, before I attended that ball, I hadn’t wanted to die.
There’s rarely a clear reason for not wanting to die. Most people live simply because they were born, enduring the pain of existence.
That’s what I told myself, anyway—a convenient excuse.
I believed I had a role to play.
I thought that if I met Olivia or the important figures in the Imperial City, I might finally understand my purpose.
As the protagonist, I had naïvely believed that everything would somehow work out if I met the right people.
That’s why I spent the entire social season clinging to them, talking, listening, trying to grow closer.
In hindsight, it feels like a complete waste of time.
Unlike the original version of me, I didn’t slap anyone at the ball or hire thugs to threaten Olivia.
If anything, I was the one being targeted.
Maybe I should’ve just played the role of a petty, hateful character, letting people scorn me until I was cast aside and killed.
I joined the family for dinner for the first time in a while.
Libian sat at the largest chair in the center, the Duchess and Eileen to his right, and I to his left.
There was little conversation during the meal. The atmosphere was far too heavy for idle chatter.
By the time sherbet was served as the final course, I noticed something odd—the head butler was nowhere to be seen.
Had he followed the Duke and his son to their deaths?
After finishing my sherbet, I rose to return to my room, but the Duchess called out to me, leading me to the guest parlor for tea.
Eileen tried to follow, but Libian stopped her, leaving only the Duchess and me in the room.
“What tea would you like?” she asked.
“Hydrangea tea,” I replied.
She nodded, brewing the tea and placing it in front of me. Years of practice had made her tea exceptional, even if little else about her was.
Neither of us spoke.
We weren’t close, and the silence made my hands tremble slightly, leaving me in no mood to break it.
“I always thought time would fix everything,” the Duchess eventually said.
Her tone invited me to ask, so I obliged.
“What do you mean?”
“Everything—my relationship with my husband, my own ugliness, my immature children, and you, who have been broken beyond repair.”
“Broken? I’m perfectly fine.”
“…A normal person doesn’t spend their days clinging to tobacco—especially not the kind laced with powder.”
“You make my body ache just by being near.”
“Of course. This house must feel familiar to you.”
“Why did you call me here?”
“Marisela…”
Her voice trailed off as she stared blankly into her cup, looking lost, as I sometimes do when I face my reflection sober.
“My life… was meaningless. I loved, but was never loved in return. I raised children who would’ve grown fine without me.”
Her voice cracked as she continued, more to herself than to me.
“Everything I’ve done—everything—has only ever ruined, broken, and twisted what it touched.
I was never someone meant to be loved. Who could possibly care for such a wretched woman?”
She looked intoxicated by her own misery as she drained her teacup.
I couldn’t think of anything to say. My lips quivered as they started to move, then stilled.
“Marisela, I’m sorry.”
“What good does apologizing now do?”
“Nothing.”
“You taught me everything I needed, didn’t you? Every rule and etiquette drilled into my body so deeply that breaking them triggers fits. Isn’t that enough? Or should I crawl over and lick your shoes?”
Don’t cry.
Don’t sob.
Look at me with those bloodshot eyes you used when you used to beat me senseless.
Don’t grieve.
Just be angry—yell at me, demand to know how I dare to speak to you this way.
Tell me to know my place.
Tell me I’ll become nothing more than a pathetic prostitute.
Hit me, if you must. Just don’t look at me with sadness.

        
            Chapter 51: “Let me go.”
When I opened my eyes, there was no strange ceiling—just the familiar one of my room.
I touched my side. The wound was gone.
Still, perhaps from the blood loss, my head was spinning.
There was no one in the room.
I reached out to grab my pipe… but it wasn’t there.
Maybe it had fallen to the floor amidst the commotion.
A shiver ran through me, though the room wasn’t cold. Strangely, I felt both hot and freezing.
I had no desire to call anyone for help.
Folding the blanket over and over, I brought a chair and tied the long blanket to the chandelier so that it hung down like a rope.
How do you tie a noose again?
I wasn’t heavy, so as long as it was tied tightly, it probably wouldn’t come loose.
Or maybe I should just open the window and jump.
That would make quite a racket. And at just five stories up, I’d probably survive, only to be dragged back by a doctor trying to save me.
Dying was turning out to be a surprisingly complicated ordeal.
“This is hard.”
At least I managed to make a noose out of the blanket.
It was thin, so twisting it into a rope wasn’t too difficult.
Anyway, I slipped my head into the loop, trying to figure out the least painful way to die.
Should I shatter a teacup, cut my wrists, and lie in the bathtub?
In an hour or so, someone would likely find me and patch me up again.
I could burn myself, but even with the scroll, I’d pass on that.
Being engulfed in flames was agonizing, even under opium’s haze.
No, there was no way around it.
This noose was the only thing I had to rely on, a fitting testament to how empty my life had been.
If only I had a pistol. That would make this so much simpler.
I should’ve stocked up on poison or sleeping pills while I was in the capital.
I should never have met Olivia at the ball, that happy woman who lived so differently from me despite her similar circumstances.
I should’ve closed my ears when the prince proposed.
It was foolish to start thinking, “What if?”
I shouldn’t have taken Raphael from the orphanage.
He would’ve become a knight on his own, without me dragging him into my mess.
Without me, he wouldn’t have scars, wouldn’t have lost a finger, wouldn’t be living a harder life because of me.
Alina… I wanted to see you.
If only you were here, I’d tell you how adorable you are, so much like your mother.
I wanted to boast about how you survived that mansion, how you grew strong enough to attend balls.
When the Proxy Manager died, I should’ve died too.
There’s no shortage of ways to die.
If I had swallowed all those sleeping pills during one of my sleepless nights as a child, maybe it would’ve worked out somehow.
After burying my mother by the lake, I could’ve died wandering the streets.
I could’ve provoked some thugs in the alley and been stabbed, ending it all.
Why did I try so hard to live?
Even now, I don’t want to die, but there’s no hope in sight.
How long do I have to keep living like this?
Even when my fingers were crushed, ending my career as a pianist, I didn’t think of suicide.
Does this world, or some cruel god, want to see me broken and driven to death?
If a god exists, surely there are no good ones—only wretched demons.
Standing before the noose, I sorted through my tangled emotions and let myself fall into the air.
Like a fish newly caught, I thrashed and grabbed at the rope with both hands.
Was it instinct? My fingers clawed at the loop around my neck, but it wouldn’t budge. The noose tightened relentlessly.
As my body started to rebel against itself, my feet stretched, toes curling, and I kicked the chair away.
My knees buckled, and the tips of my toes quivered.
Even though I held onto the rope, I couldn’t breathe.
My dizziness was probably from the wild swinging of my hanging body.
“Ah… ugh… ah.”
My knees wobbled as my feet flailed, desperately seeking the floor.
Just slightly out of reach, the ground offered no relief.
It hadn’t even been a minute, but was I really going to die?
There was a faint warmth spreading below my waist, a humiliating result of asphyxiation.
My body lurched forward and backward in grotesque, worm-like movements.
Even as the thought “I might really die” flickered in my mind, it felt surreal.
After what felt like an eternity, dangling from the ceiling, someone knocked on the door.
Then, without hesitation, they opened it.
It was Eileen.
When she saw me, her face twisted in shock. Letting out a scream, she rushed to me and grabbed my legs, lifting me up.
Air flooded into my lungs.
It wasn’t pleasant.
The stale air in the room, unventilated for days, mixed with a faintly acrid smell. It made me feel sick.
“Can you let me down?”
“Don’t die! I’m sorry. I’ll do whatever you want—just don’t…”
Eileen’s words poured out in a frantic stream.
Libian, who had just entered, looked like she was in a daze, her expression the same as when she shot me with a gun.
They must’ve been struggling too.
If they’d just left me alone, they’d only need to prepare another coffin. But they had to walk in early and save this pathetic parasite.
“I said, let me down. I want to bathe.”
At that, Libian and Eileen began to lower me—
“Ugh!”
—only to almost strangle me again.
As my legs kicked and hands flailed, Libian grabbed my legs again, while a flustered Eileen hastily untied the blanket.
The chandelier swayed before finally snapping loose and crashing to the floor.
A massive glass piece fell, but it didn’t shatter—probably because it was too sturdy.
I shoved past the dazed Eileen and Libian, who were staring blankly at me, and left the room.
Even the servants trailing behind me irritated me, so I pushed them aside too.
Yet they continued to follow me, shuffling after me like shadows. Even when I spoke, they only stepped back a little, their gazes glued to me.
With a sigh, I entered the bathroom, washed myself thoroughly, and changed into fresh clothes.
When I looked in the mirror, my neck was covered with bruises, deep and purplish.
I touched them for a while, then let out a faint chuckle before moving on.
As Eileen trailed behind me, I spoke softly to her.
“Hey, Eileen. Whose fault do you think this is?”
“It’s… it’s my fault. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry,” she stammered, hiccupping through her sobs.
Watching a sixteen-year-old girl cry and apologize like that wasn’t exactly pleasant.
She wasn’t a child anymore, not really, but children, no matter their age, should at least be happy.
The reason I hadn’t killed myself before—when my fingers were crushed, when I became a useless wreck of a person—was simple.
Once, I had two nephews who lived with me.
To them, an uncle who had lost everything and locked himself away was just a pitiful, useless piece of trash. But an uncle who lost everything and killed himself? That would leave a tragic scar on their hearts.
So I spent my days numbly watching boring novels and movies.
Saying it out loud, it really does sound like a flimsy excuse.
“Maybe it’s my fault,” I said.
It was always me who got hurt, me whose heart was torn to shreds. Yet I was the one who had to comfort myself, for some reason I still couldn’t figure it out.
I patted Eileen on the shoulder, trying to console her.
“Don’t you think it’s about time we stopped living like this? How much longer are you going to keep doing this? Apologizing, groveling, and acting pitiful every time you see me?”
“If you want, I’ll keep doing it,” she replied, her voice shaky.
“I don’t even want that,” I said flatly.
Leaving the now calmer Eileen behind, I headed toward the office where Libian was likely to be.
Before I could reach the office, I found Libian pacing erratically in the hallway, his movements restless and chaotic.
“Hey, Libian,” I called out.
His face, already somewhat vacant, darkened with guilt. His mouth opened, but instead of forming words, it released an unintelligible sound.
“…Ah.”
“You’re the duke now,” I reminded him.
He nodded slowly.
“So what?”
“I want to ask for a favor—one your father would never grant.”
“Let’s talk inside,” he suggested.
I nodded and followed him.
The office hadn’t changed much.
It was probably the same design they’d had for decades.
Settling into the familiar sofa, I said to Libian, “Let me go.”
He didn’t respond, nor did he make any gestures.
“…What do you mean by that?”
“Let me go. Release me from this estate. Hanging from the ceiling was the happiest I’ve ever been here.”
I could understand his hesitation. If someone said something like that to my face, I’d also struggle to know how to respond.
“And if I say no?” he asked.
“I’ll bash my head against a wall and kill myself,” I said.
At that, he bit his lip hard before speaking again.
“Tell me where you’ll go.”
“Anywhere, as long as it’s not here,” I replied.
After what seemed like a rapid calculation in his head, he added a condition.
“Fine. But take a knight with you—yes, that one you’re close to—and the servants as well.”
He agreed far more readily than I expected. Maybe it had something to do with the hole he’d put in my side.
“Ask me to stay here,” I said.
He hesitated, clearly flustered, before mumbling, “Stay here, Marisela.”
“Screw off, Libian.”
Why not? I wanted to try that sentimental moment where someone clings to the departing.
It’s just a shame the one doing the clinging was Libian.
As I opened the door to leave, I heard him mutter under his breath, perhaps thinking I wouldn’t catch it.
“I’m sorry.”
“Ha, ha.”

        
            Chapter 52: Travel
Freedom—what a sweet and alluring word.
Libian might have sat at his desk, someone I could crush if he annoyed me enough, but freedom was no less meaningful because of that.
Regrettably, my late father had left me a significant sum of money.
And Libian, perhaps as part of his guilt, handed over plenty of wealth as well, with the request that I live comfortably and keep in touch.
With it, I could build a house—not as grand as the estate, but still large and elegant.
But I had no interest in that.
Instead, I decided to finally do something I’d been putting off for a long time.
Before visiting Alina, who supposedly lived in a village a day’s journey from the capital, I wondered if I should send her a letter.
No, there was no need to rush. I had all the time in the world.
Libian had offered to send my piano later, saying it was too heavy to carry right away. I’d planned to leave it behind, but if he was willing to send it, I’d gladly accept.
After all, I could forgive him for the time he shot me.
He even offered to let me take a comfortable and spacious carriage, but I declined.
It would have been convenient, but I didn’t want to show up to meet Alina looking like I was still tied to the duke’s family.
Of course, if I really thought that way, I shouldn’t show up in front of her at all.
But I’m a contradictory person by nature—a noble by birth, yet the daughter of a vulgar courtesan.
I didn’t tell anyone about my departure.
I assumed those who cared would follow.
Draped in a tea dress with a light bag over my shoulder, I left my room.
Around my waist was the ukulele I’d bought in a village long ago, and in my hand, I carried a small flute.
My bag contained nothing but some candy and money.
Taking a deep breath, I stepped out of the estate.
The servants, who were pushing open the creaking iron gates, gave me perplexed looks.
When I slipped off my stiff, constricting shoes and walked barefoot, they hesitated as if unsure whether to stop me.
There were a few servants who had shown concern for me.
A pretty girl who didn’t lash out at them and seemed to suffer often invited a certain sympathy.
Though most disliked me, none openly helped me.
After walking a bit past the front gate, I turned back.
The grand estate loomed behind me.
Among the many portraits hanging in its halls, my own would surely be added—white-haired, red-eyed, and unmistakable.
Perhaps someone like me would appear again someday.
Given how Libian cavorted with women at balls, it wouldn’t be surprising if history repeated itself eventually.
Feeling a mix of emotions, I resumed walking.
Walking barefoot was a novel sensation.
I’d walked barefoot in my room or in fits of anger, but strolling along bare ground like this hadn’t happened since I left the orphanage.
Of course, I stepped on a sharp stone, tearing the skin on my foot slightly, and ended up putting my shoes back on.
Still, it felt like a small act of rebellion—a worthwhile experience.
By the time the sun began to set, the sky had turned crimson.
In the distance, I heard the sound of hooves approaching.
I didn’t bother turning around.
I already knew who it was.
The closer the sound drew, the slower the rider’s pace became.
Finally, a one-eyed black horse blocked my path.
The figure atop the horse was imposing.
Looking up at Raphael, I saw an expression on his face that looked as if he might cry.
On his finger was the ring I’d given him.
“Hello, Raphael,” I greeted.
He’d grown so much.
I remembered how small he’d been when I brought him to the estate, so tiny the orphanage’s frail headmaster could lift him with one hand.
Raphael didn’t reply. Instead, he dismounted and marched toward me with angry strides, slapping my cheek.
No, perhaps “stroking” would be a better word.
He didn’t hit me with anger or force, just lightly brushed my cheek with his palm.
Tears were streaming down his face.
Can knights cry like this?
He hadn’t even cried back at the orphanage.
Seeing him so unhappy because of me made me feel even more miserable.
The boy who had grown into an unfortunate man wrapped his arms around me and, with a trembling voice, said,
“If you hate me so much that you never want to see me again, then just throw this ring away and leave. Do you remember what you told me? It wasn’t long ago.”
“Raphael, I was just walking down the road…”
Before I could finish, his tear-filled eyes flashed with anger, and he growled,
“Shut up. That’s not what I’m talking about.”
“Then what are you talking about?”
“You tried to kill yourself, didn’t you?”
His words struck me speechless.
The only ones who knew were Libian, Eileen, the servants present at the time… and Looney.
“……”
“If you don’t hate me, then stay by my side like you promised.
If you die, what happens to me?
If you were going to do that, you should’ve left me at the orphanage.
At least then, I wouldn’t have blood on my hands.”
That wasn’t true, though.
But the atmosphere wasn’t right to argue, so I stayed silent.
Not that I had anything to say, anyway.
Still, if I stayed silent, it might fester and poison our bond.
I didn’t want to grow distant from Raphael.
If I’d done something wrong, I needed to apologize.
“I’m sorry.”
If I’ve done wrong, I should apologize—at least when the other person is in a position to accept it.
It might feel a little cowardly, but Raphael would forgive me. To him, I must seem like a sandcastle, ready to crumble at any moment.
His gaze wavered slightly.
It felt like we could reconcile if I just approached him for a hug, so I slowly stepped closer.
But suddenly, a sharp jolt hit me, and I was thrown backward.
As I moved to embrace him, Raphael screamed and pushed me away as if he were staring at someone—or something—else entirely.
Maybe he thought he’d seen the ghost of the woman I supposedly killed.
I could understand his reaction, but being shoved was nothing new to me. I simply brushed the dirt off my skirt, stepped forward, and pulled Raphael into a hug, repeatedly murmuring my apologies.
“I’m sorry, Raphael.
I shouldn’t have… shouldn’t have done that…”
Trying to die wasn’t just inconsiderate; it was cruel. Still, I left the sentence unfinished, the words dissolving into the air.
Bringing Raphael here and then dying on him would have been the most cowardly, despicable thing I could’ve done.
Had I set him up for this? By pleading for him to stay close to me so desperately, as if my own stability depended on it?
But no—whether he liked it or not, I had brought him to this wretched estate. And now I’d tried to run away.
The two of us clung to each other and cried for a long time.
Neither of us sobbed aloud, but we could hear each other’s breaths, close enough to feel every rise and fall of our chests.
Some time later, we rode through the night on horseback, the atmosphere between us slightly awkward.
Raphael and I muttered apologies to each other in voices only the other could hear.
“The servants will catch up soon,” Raphael said. “They’re bringing a carriage full of your belongings.”
“And where exactly do you think I’ll be staying?” I asked.
“Wherever the enchantment tied to you leads,” he replied.
“And my things?”
“That’s why I brought a warehouse cart along.”
The conversation fizzled out after that.
Given the emotional whirlwind we’d just been through, the silence between us felt stiff.
To break the tension, I decided to start a new topic.
“Do you know where we’re headed now?”
“I’m just following you,” he admitted. “Are we going to the capital again? Hunting season’s coming soon, isn’t it?”
“Do you remember that time, before I brought you to the estate, when I killed that drunk man?”
“…Yeah.”
“I had a simple reason for it back then. If he’d tried to assault some other maid, I probably wouldn’t have interfered.
But he hit and tried to assault the one person who was incredibly close to me—the only one in that cursed estate who protected me and stood by me.”
At the time, I’d lost all rational thought. My emotions took over completely, and I acted without hesitation.
I thought it would be better for me to die than to let Alina get hurt because of me.;
That’s why I sent her away when she said she couldn’t take living in that estate any longer.
I couldn’t hold her back.
She wasn’t even related to me by blood, yet she stayed by my side, shielding and caring for me in that horrible place. It was an absurd and undeserved kindness.
“That knight messed with the only ally I had before you came along. That’s why I did it.
It sounds like an excuse, but at the time, Alina was more than a person to me. She was… she felt like something greater than a god.
Someone so close I could almost touch her.”
Even as I spoke, I felt embarrassed and let the rest of my words trail off.
“So, you’re going to see her now?”
“Yeah. I wonder how Alina will react when she sees me.”
“If you were that close, I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you.”
I hoped so.
I wished for that woman—who left the estate saying it felt like she’d die if she stayed, apologizing for not being able to remain by my side—to greet me warmly.

        
            Chapter 53: Travel
The journey to Alina took far longer than my previous trips to the capital.
After all, instead of heading straight there, I wandered from place to place, turning the trip into a leisurely journey.
Whenever I came across a village, I stayed for a few days.;
Occasionally, I ventured into the woods and played the violin clad in nothing but my undergarments.
Standing before a breeze, gazing at the open expanse while playing an instrument, I felt as though I might float away. It was exhilarating.
You could call it a simple drug-induced feeling, but what would that change?
The violin I’d bought in a tiny village didn’t sound particularly good.
Still, Raphael, with his face flushed red, gave me a curious, amused reaction and even praised my playing. Not bad, I suppose.
I made Raphael trade his knightly attire, with its ornate and authoritative designs, for simple, farmer-like clothing.
It wouldn’t do to have a knight walking around town with a sword at his hip, intimidating everyone.
The world was surprisingly beautiful—if you had money and the freedom to roam.
Perhaps it was different if you lived in the slums, or were a prostitute, or physically crippled.
The farmers we met weren’t worried about starving to death; instead, they fretted about what to do if their crops were too abundant to sell.
Even the tiny general stores in rural villages seemed to stock everything one could need.
Occasionally, we passed through small towns with populations large enough to be called cities, perhaps a few thousand people.
I sampled strange street snacks made from unidentifiable ingredients, visited old bookstores to read novels, and even climbed a tall tower in the heart of a city with Raphael.
When I walked toward the edge of the tower’s railing, Raphael panicked, thinking I might jump, and tried to stop me. I didn’t bother making excuses—it was understandable, considering what I’d done.
Instead, I just smiled faintly.
After moving into the estate, I’d mastered the art of solving complicated emotions and unspeakable feelings with a faint, unreadable smile.
No tears, no shouting, no anger—just suppressing everything deep inside.
If I didn’t show my emotions, I wouldn’t get hit.
These small villages and tiny cities, barely deserving of the name, seemed far more livable than the larger ones.
There were no homeless people on the streets, children’s faces were bright, and the people I overheard at cafes didn’t seem burdened with worries about the future.
Yet every time I thought about how ordinary these lives were, I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of melancholy.
Even in the slums, few starved to death.
Sure, some might eat rotting bread and die, but at least they’d eaten.
Dying after eating—well, that’s a “fortunate” death, isn’t it?
I set aside those grim thoughts and continued along the path.
Today, instead of the stone-paved roads frequented by merchants, I walked down a long dirt road.
When my legs grew tired, I asked Raphael, trailing beside me, to let me ride his horse.
How will I live from now on?
I couldn’t help but wonder if, given time, Libian might sell me off to some bloated merchant.
Perhaps his emotions had swayed him into letting me go now, but when he began to think like the head of a household, he might change his mind.
Maybe I should just marry someone—anyone.
Even marrying the prince wouldn’t be the worst idea.
He’d once told me that I wouldn’t have to share a bed with him and could live freely, even with a lover, after the wedding.
But the imperial city always seemed to come with Olivia and her endless troubles.
Eventually, I’d run into her, and who knows if that would bring harm or nothing at all.
“Raphael, do you have someone you like?”
“Why are you asking that all of a sudden?”
“If not, would you marry me someday?”
“…What?”
“Just the marriage. You don’t have to like or love me.
It’s just… if Libian drags me back and forces me to marry some bloated rich man, I think I’d feel a little sad.”
Raphael looked utterly bewildered.
“Why me?”
Even he couldn’t guess the simple truth: there was no one else I could ask.
It felt a bit embarrassing to admit, but I didn’t enjoy misunderstandings, even minor ones.
“Who else do I have to ask this of, besides you? Alina, maybe, but she’s a woman—and regrettably, already married, for all I know.”
“But marriage is… it’s a sacred bond between a man and a woman who love each other…”
“If we’re being technical, knights are supposed to be noble and just, too.”
I once said that when we were at the orphanage, and Raphael sulked for days, refusing to speak to me.
Now, having endured some misfortunes of his own, he seemed more resigned to the irony of it all—perhaps even disgusted with himself for being a knight.
“People always long for what they lack,” I said. “If you already like someone, I’ll find someone else.”
Raphael, startled, seemed fixated on my last remark.
“Who… who would that be?”
“The prince.”
Raphael hesitated for a long time before shyly asking in a small voice, “Do you like him?”
The answer was easy.
“Not at all.”
“Then… you don’t like anyone? You went to that ball for marriage prospects, didn’t you?”
The Duchess made me go.
“Raphael, to truly love someone, you have to be willing to give up everything for them. And they’d have to do the same for you.
Where would I find someone like that? Balls aren’t the place for such things, anyway.”
No one finds that kind of person at a ball, where people weigh the pros and cons of potential partners with a single dance and a few conversations.
Love requires sacrifice, even if it means staining your hands with blood for your partner.
If they can’t do that, it wasn’t meant to be.
Raphael fell silent, guiding the horse along.
When the lack of response irked me, I dismounted, packed some leaves into my cheap wooden pipe, and lit it.
After inhaling a little smoke, I decided to break the tension by tossing a question his way.
“Do you think my idea of love is too heavy?”
“…A bit, yeah.”
“My mother fell for a love too light, and it made her life difficult.
Maybe that’s why I think this way.”
Perhaps the only thing I’d truly loved was music.
Without it, even with all the drugs in the world, I wouldn’t have lasted a single day.
Better to fade completely, leaving no trace, than die a cursed death by my own hand.
As I looked up, I realized the sun had already set.
The sunset I used to watch from a carriage window or from my room in the estate had never seemed this beautiful.
“So, Raphael, what will you do?”
“Do about what?”
“About marriage.”
I didn’t bother mentioning that if he refused, I’d go running to the prince and offer myself as a decorative wife.
After all, if I did marry the prince, I’d just end up a caged bird living within the imperial palace, which didn’t sound like a pleasant life.
Raphael scratched the back of his head, clearly torn, before he finally muttered,
“Who even talks about stuff like this so casually…”
“I’m sorry. But it’s just a stopgap measure. When you meet someone you really love, we can divorce right away.”
“…Do what you want.”
Well, I guess that would be a matter for when we’re adults.
Still, I desperately wanted to rid myself of the cursed surname that clung to me like a weight: Wittelsbach.
“Raphael, come to think of it—did you get your own surname?”
“Yeah.”
“I hope it’s one that goes well with Marisela.”
At that, Raphael seemed about to reveal his new surname, but I pressed a finger to my lips to stop him.
These things are better left as surprises, after all.
Not that it mattered much. If Libian truly let me go, there’d be no need for marriage at all.
How many days had it been since I left the estate?
We might reach Alina soon.
What should I say to her when we meet?
It’s been a while. I missed you. How have you been? Have you been doing well?
It was hard to decide.
I could only hope my gratitude and affection would come naturally when I saw her.
By the time I met Alina, I’d quit this wretched habit of mine.
No more drugs clouding my thoughts, no chance of blurting out nonsense I didn’t mean.
Following the address Alina had once written for me, I kept walking.
Eventually, a small village came into view.
I counted the houses—there were only about thirty.
She said she’d moved to a quiet rural town, and she wasn’t lying.
Even though it wasn’t as grand as a ducal estate, the open farmlands, grazing cows, and wandering sheep gave the place a serene, peaceful feel.
“Marie, is this it?”
“Probably.”
“What’s the village called?”
I glanced at the map and read the small name written above the village: Hessen.
Raphael said it sounded familiar.
Familiar? He’d never been anywhere near here.
Anyway, this was where Alina lived.
We walked further down the path and entered the village.
Looking around, I noticed children playing nearby.
Among them was a little girl holding a flower, waddling around.
She was the spitting image of Alina—an unbelievably adorable child.
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I felt awkward approaching the children at play, but with no one else to ask, I called out to one of them.
“Hey, little one.”
The kids, who had been running around so energetically, all turned to stare at me.
I had only meant to call out to the girl who resembled Alina, but now all of them were looking at me.
After a moment of hesitation, one of them asked, “Are you from the city?”
Was the estate, situated in the middle of the duchy, considered a city? It wasn’t too far from a proper city by carriage, so I decided it wasn’t a lie to agree.
“Yes.”
“Then, do you know when our dads will come back?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“The men with guns took all the dads in the village.”
“Then I definitely don’t know.”
“Oh, okay.”
Satisfied with that, the children quickly lost interest and resumed playing.
Only the little girl who looked like Alina lingered, so I called out to her.
“Can you tell me your mother’s name?”
She answered in halting speech, as though she’d only recently learned to talk.
“Are you going to take Mama too?”
Then she swatted my hand and ran off to join the other children.
I wondered if she might trip, but I didn’t follow.
Kids like her probably played like this every day.
There was an obvious hostility toward outsiders here, despite my appearance, which I thought might have endeared me to children.
“Raphael, we might have to search every house one by one,” I said.
He shrugged and replied, “Looks like we don’t have a choice.”
Mounted on his horse, Raphael looked more authoritative than I liked. Not wanting to approach Alina while literally looking down on her, I tied the horse to a nearby post and started exploring the village.
There wasn’t much here apart from a small shop.
Looking around, I didn’t see any villagers nearby, save for a shepherd high up on a hill and an elderly man tending cows in the distance.
The shepherd seemed to be missing a leg, leaving the sheepdog to do most of the herding.
Raphael, seemingly still preoccupied with what the child had said earlier, muttered as he walked beside me,
“The kid said her dad hasn’t come back. That means…”
“He’s probably dead.”
“…He could still be alive.”
“Do you think a man with a family like that wouldn’t send a single letter if he were alive? Just look at that girl. She’s well-loved, clearly cherished. That kind of father wouldn’t leave them in the dark.”
“…….”
From a distance, the village had seemed small, with only a handful of houses. But the large fields meant the homes were spaced far apart. It was a much larger area than I’d expected.
Crossing a stone bridge over a stream that ran through the village, we were approached by a man.
He walked with a limp, missing an arm and a leg, and his ragged clothes hung loosely on his frail frame.
The man glared—not at me, but at Raphael.
“What brings a knight all the way out here?”
I had warned Raphael not to flaunt his knightly status, so I feigned ignorance and spoke lightly.
“Knight? He’s just a swordsman with a little training.”
The man didn’t buy it.
“The emblem on his sword grip—I’d recognize it anywhere. You lot were always at the front, charging ahead.”
“…We’re just here looking for someone.”
“In a village this small, I know everyone. Who’re you looking for? Give me some coins for a drink, and I’ll tell you where to find them.”
I tossed the man a coin pouch.
In hindsight, it was a thoughtless gesture—the pouch landed in front of him, as he couldn’t catch it with his missing arm.
He smirked, but his expression shifted to surprise when he peeked inside and saw how much money was there.
“…This is enough to drink for a year. You nobles don’t think small, do you?”
“Do you know Alina?”
“Aliona.”
“I said Alina.”
“Ah, you mean Aliona. Stop pretending to be posh with your pronunciation—it’s not like you’re some high noble.”
Raphael looked like he wanted to say something, but he bit his tongue as the man turned and started leading us.
The limping man moved slowly, using a stick for support, each step looking as if he might topple over.
I’d seen too many people like him to feel pity.
Judging by his recognition of Raphael’s emblem, he might have been caught up in the same mountain conflicts.
Not that it had anything to do with me—I hadn’t been the one fighting.
But Raphael seemed to feel differently. His expression was complicated, and he matched the man’s halting pace without complaint.
“What’s your business with Aliona in this backwater village? Did she steal something from the estate where she used to work?”
“None of your concern.”
“Not my concern? That cheerful girl came back looking like she was ready to die, spent months moping around.”
“And what does that have to do with you?”
“Everything. I’m her uncle,” the man replied, glancing back at me with an accusing gaze—or was it?
It looked more like he couldn’t see clearly.
“You city folks… First you take her father and husband to the grave, and now you want to take her too? I can’t trust a word you say. You always talk in circles, never saying anything straight.”
“Those bastards dragged me off to that damned war, and they didn’t even pay me the paltry sum they promised!”
The man flailed, dropping his stick and landing hard on his backside.
Watching him thrash about, I sighed, realizing I’d run into the worst kind of lunatic.
Even in the slums, people avoided messing with those who had nothing left to lose—cripples, beggars, and madmen alike. They were trouble incarnate.
Still sprawled on the ground, the man pulled a weapon from his belt.
It was a pistol.
Nothing dramatic happened.
I simply walked over, grabbed the barrel, and yanked it from his grip.
The gun wasn’t even loaded.
Even if it had been fired, there would’ve been a doctor nearby—or Raphael would’ve dragged me to one.
Having lost interest in me, the man turned his ire toward Raphael, pointing a trembling finger at him and yelling furiously.
“You! It’s all because of you! Everyone’s dead—everyone!
It was a meaningless, senseless slaughter!
You knights don’t care about us commoners, do you? You and your so-called honor—what a filthy joke!”
He collapsed onto his back, screaming at the sky like a tantrum-throwing child.
I didn’t bother listening too closely, letting his words drift in one ear and out the other.
His missing limbs were still bandaged, white gauze tinged with hints of red.
Dragged off to war and maimed—so what?
Even without his limbs, he was alive and well in this peaceful village, eating his fill every day.
His clean bandages suggested someone cared enough to change them regularly.
His round, well-fed face spoke of a life without hunger.
I’ve never been one to envy others’ happiness or empathize with their suffering.
But Raphael seemed shaken. When I glanced at him, he stood frozen, staring intently at the man, his face stiff with emotion.
He even seemed to be paying attention to the man’s rant.
I couldn’t let Raphael—prone to tears as he was—start crying here. Tossing the pistol back at the man, I pulled Raphael along, practically dragging him as we walked away.
A woman approached the fallen man, crouching to check on him and soothe his tantrum.
“Uncle! I told you to stay inside—you’re not supposed to strain yourself yet.
Auntie already said you shouldn’t be out here.”
She helped the man to his feet and steered him toward a house before turning to us.
“Sorry about that. My uncle tends to… Oh?”
“Didn’t think you wouldn’t recognize me, Alina. That’s a shame,” I said.
Her eyes widened.
“Miss… Miss Marie?”
Alina’s face hadn’t changed much.
She’d grown up a bit since we last saw each other—her figure had matured slightly—but that was all.
If she dressed up for high society now, she’d be considered prettier than most.
It must’ve been a testament to how much better her life was now. The dark circles under her eyes were gone, her once-pale skin looked healthy, and her lips—often cracked and bleeding back then—had a vibrant tint, as if she wore lipstick.
“I spent so much time trying to think of what to say when we met again,” I said, smirking. “But since you didn’t recognize me, maybe I’ll just go with a simple ‘long time no see.’”
Alina scratched the back of her head, a little sheepish.
“…You’ve grown so much, I didn’t recognize you.”
“You’ve become beautiful,” I said.
“Haha, you’re flattering me. By the way, who’s the gentleman with you?”
I wasn’t joking.
“This is the kid I brought back from the lake that one time.”
It occurred to me that back then, Raphael had been about my height. Now, he towered over me, the difference between us like a giant and a dwarf.
As shy as ever, Raphael kept silent despite my introduction, only nodding awkwardly. Alina seemed a bit taken aback.
“Uh, um… Would you like to come inside?”
I nodded.
As I followed Alina toward her house, I noticed that Raphael couldn’t take his eyes off the limping man, who was slowly making his way home.
His gaze was heavy with a deep, unshakable sorrow.
;
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Alina’s house wasn’t as spacious as it appeared from the outside.
It was the kind of home that could comfortably accommodate five people at most.
“It might look laughably small compared to the rooms in the estate, but it’s my proud little house,” Alina said with a smile.
She headed into the kitchen, lit a fire, and began preparing something.
“Have a seat anywhere. I’ll bring you something to drink and eat.”
Anywhere, she said—but all the chairs looked equally wobbly, their legs uneven.
Perhaps that was why she left it so open-ended.
I chose a chair by the table, which rocked every time I shifted.
“Have you eaten yet?”
“No, not yet.”
“Then we can have lunch together soon. You’re in for a treat—my aunt is an amazing cook.”
I almost asked where her mother was, but I held my tongue.
Sometimes, it’s better not to ask certain questions.
Alina poured milk tea from a large kettle into heavy-looking mugs and brought one over to me.
“It’s not as good as when my mother makes it, but she went to the capital to sell our crops. She left yesterday, so she should be back tomorrow!”
“Ah… I see.”
It felt a bit overwhelming.
She was clearly trying hard to keep the atmosphere cheerful, and I couldn’t help but feel the weight of her effort.
The milk tea tasted like a mix of goat’s milk and loose tea leaves—fresh, probably because it was straight from the farm.
Or maybe that was just my impression.
Raphael, on the other hand, looked utterly dazed.
He stared blankly at the tea in front of him for a long moment, then took a sip before asking Alina a hesitant question.
It wasn’t much of a question, really—his voice trailed off, barely coherent.
“That man from earlier…”
“There was a war not long ago, remember?
Some unfortunate things happened, but we’re just grateful he came back alive. He can’t farm like before, but he can still look after the cows.”
Raphael’s face hardened.
His hand gripped the hilt of his sword, trembling.
At first, only his hand shook, but soon his entire body quaked, as if the ground beneath him might split apart.
His eyes had a distant, haunted look, as though he wasn’t seeing this simple, peaceful home but something far more horrific.
For a moment, I thought he might snap and start swinging his sword, just as that limbless man had raged and thrashed earlier.
It happens often—people with difficult pasts sometimes see not the present but the horrors buried in their memories.
“Raphael,” I said softly, “if it’s too much, go for a walk outside.”
“Ah… uh, okay.”
Without another word, Raphael stood and left the house.
Moments later, I heard the sound of hooves clattering as his horse moved about—he must have started riding around the area.
“Sorry for showing up out of the blue. This must be a bit overwhelming,” I said to Alina.
“Oh, it’s fine. But, um, what’s wrong with him? Why did he suddenly…?”
“He was dragged off to war too. It seems like he’s been through a lot.”
“Ah…”
Neither of us knew what to say next.
Even though we had been close, I found myself at a loss for words.
So I said what I’d been meaning to say all along.
“I missed you,” I said, smiling warmly.
I felt a bit short of breath, wondering if I might cry.
But if I did, it didn’t matter—not in front of Alina.
“I had such a hard time, but I missed you so much.
I even thought about ending it all. Then I realized I hadn’t seen your face even once since we parted.”
Alina’s lips twitched as if she wanted to say something. Her shoulders shook briefly.
“Could you hug me?” I asked. “Just like you used to. Hold me and pat my back.”
Alina looked at me with a mixture of sorrow and sympathy, then stepped forward and embraced me, gently patting my back.
I wrapped my arms around her and buried my face in her shoulder.
“Miss.”
“Yeah?”
“Was it hard for you?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay.”
“There were times when I thought about you. But whenever I did, it felt like someone was choking me. My whole body would shake, and I’d feel terrified.”
“I’m sorry.”
Alina began to sob quietly.
I wished she wouldn’t cry. It felt like my presence was only bringing her more pain.
“But you weren’t the only one struggling,” she said, her voice trembling. “I should’ve been there with you.
I knew you wouldn’t make it if I left you alone in that place. I was so scared… so scared that I ran away.”
“It’s okay. As long as you’re alright, that’s all that matters.”
Hearing this, Alina pulled away slightly, wiping her tears.
Then she laughed—a broken, bitter sound. Her lips twisted into a faintly crooked smile as she spoke.
“Maybe leaving you in that wretched place and running away was my punishment.”
I had a sense of what she wanted to say next, so I stayed silent.
The little girl who resembled Alina had asked me when her father would return.
“Miss, after I came back here, there was someone who kept following me around, saying they liked me,” Alina said.
“Well, you’re beautiful. Of course, someone would be smitten.
Even now, if you dressed up and went to a ball, you’d outshine almost everyone there.”
Alina waved off my comment, laughing it off as a joke, and continued her story.
“At first, I felt guilty for leaving you behind and wondered if it was okay for me to live like this. I turned them down and just spent my days farming and feeding the cows.
But they kept coming back.”
She paused, coughing from talking too much, and went to the kitchen to drink some water.
Returning, she picked up where she left off.
“One day, a wild boar came down from the mountains.”
She spread her hands wide to illustrate the boar’s size.
“I didn’t know what to do—I just stood there, frozen. But they saved me.
I think that’s when I fell for them.
I mean, I already knew them well, and they kept showing how much they cared for me.
So, I married them.”
Her face, which had been holding a smile, suddenly crumpled. She rubbed her face with her hands, but tears slipped through her fingers.
“We got married and even had a child.
I named her Marie, after you.
That’s not blasphemous or anything, is it? Haha…”
Alina forced a laugh but quickly fell silent.
“Then one day, war broke out. They took every man in the village.
My husband… he disappeared without a trace.
My uncle told me they were dragged off together.
He said my husband died, burned alive by some mage.”
“It’s not a punishment,” I said firmly. “Even if you left the estate, it didn’t bother me.”
That wasn’t entirely true. I had suffered. I had been miserable. But telling Alina that would only burden her more.
“This is just an illusion, right?” Alina said, her voice trembling. “You’re not really here. This is just my guilt for leaving you.
You couldn’t possibly have grown up like this and left that estate.
The Duke would never have let you go. I still remember him crying and throwing a fit, saying he’d never release you.”
I hated seeing her like this.
When Alina left the estate, I hoped she would live well, eat well, and be happy.
Maybe she had, for a time.
Instead of attending frivolous social gatherings, I should’ve taken a carriage and come here to help her.
But how?
I shook off the spiraling thoughts. They were just pointless regrets.
“I’m sorry, Miss. I’m so sorry.
I shouldn’t have left you that day.
You saved me from that insane knight, but all I did was look at you like you were the crazy one.
I thought you’d gone mad when you cursed at the servants, but you were just struggling.
You saved me, but I ran away without a second thought. I’m awful…”
I pinched Alina’s cheek and shook her face, silencing her mid-sentence.
If I didn’t stop her now, she’d spiral into hours of self-recrimination.
Unfortunately, I didn’t have a fondness for suffering or a mustache to twirl while reveling in others’ misery.
“This isn’t punishment, Alina.
I didn’t come here to haunt you. I just wanted to say thank you.
If it weren’t for you, everything would’ve been twice as unbearable for me.”
Alina winced at the pain but looked at me, her eyes glistening with unshed tears.
At least her self-loathing had stopped.
When she raised her arm to brush my hand away, I noticed long scars running along her wrist.
I pretended not to see them.
Bringing it up would ruin the fragile peace between us.
“Am I upsetting you by being here? Do you hate me for coming back?
Do you think everything happened because of me?” I asked.
Alina shook her head vehemently.
“Alina, I really like you.
I never once thought you abandoned me.”
“But still…”
“I didn’t want to die, you know? It was because of you that I realized that.
So why did you end up like this?”
I almost told her to take responsibility for saving me.
But Raphael’s words echoed in my mind, pricking my conscience. I couldn’t say it.
Even my tone carried a hint of reproach, laced with the belief that Alina should have lived happily.
I sighed and softened my voice.
“I’m glad I got to see you again. What about you?”
“Me too… I’m glad.”
“Then let’s just hold onto that feeling.
No need to dredge up the sadness or the pain.
The miserable and hopeless parts—they’re just part of life.”
This time, I pulled Alina into a hug, just as she used to do for me.
Her fuller figure made it a little awkward, but it didn’t matter.
Our reunion was drenched in tears.
I might dock a few points for the tragedy underlying those tears, but…
We hugged. We talked. We saw each other’s faces again.
That’s enough. What more could I ask for?
Heh.
;

        
            Chapter 56: Thoughts
;
I stayed at Alina’s house for a while.
The village was quiet and peaceful.
Or, to put it another way, it was lifeless and somber—a place that felt like it was withering away.
The only young people around were children and mothers.
That little girl I’d called out to on the first day turned out to be Alina’s child.
She had only one daughter.
The child didn’t seem to like me much.
Maybe it was because of my unnerving red eyes, ghostly pale skin, or stark white hair.
A small wound to my pride, I suppose.
Even though Alina never brought it up, I could tell by the way she looked at me that her time at the estate still lingered in her mind.
Every time she heard a faint sound, like a bell jingling, she’d wake up and call out for me, shaking me awake in the process.
When she carried dishes, her eyes darted nervously, as if worried someone might bump into her.
Sometimes I’d find her huddled in a corner of the house, murmuring apologies to herself.
Her mother, who was said to be an exceptional cook, mentioned that Alina had started to regress after I arrived.
“She’s turning back into the Alina she was at that estate,” her mother said.
Humans never truly forget their pain.
You can lose happy memories, but the scars of suffering remain etched into your soul like a brand.
Of course, there were happy moments while Alina and I lived in that estate together, but the majority were nightmares.
Raphael wasn’t doing well either.
Watching Alina’s uncle, missing limbs and trudging through life, seemed to bring back Raphael’s own memories. His face grew darker by the day.
The solution was obvious.
“Hey, Alina.”
“Yes, Miss?”
“It’s time for me to leave.”
“Already? Can’t you stay a little longer? Or maybe build a house next to ours…”
“You keep recalling your time at the estate.
It’s not just you—I feel the same way.”
“…What do you mean by that? I’m fine, Miss.”
“Remember the painkiller I used to smoke back then?”
“Oh, the one with that sweet but sharp smell…”
“I lived every day drowning in that stuff.
Even now, if you searched my bag, you’d find a stash of opium-laced tobacco.
I tried not to smoke while I was here, but I’m at my limit.”
My hands were trembling even as I spoke.
Even under the warmth of the sun, I felt bone-chillingly cold.
I didn’t want to smoke opium here—not in front of Alina or her daughter.
I couldn’t bear the thought of her child seeing my euphoric face and becoming curious.
Children shouldn’t grow up exposed to such things.
Alina hesitated, then spoke softly.
“You’ll visit again, won’t you?”
“Probably, someday.”
“I hope it’s soon.”
“I hope so too.”
I pulled out a pouch containing a third of the money I had left and handed it to her.
“With this, you can live comfortably in this village for the rest of your life.”
“But you already gave me so much before! If you give me this, won’t you be left with nothing?”
“Haha, come on, I’m still a lady of some standing.”
When Alina tried to refuse, I slipped the pouch into her hands, or rather, between her chest, much to her embarrassment. She blushed furiously before tucking it into her inner pocket.
“…Thank you.”
“Live happily.
No need to see me off. Once Raphael and I are on horseback, that’s the end.”
As I turned to leave, Alina grabbed my sleeve.
“Be happy, Miss.”
“Who knows.”
Now, where should I go?
I packed my bag, woke Raphael, and briefly explained the situation. Then I popped a piece of candy into my mouth and rode out of the village with Raphael.
Once outside the village, I spent some time walking alone.
Raphael followed at a distance, far enough to give me space.
If he stayed too close, I might end up saying something cruel I didn’t mean.
Barefoot, I wandered for a while, trying to clear my mind.
The crushing weight of my thoughts felt like it might drive me insane.
Finally, I pulled out a cigarette, ripped a scroll for fire, and lit it.
The smoke brought a small measure of relief.
I was more than useless—I was a wretched person.
Everyone who came into contact with me, whether they loved me or hated me, ended up miserable.
My mother? Destroyed.
The Proxy Manager? A nightmare.
The orphans? They looked at me and felt a bitter sense of deprivation, certain they would rot away in that place.
Alina? She fell apart living beside me, and even after escaping, she couldn’t shake the guilt. She thought her husband’s death was punishment for leaving me behind.
At least her daughter seemed untouched.
The girl bore no scars, physical or emotional, and she’d clearly been raised with love and care.
Despite Alina’s own suffering—so deep she’d resorted to self-harm—she still had the strength to nurture her child.
If that hadn’t been the case, I might’ve been the one to crumble first.
And Raphael? His state spoke for itself.
By now, Raphael could have become a war hero, been granted a title, and maybe even started a charming life with Olivia.
Instead, after surviving that hell, he’s stuck with someone like me—gloomy, dull, and downright unpleasant.
I don’t pity the Duchess, Eileen, or Libian.
If anything, I hate them. But one thing’s certain: my presence has only made their lives worse.
Have I ever brought happiness to anyone?
Even Olivia—her first kiss stolen by some random woman who appeared and disappeared like a ghost—couldn’t have been thrilled about that.
But she’s the protagonist. Wherever she goes, things always work out.
She’s talented, beautiful, and lucky—divinely so, it seems.
I stopped walking and turned to Raphael, who was approaching from behind.
“Hey, Raphael, does being around me make your life harder?”
“What kind of nonsense is that?”
“Just answer me.”
“No, it doesn’t. If anything, I feel better sticking close to you. So stop worrying.”
“…I see.”
My legs were sore, so I reached out to him.
He lifted me effortlessly, placing me on the horse in front of him.
Some dust clung to my skirt, but I didn’t care—it was a horse, after all.
“So, what now?”
“Good question.”
“I guess I’ll just keep playing the piano until I grow old and die.”
“Sounds good.”
“Sometimes, when I think of Alina, I’ll visit her. And maybe I’ll try that street food I had in the capital again.”
“Sure.”
“And someday, I’ll quit this.”
I threw the pipe I’d been smoking onto the dirt path.
Of course, I’d probably end up buying another one eventually, but for now, it felt significant.
Or maybe not.
“Maybe I should set a goal,” I mused.
“What kind of goal?”
“To smile like I’m genuinely happy.”
I tried moving my lips into a smile, but my face remained stiff and unnatural.
Forcing my mouth into a grin with my fingers made it look even more grotesque.
Raphael chuckled at the sight, barely suppressing his laughter.
“You’ll get there someday.”
“If not, oh well.”
The future was hazy.
Even if I spoke confidently now, I might relapse, try to kill myself, or start self-harming like Alina.
But as long as I didn’t die, maybe things would work out.
I had no desire to attend any more social gatherings.
The cumbersome dresses, the heavy jewels, the stiff shoes, and the judgmental gazes from every direction—it was all revolting.
Eventually, after several days of walking, we arrived in the capital.
I purchased a modest building in a quieter district, where houses were scattered.
The first floor became a café, and the second floor was my private space, filled with musical instruments.
At first, Raphael insisted on finding separate accommodations, but I forced him to stay in my house, arguing, Why did you even come with me, then?
Years passed.
I was now old enough to be considered an adult.
One day, Raphael dragged me to a chapel and made me take marriage vows.
It wasn’t some grand ceremony with guests. We knelt before a statue of God—one that somehow seemed to glow—and exchanged our promises.
It was practical, really. Libian might eventually sell me off to some obscenely wealthy merchant, so submitting a marriage certificate seemed like a good precaution.
I did tell Raphael that if he ever found someone he truly loved, I’d annul it immediately.
His expression was complicated when I said that.
I don’t know if my life has meaning.
At least these days, I don’t lie awake at night haunted by memories of the Duchess’ abuse. That’s a relief.
To think that a villainess like me, who has committed all sorts of heinous acts, is now living comfortably.
The servants who worked at the estate must be furious. The knights who hated me would probably draw their swords and split me in two if they saw me now.
How many of them lost their eyes, tongues, or fingers just because they served me rotten food?
It’s not about saying I shouldn’t hurt others just because I’m suffering.
I deserve to die, and so did they.
And yet, I didn’t want to die.
Such a dull, unremarkable story.
I sipped the coffee Raphael brewed downstairs and lit a cigarette made of plain tobacco leaves—no opium powder this time.
And I thought about it all.
;

        
            Chapter 57: Epilogue
;
This is the end of Marie’s story.
Of course, since she’s still in the bloom of youth at 18, her story could continue endlessly if it wanted to.
Even as time passes, Eileen, Libian, the Duchess, and the rest of the so-called villains have apologized to her. But Marie hasn’t accepted their apologies, and they remain burdened by guilt.
How long that guilt will last depends on them.
In a setting of aristocratic social gatherings, a society moderately advanced yet still rigidly stratified, and a romance-fantasy world filled with stereotypical male leads, I wanted to write about a protagonist who had no magical powers, no extraordinary strength, and no unique abilities—just a pretty face.
Unlike other protagonists who thrive no matter what they do, Marie faced unreasonable hardships.;
Though not entirely her fault, she was surrounded by malice, trapped in circumstances beyond her control.
She succeeded in enduring it all and arriving at the end of her journey, but I wouldn’t call it a happy ending.
For a truly happy life, the story should conclude with a bright future awaiting her—a life with a loved one, raising children, overcoming trials together.
Marie endured horrifying experiences, but she hasn’t truly overcome them yet.
She’s not superhuman, after all.
That’s why she leaned on Raphael, on Alina, even on Olivia, whom she had just met.
In the end, those people came to lean on her instead.
Marie has been through too much to easily live a happy life, but I hope that one day she’ll be able to laugh off the horrors of her past and find genuine happiness.
People do eventually find ways to overcome.
Perhaps I’ll revisit her world someday, to explore the smaller, unfinished threads of her story.
;

        
            Chapter 58: Sometimes
;
Sometimes, I dream.
I told Raphael confidently that I don’t really have nightmares, so he shouldn’t worry. But occasionally, I find myself drifting into dreams that feel weightless, as if I’m floating.
When I was younger, I dreamt of this so often that it didn’t even surprise me.
Maybe back then, those dreams weren’t tormenting because they were just part of my daily life.
Now, though, they’re not normal—they’re pure agony.
It feels like I’m drowning in sticky, clinging memories that prevent me from being myself.
The dreams always start in that room.
The room is filled with books. Books I had memorized cover to cover. Books the Duchess had me read.
Ah.
Yes. There’s also a piano, a violin, a viola, and a cello.
Anyway, it’s the room where the Duchess “educated” me.
Education: the process and means of teaching and learning everything necessary for human life.
What kind of life am I living now?
Am I simply existing, or do I have a purpose?
I suppose I do have a goal, but it’s just a small desire: to smile.
In the dream, her face never appears clearly.
The slightly wrinkled yet unnaturally beautiful face she had is absent.
Instead, she’s just a black silhouette, like a shadowy doll.
This dark figure approaches me, holding out a book.
Then she swings a cane at me.
Over and over, until my limbs are twisted and I can’t move.
She forces food into my mouth.
If I don’t eat, she slaps me.
If I vomit from being too full, she shoves it back into me.
It’s a dream. But it’s not.
When my body is contorted, my mouth full of disgusting bile, and I can’t even speak, they appear.
And they laugh at me, pointing with glee.
Sometimes, Libian and Eileen show up in the dreams.
When I was younger, I hated when they appeared.
Maybe it was worse because they were the same age as me.
The content of their words is always predictable—familiar things I’ve heard before.
But no matter how many times I hear it, it still makes me angry. It still hurts.
Up until this point, I can endure.
But it’s the next part that’s the real problem.
As if to prove it’s a dream, the scene suddenly changes.
Now, I’m in my own room.
“Miss, if you just tell me not to leave, I’ll stay here forever,” says a girl, holding me tightly and whispering in my ear.
A chill runs through me.
It feels as if my fingers are being crushed.
“One simple word, and I’ll stay by your side. Maybe even until I die.”
I want to tell her not to go, but my lips barely part before closing again.
Why couldn’t I ask her to stay back then?
Ah. Right. Because I thought she might die if she stayed.
“AAAAHHH!! Raphael! RAPHAEL!!”
I screamed, my voice tearing through the room.
I wasn’t sure if this was a dream or reality.
Burying my face in my pillow, I screamed until my throat burned.
That’s all I could do.
Or I could tremble and hyperventilate until I wet myself.
Not exactly a dignified option for an adult.
So I screamed instead. At least that wouldn’t stop me from breathing.
This must be reality.
Raphael, looking groggy and disheveled in his pajamas, rushed into the room.
With practiced ease, he retrieved my pipe from the drawer, packed it with tobacco, and lit it for me.
Then he helped me sit up and placed the pipe between my lips.
Smoking didn’t make me happy, but it dulled the edges.
The solution to avoiding nightmares was simple: sprinkle some opium on the tobacco, drink until I couldn’t stand, and pass out on the bed.
That way, the magic leaves would carry me to a land of bliss.
But Raphael would hate it.;
He’s probably the only person in the world who genuinely cares about me.
If he started to despise me, I’d feel a little sad.
If my life became any more miserable, I might end up standing in front of a noose again.
“Sorry,” I said, my voice hoarse and low.
Raphael patted my back and asked softly, “It’s been a while since you had a nightmare. Are you okay?”
I shrugged.
“It’s just something that happens sometimes.”
“Why did you tell me it’s okay to leave if I ever find someone I like? How do you expect to live without me?”
“I can’t keep you tied to me just because it’s convenient for me.”
Ridiculous words, considering I’d already tethered him to me for years.
Even if Raphael got drunk one day and cursed me out, I’d forgive him.
Even if he landed in hell, as long as he didn’t mind, I wouldn’t stop him.
“If that’s the case, I’ll head back dow—”
“Morning’s almost here. Just sit with me for a bit.”
Raphael chuckled softly and sat beside me, staring out the window at the lingering moon.
Then, almost to himself, he murmured, “If someone had told me as a kid that I’d end up like this with you, I’d have told them to stop talking nonsense.”
“Really? I think you’d have believed it. After all, a grand knight could say anything to you back then, and you’d take it as gospel.”
“At the very least, you’d have told me to stop talking nonsense.”
“…Yeah, probably.”
“So, what do I need to do to make sure you keep living in this world?”
“I’ve told you for years now—I’m not going to die.”
“That’s not exactly the most believable thing you’ve said.”
“Why not? I quit opium, didn’t I? And I barely have hysterical fits these days.”
Raphael tilted his head.
“Hysterical fits? What does that mean?”
Ah. Right.
That’s not really a phrase here.
“Never mind. I just meant I don’t lose my temper much anymore.”
“Maybe.”
It seemed like he wanted to say more.
Normally, if I lit a cigarette or asked him to sit beside me, he’d blush and hurry downstairs, embarrassed.
But today, he stayed beside me, staring straight ahead.
After a moment, Raphael spoke again.
“That time when you went to the ball…”
“Yeah.”
It wasn’t exactly a fond memory.
Not that I have many good memories to begin with.
If someone asked me to name the golden age of my life, I’d say it’s now.
A decent cup of coffee, moderately enjoyable tobacco—not luxurious, but enough—and a room filled with instruments.
I can’t hear others play, but I can mimic their performances from memory.
I’ve even written out every piece I know, just in case my mind fails me one day.
“Someone you befriended there came looking for you.”
A friend.
A friend, huh? Did I have one of those?
Ah, the protagonist.
Right. This world used to be a game.
Sometimes I forget, living day to day.
“Was her name Olivia? The pretty blonde one?”
“Yeah.”
“How did she know I was here?”
“She said she’s been looking for you for a long time.
She even went to the estate, but no one would tell her where you were.”
I can’t imagine why she’d bother to look for me.
Unless she’s here to take Raphael away.
If that’s the case, so be it.
The world seems determined to rob me of anything precious.
I’ve always prepared myself for that.
If someone asked me if I liked Raphael, I’d say yes.
If they asked if I loved him, I’d say I didn’t know.
Before I was born into this cruel world, I might have understood how to love—not necessarily someone, but something.
That’s probably why I cling to the piano keys now, trying to recapture that faint emotion.
But here…
I’m hardly in a position to talk.
I told him it was okay to leave.
If he actually does, I don’t want to become the kind of person who tries to hold him back.
But I must be scared.
My hands, without me realizing, were gripping the bedsheet so tightly that the fabric began to tear.
Even so, I couldn’t bring myself to reach out and stop him.
“She was still beautiful, wasn’t she?”
“Yeah.”
“Did it feel like falling in love?”
“That… sounds like something you’ve asked me before.
Same person, same question—it feels oddly familiar.”
Raphael chuckled, as if he found it amusing.
“What’s so funny all of a sudden?”
“Are you jealous, by any chance?”
“…No.”
“Then why is your face a little red?”
When he mentioned it, I reflexively touched my cheek.
It didn’t feel warm.
Looking out the window, I realized the sun had risen.
“…It’s the sunlight. You’re imagining it.”
“Sure, if you say so.
I’ll go downstairs and start the coffee—and toast some bread.”
So, Olivia is looking for me.
I didn’t feel particularly pleased.
Rather than thinking I was needed in some way, I found myself wishing nothing would happen at all.
Smoke swirled around me as I exhaled.
The air grew so thick that it became hard to breathe.
No matter how much I washed my blankets or clothes, the smell of tobacco clung to them.
I got up and walked to the piano.
Morning had come.
I tapped out a simple, monotonous tune.
A while later, Raphael called me for breakfast.
I finished the piece with a small flourish before heading downstairs.
Breakfast was a slice of rye bread, a cup of coffee, some cheese, and jam made from an unidentifiable fruit.
Not a bad life.
I might even be happy.
But the thought of Olivia finding me and disrupting this fragile peace made my shoulders tremble involuntarily.
;

        
            Chapter 59: Perhaps
;
Life was simple.
As long as I didn’t dream, my days followed the same routine: breakfast, a morning walk with Raphael, and then hours spent in my music room.
“That Olivia you mentioned…she came looking for me, right?”
“Yeah.”
“When did she say she’d be here?”
“She didn’t. She did say, though, that it’d be nice if you visited the palace to repay her for your first kiss.”
The value of a first kiss doesn’t seem high enough to warrant a trip on my part.
“The palace?”
“Yeah, you know. A year ago, she married that smug-looking prince.”
“And you, a knight, are comfortable calling His Highness smug?”
“What does it matter? No one’s listening.”
Despite his words, Raphael’s expression wavered slightly, a flicker of unease crossing his face.
He’d probably head out to the clearing in front of the house after this and spend hours swinging his sword again.
“You know, she’s still alive.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, she is married to someone close to the throne. A bit of ‘bonding’ between siblings might result in a conveniently timed fall from the terrace.
Of course, the excuse would be too much wine.”
Raphael said nothing.
I didn’t care what he was thinking.
I’m someone who ran away from all that, after all.
I never faced the risk of death, but…it was hard enough as it was.
I spent the entire day locked in my room, playing music.
Sometimes I pressed keys, other times I drew a bow across strings or blew into a brass instrument.
Raphael had covered the walls with soundproofing at my request, so no one complained about the noise.
I had no desire to go out into the world.
Even though no one was actually watching me, I always felt like I was being scrutinized.
The only true friend I had was the piano.
Raphael? Maybe he counted.
I’d like to think he saw me as a friend, too.
The last shred of certainty I had in other people disappeared when I couldn’t even protect Alina from being tormented in the estate.
All I could do was hope.
Two days passed in this uneventful way.
As I was playing a light polka to clear my mind, Raphael entered the room.
I lifted my hands from the keys and stood, pulling my skirt back down.
I hadn’t expected him to suddenly come in, so I’d hitched it up to avoid brushing against it while using the pedals.
“Uh…why is your skirt like that?”
“You’ve seen me naked before—what’s there to be embarrassed about now?”
“I was embarrassed then, so I’m allowed to be embarrassed now too.”
“Fair enough. So, why are you here?”
“There’s a visitor downstairs.”
“A visitor?”
There were no windows in my room, so I’d have to get up to check.
But I’d kicked off my shoes and socks while playing, caught up in the music.
“Raphael, can you hand me my shoes?”
“…Your shoes?”
“I accidentally took them off.”
Instead of handing them to me, Raphael knelt down and slipped them on my feet himself.
Somehow, showing my bare feet felt more embarrassing than I’d expected. At least they were clean.
I felt a little lightheaded from sitting for so long, so I steadied myself with a sip of cold coffee.
The coffee had long since lost its aroma and was filled with dust floating on its surface—not a particularly enjoyable experience.
“I’ll go get changed before I come down. You head down first, Marie.”
“Why change? You’re just wearing casual clothes.”
It was just a simple shirt that blocked the wind, with sleeves you could roll up if it got hot, and plain black pants.
What’s the problem?
“Well…the visitor is someone important.”
“You live in casual clothes despite spending your days with important people.”
“Even so, I’ll change.”
If that’s what he wanted, he could do as he pleased.
I’d seen him in uniform before—it looked good, but it seemed restrictive, as if his shoulders might burst from the strain of wielding a sword.
I awkwardly made my way out into the hall and descended the stairs.
A woman, no longer a girl, was sitting gracefully on a chair, her hands clasped in her lap.
Beautiful.
Of course someone like her could marry the prince.
If she wasn’t yet the empress, though, there was always the possibility she might meet an untimely end.
The stairs creaked with each step, a reminder that this wasn’t a fine house.
I must’ve looked ridiculous, my shoulders tensing with every creak.
“It’s been a long time! Should I call you Your Highness now?”
The golden-haired woman turned her gaze toward me.
With a face like that, it made perfect sense she’d end up with a prince.
“No, no! Just call me Olivia, like before!”
“Alright, Olivia.”
Rather than sitting down, I headed for the kitchen.
“It’s rather rude of me not to offer anything to drink when a guest arrives.”
“Oh, no! It’s fine! I came unannounced, so I can’t really blame you!”
Her outfit was simpler than I’d expected for a queen consort.
She must’ve worn something plain to sneak out unnoticed.
It’s not like those glittering dresses draped in jewels would make anyone feel at ease.
This clean white dress was much better.
“Is there a particular tea you’d like?
I’ve got a decent selection of leaves, so just let me know.”
“Oh, um…anything is fine.”
That’s the one response I hate hearing.
If she said that to a maid, would the maid lose her temper?
Still, Olivia didn’t strike me as the type to get angry if she wasn’t served something to her liking.
I brewed tea with a mix of peppermint and apple-flavored black tea leaves.
Not that I was going to drink it—I stuck with plain apple-scented tea.
I placed two teapots and four cups on a tray, carrying it to the table.
After setting it down, I pulled out a chair and joined her.
Olivia accepted the cup I handed her, taking a sip before pulling a faintly uncomfortable expression. She quickly masked it with an awkward smile.
“It’s not quite to your taste, is it?”
At least she’d helped herself to some fruit. Thankfully, she seemed to have swallowed the seeds. She must’ve been trained in proper etiquette at the palace.
I’d hate to clean up spat-out seeds.
Even more, I’d hate to make Raphael do it.
“Um, yes, well…maybe a little.”
“It’s just a little joke between old friends.”
Not that we’d seen each other in years.
Still, I used the word friend—I’d liked it back then.
I poured her a fresh cup of apple-scented tea and handed it over.
“So, what brings you here?”
At my question, Olivia’s face turned red, and suddenly, she burst out in an indignant tirade.
“You said we’d meet again, but after that day, you didn’t come looking for me for years!
I even went to the estate to find you, but you weren’t there! And when I spoke to the duke, all I got was ‘I can’t tell you’ or ‘It’s not possible to arrange a meeting’!”
And now she was crying.
Congratulations, Marie—you’ve managed to make the queen consort cry.
Well, I’m a count’s daughter, so maybe it’s fine.
They won’t behead me, right?
That day. Whatever happened that day, I couldn’t recall.
I’d worked hard to bury most of my childhood memories.
“And when I finally tracked down where you were a few days ago, I even sent a message through your knight, asking you to visit the palace! But you just ignored it, so here I am! Do you understand now!?”
“I get it,” I replied.
Olivia had been speaking so fast she hadn’t paused for breath, and now she downed her tea in one go.
The tea was still hot.
Predictably, she burned her tongue, spat it out—and straight onto my face.
At least she had the decency to look mortified, her face turning a deeper shade of red.
“Excuse me for a moment. I’ll wash up.”
“Ah, okay…”
After all these years, she hadn’t changed much.
Maybe that was why people found her so charming.
I quickly rinsed my face and returned to find Raphael descending from upstairs, now dressed in full uniform.
He glanced at Olivia with barely veiled suspicion.
What did he think she was going to do to me?
“Is the knight not joining us?” Olivia asked hesitantly.
Why was the queen consort tiptoeing around a knight?
“Should anything happen between you two, I must be prepared to intervene. My apologies, but I cannot sit.”
Ah, so that’s why he changed into his formal attire. A subtle power play, then.
Impressive. Though I couldn’t blame him—his usual casual clothes did leave something to be desired.
“I don’t know when you started taking such pride in guarding the house, but apparently, that’s the case,” I said.
I fetched some egg cookies I’d made earlier. Olivia looked at them skeptically before taking a bite, only to begin munching enthusiastically.
“So, is that all you came here for?”
“I was worried! No matter how much I searched, I couldn’t find you. And when I asked the duke, it felt like he was mourning a dead person with the way he spoke about you.
But here you are, alive and well!”
I was tempted to boast about kicking my opium habit but kept quiet—she probably didn’t even know I’d used it.
“Did the duke, or rather, the head of the house, have anything to say to me?”
“He said he was sorry and that he’d come find you someday.”
Bastard.
I didn’t want to hear any more.
“I see. So, are you planning to stay and chat, like in the old days?
It won’t be very fun—just a stiff knight and a deranged woman here.”
“I just wanted to see if you were alive.
And you…you stole my first kiss and then—!”
“And then what?”
I could guess what she wanted to say.
Blushing furiously, Olivia mumbled something about visiting again sometime and left in a hurry.
Not much of a lady anymore, is she?
That innocent, naïve girl probably couldn’t stand the smell of cigarette smoke.
Only after all the teacups were cold did I pull out a cigarette, lighting it and drawing in a long breath.
So, the duke wants to see me, does he?
Perhaps we will meet someday.
One thing’s for sure—I won’t be the one to seek him out.
;

        
            Chapter 60
;
Suddenly, a thought crossed my mind, and I asked a question.
Was it because I found it odd that nothing had happened after spending years together?Or perhaps, was it to once again indulge in self-deprecation over my unchanged self?
“Hey, Raphael, what do you think?”
“About what, all of a sudden?”
After the illustrious protagonist left the house, I had tried to throw out the bland scraps of trash but ended up keeping them out of a strange sense of reluctance.;
Now, I was heading to the market, intending to use them to neutralize the smell of meat.
Come to think of it, Raphael was dressed in a military uniform, and I was wearing a dress. Hardly the appropriate attire for shopping.
Thanks to that, people’s gazes were glued to us.
“You know, that story about Libian.”
“Yeah.”
“What do you think?”
Hadn’t she said she wanted to come and apologize? Apologize, my foot.
It’s enough if she doesn’t bother me anymore.
If we can pass each other without recognition, that would suffice.
Or maybe the Duchess has lost her mind.
But it doesn’t seem like she’s at an age for senility yet.
“From my position, it’s hard to say anything.”
Of course, it is. She’s technically his lord and employer, after all.
“It’s been quite some time, and you haven’t seen her in years. As time passes, emotions fade, and guilt is, after all, just another feeling.”
What kind of face would she make if she looked at me now?
To be honest, I don’t understand why the Duchess even feels such emotions toward me in the first place.
It’s hard to put into words, but the best way to describe it might be sheer disgust.
I want to forget, but it just won’t fade.
If her guilt has faded, isn’t she just trying to find a new way to torment me again?
While someone’s nature may not change, their actions often do. Maybe she wants to trouble me a little, just to feel a slight satisfaction.
A pair of youthful lovers, probably no older than sixteen, walked hand in hand on the brick-paved street. A butterfly perched on a flower growing between the bricks caught my eye.
The world is so beautiful, yet I feel like I’m walking through a dull gray landscape alone.
“Marisela?”
I stopped in my tracks and looked at my hand.
I glanced down at my legs and touched my now noticeably longer arms.
My body had grown, but I was still the same inside.
“Raphael, what do you even like about someone like me? With that uniform on, you could attract as many beautiful women as you want.”
There’s no shortage of women who romanticize knights.
Especially among the nobility.
The cheap romance novels sold in the streets, the heroic tales born out of wars, and that dashing uniform—how could anyone resist?
Nobles who learn about romance only through books, the most beautiful courtesans of brothels, even stunning married noblewomen—none of them would stand a chance against that clean uniform paired with his handsome face.
“Someone like me is just a nasty, useless person. I’m only barely alive, just breathing day by day… Honestly, I don’t get it.”
“Well, do I need a reason? I’m not sure. Even if you ask what I like about you, I can only say that I just do.”
“…What’s more important than having a reason?”
From the corners of the orphanage, to the edge of the mansion, to the top of the tower, and even in this city’s small attic rooms, I’ve always searched for a reason to live.
The three basic principles of life are functionality, adaptability, and sustainability.
Although I ultimately failed to find all three, I confirmed at least one thing: I can still use my intact hands to play instruments. That’s why I’m still alive.
“Let me ask you the opposite question. Why do you think I’d hate you?”
“Because I’m nasty, my soul is ugly despite my outward appearance, I’ve hurt people, cut someone with glass, killed someone… I’m just trash.”
“Marie, who would’ve thought? Who could have imagined that the rude little kid from the back alleys would actually become the knight they didn’t even believe in?”
“That’s just because you’re amazing…”
“If it weren’t for you, a knight? No way. I’d have been dragged off as a common soldier and died a meaningless death.”
Even without me, Raphael, as talented as he is, would’ve beaten all his enemies and survived somehow.
It was true.
The Empress—or rather, the Imperial Consort for now, though she would eventually become the Crown Princess and then the Empress—would have been Olivia.
Thinking of such possibilities brought a slight sense of emptiness.
Raphael wasn’t mine or anything like that, yet still…
“I don’t understand why you think you have no value.”
“Because it’s true. All I can do is press a few piano keys. Where would you find value in that? And it’s not even proper music—just weird, bizarre stuff that only I enjoy.”
“I happen to like it quite a lot.
Otherwise, how could I have listened to it for years without complaint?”
Raphael grinned, holding the fresh vegetables and meat he’d just bought from the market.
“And the fact that we get to eat fresh vegetables and meat is all thanks to you.”
“…I know the Knights’ meals are better than this. What are you talking about?”
“At least they’re not meals you cooked.”
I wasn’t particularly skilled in cooking, so being praised like this felt burdensome.
“You’re the one who turned a pitiful orphan destined for a miserable life into a knight.”
“Even without me, someone would have—”
“Who?”
Raphael’s voice lowered slightly, cutting me off.
For some reason, my body flinched. Was I scared?
“Who would’ve pulled me out of that place?
No one cared. Not even me.”
He leaned in close and whispered softly in my ear. His face, touched by the setting sun, appeared faintly red.
“In the end, you’re the one who saved me. So why would I ever hate you?”
“Is that so?”
“It is. So stop the pointless self-loathing and go make dinner.”
“…Alright.”
He had grown cheekier.
At first, he’d been the stiff, dull archetype of a knight, but now…
When we returned home, Raphael changed back into his worn casual clothes.
In the meantime, I took out the pot Olivia had used and boiled some raw meat before chopping it and stir-frying it with vegetables.
The seasoning was simple—just salt, pepper, and a bit of herbs.
Still, the food turned out surprisingly tasty.
Well, with such a simple recipe, it would’ve been harder to mess up.
Pointless self-loathing, huh?
Maybe so.
After years of separation, the guilt hadn’t just faded—perhaps my very existence had become faint to her.
Her sense of obligation might still remain, though.
Ever since I was born, I’d always imagined the worst-case scenarios, and maybe that’s what twisted me so thoroughly.
“Raphael.”
I wanted to think more positively, to truly smile for once.
Not the dirty, grotesque smiles that oozed out of my opium-clouded brain, but genuine smiles born from happiness.
That’s why I gave up opium.
I was also trying to abstain from alcohol as much as possible.
“What is it?”
“Officially, we’re a married couple, aren’t we?”
“…Yes, we are. Why bring that up now?”
I wondered if loving someone would change anything.
Even now, and in my past life, I remembered vaguely liking someone, but I was certain it wasn’t love.
What I felt for Alina wasn’t sexual desire but fondness.
“I was just thinking it might be time to do what needs to be done.”
The icy white feeling that clung to me, like my hair, wrapped faintly around my body.
Should I call it a distorted redness?
I wasn’t sure if this was the right direction, but I didn’t want to remain a useless, brooding idiot for the rest of my life.
“Do you love me?”
Raphael nodded.
“Why?”
Loving someone might stem from the desire to love oneself.
Raphael resembled me.
But still, he was only similar. At his core, he was different.
“Who knows.”
“If I have a child, could I love them?
All I’ve learned in life is how to hurt people.”
From the high nobles who ruled the world with a flick of their fingers to the courtesans selling their bodies on the streets, I’d seen how people could suddenly change when they had children or fell in love.
“…You’ll be able to.”
Raphael’s face held a tinge of sadness.
“I hope so.”
A child—a newly born life—deserves admiration and love.
But could I love a child as much as my mother loved me?
Even though she sometimes vented her frustrations on me after being mistreated in the brothel, I believe she did her duty as a mother.
Maybe I was running away, afraid of the reality that I couldn’t love myself.
And that would be a terrible fate for a child.
Better they weren’t born than to live a miserable life like mine.
“Would you love a child?”
Without hesitation, Raphael nodded.
How nice it would be if I could do the same.
But yes, Raphael could.
That’s why his story ended with, And they lived happily ever after.
After finishing the meal, I went to the bathroom to clean myself.
The pale hair that looked dull even under light and the ominous red eyes stared back at me in the mirror.
I dressed lightly, drank heavily, and went down to the bedroom.
Words weren’t needed; a kiss sufficed.
And that night, I realized, unfortunately, that Raphael’s feelings for me leaned more toward sexual love than mere affection.
When I opened my eyes, it was morning.

        
            Chapter 61: Story
;
Even after spending the night together, nothing particularly special happened—no newfound appreciation for life or beauty.
If anything, my back ached, making me feel even more drained.
As the sun peeked through the window, Raphael walked to the kitchen, announcing that he would bring breakfast.
He hadn’t even slept, yet he didn’t seem tired.
“Just brought bread with some jam and a fried egg. Is that okay?”
“Bring me milk tea too.”
“Which drawer is the tea in again?”
“The second one.”
Raphael went back to the kitchen to prepare the milk tea.
Not wanting to eat in the stuffy room, I threw on some clothes and headed to the dining table. I picked at the edge of the bread on the table, chewing it absentmindedly.
“Your face looks half-dead.”
“…I’m tired.”
“Sorry.”
After stuffing Raphael’s breakfast into my mouth and washing it down with tea, I planned to play the piano. But drowsiness hit me hard, and I staggered back to Raphael’s room instead.
I was sleepy, dizzy, exhausted, and my back felt like it was about to break.
Climbing to the second floor was out of the question.
Although the bed had a faint odor, I had no choice but to crawl in, wrap myself tightly in the blankets, and fall asleep.
It wasn’t as bad as I thought.
It felt oddly warm and cozy, like something earthy and homely.
Saying it smelled might sound negative, so let’s call it the scent of a lived-in space instead.
It didn’t change anything, but it was comforting in its way.
Still, I wondered—what if he made a move while I was asleep?
If he did, I’d really bite him.
I hoped Raphael would understand that I wasn’t like him, who trained with swords in open fields all day. My body was used to being holed up, tapping piano keys endlessly.
“Are you going to sleep here?”
“…Yeah.”
“Shouldn’t we just buy a new bed?”
“…Do as you like. I feel like I’m dying of exhaustion.”
Raphael, looking oddly excited, nodded and turned off the room’s lights before closing the door behind him.
Hearing shuffling noises from outside, I wondered if he was actually going to buy a new bed.
I patted my slightly uncomfortable stomach and stared at the ceiling.
Though I was tired, a restless feeling kept me from falling asleep right away.
Was this okay? To just live like this?
Libian said he would visit. Would that cause problems?
My thoughts spiraled back to the questions I’d been pondering. If I had a child, would I be able to love it?
One thought led to another in an endless chain.
I felt a tinge of unease, but knowing that someone cared about me didn’t make my chest feel tight.
Grasping my slightly trembling fingers, I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and let my body relax.
The lingering scent of last night’s intimacy made my face flush, but it also felt like proof that I was alive. Comforted by that small assurance, I drifted into sleep.
Several days passed after that exhausting night.
The seeds I had planted on the windowsill began to sprout, breaking through the soil.
Unfortunately, today there was no sunlight.
“Still, it’s nice weather.”
Looking outside, I saw rain pouring down with strong winds rather than a cool breeze. The raindrops pelted the windows with a steady thud-thud.
“I’m not sure about that.”
“Well, since you won’t wander outside and can stay by my side, isn’t it nice weather?”
At my comment, Raphael let out a chuckle.
I wasn’t joking; I meant it.
Taking out a cigar, I lit it and cut it in half with a knife. I rubbed the lit end for quite a while to transfer the flame.
If it had been a rolled cigarette filled with shredded leaves, it would have ignited instantly, but I’d momentarily forgotten it was a cigar.
After about three minutes of persistent effort, it finally caught fire, and I handed the shorter piece to Raphael.
Looking a bit flustered, he took the cigar and inhaled, only to erupt into a coughing fit.
You’re not supposed to inhale these deeply.
Embarrassed, Raphael finally responded to my earlier comment.
“When you put it that way, I guess there’s no such thing as bad weather.”
“Hearing you say it out loud makes it more embarrassing than I thought.”
“Right?”
We laughed like we used to in the old days.
I didn’t know why it was so funny, but we laughed for quite some time.
It reminded me of the time we stole a potato from the orphanage’s backyard only to find it rotten.;
We knew we’d get beaten by the headmistress if caught, yet we couldn’t stop giggling at the absurdity of it all.
Even then, we were so hungry we split the rotten potato and ate it.
Despite having spent the night together, not much had changed between us.
We had always been close, living together since childhood.;
After I was taken to the mansion, I brought Raphael over as soon as I could.
In truth, we had spent more time together than apart.
We were so familiar with each other that there was no room for anything fresh or new.
Raphael seemed to want to see me embarrassed, but I wasn’t, so how could I fake it?
There was nothing exciting or novel, but I liked this.
This peaceful life, unchanged, was reassuring.
When I lived with Alina, I used to wish this life would continue without breaking.;
Though we ended up hurting each other deeply, I’m glad she seems to be doing well now.
She even sent a letter boasting that her child had grown enough to read and study.
Although her struggle to answer when the child asked about their father was a little heartbreaking to read.
Raphael is by my side now, and Alina occasionally sends letters.;
Someday, if I have a child, I’ll visit Alina to boast about it.
If the child takes after Raphael, they’ll surely be adorable. If they resemble me, they might look a little scary but still beautiful.
What if the child hates having red eyes and white hair?
Would they resent me for passing that on?
I might cry if that happens.
But I can’t keep brooding alone forever.
Even if I can’t be completely fine, I’ll get better, little by little.
“Raphael.”
I spoke with slight determination, serious but not overly dramatic.
Unfortunately, clutching my aching back as I spoke didn’t add much gravitas.
“Yes?”
“I think it’s time to visit the mansion.
Libian said he’d visit, but honestly, I don’t want him here.”
I didn’t just dislike the idea; I didn’t want the Duchess, Eileen, or Libian leaving even the faintest trace in this house.
If their presence lingered, it would be unbearable.
Even if I were alone, the memory of them walking through this space would haunt me, leaving me trembling with fear.
Call me weak or broken if you must—it wouldn’t change anything.
It might hurt to hear those words, but at least Raphael wouldn’t say them to me.
I hoped he wouldn’t.
He wouldn’t… right?
“…Are you okay with going?”
“I’m not okay. Not at all. So, comfort me.”
At my words, Raphael came over and gently patted my back.
It felt like a mother soothing a child with indigestion.
A bit off, honestly.
Not quite what I had in mind.
But it didn’t matter, I suppose.
“I’ll come with you, so don’t worry too much.
If things go south, we’ll just run away.”
“Right, we can just run. Heh.”
“…What’s so funny?”
“Just realizing how simple things can be.”
I wiggled my toes and teased Raphael in a playful tone.
“If Libian says something annoying, punch him in the face for me.”
“…That’s a bit scary.”
“You’ll do it, right?”
“…Yeah.”
“But I’m still scared, so we’ll leave much later. When the rain stops, and the ground is dry, then we’ll go.”
“Won’t the family send a carriage?”
“Instead of using one from there, I’d rather walk slowly with you, like a trip.”
Raphael blushed.
He hadn’t been embarrassed when he followed me out of the mansion after I escaped or when he whisked me off to a church for a sudden wedding ceremony.
For someone so bold at times, it was amusing to see him shy now.
“…Why are you laughing?”
Still, that was just like Raphael. I smiled warmly.
“Just because. I can laugh now.”
There were so many times when I wanted to smile but couldn’t, forcing my lips upward with my fingers in vain.
Back then, I wanted to tear my mouth apart in frustration.
Now, realizing how easily I could smile, I felt a bit more hopeful about the future.
When the story of my life reaches its end, I hope it’s a happy one.

        
            Chapter 62: Arrogantly
;
I sat at the desk and wrote a letter.
I carefully phrased it in an elegant tone, explaining that I would soon visit the family mansion and asking them not to be alarmed by my arrival.
There was plenty they could find fault with if they wanted to.
I hoped they wouldn’t take the phrase, “I deeply regret not having seen the Duchess and the head of the household for so long”, at face value.
After all, I had muttered, “I honestly hate the idea of seeing your faces,” while writing those words.
Running away forever and living in hiding might have been an option, but this was a matter I needed to face eventually.
Especially if I wanted to build a family, share genuine love, and give someone my full affection.
If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be Marie—I’d forever remain Marisela, the ignorant daughter of a prostitute who ran away from that mansion without knowing her place.
I couldn’t spend my life crying over nightmares.
Leaving aside the dreadful thought of going to that mansion, my journey with Raphael was delightful.
Each village had its own unique charm, and tasting different foods while experiencing new things was always enjoyable.
Maybe that was because I had the resources to indulge.
Without money, it would have been difficult to afford lodging and consistently order delicious meals.
Today, like most days, we stopped at an inn by the roadside. After unpacking and settling in the room, I gazed out the window before going to bed.
“Raphael, how many days are left?”
“Three, I think.”
“The closer we get, the more I want to run away.”
“I wouldn’t blame you if you did.”
“That just means you wouldn’t say anything, haha.”
“Would you be fine if we turned back now?”
I didn’t answer.
Instead, I took out a small bag of coffee beans from my bag and handed it to Raphael.
“No, I wouldn’t be fine. But I’m anxious.”
Raphael, practiced as ever, pulled out a small knife from his coat and infused it with energy.
With a swift motion, he finely ground the beans.
Even compared to the grinder we had at home, his precision was unmatched.
After carefully brewing the coffee, he poured it into cups and began sipping it.
As I watched, I remembered a time when I tried to toss away a cigar, worried I might be pregnant.
The memory was sharp—an overwhelming nausea, a racing heart, and an unexpected wave of melancholy.
Even when I managed to eat, nausea overtook me.
I recalled how they’d once placed insects on my food and beaten me if I refused to eat.
When I threw up everything I’d eaten, they beat me even harder until I learned to keep it down.
I wasn’t sure if I should call it a “lesson” or a traumatic memory that made my body shudder.
One thing was clear—I didn’t feel any gratitude.
Just anger.
I had once asked Raphael, “Do you think I’m capable of loving a child?”
Even if I couldn’t truly love them, I vowed never to let them realize it. Not until the day I died.
My mother, a prostitute, loved me.
Though she sometimes lost herself, she tried her best to love me as a parent. I couldn’t hate her for that.
And the proxy manager of the brothel? He loved me too.
Though I wasn’t his real daughter, he treated me as if I were, doing his best to care for me.
Without them, I might not be alive today.
If not for their love, I’d have succumbed to the thought that life was too cruel to be worth living.
Who would have imagined that little Raphael would grow up to be who he is now?
Children should be loved—not just by their parents but by adults in general.
To ensure they don’t grow up like me, they must experience as much happiness and joy as possible.
Sadness is inevitable, but it can wait.
As I thought about this, I felt a sudden urge to retrieve the cigar I had crumpled and thrown away. But I shook my head, trying to push the thought aside.
The more I tried, the stronger the temptation grew.
Maybe that’s why people say dependency is a bad habit.
It was just an old memory resurfacing, but it always left me unsettled.
My hands trembled slightly, and my head throbbed, but I could endure it.
“If you’re anxious, it’s okay to sit still and hide.
The first to charge in is often the first to die. It’s better to be a little scared.”
“…If that was meant to be comforting, you kind of failed.”
“I was just telling you my story.”
“Is it about the war you fought in?”
“…Yeah.”
Raphael rarely spoke of it, but the experience had clearly left him with deep wounds—especially in his heart.
As a child, he’d idolized knights as righteous and noble. Seeing their true nature must have been devastating.
Olivia—what should I call her now? Calling her “the prince’s consort” feels a bit clunky.
In any case, if it were her, she might have tended to the wounds festering in Raphael’s heart.
She might even have healed them entirely.
I wanted to do that too.
I wanted to bring happiness to others and offer solace to someone’s heart.
Everyone wants the person they love to feel joy when they look at them.
The reason I was going to see Libian was simple.
I had failed to tend to my wounds, and that failure had burdened Raphael. I needed to fix it.
I didn’t know how, but I thought meeting him might be a start.
Someday. Someday.
As I was lost in thought, a familiar scent of tobacco filled the room.
“Raphael, do you know why I’ve been holding onto that cigar all day but haven’t smoked it?”
“Huh?”
“I’m not quitting. It’s just bad for the baby.”
At my words, Raphael’s mouth fell open. He stared at me with a foolish expression, glancing back and forth between my stomach and face.
“W-wait, are you serious…?”
What expression would he show next?
I hoped he’d smile.
A worried look would be fine too.
But if he looked sad or troubled, I might feel like dying.
“I don’t know what to say. Should I thank you?”
Thankfully, Raphael didn’t seem to fully grasp the situation. He gave me a bright smile and hugged me tightly.
We hugged tightly for a long while before Raphael seemed to remember that we were heading to the mansion. In a low voice, he muttered,
“…Will you be okay seeing those people?”
“Isn’t it better to talk to them once and get it over with, rather than running into them in my nightmares every night?”
At my response, Raphael pulled me into another embrace.
Warmth from another person’s body was far more comforting than any words could be.
If the mood had taken us, maybe we would have shared a slightly awkward kiss and ended up on the bed. But now, we need to be careful.
So, we simply stayed like that, holding each other for a long time.;
Eventually, we laid down on the bed and, quite literally, just held hands as we fell asleep.
After several more days of walking toward the town, a carriage suddenly stopped in front of us. A group of people who appeared to be servants from the mansion poured out.
Through the slightly open door, I glimpsed the interior and recognized it as the carriage I’d ridden back when I left the mansion for the capital.
Among the group, a middle-aged man who seemed to be their leader stepped forward.
Where was the man who had been in charge before? This was a face I didn’t recognize.
Not that it mattered.
The middle-aged man straightened his posture, stroked his mustache with his right hand, and cleared his throat before addressing me.
“Are you Miss Marisela?”
His words were polite enough, but his attitude was rude.
His tone lacked sincerity, and his eyes looked at me as if I were something foreign and distasteful.
Initiating the conversation itself was already presumptuous.
They must have heard about someone like me being connected to the mansion.
And the fact that I had run off to live among commoners—how laughable I must have seemed to them.
To me, a butler was nothing special, but to commoners, they were lofty elites.
Humans are social creatures who instinctively seek to assert dominance when they see an easy target. I could understand this man’s behavior in that sense.
But understanding didn’t mean I could accept it.
If I were alone, I might have let it slide.
But this was in front of Raphael.
If I allowed myself to be treated like trash, Raphael would be dragged down with me.
“Yeah.”
“I’m here under the orders of the head of the household to escort you, Miss.”
I didn’t respond.
Instead, I stared at the man who was supposedly a butler for a long while.
The silence seemed to irritate him. He mumbled something, then opened his mouth again.
“Is there some sort of problem—!”
Smack. There wasn’t even a sound.
I clenched my fist and struck him in the throat.
The man grabbed at his neck, coughing violently, before glaring at me.
“What on earth do you think you’re doing!?”
“…I don’t think I owe you an explanation.”
I spoke softly, evenly, but that seemed to make him think he could still push his luck.
“No matter what, this is—”
I cut him off.
“Raphael, can you cut off his right arm for me?”
Raphael looked at me, his face tense, before nodding. He unsheathed his sword from his waist and, without hesitation, brought it down on the man’s right arm.
The sharp scent of blood hit me—something I hadn’t encountered in a while—and I wrinkled my nose slightly.;
I kicked aside the severed piece of flesh, now in the way, and approached the man as he writhed and screamed in pain.
His shrill cries were grating, and while I felt a twinge of regret for scuffing my shoe, I stomped on his mouth.
“If you knew who you were coming to fetch, you should’ve shown some basic courtesy.
Even if you’re nothing but a filthy, uneducated worm playing at being a butler.”
I pressed my foot down harder, and there was a satisfying crunch as his jaw dislocated.
The other servants stood frozen, too terrified of Raphael to intervene.
“Good thing you came with me, right?”
I smiled at Raphael as I said this, in a surprisingly cheerful mood.
He hesitated, his expression grim, before eventually nodding.
“Yeah,” he replied after a long pause.
Ah, the familiar atmosphere of the mansion.

        
            Chapter 63: Upon Arrival
;
It’s much easier for a butler to manage when they can suppress weak-willed young ladies.;;
;
Whatever they request or say can be dismissed as nonsense, and they can manipulate the servants to turn her into a laughingstock.;;
;
In the end, their workload lightens, their pay remains the same, and they can indulge in a twisted sense of satisfaction—a fairly advantageous choice.;;
;
Of course, that only works if there isn’t a knight with a sword standing beside the lady.;;
;
I climbed into the carriage naturally.;;
;
When the servants tried to board as well, I spoke up.;;
;
“Where do you think you’re crawling up to without permission?”;;
;
“B-but the injured man needs to be taken to the mansion quickly….”;;
;
“Injured man?”;;
;
I glanced behind me. One of the men was holding the severed arm while the other two supported the middle-aged man.;;
;
“Ah, right. Leave that one behind; the rest of you can come aboard.”;;
;
“…Pardon?”;;
;
“Leave him behind, or do you all want to live as one-armed fools?”;;
;
The servants hesitated, muttering nervously.;;
;
“Raphael.”;;
;
At my call, Raphael drew his sword.;;
;
The steely sound of the blade sliding from its sheath was enough to make the blood drain from the faces of the uninjured servants.;;
;
They panicked, dropped the middle-aged man, and scrambled into the carriage.;;
;
The injured man screamed hoarsely, begging them not to leave him behind.;
His pronunciation was awkward, probably due to his jaw injury, but it seemed his jaw hadn’t been completely dislocated.;;
;
If he carried his arm and walked to the nearest village, he might manage to reattach it.;;
;
Though finding a doctor would be unlikely—ha.;;
;
“Is it okay to cause such a ruckus on the first day?” Raphael asked, his face showing a hint of worry.;;
;
“Think of it as a grand entrance,” I replied.;;
;
“Servants don’t listen to me unless I yell or threaten to gouge out their eyes. If I clear out the ones who don’t listen, only the obedient ones will remain, right?”;;
;
The only person who ever truly listened to me or tried to understand me was Alina.;;
;
Even she had been driven away by the servants.;;
;
No matter how much money I pile up like a mountain, I don’t keep a single maid or housekeeper in my modest home.;;
;
The reason is simple—I feel safer doing things myself than entrusting them to others.;;
;
Who knows if they’d poison my tea as I drank it?;;
;
“They may be trembling now, but over time, they’ll start pushing boundaries,” I said.;;
;
I picked up a notebook lying in the carriage and tossed it at the maid who had spoken back to me earlier.;;
;
She flinched but didn’t make a sound, standing rigidly upright, likely afraid her arm would be cut off if she reacted.;;
;
Though she was trembling slightly.;;
;
“When they realize they can’t touch me, they’ll start targeting those around me.;;
;
They went after Alina relentlessly, so this time, it’ll be Raphael—they’ll come after you.”;;
;
I figured I’d likely have to eat meals in the same place as Libian, Eileen, and the Duchess.;;
;
I just hoped I wouldn’t get an upset stomach.;;
;
Though even if I did, I could deal with it, so it wasn’t a big concern.;;
;
“That’s why you need to stick close to me. If they try anything, just tell me. I’ll give you permission to kill them.”;;
;
“…Okay.”;;
;
Raphael didn’t seem entirely on board, judging by his expression.;;
;
If this had been before he went to war, he might have hesitated, held back by his knightly ethics.;
;
Back then, he wouldn’t have drawn his sword so readily or severed an arm at my command.;;
;
He might have even stubbornly argued that knights don’t stoop to such things.;;
;
That wouldn’t have been bad, but having a Raphael who listened to me like this was undeniably reassuring.;;
;
In a situation like this, not being able to trust the person you love would be unbearable.;;
;
The carriage, moving smoothly without a single jolt, soon brought me to the mansion.;;
;
When it stopped, the door opened, and I stepped down slowly.;;
;
I remembered a time when they had laid out steps for Libian and Eileen but not for me.;;
;
What had I thought back then?;;
;
Probably something along the lines of “Know your place.”
;
Accepting and enduring things like that one by one, I had become less the obedient child and more the person the Duchess wanted me to be.;;
;
A bitter laugh escaped me.;;
;
The numerous servants around me flinched at the sound.;;
;
As I descended from the carriage, the old butler I had seen before approached and bowed.;;
;
He didn’t greet me verbally—it was customary for me to speak first.;;
;
“It’s been a while, Butler.”;;
;
“…It has been, Miss.”;;
;
“Are you looking for the person you sent ahead?”;;
;
“Yes, the one I was raising as my successor….”;;
;
“You’ll need to find a new one.”;;
;
“Understood.”;;
;
The old man seemed to realize what had happened to the middle-aged man.;;
;
He had likely warned him to be careful.;;
;
Not that the man would have listened.;;
;
He probably approached with full confidence, thinking, What could a bastard born in the shadows possibly do while hiding in the corner?;
Following the old butler’s lead, I walked into the mansion.
This place… it’s damp, gloomy atmosphere always filled me with unease, no matter how many times I visited.
It wasn’t about adapting to it—it was something more fundamental.
What had I thought the first time I came here?
Something along the lines of “Well, here it is, as expected.”
Having grown up in the orphanage with Raphael, I had often imagined what kind of future awaited us.
Back then, I used to think Raphael would lose his head.
But here we were—ending up with a child and even getting married. If I told my past self that, she’d probably scream at me to get lost.
We passed through a hallway lined with portraits of the family members.
At the very end hung a painting that vividly captured my distinctive pale skin, red eyes, and white hair.
Next to it were portraits of the Duchess, Eileen, and Libian.
“…The lady had them hung here,” the butler explained.
“I didn’t say to take them down, did I?”
The old man remained silent.
When she hugged me and told me I was part of this family, was this what she meant?
To leave behind eternal proof that someone like me existed in this house.
I just hoped that someday, when children roamed this mansion, they wouldn’t cry, calling the image ominous.
I resumed walking.
I passed the spot where Eileen had slapped me.
The pain of the slap itself was nothing compared to the humiliation I felt from the servants giggling behind me.
I passed the place where Libian had pushed me, causing me to fall.
A doctor had later told me that my bone had cracked.
The room where I had been locked up. The room where I hid from Eileen and Libian. The room where the servants bullied me.
There really weren’t any good memories in this mansion.
“The master is waiting in this room,” the butler said.
It was a large reception room.
I nodded and lightly knocked on the door.
“Come in,” came the reply.
The voice hadn’t changed much, save for a faint undertone of weariness.
“Should I wait outside?” Raphael asked.
“No, come with me. Worst case, you’ll have to blow his head off,” I said with a smile.
Raphael gave a half-hearted chuckle, but the butler standing beside us turned pale.
Opening the door, I saw Libian seated, drinking tea.
He had grown a beard and wore pince-nez glasses—likely an attempt to appear older since becoming the head of the household. After all, young leaders often faced ridicule.
“It’s been a while, Libian,” I greeted.
“Yes, it has, Marisela. And who is the gentleman with you?”
“Raphael.”
“Ah, the knight you married. You brought him here once, didn’t you?”
I sat on the sofa opposite him.
He poured tea from the pot on the table into a cup and placed it before me.
I took the cup, let the tea linger on my tongue briefly to savor the aroma, and then said, “Hydrangea tea?”
I used to drink this all the time.
When I asked why, I could only say it felt most pleasant on my palate.
“Yes,” Libian confirmed.
“Raphael, come sit next to me.”
Raphael, tense, looked at Libian. When Libian nodded, Raphael cautiously took the seat beside me.
Libian spoke to Raphael in a tone meant to ease his nerves.
“You don’t have to be a knight of the Vitelsbach family when you’re by Marisela’s side. Just her husband will do it.”
“…Understood.”
“Oh, and feel free to drop the formalities. Though the dynamics are what they are, we’re family, after all.”
If someone were to ask Raphael his last name, he’d give the same one as mine.
I’d heard that many knights envied Raphael for that—claiming he wasn’t skilled but had simply married well, earning nobility through a fortunate match.
Of course, most of them would flee with their tails between their legs if they ever challenged him to a duel.
Libian had written that sentiment in a letter, but I hadn’t expected him to say it outright.
In any case, I began the conversation.
“You said you wanted to see me—to discuss unfinished matters.”
“…Yes.”
“What more needs to be said?
You tried to kill my mother, I shot you, and you fled in disgrace.
Isn’t that enough closure? Wasn’t it sufficient to paint me as some monstrous villain, as you’ve always done?”
“…Marisela.”
Ah, this wasn’t why I came.
I hadn’t come to express anger or to wallow in sadness.
I hadn’t come to drown in my emotions or sink back into despair.
There was something about this wretched mansion that dragged people down, pinning them to the floor.
Otherwise, why would I feel so suffocated the moment I stepped inside?
“…I came to talk,” I said quietly.
Why did I like hydrangea tea?
Perhaps it was the subtly sweet aroma or the lingering aftertaste it left on my tongue.
In this terrible place, even my mouth always seemed to taste bitter.
“How are Eileen and the lady?”
I nearly asked when are they coming but swallowed my words.
I had the feeling my tongue would slip into profanity if I wasn’t careful.
“They’ll be here soon… Eileen has already arrived.”
Eileen entered the room with an awkward smile.
“Ma-Marisela. It’s been a while.”
“Yes, it has.”
From her childhood to now, Eileen didn’t seem to have changed much at all.
;

        
            Chapter 64: Conversation
;
“Uh, is it okay if I sit?”
“This is your house. Why are you asking me for permission?”
The familiar heaviness settled in my chest, and I instinctively reached into my pocket, only to remember I no longer carried tobacco.
I had decided to quit smoking, after all.
I had even snapped Raphael’s cigars in half, so it was only fair I stopped thinking about such things.
Eileen sat beside Libian, her face tense.
Like siblings, their legs bumped into each other, and they nudged back with their knees—a dynamic that hadn’t changed a bit.
“So, why did you want to meet?”
“…It didn’t feel right to just leave things as they were.”
“Leave what as it was?”
“I don’t expect us to live together again, but I thought we couldn’t just let our unresolved feelings fester like this.
You, me, Eileen, and Mother—we still haven’t forgotten about you.
And I doubt we ever will. After all, we were a family under the same roof….”
“Family?”
Was that what we were?
If we consider the textbook definition—a group bound by marriage, blood relations like parents and children—then sure, we might fit the term.
But come on, we all know that’s not what I mean.
“…Yes, because we were family.”
I murmured the words under my breath without realizing it.
I thought I had broken the habit of talking to myself, but it seemed I hadn’t.
Was it because I hadn’t been playing the piano lately?
I used to pour my emotions out on the keys. That might also be why the strings kept breaking so often.
“I don’t know about family—it felt more like a scumbag who beat the crap out of me whenever I didn’t obey.
Though if pets count as family, then sure, I guess that makes sense.”
Eileen didn’t react dramatically, as if she had expected this kind of response.
She merely flinched and shuddered her shoulders in a pitiful way.
Even the way their shoulders moved in unison made it clear they were siblings.
Yeah, those two were unmistakably family.
They loved each other—not romantically but genuinely, as family members.
There was no such bond between them and me.
For me, family meant my mother, who had died working her body at the brothel, and the proxy manager who had loved her.
It also included the orphanage director, who fed me despite their own struggles, and, of course, Raphael.
“…I’m sorry.”
“Sure.”
This kind of awkwardness was unbearable without something to smoke.
When conversations dried up, I used to rely on the sharp clarity that came with inhaling smoke—or the brief distraction of a hallucination.
Desperate to break the silence, Eileen was the first to speak.
“The knight beside you, who is he…?”
“My husband.”
“Oh, I see.”
Eileen was trying her best to salvage the atmosphere, but that was ultimately up to the people involved in the conversation.
In our case, the awkwardness and suffocating tension suited us better than any pleasantries.
“He’s so imposing and dashing—a fine knight!”
“Eileen.”
“I heard you got married after leaving the mansion, but I never got to see him, so I was worried!”
“Eileen.”
“If only you’d told us about the wedding, I would have spent my savings to arrange a grand ceremony at a cathedral—or even here at the mansion!”
“…Eileen.”
“Getting married and receiving countless blessings from others—that’s every woman’s dream!
I’m engaged now, and I want my wedding to be just like that.
But at least it’s a relief that you didn’t marry some strange commoner wandering around. Instead, you married a knight—”
Her eyes lost focus, and her hands trembled.
She spoke in a shaky, fragmented tone, as if consumed by guilt or some sense of indebtedness to me.
Not that I was inclined to comfort or stop her—though I admit I hesitated briefly.
“Eileen, I took Raphael from the orphanage I lived in.
He’s just a rootless, dirty commoner wandering around.
Though I suppose that’s better than being a half-baked noble.”
Eileen’s words cut off abruptly. She turned to me with a shocked expression.
Judging by the tremor in her eyes, my own expression must have been something to behold.
Probably a mix of scorn, a hint of hatred, and barely perceptible pity.
“…Oh.”
“You said you wanted to talk. Not just you, Libian, but Eileen and even the Duchess.”
Was I supposed to call her “Mother”? What a joke.
If she dared to spout that nonsense to my face again, I wouldn’t even need to ask Raphael—I’d handle it myself.
Not that it would matter. Libian would probably just shoot me again.
Was it a blessing that I hadn’t died back then?
After all, I was alive now and could be with Raphael.
And I’d been able to reunite with Alina, who was also alive.
“So what do you want to talk about now?
At the very least, I don’t think this is the time to chat about mundane topics with you, Eileen.”
I shifted closer to Raphael, leaning my shoulder against his. Then I took his gloved hand in mine.
“I was living quite happily—until your letter arrived.
In fact, just being somewhere completely unrelated to you was more than enough for me to be happy.”
Eileen bit her lip.
Libian’s expression darkened.
What, did they think this would be some joyful reunion filled with laughter and fond reminiscence?
“I left this place because I didn’t want to die.
If I’d stayed here any longer, I really would’ve died.”
“…Marisela.”
“No, it’s the truth. Or am I supposed to thank you for saving me when I was hanging by a thread back then?”
The truth was, I hadn’t tried to kill myself to end it all—I just wanted to escape this hell, even if it meant running straight into another one.
They say suicides go to hell.
For someone drowning in despair, that doesn’t sound too bad.
If reality is already hell, then perhaps a different kind of hell might feel like a vacation.
And if you’re lucky, it might even be slightly better than the reality you left behind.
I guess I just drew the short straw.
Had I been reincarnated as a simple, carefree commoner, life might have been easier.
All this chaos happened because everything about me is so half-baked, an awkward mix of everything.
If I had been different, I wouldn’t have met Raphael, which would have been its own problem.
“I won’t say thank you. I’m glad I’m alive now, but that’s entirely thanks to Raphael. None of you did anything for me.
Alina—yeah, I bet you don’t even know who Alina is.
Even after the servant I liked left, all you did was throw rotten eggs and trash at me or spit out some vile, senseless words.”
You told me it was time to attend social gatherings or other events, that I needed to present myself better, to manage my reputation among people.
You told me to stop acting like I was the only one who mattered.
It wasn’t that I thought I was better than everyone else. I acted that way because if I didn’t, everyone would treat me like trash—worse, like something they could trample over without a second thought.
Funny how you were the ones who obliterated my reputation, reducing it to ashes.
Sure, that was a long time ago, back when we were all ignorant and uneducated.
Let’s pretend that’s enough to excuse everything.
Even then, I don’t understand why you’re suddenly so eager to have a conversation now.
“Don’t try to drag me into your pathetic little circus.
Don’t bother trying to seek forgiveness from me either.”
If you seriously thought I was so magnanimous as to forgive you, I’d suggest you lock yourself in a room right now and use a gun to blow your brains out.
“Forgiveness… I won’t lie. It would be a lie to say I haven’t wished for it.
But even if you hate me for it, I’ll keep apologizing.
And whether you like it or not, your child’s surname will still…”
Right.
Raphael doesn’t have a surname.
So, we ended up using mine.
I even sent a letter to Libian, asking for his permission.
The thought that my child would bear the name of this accursed mansion’s family…
At least I wouldn’t raise them here.
The servants, the people around—every last one of them is trash.
Even if it kills me.
That thought brought a small sense of relief.
“Do you remember what you first said to me when I told you I didn’t care about your circus?”
It was about a picnic.
Libian and Eileen probably don’t even remember—it was that long ago.
But I still see it vividly in my dreams.
Eileen shoving me, the servants giggling behind her, and for some reason, that was when the rotten food started being thrown at me.
When people think of nightmares, they imagine horrors that don’t exist.
Why am I the only one who has to relive the terrible things I actually experienced?
“No, I guess it’s fair if you don’t remember.
Honestly, it’s nothing special. Back then, little Eileen, you said something like, ‘Someone like you.’
Someone like me did something disgraceful, and your loyal servants took it upon themselves to ‘discipline’ me a little too enthusiastically.”
Hearing myself say it out loud, it sounded so trivial.
“To you, I must have seemed like a strange child.
Even now, I bet you think the same—wondering why someone would even think about dying over something like that.”
All I had been doing back then was desperately clawing for survival.
“Anyway, there’s no need to dwell on it anymore.
I’ve long since given up on the idea of dying.
I’m trying to live like everyone else—normal and happy.
It’s harder than I thought, though.”
Eileen’s body stiffened.
Her gaze unfocused, as if she didn’t even know where she was looking.
“Well then, a conversation, was it? Shall we start?
It feels like I’ve been the only one talking so far.”
Libian looked at me with a worried expression.
No, not at me—behind me.
I turned my head to see the Duchess standing there, looking unchanged, trembling where she stood.
She seemed on the verge of tears, and I couldn’t help but find it a little amusing.
;

        
            Chapter 65: Ending It
“It’s been a while, Duchess.”
“Ah, Marisela, it has been a while.”
The Duchess stood awkwardly nearby, glancing around the room.
There didn’t seem to be a suitable place for her to sit. Sitting too close to her son would seem improper.
It was probably because I had brought Raphael along.
“Raphael, get up.”
Without a word, Raphael stood. I followed suit.
I couldn’t just sit there alone.
“Please have a seat here, Duchess.”
“…Duchess. Oh, alright, Marisela.”
After hesitating and glancing at me for a long moment, the Duchess finally sat down.
“…Marisela, should we move to a different room?”
“Move where? This room is more than spacious enough compared to our home.
Just bring over a chair.”
Because of my smaller frame, I wasn’t as noticeable while seated.
Standing and looking down might create more of a commanding presence.
Libian called for a servant, and after much struggling, they brought in a large sofa.
I sat on the sofa with Raphael, holding his hand.
My hands were trembling.
Since the Duchess had entered the room, it had become harder to breathe.
I was trying to seem unfazed, inhaling deeply through my nose, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that there wasn’t enough air.
It was as though I lacked oxygen, leaving my head feeling light and dizzy.
“Libian, the Duchess is here now, so let’s start talking.
Honestly, I thought it was all over. I didn’t expect we’d ever meet again, let alone have any follow-up conversations.”
“…We came to apologize to you, to… to make amends.
We wanted to tell you we were sorry.
That day, you left so quickly, without taking anything with you.”
“You were the one who sent Raphael and those useless servants to accompany me.”
“And now that some time has passed since your marriage, the family should—”
I cut Libian off.
I knew what he was about to say.
He wanted to bring up the child—my child, currently in my womb.
The Vitelsbach family has an oddly strong sense of familial identity.
Of course, that only applies to those they recognize as family.
While they seemed to consider me part of the family now, back then they treated me worse than livestock.
It was only natural to worry that they might treat my child the same way.
If my child truly wanted to be part of this family someday—if they earnestly desired it—then maybe, when they were older and capable of making their own decisions, I might consider sending them here.
But only after I had created a safe place for them to return to.
After all, much of the knowledge and sense I have now came from this place, even if I didn’t particularly value it.
“For now, I’m satisfied with having a house large enough to hold all my instruments.”
“…Marisela.”
“Or should I be more formal since the Duchess is here? Shall I call you ‘Your Grace’?”
“There’s no need for sarcasm. I understand what you’re trying to say.”
“You don’t understand anything.
Duchess, do you know why I ran away from this mansion that day?”
“B-because of what I did to you.”
“And what exactly did you do?”
“I hit you… and abused you terribly.”
“Well, you seem to know the answer.
Then again, it’s not surprising. After all, I’m just the pathetic daughter of a whore.”
Given the power dynamics, I suppose it was an easy choice for her.
She must have mistaken her hatred for someone else, lashing out at me as if I were the enemy who had stolen her lover’s affection.
With no consequences to fear, why wouldn’t she take the opportunity to crush me?
“Even now, if your feelings toward me suddenly changed, you could crush me like a bug whenever you wanted.”
“I… I hated your mother so much that I ended up hating you too….”
“Didn’t we already have this conversation before?”
The Duchess began to cry.
Though older now, she had aged gracefully, eating well, sleeping soundly, and maintaining her appearance. A few more wrinkles, but she remained beautiful.
How did someone once so confident, so driven to cultivate and create, end up so broken?
“Even so, I want to apologize to you. I know we can’t restore our relationship to what it once was… but maybe we could, just a little… I should apologize to your father, too, but he’s already passed away.”
Restore our relationship?
It was never good to begin with.
Was she hoping to go back to the very first time we met, before she ever hit me?
But had there ever been a time when being around me brought her happiness?
For me, it has always been misery.
Aside from the cheap satisfaction of breaking the daughter of her enemy, all I ever gave her were negative emotions.
Thanks to her, even my emotions are all twisted now.
If Raphael fell in love with someone else and left me, it would be devastating, of course.
But I doubt I’d hate him—or even the woman he fell for.
If he chose to leave me, it would be because she could make him happy in ways I never could.
She could do what someone like me couldn’t.
I’m not the kind of person who can share love; I only seem capable of taking it away.
Even when others try to reassure me otherwise, it never has much effect.
I stay silent because I know bringing it up would only darken the mood.
That’s likely why I couldn’t muster anger at the Duchess.
Normally, such thoughts would make me furious.
“Duchess, our relationship is one where we’ve tried to kill each other. You worked hard to destroy me to the point where I’d take my own life, and I, twisted as I am, tried to kill you before Libian shot me, forcing me to flee like a fool.”
The Duchess seemed to wrestle with my words before finally responding.
“…Can’t we just pretend none of it ever happened? I gave you permission, after all.”
If someone kills under permission, does that mean they won’t be arrested?
Oh, right, there’s no police here. Ha.
Not that it would matter much if there were.
Even when my life and everything I valued were utterly destroyed, the law was never on my side.
“Can you erase everything you did to me from your mind, Duchess?”
The Duchess shook her head.
“And just the same, I can’t forget what happened to me.
No matter how hard I try, no matter how much I hallucinate to cover it up or try to drown it out with drugs, it never goes away.
And when it rises up in my dreams, there’s nothing more horrifying.”
If I weren’t holding Raphael’s hand, I might have stood up and lunged at her right then and there.
I always act rational, pretend I’m unaffected, but deep down, I’m an intensely emotional person.
When I’m angry, I lash out. When I’m sad, I cry. When I’m happy, I laugh.
That’s why I’ve been able to hate the people in front of me.
Even if that hatred does no good for the child I’m expecting, I can’t stop myself.
Ending It
You could call it selfishness on my part.
Someday, my child might regret not having grown up in this mansion or receiving its education.
I won’t ask for understanding.
It’s all my fault, after all.
But even so, I’ll never let them stay here.
“Libian, what you’re suggesting is for us to live here again, isn’t it?
Me, my unborn child, and even Raphael. That’s why you so graciously allowed Raphael, a mere orphan, to take on a surname.”
I don’t need it.
We can get by just fine without some lofty title.
Whether they’re nobles or knights, all their supposed greatness is the same in the end.
There’s no need to aim for some extraordinary achievement.
Just existing is enough.
Especially if it’s someone you love.
Judging by the expressions on Libian, Eileen, and the Duchess, I could tell what they were thinking.
“It doesn’t have to be here,” Libian said. “We could build a villa in a scenic area nearby. You could—”
“Shut it.”
“…If it’s a boy, we’ll ensure he receives an education beyond what even the Academy could offer. If it’s a girl, we’ll dress her in gowns more lavish than anything even the imperial family could afford and send her to social events adorned with jewels.”
I didn’t respond to Libian’s words.
“Eileen, Duchess.”
“Yes, Marisela, what is it?”
The Duchess looked at me with a faintly dazed expression, while Eileen, caught mid-sip of her tea, coughed violently before managing a reply.
“Do you remember when you rode with me in the carriage to attend the party in the capital?”
“…It’s impossible to forget,” the Duchess admitted.
Eileen nodded in agreement.
Well, a lot of memorable things had happened there.
Like how I had stolen Olivia’s precious first kiss—the one the Crown Prince was supposed to have.
Considering it was the first thing mentioned when they came to visit me after so long, I suppose they were bitter about it.
It was just a fleeting kiss, but they were clearly still worked up about it.
Not that my question had anything to do with that.
“When I spoke with His Majesty, wore a glamorous dress, and danced with those of high rank—did I look happy to you?”
Beautiful women and men twirling to the sound of music, under dazzling lights, in a space so extravagantly luxurious that even a passing laborer might weep blood at the sight of it.
Yet, in that paradox of opulence, I was the most miserable person in the room.
They say high-end courtesans often dream of attending such places.
Perhaps they’re unaware that all they’ll face there is neglect and disdain.;
Or maybe, like moths to a flame, they’re drawn to the brilliance despite knowing the truth.
Neither Eileen nor the Duchess could respond.
I rubbed my belly as I continued speaking.
I couldn’t help but feel a strange sense of satisfaction, as if my lips had curled into a smile without me realizing it.
“This child will grow up happier and more loved than anyone else.”
Even if that’s a lie.
Even if I can’t truly love them.
I’ll make it look like I do, and I’ll find a way to show them love, no matter what.
“Even if they’re naïve or clueless, that’s fine.
Even if they’re an airhead with their head full of flowers, that’s fine too.
Why do they need to be exceptional? Just existing happily in the world is more than enough.”
It felt like I’d been doing all the talking, but oddly enough, I didn’t mind monopolizing the conversation.
“So, I think it’s time to truly put an end to this.”
This ambiguous relationship, these clumsy feelings of guilt, this uncomfortable sense of obligation—
It’s dragged on long enough.
It’s time to wrap things up.
Rather anticlimactic, isn’t it?
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